
 

Ofsted Inspections from September 2021 v2 
A summary of the areas which the School Improvement Team believe to be shifts in 

emphasis or approach to inspection 

 

This should be read alongside the most recent handbooks: 

• Section 5: School inspection handbook 

• Section 8: School inspection handbook  

 

 

General Overview 

Ofsted does not inspect schools during their first full week back in September. Thereafter, 

inspections can take place right through to the end of term including the last week. 

 

Everyone is in the frame for inspections, including schools previously judged to be 

Outstanding. If the Outstanding judgement came before 2015 you should get a section 5 

inspection next; if the Outstanding judgement came after 2015 then it is more likely to be a 

section 8 inspection. 

 

Schools that have been RI twice or more schools and who have been inspected twice last 

academic year will not get another visit before a section 5 inspection. 

 

Roughly speaking, schools should add 18 months to when they were expecting an 

inspection... 

 

There are very few amendments to the inspection framework methodology. Quality of 

Education is still the focus for Section 5 and Section 8 inspections and will, as before, be 

largely focused around deep dives. At least four in a Section 5, and at least three in a Section 

8. Inspectors have been told to “try and avoid carrying out deep dives into more than one 

subject with the same curriculum lead.” 

 

There is still a deferral request process, but this would probably only apply if schools were 

experiencing significant capacity issues. If schools are concerned about capacity, tell the 

inspection support officer as soon as you get the call, and raise any concerns with the lead 

inspector during the initial phone call. You should find that concerns are taken seriously and 

treated sensitively… 

 

Inspectors will take a lateral flow test prior to the inspection and will follow school 

procedures.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-eif/schools-inspection-handbook-for-september-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/section-8-school-inspection-handbook-eif/school-inspection-handbook-section-8-for-september-2021


 

There will probably be more conversations than normal with pupils, because of the lack of 

external data. Inspectors won’t look at internal data, even if schools offer it to them. 

 

 

Impact of Covid on inspection judgements 

Covid in itself won’t change or soften judgements. Routine inspections report on what the 

school is like at that point in time. Only a monitoring visit reports on actions and leaders’ 

progress. Inspectors cannot hypothesise about where schools might have been if lockdown 

hadn’t happened - a judgement has to be made on the evidence. 

 

However, the transition arrangements in the Quality of Education judgement have been 

retained, so schools don’t need to have every subject right just yet (apart from reading and 

mathematics). There is a willingness (allegedly) from Ofsted to be sympathetic to the impact 

of the pandemic on schools. If schools are in the window, it will be worth them writing an 

aide-memoire about how Covid has impacted the school and its community. Consider the 

following, and be specific about their impact: 

• Budget pressure 

• Restrictions on staffing / recruitment / performance management 

• Reduction of CPD / staff training / strategic meetings to manage workload and 

wellbeing and to deal with cases / manage CAGs and TAGs 

• Staffing and pupil turbulence 

• Restrictions to the curriculum – music / PE / science practicals / issues due to 

maintenance of bubbles 

• Pupil / family / staff mental health 

 

If schools aren’t where they want to be, an inspection will pick this up. 

 

But if leaders recognise where there are gaps, can articulate plans and can demonstrate why 

progress has been slower than they would have liked, this will be reflected in the final 

report. 

 

 

Quality of Education 

There is a lot of evidence to suggest that vulnerable pupils and those with SEND have been 

most impacted by the pandemic. Therefore, schools can expect almost every question about 

the quality of curriculum to be followed up by, “and what does that look like for pupils with 

SEND?”. Whilst all inspections will look even more thoroughly at those with EHC plans than 

before, it’s a fair bet that Ofsted will soon realise that SEN Support pupils are also a highly 

vulnerable group (most exclusions, most NEET are or have been SEN Support). It’s essential 



 

that these pupils get a broad curriculum offer, support into the next stage of education and 

that the delivery of the curriculum enables them to know more and remember more. These 

pupils are the ones who most often get taught content that does not build on prior 

knowledge. 

  

Online abuse, together with increasing risks of radicalisation and involvement with gangs, is 

also a feature of extended lockdowns and home learning. With this in mind, schools should 

consider how the curriculum reflects this increased risk by teaching pupils where to get 

help, how to stay safe and how to recognise harmful content. Schools can also expect 

questions about internet filtering, and governors can expect questions about how pupils are 

kept safe from harmful content online. Again, evidence suggests that vulnerable pupils and 

those with SEN are most at risk. 

