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The New Education Inspection Framework in England:
A Real Innovation or a Cosmetic Change?


Abstract

Since the advent of Ofsted (The Office for Standards in Education) in 1992, schools’ performances were inspected under different sections and to this date Ofsted still constitute the most powerful form of public education accountability in England. However, the Programme for International Student Assessment sends alarming signals to policymakers indicating that the English educational system is underperforming compared to other systems. This generates a huge pressure on Ofsted and thus it must reform its old inspection framework. Consequently, a new education inspection framework which came into effect in September 2019 responds to this pressure and replaces the previous common inspection framework.
This article looks at the four inspection judgments of the new Ofsted inspection framework, sifts the most important aspects of change, and offers a fit for purpose criticism of the new proposals. 

Keywords: Common Inspection Framework, Ofsted, New Education Inspection Framework

Introduction
 
Addressing school accountability in England in the early 90s generated the inception of a non-ministerial government department in charge of schools’ effectiveness to conduct inspections and report to parliament via the ministry of education. Since then, by and large, the purpose of Ofsted is not only to ensure education accountability for both parents and government but equally to improve, support, and guide schools in their development.
Up until September 2019, Ofsted was using what was called the Common Inspection Framework. This latter was replaced afterwards by what is now called the New Education Inspection Framework. The common inspection framework had four assessment criteria against which schools were judged, and they are: The effectiveness of leadership and management; Quality of teaching, learning and assessment; Personal development, behaviour, and welfare; and outcomes of pupils. However, the four aspects on which schools will be judged under the new education inspection model are Quality of education; behaviour and attitudes; personal development; and leadership and management.

It is worth noting at this stage that one the most debated aspect of Ofsted inspection has not changed and despite criticism, kept it as it was. Indeed, Ofsted has maintained its grading system and schools will be rated the same as before either outstanding, good, require improvement or inadequate. Ofsted believes that “on balance, the arguments for change do not yet counterbalance the arguments for keeping the current grading system” (Ofsted, 2019). 
Ofsted claims that changing the current grading system or even scrapping it is a cul-de-sac approach which, consequently, leaves progress data or attainment the only two options when judging schools’ performances and as such some issues like off- rolling may be compounded. (Ofsted, 2019)

As valid as Ofsted’s argument may be, I know from experience that the maintained schools’ grading system put an immeasurable pressure on teachers and leaders and negatively affects schools’ behaviours to objectively target or maintain themselves within the grading boundaries of outstanding and good and ultimately move up the league tables. 

Besides, if Ofsted claims that the new inspection model claims a refocus on the quality of education characterised by leaders' autonomy to develop and sustain an appropriate curriculum, one expects it to scrap schools' grading system as a structural change to give schools freedom to operate without limitations:

Government must give active permission to schools to innovate and provide a climate in which failure can be given a different meaning as a necessary element in making progress, as is the case in the business world… mistakes can be accepted or even encouraged, provided that they are a means of improvement.
                                                                           (Fullan,2006)


Furthermore, the current grading system also affects the health and well-being of teachers and leaders as they need to deploy a vast amount of effort to achieve good results at the end of academic year. Moreover, this grading system indirectly disadvantages students and profoundly affects the broad and balanced aspects of the schools’ curriculum from which students need to benefit and as a result teachers regard teaching to the test approach is the only way out in achieving good results and keep schools’ leaders and Ofsted at bay.

Outcome of pupils
Clearly, the most noticeable change within the new inspection model is that pupils’ outcomes as an aspect of schools’ judgement has been discounted and Ofsted claims the new education inspection framework presents a solution to an education system which was, until July 2019, relying heavily on data performance. Data performance judgment aspect, adds Ofsted, gives a misleading conclusion with regards to schools’ performances and effectiveness and often hinders the provision of a good quality of education offered to students as Amanda Spielman, Ofsted chief inspector commented on balanced curriculum provision:

There is no tension between success on exams and tests and a good curriculum. Quite the opposite. A good curriculum should lead to good results. However, good exam results do not always mean that pupils received a rich and full knowledge from the curriculum. In worst cases teaching to the test, rather than teaching the full curriculum leaves a pupil with a hollowed out and flimsy understanding.
(Spielman, 2017)

For Ofsted, using students’ outcomes to judge schools’ performances has created a teaching to the test culture that has not just affected the elaboration of a broad and balanced curriculum but also constituted an impediment to schools' improvement.  At this stage, the question remains: Does the new education inspection framework discount pupils' outcomes as Ofsted claims? 

