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ACTUALITY OF SCHOOL BELL 

 

CHILD: Morning sir. 

 

BLACKLEDGE: Good morning.  How are you?  Good morning.  Now, 

what am I going to ask you to do?  Just do your top button as well, please.  Thank you.   

 

ABRAMS: All over England, schools are facing a new inspection 

regime, led by a new, tough-talking chief inspector. 

 

WILSHAW:  Look, if the teaching isn‟t good enough, if the 

leadership isn‟t good enough and the outcomes and progress of students isn‟t good enough, 

you‟re not going to get a good judgement, and I think that‟s right. 

 

ABRAMS: But are the inspectors up to the job? Some head 

teachers have reason to think not. 
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MURPHY: In the key findings, the name of the school is wrong.  

There are also some spelling errors on the first page and we discovered, I think, there were 

twenty-seven errors in the written report.  It is pretty basic stuff. 

 

ABRAMS: And if the inspectors get it wrong, who inspects them? 

This week File on 4 investigates a growing number of complaints against Ofsted, and why a 

growing number of schools are so frustrated by their inability to get redress that they‟re 

taking to the courts. 

 

BLACKLEDGE: We felt, on behalf of the staff and the students that had 

worked so hard so far, that actually we were almost honour-bound to do it to protect them and 

their reputation. Was it worth it in the end? Yes, I would say it probably was worth it because 

fighting for justice is always worth it. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF SINGING 

 

ABRAMS: It‟s Wednesday afternoon, and in the hall at St Mary‟s 

Church of England primary, the whole school‟s practising its singing.  St Mary‟s is in 

Thornbury, a leafy market town near Bristol, and it‟s always been proud of its pupils. By and 

large they‟re a bright bunch and they‟re keen to learn. So it‟s not surprising that, when the 

inspectors called in March, head teacher Avril Muirhead was feeling quietly confident.  

 

MUIRHEAD:  The last time they came they gave us Good with 

Outstanding features, which we were slightly disappointed by it, we would have rather have 

been Outstanding, but they certainly recognised all the strengths of the school that we 

recognise as being strengths. 

 

ABRAMS: Did you think the school had changed in any way? 

 

MUIRHEAD: I thought the school had improved, because we had 

worked on a lot of things that they‟d mentioned in the last Ofsted inspection, so I was feeling 

fairly positive about it.   
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ABRAMS: But it soon became clear the exercise was going to be a 

very different experience from the last one. The inspector in charge was a serving head 

teacher from another primary school – something the new chief inspector wants to see more 

of. But she didn‟t have a meeting of minds with Avril Muirhead. 

 

MUIRHEAD: She seemed to have a far more rigid approach to 

everything, in fact, in the school than we did.  She didn‟t get the ethos of our school, she 

didn‟t get the fact that our children come from fairly wealthy backgrounds, they are high 

achieving children.  They said that the children were far too independent in their learning, 

which is something that we are very proud of doing.  They said they‟d never seen children 

like it who would come in, have a look at what they were supposed to be learning, get all 

their stuff out and start to do the work. 

 

ABRAMS: What the school saw as independent learning – with 

pupils setting their own targets – was seen by the inspectors as a failure to push the most able 

children hard enough. At the end of a two-day visit, the school was downgraded - from Good 

to Satisfactory. And in the new language of Ofsted, that‟s actually not satisfactory, because 

the inspectors‟ judgements are getting tougher, and Satisfactory schools will soon be required 

to improve. Avril Muirhead‟s been left feeling bruised. 

 

MUIRHEAD:   The whole process was incredibly rushed, I felt, and it 

was also very superficial.  One of the things that she makes a point of in the inspection report 

is how many lessons they visited, but in many cases that was just a dip in and out of only a 

few minutes.  I felt that they really didn‟t use the time in the classes to look at what the 

children were doing, to talk about their learning in any depth, to make any links between the 

planning, the teaching and the children‟s progress, and so I felt that the verdict that they made 

about our provision for that was based on, well I don‟t know what it was based on, but it 

certainly wasn‟t based on evidence that they saw in the school, and I was really disappointed 

at that. 