  

External data from 2020 and 2021 will not be used by inspectors. Internal data will not be 

asked for or looked at. Consequently, inspectors will use trends and data up to 2019 as a 

reference point. It will shape some questioning and inspection activity, but will not be the 

basis on which judgements are made. This makes conversations with pupils a key factor in 

judging Quality of Education, especially since the work in books may well be limited. 

  

It is really important that the curriculum builds towards end points by sequencing the 

component knowledge and allows for spaced repetition of it. A “creative curriculum” might 

be emphasising the creative over the learning of specific, sequenced content, so if you use 

that phrasing, be prepared for that line of questioning. Gaps in knowledge make subsequent 

learning much more difficult, so when inspectors ask about assessment, what they want to 

know is not how many pupils are on track, or whether students are on course for their 

expected grade. It’s purely about how teachers know what they need to teach next. And 

how it fits in and what the end points are. 

 

If pupils are involved in tutoring for catch-up then inspectors will, “want to look carefully at 

whether it (the tutoring) is interfering with the pupils’ ability to access the full curriculum 

(for example, are pupils consistently missing lessons in one subject to be tutored in 

another?)” 

  

When talking with pupils about their learning, inspectors will look at what pupils are 

currently studying, and then work back to prior knowledge. Due to the lockdowns there will 

be a bit less content than normal. This is understood by inspectors. However, “Why this? 

Why now?” is still relevant, even if teachers are revisiting units they were unable to teach 

fully. Pupils should have the prior knowledge to access what they are currently learning. 

Remember that it’s not just about the subject content sections of the National Curriculum. 



 

Inspectors aren’t just giving pupils a quiz. The scope, range and ambition of subject content 

is set out in the Purpose of Study and the Aims sections of the NC document. Inspectors try 

to get a sense of this from their questioning. It’s these sections that allow pupils to be 

geographers, scientists or historians… 

  

Reading continues to be a significant theme. You will be aware that phonics programmes 

have been through a process of certification. Letters and Sounds is not a full phonics 

programme and will not be certified. If you are confident in your own programme then you 

are allowed to keep it – the tester for a good phonics programme is whether it works for 

those with SEND and those who struggle. These are the pupils who inspectors speak with. 

There are programmes that are based on Letters and Sounds that fill in the missing 

elements. The English Hubs have more information. Also, ensure that reading books (the 

ones that pupils learn to read with) absolutely match their phonics knowledge. They might 

also be using other books for interest / enjoyment etc, but you’ll come unstuck if struggling 

readers are trying to read words they have no phonetic means of reading. Also make sure 

that parents understand which books children should be able to read fluently, which they 

should help with, and which are for reading together or to their child. Schools should make 

sure that all primary staff understand how to support struggling readers in their class – not 

just the phonics stage they might happen to work with. 

 

With regard to fidelity in reading schemes- inspectors were retrained in July regarding 

expectations. It is 'matched' resources that are required not one branded method, scheme 

and resources. 

 

The most important building block for comprehension is vocabulary. Strong emphasis on 

vocabulary, including across subjects, together with regular exploration of the use of words 

in different contexts, is a fundamental part of the teaching of comprehension. All of this and 

more is included in the Reading Framework.  

  

Secondary/High school need to demonstrate the ability to intervene with students who 

arrive in year 7 not yet fluent readers. Ideally this should involve training more than just 

intervention staff – the more teachers understand early reading, the more able they will be 

to support students who struggle. From then on, the emphasis from inspectors will be about 

how effectively schools encourage reading – especially for those who struggle academically. 

  

The biggest concern that Ofsted has in terms of Early Years’ Quality of Education is that the 

curriculum is often disconnected from that of the rest of the school. Early Learning Goals are 

not the curriculum in the same way that SATs marking schemes are not the curriculum. 

Consequently, inspectors won’t be interested in journals evidencing progress towards the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/choosing-a-phonics-teaching-programme/list-of-phonics-teaching-programmes
http://www.englishhubs.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-reading-framework-teaching-the-foundations-of-literacy


 

goals. Nor will they be interested in how many children are on track to achieve GLD. 

Inspectors will be interested in how Early Years end points provide the key learning required 

for the start of year 1. In Early Years, they will be looking at individual children (likely SEN 

and/or vulnerable) and observing what they are doing and why. How effectively does it 

build on prior knowledge, and how does it move towards further learning? Early Years will 

be visited in the context of subject deep dives, so Early Years leaders need to liaise with 

subject leads to ensure that the Early Years curriculum prepares children for the next stage 

of their education. 