In judging the quality of education in line with the new inspection model, Ofsted will consider how significant the ‘Impact’ aspect a school curriculum will have on students. Ofsted's definition of ‘Impact’ is:

Learners develop detailed knowledge and skills across the curriculum and, as a result, achieve well. Where relevant, this reflected in results from nation tests and examinations which meet government expectation, or in the qualification obtained.
                           (Ofsted, 2019)                                    

Although Ofsted claims to take a holistic approach through the quality of education aspect, however, according to its definition of impact, the outcomes of pupils is still a prevalent aspect of schools’ accountability which is intrinsically linked to national examinations and regulator’s expectation. Adding to this, putting less emphasis on data could be counterproductive and self-defeating and will certainly put schools in a difficult situation as to how they can provide tangible proof for progress, improvement and ensure accountability towards stakeholders.
 I take up the challenge that under the new model of inspection Ofsted will unquestionably consider students’ data outcomes when judging quality of education offered by providers.

Quality of education
Quality of teaching and learning in the old model of inspection has been substituted by quality of education in the new inspection framework. This shift meant to put a great emphasis on the curriculum. Indeed, conducting the new inspection model, inspectors will have to judge quality of education during schools’ inspections through three curriculum elements known as the 3Is, elements that did not explicitly exist in the old common inspection framework: Intent (content), Implementation (effective teaching) and Impact (pupils’ achievements).
This gives the impression of a more detailed and demarcated model of inspection from the previous one and Ofsted gives it the name of “deep dive” as every aspect of the curriculum would be scrutinised by inspectors. However, as ambitious as it might seem, I claim that this triumvirate approach to the curriculum in the new model of inspection does not structurally separate itself from the old inspection model apart form an attempt to reword what is already existed in the old model of inspection and as Heather Fearn, curriculum inspector and professional development lead at Ofsted, said in her blog ‘Busting the ‘intent’ myth’:
Intent is nothing new. There is no need to write new statements, adapt websites or restructure staffing to cover intent. Intent is not the next big thing. Intent is all the curriculum planning that happens before a teacher teaches the knowledge that pupils need to learn the next thing in the curriculum. (Fearn, 2019).
I also claim that in the old inspection model, what was previously called effective teaching has been replaced by the introduction of the term ‘Implementation’ in the new inspection model. What is more worrying is that Ofsted has not specified what it meant by effective teaching and   how it will capture it during an inspection visit so as to give teachers and professionals an opportunity to prepare.  Hence, capturing effective teaching during an inspection visit, in my eyes, becomes hugely subjective as it will depend on inspectors’ discretions. 
Understandably, Ofsted is unwilling to commit to a particular approach of capturing effective teaching during inspections because it is a complicated territory as James ko describes:
Defining effective teaching and teaching effectiveness can be complex and controversial. Effectiveness is a contested term that can evoke strong emotions because of its perceived links with notions of professional competency and high stakes accountability in some systems and because it may question individual teachers’ beliefs about their professional autonomy.
                                                                                                               (Ko & Sammons, 2013)