 

ABRAMS: But you can see the point that Michael Wilshaw has 

been making though, can‟t you?  You‟re a school in a very leafy area, you‟ve got able 

children who are clearly going to do well.  You could be a coasting school. 
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MUIRHEAD: Yes, that‟s true, but if you have a look at the data, 

which the Ofsted inspection report refers to, they are saying – and we would agree with it – 

that actually our children come in at or slightly below the national average when they come 

into Reception, so they‟re not all able children.  Some of them will be, but a lot of them 

aren‟t.  And so we move them from there to above average, and by the time they leave us 

they are above average. 

 

ABRAMS: And what happened here in Thornbury is happening all 

over England. The rest of the UK, of course, has separate inspection systems. Ofsted doesn‟t 

just have a tough new chief inspector – the whole system‟s been overhauled. And instead of 

looking at a raft of things, like whether the school has the right equipment, or whether it 

meets local employment needs, Ofsted‟s now interested only in four basic essentials - 

achievement, teaching, leadership and behaviour.  And according to Jan Webber, an 

inspection specialist with the Association of School and College Leaders, more schools are 

failing. 

 

WEBBER: There is a feeling amongst heads that this bar has been 

raised to a great extent and that fewer schools are coming out as Good or better, and 

obviously more are going the other way. 

 

ABRAMS: What sort of changes are you seeing in the numbers of 

schools going into each category of inspection result? 

 

WEBBER: I mean, from our database for secondary schools, over 

half of the schools in the country would go into that „require improvement‟ category or into 

the Inadequate category. 

 

ABRAMS: So is that fair enough though?  As you say, Ofsted said 

they were going to raise the bar.  They raised the bar.  Schools shouldn‟t be surprised. 

 

WEBBER: It‟s okay if it‟s a consistent judgement for everybody.  

The greatest issue that we have is inconsistency, so heads will see their judgement and they 

will see their data and they will see a school down the road with very similar data or less 
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WEBBER cont: favourable data that gets a different inspection 

judgement, and that‟s when it causes a lot of angst. 

 

ABRAMS: The rise she‟s detected is a big one. Since the new-

style inspections were brought in, in January, the proportion of schools found to be causing 

concern has risen by 50%. The new chief inspector, Sir Michael Wilshaw, isn‟t afraid to 

upset the profession. He‟s already said five thousand head teachers – that‟s not far short of 

one in five – lack leadership skills. He says the new framework, as it‟s known, is drilling 

down on what really matters. 

 

WILSHAW: It‟s focusing on the key issues in terms of school 

improvement, quality of leadership, the quality of teaching that‟s taking place in the school, 

the behaviour and culture and the progress and outcomes for students.  Those are the key 

issues and those are the things that parents should be worried about, and I think we‟re 

focusing now in the inspection system on those key issues. 

 

ABRAMS: Why is it then that so many schools have found 

themselves being downgraded from their previous inspections? 

 

WILSHAW: Well, I think the previous framework had twenty-seven 

criteria in it and this is just four - the four key ones.  So things like community cohesion, 

economic wellbeing and various others, which could have actually not told the true story of a 

school‟s progress and performance.  This new framework is saying, look, if the teaching isn‟t 

good enough, if the leadership isn‟t good enough and the outcomes and progress of students 

isn‟t good enough, you‟re not going to get a good judgement, and I think that‟s right. 

 

ABRAMS: But some of these, of course, are schools with good 

results, whose teaching and leadership has been judged Good in the past, so what‟s different? 

They don‟t think they‟re different 

 

WILSHAW: Well I can‟t obviously comment on specific instances, 

but schools do change, different leadership, different culture, things might be in decline, I 

don‟t know, but what we‟ve got to say, when that does happen is that the school has declined 

and steps need to be taken to improve its performance. 
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ABRAMS: But no matter how good the system is, it‟s only as 

good as its inspectors. And some schools say they have their doubts about them. 

 

ACTUALITY IN SCIENCE LESSON, BROUGHTON HALL 

 

TEACHER: Girls, hands up if you‟ve found more than five words 

on the periodic table.  Sophie, what have you found? 

 

SOPHIE: Tin. 

 

TEACHER: Tin.  So we‟ve found tin.  Has anyone found any other 

ones? 

