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PARLIAMENTARY BRIEF

eople walking down London's

Kingsway probably don't notice

Ofsted. Between the cafés and
shirt shops, only grey-smoked glass doors
and a small logo identify the non-minis-
terial government department which has
been an unmissable part of teachers’ lives
since 1992,

Inside a modern bureaucracy fune-
tions, but on the top floor change has
been taking place. The new man at the
top is Mike Tomlinson HMCI — Her Maj-
esty's Chief Inspector of Schools. He is
the first Labour appointment to this post
in the (Mfsted era, and successor to the
ever-controversial Chris Woodhead —
now a commentator on the Daily
Telegraph.

Of Ofsted’s many critics, some of the
most serious say that their way of in-
specting schools is holding back
development, so [ begin by putting that
point: The inspection framework embod-
ies the government'’s view of what an
effective school is. How does that get up-
dated over time and would it ever embody
a 21st century learning view of a school
— because it doesn't at the moment.
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MT: The framework has been updated
and changed on two major occasions now
— once in 1996 and again in January
2000. In both there has been debate
about the place and emphasis given to
teaching and particularly learning — but
there has not been up to now, any seri-
ous questioning of whatever this vigion
of the 21st century classroom is. The
question of ‘how pupils learn’is an inter-
esting one we still really don't
understand enough about how children
learn.

The framework that we are going to
have to think about for the next phase of
inspection has got to be fairly forward
looking. What we must ensure is that it
doesn't give a model of the learning proc-
ess or the learning environment that
might be at odds with what develops as
new technology and all the rest swing
into action. I think that will be quite a
difficult challenge for us.

CW: A recent Ofsted report on ICT in
schools says provision is patchy as is take-
up of training, but it hardly ever mentions
anything about whether ICT promotes
learning. Lots of the ICT in schools does
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school inspections?
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nothing of the sort.

MT: | would agree with you. At the
moment the view that ICT will improve
learning is an act of faith — though 1
don't mind that. What we do know of
course, is that it is certainly a motivat-
ing approach to teaching and learning for
a large number of children. It is inter-
esting how boys, for example, are much
more happy and willing to sit down with
a sereen and write than they are with
pencil and paper. And given that we have
a problem with boys writing, if that's a
way into helping bovs to write, then there
could be benefits.

But at the moment they are not there
to be seen in any extent. [ think that
whether they will be, and how much ben-
efit they'll bring remain unanswered
questions.

CW: There has been talk about the re-
view of the whole school inspection
system. How radical would that review
be?’

MT: Well 1 am going to be cautious
here — because clearly T want a consul-
tation which gives schools a chance to say
what they think. For me a number of
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things have changed or are changing
since inspection was introduced. First of
all we have got performance manage-
ment in schools. Second, we are moving
to a position where we are getting more
sophisticated in terms of the ways that
we can analyse data and talk about
school performance — notably by 2003
we are almost certain to have value-
added data. And third, we have been
actively encouraging the development of
robust ohjective school self- evaluation.

So inspection has got to ask itself how
does it fit in to that
changed environ-
ment? — what is
its place?. From
my perspective I
have no doubt
about the absolute |
need for a rigorous |
external and objec-
tive inspection
system. The ques-
tion is how often
should it occur and what would be the
focus and weight of that inspection —
should it be the same in all schools?

We have moved to a differentiated bi-
partite model — short or full. Is there a
continuum of some sort and to what ex-
tent is the agenda for that inspection
open to the school making a contribution
to it, as distinct from it all being deter-
mined centrally?.

CW: Is there anything behind that
choice of adjectives you use — rigorous,
robust and ohjective?

MT: Experience — probably over the
best part of 15 to 20 years — of what
school self-evaluation looked like. In the
early days, for example, it was very much
about the amount of curriculum time, the
question of resources, the gquestion of
buildings and all the rest of it.

It was very rare in those days to find
a school self-evaluation document that
actually focused on the core business of
the school — teaching and learning. That
is the starting point — what is happen-
ing in our classrooms, the quality of
teaching, the learning that's going on,
how do we measure the progress of pu-
pils — schools are more sophisticated at
measuring that than we are nationally.

The second point comes from a com-
parison we did of schools’ self-evaluations
and the outcomes of Ofsted inspections.
In terms of their strengths, the schools
were pretty much correlating with what
the inspection team was saying.

With their weaknesses, there was
much a poorer correlation and when you
looked at where those differences arose,
the school then recognised that it didn't
know as much about the quality of its
teaching and learning as it thought it did.

A TEATTOM afdfa

And it really didn't know enough about
the quality of its management — be-
cause, of course, the people carrying out
the self-evaluation were often the peo-
ple doing the managing.