Behaviour and attitudes 
Inspecting Behaviour and attitudes strand under the new model of inspection, Inspectors will be looking at how providers set high expectations for learners as well as how consistent they are in implementing them. Also, inspectors will seek justification and understanding of how positive students are about their education, and how schools have prepared them to study effectively through the creation of a fertile environment where they can both flourish and be resilient. 
As far as personal development is concerned, under the new model, inspectors will look to what extent the schools’ curricula are broad and balanced and how they go far beyond the academic aspects. 
While Ofsted attempts to reform its inspection framework in this strand, it only separated ‘Behaviour and attitudes’ from ‘Personal development’, A sterile and superficial separation that keeps the substance the same. A separation that does not seem to offer any tangible changes. What the new inspection model offers has already existed and does not seems to provide any worthy differentiation compared to the old inspection regime. Indeed, in both inspection frameworks, developing students’ characters is a common inspection ground which is largely promoted through different aspects including, inter alia, Spiritual, moral, social, cultural, Personal, social, and health education.
Cultural capital
The innovation within the new inspection framework proposed by Ofsted in England is the introduction of a new concept ‘Cultural capital’ making it the most popular discussion theme amongst teachers and professionals.
The term 'Cultural Capital' was developed as a concept by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu in the early 70s. Bourdieu tried to address the social inequality issues within the French society characterised by deep social class stratification. For Bourdieu, cultural capital represents the knowledge, attitudes, and experiences wealthy families can offer to their kids.
As far as educational inequality is concerned, cultural capital gives an insight as to how students with valuable cultural capital are very likely to succeed in their education compared to their peers with less valuable cultural capital. I share this view. In my experience, I have noticed that students who come from families with a rich cultural capital not only do engage with various personal development activities outside the school setting such as theatre, music, and drama through private tuition but also tend to do well in their exams compared to their peers who come from families with less cultural capital. 
Also, I do think that educational inequality between the fortunate and poorer students is determined by economic capital. Indeed, resourceful families will have a financial edge over poorer families and will automatically use their cultural capital through economic capital to support their children. A good instance here is purchasing private tuition. Another prominent example that I have noticed in my experience is that fortunate families develop a close relationship with certain teachers.
So, I do firmly believe that students’ levels of cultural capital are a huge indicator of how well they are likely to succeed academically and engage in wider society. It is good to understand the historical background of the term ‘Cultural Capital’. However, the question remains: What does Ofsted mean by cultural capital and why introduced it in the new education inspection framework in England?
For Ofsted, cultural capital is:
the essential knowledge that pupils need to be educated citizens, introducing them to the best that has been thought and said, and helps to engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.
(Ofsted, 2018)
Ofsted adds that no institution can be rated good unless the school curriculum gives all pupils, including disadvantaged pupils the knowledge and cultural capital they need to succeed in life. For Ofsted, cultural capital should promote social mobility and as a result helps students climb up the social ladder without necessarily having wealth or financial capital. Understandably, Ofsted has a real purpose to improve the quality of education by including cultural capital in the new inspection model. However, the above definition is distinctively different from Bourdieu’s and consequently, it claims more than it can offer.
More so, according to chief Ofsted inspector, Amand Spielman, cultural capital will not be inspected, but in the meantime grading school is tightly linked the cultural capital. Has Ofsted really misunderstood Bourdieu or just trying to include flashy concepts into their vocabulary as a cosmetic change to their new inspection framework compared to the old common inspection framework?
If Bourdieu tried to explain educational inequality within a stratified society through the level of cultural capital possession to bridge the gap as well as promote social mobility, Ofsted, in my eyes, has completely misinterpreted the concept itself. Ofsted does not even mention educational inequality in the new inspection framework apart from scarcely mentioning the term ‘disadvantaged’.
Moreover, I believe if education aims are to reduce inequality by providing access to valuable cultural capital that may not be available at home or in the local community, giving disadvantaged students a book to read or send them to watch a theatrical play will not help.
As far as I am concerned, reducing educational inequality should begin by resolving the economic capital issues of the disadvantaged class in English society at early age. Indeed, it all comes down to financial ability and if families cannot afford to pay for cultural capital activities for their children, educational inequality will still exist, and the gap will widen. 
Yes, Schools' curricular should be broad and balanced and should promote various activities if they want to address students' cultural capital. However, schools have limited resources and will face an uphill struggle to provide a rich variety of activities to bridge the gap of educational inequality among students, and the in-schools or extra-curricular activities will not substitute f cultural capital activities. In my eyes, leaving cultural capital's activities to teachers and schools while ignoring existing social inequality in England is a lost cause.
Leadership and management versus the effectiveness of leadership and management
What is noticeable in this judgment element is not only the drop of the word ‘effectiveness’ but also, which is a surprise, the downgrading of the leadership and management to the fourth position in the new inspection framework. A demotion at the time when the current educational research on schools’ leadership powerfully resurfaced and regards school leadership as the first major inline contributor to sustaining schools' improvement. Moreover, sustaining schools’ effectiveness requires a new kind of leadership. (Fullan, 2006)
As Matthews & Sammons (2004) explained, schools’ effectiveness research has drawn attention to the importance of school leadership as a key characteristic of effective schools, and leadership judged to be poor is a well-documented feature of ineffective schools according to inspection evidence in the United Kingdom and the increased focus on school leadership when discussing quality in schools. Furthermore, A recent OECD (Organisation of Economic and Cooperation and Development) review finding put a huge emphasis on the substantial role, development, recruitment, and retention of school leaders as the driving force in improving schools and quality of education, yet, ‘Leadership and Management’ strand in the new education inspection framework has been moved to the back seat, stripping it from its aspect of the primary engine of schools effectiveness which could create, in my eyes, confusion of leadership responsibilities and  more stress for teachers. 