 

ABRAMS: Broughton Hall High is a big girls‟ comprehensive 

school in a poor area of Liverpool. Every year it sends pupils to Oxbridge – and some 

students are looking even further afield. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH SCHOOLCHILDREN 

 

TEACHER: So these are some of year 12 coming now, and Amy, 

come here, where is it you‟re hoping to go to university? 

 

AMY: Harvard – medicine or sciences. 

 

TEACHER: They‟re going to go over to Philadelphia in October.  

We do an exchange visit where they go and stay with families ... 

 

ABRAMS: The school‟s got lots of fans. The local MP and 

Shadow Education Secretary, Stephen Twigg, praised it recently on his blog – he described 

the head, Gerard Murphy, as „inspirational‟.  Broughton Hall has won national awards for 

progress, and last year it was the highest performing comprehensive in the city. 97% of its 

pupils got five good GCSEs – that‟s well above the national average.  But Ofsted had barely 

got through the door before Mr Murphy began to feel uncomfortable.  
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MURPHY: My early feelings were that there was a certain level of 

disorganisation.  We received a pre-inspection briefing, but on our first meeting there was no 

reference to the pre-inspection briefing.  

 

ABRAMS: At what stage did you start to be concerned that things 

might not go as well as you had hoped? 

 

MURPHY: I think really by midmorning on the first day where the 

inspector came back and informed me that she had seen some inadequate lessons, and that 

because she‟d seen some inadequate lessons, it had to be considered that we may be put in 

special measures and therefore she warned us of that.  This is my thirty-seventh year in 

teaching, twenty-fifth year in senior management as a deputy head and a head, never 

experienced anything like that before.  I‟ve been deemed as an Outstanding head in previous 

Ofsted reports and I felt as though my feet had been swept away from under me, because I 

could not understand where this was coming from, as it did not reflect the views both of our 

parents, our own self review and the review of the local authority. 

 

ABRAMS: Special measures is just about the worst thing Ofsted 

can do to a school – it means it‟s failing. So there was some relief when at the end of day 

two, Broughton Hall was told it was getting a Satisfactory rating. But when Mr Murphy 

looked at the inspection report, he began to wonder whether it was his school or the 

inspectors who were below par. 

 

MURPHY: In the key findings, the name of the school is wrong in 

the first actual bullet point. 

 

ABRAMS: The name of the school.  So what does it read?  

Broughton Hall Technology College.  And you are? 

 

MURPHY: We are Broughton Hall High School – a technology 

college.  We actually don‟t really use the term „technology college‟ any longer. 

 

ABRAMS: So that‟s pretty basic stuff. 
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MURPHY: It is pretty basic stuff.  There are also some spelling 

errors on the first page, there are misuses of the hyphen, which continue throughout the entire 

report, and we discovered I think there were twenty-seven errors in the written report.  If we 

refer to the information about the school, it does refer to the fact that in 2008 and 2009, whilst 

floor standards were met in English, they were not met in Mathematics. 

 

ABRAMS: And were they? 

 

MURPHY: Yes they were, this is completely incorrect, it‟s 

factually incorrect. 

 

ABRAMS: What happened next? 

 

MURPHY: We put a form, as you‟re expected to do, to detail the 

errors that were in the report.  Some of those were then corrected in the draft of the report that 

then was sent out to us.  We did notice that there were errors that were still in the report, but 

at that point they would not be corrected, so the report then went live. 

 

ABRAMS: On the Ofsted website? 

 

MURPHY: It went live on the Ofsted website. The response from 

parents has been outstanding, a complete disregard for the findings of the report, which they 

believe does not reflect the school that they know.   

 

ABRAMS: Sir Michael Wilshaw says Ofsted is prepared to 

investigate, if schools aren‟t happy with the inspectors‟ judgements. But, he says, some 

schools that look good, aren‟t. 

 

WILSHAW: If it‟s an error of judgement on the part of the lead 

inspector, who writes the report, we will take that up.  I‟m not seeking here, as chief 

inspector, to defend faulty inspections or erroneous judgements.  We‟re here to make the 

right judgement. 
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ABRAMS: The school in Liverpool that we‟ve been talking to, this 

is a school which has previously been judged Good with Outstanding features.  It has some of 

the best results in the city, better than some of the independent schools, even though it‟s in a 

difficult area.  You have a head teacher there with twenty years of apparently very successful 

headship, and he feels it‟s an unfair judgement. 