  

 

Behaviour and Personal Development 

Behaviour was set to be a big Ofsted priority prior to the pandemic, so it is back now. 

Inspectors will look to see if there is an acceptance of low level disruption in lessons. 

However, they will also look at those on the margins of education to see if strategies are 

working for these young people. Part time timetables and low attendance will be considered 

from the point of view of safety/risks when not at school. Isolation units need to be 

working, probably as a deterrent but if it is always full of the same pupils, it’s evidence that 

something else is needed. Fundamentally, the emphasis in school is not just about 

compliance, but about how effectively schools are teaching young people how to behave 

and helping them to improve their behaviour. Because this links to quality of education and 

therefore to leadership and management, it’s going to be less common to see behaviour 

coming out as good when other judgements are RI.  

  

Linked to behaviour, and in light of the issues highlighted by the peer on peer abuse 

revelations, inspections will focus more closely on equalities. Discussions with pupils will be 

broader in scope and will involve more young people. Schools have a duty to promote 

tolerance and understanding around equalities, as well as the expectations around British 

Values. We know from research that abuse, domestic violence, extremism and gang-related 

activity have increased over the pandemic. We have also been told that peer on peer abuse 

is likely to be happening in every school. The word to bear in mind is “normalised”. Is it clear 

within schools that pupils know what is appropriate and what is not? And how effectively 

are schools teaching pupils about respect and tolerance? Especially if there are issues within 

the local community. Are pupils going to be able to make positive choices and be part of 

modern British society?  

 

 

 

Sexual Abuse Review 



 

Expect the review of sexual abuse in schools to feature in inspection. Schools should be 

familiar with the report, as it should be driving a review into your safeguarding, RHSE and 

pastoral systems. 

 

In summary: 

• Girls are proportionately more likely to be victims than boys 

• Girls and boys had differing views about what is and is not acceptable behaviour 

• Issues were largely unknown and unrecognised by schools 

• The majority of LGBT+ pupils described very poor understanding of their experiences 

by school staff 

• Many boys also expressed anxiety about “saying the wrong thing”. 

• So why don’t pupils complain? Mainly because pupils don’t know what will happen 

once they do 

• Some schools don’t have a variety of ways in which to raise issues 

• “Normalisation” of behaviour means that pupils fear being socially ostracised if they 

object 

• “No one wants to be taken out of the classroom during a lesson. Everyone knows 

something has happened and they want to know what” 

 

A key finding was that schools generally rely too much on pupils to report incidents. Schools 

need to be more pro-active at recognising signs and monitoring. 

 

Implications for RHSE? 

 

• Pupils say that lessons on relationships are “too little, too late” 

• They say the sessions are not taken seriously by staff 

• They say that teachers don’t really know the content well, so they don’t know how 

to discuss things and just shut down debate 

• They say that the content does not take into account the maturity and experiences 

of pupils 

 

What schools might do: 

• Make sure that governors understand these issues. Inspectors will ask about how 

they make checks and hold leaders to account 

• Ensure that the DSL has strong support and training 

• Find ways to get an accurate pupil voice – inspectors will most likely listen to single 

sex groups of students. Do this urgently, and use focus groups 

• Think about the ways in which you can identify concerns and make reporting secure 

for pupils 

• Make sure that staff get relevant training on identifying and responding to sexual 

abuse / harassment, and also in the key areas of the RHSE curriculum 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges


 

• Monitor the delivery of RHSE, especially the tricky content like consent 

• Make sure that there is time in the RHSE curriculum for tricky areas. Inspectors will 

ask pupils about what they are taught 

• Have a look at some of the scenarios – these are not what will be asked, but 

inspectors will use hypothetical situations based on other things picked up in the 

inspection. It’s better than asking pupils to speak about their own experiences. 

Inspectors will choose the groups, but will check with you if any pupils would not be 

appropriate for any reason 

• Make sure that your records of sexual violence and violence are robust. They will be 

asked for at the beginning of the inspection 

• In all of this, remember SEND. They are always more likely to be victims. How do you 

adapt procedures for pupils with special needs? 

 

There is acknowledgement from Ofsted that all of this is new, and that schools will not have 

had time to implement or embed this. You won’t be where you want to be, but you need to 

know your weaknesses, understand that sexual abuse / harassment happens in ALL schools, 

and have a plan in place to address it. 

 

Bear in mind this is only one segment of the safeguarding element of inspections! Keep on 

top of the usual safeguarding elements... 