CW: That raises issues about what are
the conditions under which schools best
learn about themselves. In a ‘standards’
environmeni there are some ways of talk-
ing for accountability purposes that don't
actually help people examine what is go-
ing on in their own schools — including
the quality of learning.

MT: Indeed — I think that one of the
dangers is as we move into an increas-
ingly ‘data rich’ environment, that we
become seduced with all of these num-
bers — and what they think they tell us
about an education.

Now they do tell us something quite
important but it isn't the whole story.
There are other important things that we
do which are not quantifiable — impor-
tant not just to us as the professionals,
but to parents, the community at large,
and indeed the children.

The challenge is to get beyond saying
there are these things, to identifying
them. We have got to get to the point of
being able to talk confidently — and in a
way understood by the non-professional
— about how a child's progress is meas-
ured and talked about.

Oddly, inspection can help to highlight
these factors because the framework is
not just about standards vis-a-vis tests
— it has this ethos element. It is con-
cerned about and with relationships in
the school and development of young peo-
ple, the element of ‘enrichment’,
extra-curricular, and all the rest which
adds up to a broad and rich education.

We have got to start talking about
these and the sense of the school as a
community. I think that's where we have
to get better and I think equally that is
where inspection can shed light in ways
which raw figures can never.

CW: In a future seenario with school
self-inspection and an external system,
would the relationship between these
shift? People are interested in there being
maore dialogue with the external inspec-
tion system, including with the inspection
teams, so that the hope of ‘improvement
through inspection’ becomes more likely
realised?

MT: Inspection of itself does not bring
about improvement — that I am clear
about. Inspection is a catalyst for im-
provement and an agenda for
improvement but it always assumes that
the school itself has the capacity and the
willingness to pick up on both and act on
them. The evidence from second inspec-
tions is very encouraging in that in both
primary and secondary schools some-

thing like nine out of ten schools are able
clearly to demonstrate improvements
since the previous inspection — acting
upon the action plan.

And in the questionnaires filled in af-
ter inspection by the head and chair of
governors, we ask whether or not they
think that the inspection will contribute
and further the school’s improvement.
Something like threeguarters of schools
say Yes'. That is very encouraging.

Since we have moved to the short in-
spection (which does have a huge amount
of dialogue between the headteacher, sen-
ior managers and the inspection team)
98% plus of headteachers say it was a
hugely positive experience.

Dialogue helps in a number of ways:
first it makes the school feel part of the
process, which is very important. In
other words the inspection — still with
all its rigour and objectivity — is being
done with them, rather than to them —
a process which a school just feels it has
to get over so it can then get back to nor-
mal business.

“We want people in school to feel that
the process is actually going to be sup-
portive of their thrust for improvement,
and may yield information which they
themselves haven't identified or haven't
given the same emphasis to as has the
inspection team — and so stimulating a
discussion within the school,

CW: You mention a school’s ‘capacity’
for improvement, and that in itself brings
in the question of teacher shortages. Has
inspection contributed to that shortage
and, if so, what is to be done?

MT: | know the anecdotes flying
around, but I would be more concerned
with hard evidence.

I am quite clear that a number of
teachers have left the profession as a con-
sequence of inspection in those schools
where the children were not being given

the standard of edu-
i cation that they
deserved. And in so0
| far as that is the
case, | think that it
was probably right
— that they were
people in the wrong
profession. 1 don't
think that teaching
is any more beset by
these sorts of prob-
lems than the other professions, and
increasingly it has fewer.

CW: [ think surveys show that teach-
ing is the unhappiest profession.

MT: The unhappiness of teachers can-
not wholly be laid at the door of Ofsted.
There are a whole raft of reasons why
they feel as they do, and undoubtedly the
way in which they have been made ac-

oy




PARLIAMENTARY BRIEF

countable and the way in which that ac-
countability has been held up into the
public glare, is certainly a contributory
factor.

But there are a whole set of others —
about terms and conditions, about work-
load, about pay, about public respect for
teachers, about the difficulties of man-
aging poor behaviour and so on

What I do agree about, as I said in my
annual report in February, is that teacher
shortage does represent the biggest
threat to the considerable gain and im-
provements that have been made in
recent times. A major challenge is seek-
ing to avoid people haemorrhaging from
the profession, as distinct from getting
vast numbers in — which we need, but
which won't solve the issue if we are still
haemorrhaging from the other end.

CW: In your annual report in Febru-
ary a number of commentators said that
they had seen a difference in the style of
language as well as the issues mentioned,
and in the last few months I have had
people say to me that they feel that the
style of working of inspection teams has
changed. Are they right?