 

WILSHAW: You wouldn‟t expect me to comment upon a particular 

case without looking into it in great detail.  All I would say to you, that on the surface some 

schools look as if they‟re doing very well, but actually they‟re not.  Grammar schools, with a 

very good intake, can fail an inspection because they‟re not adding value to children‟s 

outcomes in the course of their career in that highly selective environment, so we must look 

behind the general outcomes that the school achieves. 

 

ABRAMS: But, you know, you can‟t blame him for complaining 

when the inspectors couldn‟t even get the name of his school right.  What other validity can 

we expect of the other judgements? 

 

WILSHAW: Ofsted is not a perfect organisation.  Name me one that 

is, you know.  We will hold up our hands if we get it wrong. 

 

ABRAMS: The bedrock of the system is Her Majesty‟s 

Inspectorate of Schools - they‟ve been around since the 1830s.  Since Ofsted was created 

twenty years ago, they‟ve worked within it and they lead most secondary school inspections.  

But some people have doubts about whether they really understand today‟s schools. Among 

them is head teacher Stephen Ball, a former adviser to the Government‟s curriculum agency, 

who‟s also run a chain of academies. 

 

BALL: Secondary schools are very big, quite complex 

organisations and over many years now I‟ve been a head teacher and the inspections with 

which I‟ve been associated have never been led by somebody who has had secondary school 

leadership experience, and sometimes I‟ve felt that the judgements made have been rather 

superficial really, and it was for that reason that I decided to get in touch with Ofsted, under 

the Freedom of Information Act, to ask them the question, how many HMI leading 

inspections had actually previously been secondary school head teachers, and how many of 
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BALL cont: those had been Outstanding in that role.  And the 

response that I got from Ofsted I found a very troubling one indeed.  „The information is only 

kept on file for two years and is then destroyed.  As the last HMI recruitment prior to the 

current exercise was held in 2009, this information is no longer held.‟  One could only 

assume that it is, in fact, concealing an inconvenient truth and my suspicion is that that truth 

is that there are very few people leading inspections in secondary schools that have ever led 

them and probably even fewer that have done that in a way that has been regarded as 

Outstanding. 

 

ABRAMS: Yes.  I mean, I guess Ofsted‟s response might be, well, 

HMIs are very highly trained to inspect schools.  They all have some kind of senior 

experience in education and they‟re trained to inspect and they‟re all, you know, very good at 

doing that.  Would you agree? 

 

BALL: I think that it varies enormously.  I have met HMI 

during the course of my career for whom I‟ve had enormous respect, who are highly 

knowledgeable and whose judgement I would regard as virtually infallible.  In recent times I 

have met people who I think have been only concerned with applying the framework, and 

some of the judgements seem to me to be rather doubtful. 

 

ABRAMS: He‟s talking about the longstanding HMI inspectors, 

but these days, they‟re actually in a minority. Most inspectors now are freelance - they‟re 

employed by private companies who are under contract to Ofsted.  And if it‟s difficult to find 

out about the backgrounds of the full-time inspectors, it‟s even more difficult with these 

independent consultants.  Baroness Perry of Southwark is a former chief inspector, and 

current chair of the House of Lords Back Bench Education Committee. She believes some of 

these privately-employed inspectors – known as additional inspectors – don‟t have any 

teaching experience at all. 

 

PERRY: There are people working as assistant inspectors who 

have either never or very rarely actually taught in a classroom, whereas there are people, I am 

reliably told, who although they have appropriate experience perhaps as school secretaries or 

perhaps as school governors and so on, they have not actually been teachers and can‟t share 

that classroom experience with the teachers they‟re inspecting or with the school they‟re 
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PERRY cont: inspecting.  I‟d be very interested to know how Ofsted 

assure themselves that all the people involved in the inspections by commercial companies 

do, in fact, meet the best of those criterion.  I did put down a written question asking how 

many of those involved in inspection were qualified teachers.  I got an answer from Ofsted 

which said that the legislation required that and of course they complied with legislation, but 

the legislation does not actually use the words „qualified teachers‟. 