 

Make sure you are compliant around RHSE, and that you have a clear rationale for what you 

are doing in this area. 

  

The most common failings around equalities (and behaviour) are around consistency in 

large schools. Inspectors will pick up inconsistency quickly if pupils tell them that 

expectations or attitudes are different with different teachers, particularly if things are 

different to how leaders have described policy. 

  

Safeguarding will reflect these issues as well. Inspectors are asked to dig deeper into how 

safeguarding policies are applied. Any issues around equalities that make pupils feel unsafe 

or uncomfortable at school will be explored. Leaders, including governors, need to be really 

clear on how the curriculum supports pupils to feel safe and be safe, especially in light of the 

challenges faced by young people throughout the pandemic. 

 

Ofsted has told its inspectors to ensure they always make clear where they find off-rolling. If 

it is taking place, it WILL be described as such in the inspection report. 

  

 

Early Years 



 

• The curriculum, and particularly the early learning goals, is the skeleton. It needs 

substance. It’s like the National Curriculum in that respect. 

• Just because something isn’t in the ELGs doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be taught (it 

would be odd not to prepare children for learning shape and space, for example) 

• Vocabulary, language and reading are key to a successful EYs curriculum 

• Curriculum narrowing is still seen to be an issue in EYs. You are in big trouble if the 

reason you are doing something is because it is in the learning goals. Note that 

children can easily narrow their own curriculum in continuous provision 

• Don’t forget that oral hygiene has been added to the safeguarding requirements 

 

Basically, EYs curriculum needs to be part of your Intent. Otherwise you are building on 

sand. Deep dives in primary / first schools will include EYs, so make sure that curriculum 

leads and EYs leads have a clear understanding how learning is sequenced through the EYs 

curriculum into KS1. 

 

A number of EYs and KS1 leads are noticing that children are behind in terms of 

communication, attitudes, attention and physical development. Given that all development 

may be a bit behind, you might want to involve your Y1 teachers (and possibly even Y2) in 

some of the EYs training and networks.  

 

If you are wanting to assess progress in EYs, don’t ask for a list of who is “on track”. Pick a 

child with lower start points or special needs and follow what they do for a while, always 

thinking “why this? why now? Do they have the required understanding for the tasks they 

do? How is they learning from their tasks, how is this developed and what are the next 

steps? This is more important than learning journals. 

 

Deep Dives 

• For reading deep dives, inspectors will listen to readers reading to a familiar adult. 

They will ask for the book to be unknown to the pupil but at the correct stage for the 

pupil’s phonics stage. The child MUST be able to read / decode every word. 

• Make sure that parents and children know the difference between books for 

developing language (read TO the child, or WITH the child) and books for decoding 

(read BY the child) 

• You must have some sort of emerging plan in place for next spring if you use Letters 

and Sounds 

• It is possible for primary schools during a Section 5 inspection to get an English deep 

dive – grammar, writing, spoken language, but NOT a writing deep dive 

• Unless you are a VA school, it is possible to get a deep dive in RE, even if it is 

delivered through other subjects (doing this is not considered great practice by RE 

organisations or by Northumberland SACRE). 



 

• Inspectors have been advised that RE is a really good subject to use as a 

supplementary tester of day one Quality of Education hypotheses. This is because it 

also includes so much personal development. 

• Remember that although the transition arrangements have been retained, these 

cannot be used for reading, English or mathematics. If the quality of Education in 

these subjects is poor, you’re looking at RI or a declining letter. 

 

If you’re in a bit of a panic on RE, the Agreed Syllabus is the document to start with. It is 

centred around key questions and enquiry, designed to fit very well into the current push 

for debate, enquiry, inclusion and diversity. There is an RE network, a supportive SACRE and 

some really dedicated primary and secondary teachers who can help colleagues. 

 

 

 

Some potential action points: 

• Continue with your curriculum development work 

• Ensure that the curriculum reflects the additional issues and vulnerabilities brought 

about by COVID 

• Scrutinise your curricular and extra-curricular offer for SEN and vulnerable pupils.  

• Check uptake of these pupils for clubs / opportunities etc 

• Don’t leave the Early Years curriculum solely to the Early Years lead – it’s got to 

reflect what is needed at KS1 

• Decide what you are going to do about your phonics programme if you are using 

Letters and Sounds 

• Do a big push on pupil voice – if there are inconsistencies / inequalities / 

normalisation of poor behaviour / people not feeling safe you need to know about it 

urgently 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.northumberland.gov.uk/Education/Professionals/SACRE.aspx