As subservient the leadership and management role has become under the new inspection regime, it will still be judged against almost the same criteria as in previous model of inspection. Indeed, under the new inspection version, inspectors will judge leadership and management on students’ health and safety, staff training, and curriculum provision. Also, inspectors will make a judgement on the leaders' ambitious vision and how they will offer a high quality and inclusive education to pupils. They will also look at how leaders are supporting their staff with their professional development as well as their engagement with students and the community.
Clearly, apart from being shifted to the fourth position under the new inspection model, there is nothing new regarding the judgment criteria of leadership and management in schools as it will largely be judged as it was before in the old model of inspection.
Conclusion

It goes without saying that Ofsted has attempted several inspection framework reforms since its inspection and the new structure of inspecting the quality of education through the 3Is of the curriculum (Intent, implementation, and impact) is quite reminiscent of the similar structure put forward in the 80s regarding whole school-development innovation which is: Initiation, Implementation, and Institutionalisation.
 It seems that Ofsted’s archives have resurfaced in this instance and this for me raises the following question: is the change necessary or change is intimately connected to change of administration (i.e., Ofsted chief inspector)?
The issue seems to be much bigger than just reforming an inspection framework. The issue concerns the change of education system as a whole as Fullan put it:

The issue is not how many new policies have been approved or how many programmes have been developed, but rather what has actually changed in practice-if anything-as a result of our efforts and how do we know when change is worthwhile? (Fullan, 2007)

As far as I am concerned, the new inspection reform has not brought any structural change to demarcate itself from the previous model of inspection. In fact, confusion, perplexity, and new concerns are prevalent in the new model. 
Firstly, the new inspection model does not clarify how the new proposals will be implemented at a subject level as they are too focused on generic attributes of curriculum quality and not subject-specific, meaning that inspectors’ judgments at subject level will be fatally flawed unfair, and subjective.
Secondly, the new version of inspection promotes rote learning through ‘know more and remember more’ approach which, in my view, eliminates the creativity and the meaningful aspects of learning.
Thirdly, inspecting schools through a ‘deep dive’ approach and demanding schools to produce a curriculum with a detailed content, plans and sequences will perhaps lead teachers and leaders to design extensive syllabus outlines and schemes of work. It will also lead to a massive workload. 
Fourthly, much of Ofsted’s judgments under the new version will be based on ‘Quality of Education’ judged through the three elements of ‘Intent’, ‘Implementation’ and ‘Impact’ on pupils’ learning. However, there are so many limitations Ofsted inspectors will be facing to make a fair and objective judgment. Indeed, as far as students’ leaning is concerned, inspectors will be limited in term of assessing pupils’ engagement. Ofsted may witness students engaged in lessons, but would they be able to judge students effective learning and long-term progress during a twenty-minute lesson observation?

After all, students’ engagement does not mean they are learning new knowledge.  They can comment, for instance, on whether pupils appear interested, whether they seem to be concentrating on their work, whether they actively contribute to a lesson. I take up the challenge that inspectors can not assess the extent of pupils’ learning in lessons.
Similarly, inspectors’ ability to judge the ‘Impact’ on students’ learning is limited. Indeed, inspectors cannot evaluate the effectiveness of teaching during lessons they observe. Inspectors can, however, comment on the way lessons are conducted.

I also argue that discounting pupils’ outcomes under the new version of inspection, Ofsted will not be able to evaluate and report on pupils’ progress, and therefore cannot comment on schools’ contributions to that progress. Furthermore, they cannot evaluate the extent of a school’s improvement from one inspection to another. The available evidence and other conditions to make valid comparisons and judgment of improvement are simply not there. 

Finally, inspectors are human beings and are not some sort of camera, recording what goes on during lessons’ observations. They must make decisions, not measurements, they have to interpret what they have witnessed, which is largely subjective and can lead to misjudgement. 
 In my view, Ofsted should not be making judgments on ‘effectiveness’ and ‘Quality’ in the absence of a clear and explicit definitions.
Certainly, the limitations I have summarised indicate that the Ofsted inspection framework does not offer a structural innovation but a mere cosmetic change and conclusively Ofsted promises too much, and schools may be judged unfairly as a result.
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