MT: Without reducing anything of the
rigour, what we have tried to do is to try
and get the ingpection teams to work with
schools in this process of inspection, to
consider the task as one that is shared
between two groups of professionals —
those that are being inspected and those
that are doing the inspection.

I think I've evidence from headteach-
ers' letters to me that there’s a feeling
this is happening on the ground. No one
is suggesting that it has got softer — no
one has suggested that it has got tougher
either — but they feel that it is a regime
which is firm but also which is being done
in a way which is appropriate and pro-
fessional, which is what [ want.

As far as my own report is concerned,
clearly my style of writing is not the same
as someone else’s. [ also tried to explic-
itly recognise that some of the challenges
that schools face were not wholly within
the capacity of the school to affect, and
that other partners had a role to play in
that, and that it required all to play their
part.

CW: Some people suggest that on oc-
casions Ofsted inspection of LEAs have
been more to find evidence to impose an
alternative, rather than lead to improve-
mend.

MT: I don't believe that. Firstly, Of-
sted does not decide whether or not there
would be any form of intervention: that
is the Secretary of State's decision. We
simply report our views on the present
personnel, and whether the present
structure within a local authority is ca-
pable of bringing about the improvement
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that is necessary. Does a particular or-
ganisation have the capacity to act on
this or not? Ifit doesn't, it’s right that we
should say so. What then happens is a
matter for the Secretary of State to de-
termine.

There are cases where there has been
intervention and where subsequently —
for example, in Islington — we have
shown that the intervention is beginning
to bear fruit. Equally we have gone back
to local authorities where such interven-
tions have not been undertaken —

‘We
should
give
more
credit..’

‘We don't give sufficient credit
and sufficient attention in the
media to the very significant im-
provements achieved in recent
years in our schools, in relation
to the quality of teaching and
the quality of leadership.
‘In 1994/5 207 of teaching was
actory and last vear it
That is really quite dra-
matic. Last vear 40° of pri
schools inspected didn't have
single lesson which was judged
less than satisfactory — and the
tion of good, very good
ellent teaching has gone
up from 40 to 607,
‘We have got what we need in
er to go to the next level of
improvement — yet we are not
celebrating it and we are not ac-
tually acknowledging it as
strongly as we could.’

notably in Liverpool — where the im-
provement brought about by new
improvements, new structures have led
to us saying that this is a local authority
which we have confidence in now that
has the capacity to move ahead. There
isn't a single-one-size-fits-all solution to
this issue.

In fairness local authorities have un-
dergone a period of enormous upheaval,
uncertainty and change: it is hardly sur-
prising therefore that some of them have
simply not been able to position them-
selves to be as responsive and

organised.Others have — the West Sus-
sex report shows it is still a model and
has managed to stay that way despite
turbulence. The changes have not de-
flected the authority or its schools.

CW: In mentioning the relationship
between Ofsted and the Secretary of State,
do you think the accountability and re-
porting processes for Ofsted are right? Are
the relationships with the ‘government of
the day’ right — or should Ofsted have
less shori-term political masters?

MT: Well, we are a government
department — even though non-minis-
terial. Like any other government
department, our duty and responsibility
would be to implement government
policy and the will of parliament. Where
independence really kicks in is in terms
of how I organise the programme of work
within the department and my capacity
to report, as chief inspector, when [ want,
how [ want and without any interference
from ministers — that is the crucial bit
of the independence. There can be no in-
terference with that — that is absolutely
written in law and is a great strength.

As a government department, we are
within the same accountability proce-
dures as any other. The one difference,
of course, is that | am not a minister and
therefore | cannot personally answer to
parliament, so my annual report is pre-
sented on my behalf by the Secretary of
State.

However, parliamentary gquestions
are not answered by the DfES, but by
me — I reply in writing. [ am also di-
rectly answerable to the select commitiee
which has the right to request any infor-
mation of me. On average [ appear three
times a year.

But there is more than that. Taken
as a whole there are probably 20 differ-
ent forms of accountability — so some of
the criticism on that point simply doesn't
stand the test of reality. One cause, I
think, has been that in part accountabil-
ity got mixed up with personalities —
between Ofsted and individuals — which
wasn't helpful.

CW. My final question: what advice
would you give a new headteacher who
was taking over from a predecessor with
a large reputation®

MT: Be your own person — do it your
way.

Although, throughout our meeting,
neither of us had mentioned the name
Chris Woodhead, I think Mike Tomlinson
knew what my question was driving at.
He also knew what message his answer
was intended to convey.

Chris Watkins is a Reader in
Education at the University of London
Institute of Education.

ATICGTTRT 20