 

ABRAMS: It‟s impossible to know how many inspectors aren‟t 

qualified teachers.  Ofsted has declined to answer politicians‟ questions on the subject, saying 

the exercise would be too costly.  Most of those who aren‟t teachers will have worked in the 

past as lay inspectors – a now obsolete category created in the nineties.  These non-

professionals - parent-governors, for example - used to work alongside the teams, inspecting 

areas such as safety.  But because the new system focuses just on a few key issues, their 

judgements can now be absolutely central. 

 

ACTUALITY AT BURNHOLME, IN CANTEEN 

 

ABRAMS: Burnholme Community College in York has had a 

difficult time recently– pupil numbers are on the wane in this part of the city, and the school‟s 

230 students are fighting to keep it open. And although it was judged Good the last time 

Ofsted came, head teacher Simon Gumn‟s own assessment suggested it would only be 

Satisfactory under the new framework. The inspectors took a less positive view, but he says 

they misunderstood the basic data they were using to judge him.   

 

GUMN: The inspection team said there was a problem with 

English and that results were dropping, and yet if I pick up our RAISEonline document ... 

 

ABRAMS: This is the data on which the inspection is based. 

 

GUMN: ... and the claim from the inspection team was that 

standards in English are going down, and yet I‟ll show you a graph which clearly shows it‟s 

improving. 
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ABRAMS: Hmm, so this is the graph, that‟s the national average, 

straight line, yours goes down, but you‟re now getting closer to it. 

 

GUMN: Yes.  And if I then show you the percentage of students 

achieving five A to C at GCSE equivalent, we‟re well above national average. 

 

ABRAMS: That‟s this one, yes. 

 

GUMN: Yes.  Well above. 

 

ABRAMS: And when the Ofsted team visited in May, that wasn‟t 

the only thing that went wrong. There was also a growing sense of concern about the 

inspector who was sent to judge the English department. 

 

GUMN: We were assured by the lead inspector that one of the 

inspectors would focus specifically on the English department and that inspector was an 

English specialist.  When the English department were observed, we got a range of 

judgements.  One of the judgements was about a particular teacher, which was not a very 

good judgement and so therefore the teacher – quite rightly – said, „Well, can you explain 

why you‟ve thought that?‟ and started talking about the nitty gritty and specifics of the 

English syllabus and what she was trying to achieve, and that particular inspector didn‟t seem 

to understand the new English curriculum and didn‟t understand what the English teacher 

was talking about, which made me think perhaps that the inspector wasn‟t an English 

specialist. 

 

ABRAMS: A quick look through the pre-inspection paperwork 

sent out by the company, CfBT, suggested Mr Gumn might be on to something. 

 

GUMN: When you first have an inspection, you are given a 

mini-CV of each of the inspectors.  There's nothing in the mini-CV to say that that person is 

an English specialist. 

 

ABRAMS: In fact, you‟ve got it here, haven‟t you?  Yes, let‟s 

have a look.  What does it actually say about her? 
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GUMN: The inspector does have experience of inspecting 

schools, but they are more of an interest and specialist in behaviour, safety and safeguarding 

– nothing about English.  And my query is that if the inspector didn‟t know what the English 

teacher was talking about, and yet the English teacher was talking about current practice in 

English, then where‟s the confidence that that inspector knew what they were listening to?  I 

have asked for some further information on that inspector to find out if they are an English 

expert, and I‟ve got a reply in front of me now which says, „Thank you for your request.  We 

are treating it under the Freedom of Information and will get back to you.‟  I would have 

thought it would be fairly straightforward to find out information about their inspectors and 

yet we wait with interest to see if they were actually an English specialist or possibly 

someone who had experience somewhere else. 

 

ABRAMS: And was there any evidence that this particular 

inspector was a qualified teacher? 

 

GUMN: The CV for the other two inspectors clearly states that 

they are qualified teachers and have worked in schools as head teachers.  This particular 

inspector, it doesn‟t even say have they worked in any schools at all.  It just says they have 

experience of inspecting schools, but it doesn‟t say anything about their career as a teacher. 

 

ABRAMS: We asked Ofsted and the company about the 

inspector‟s qualifications.  Ofsted didn‟t reply. CfBT did reply, but without confirming 

whether or not this inspector was a qualified teacher.  It said all its inspectors were approved 

by Ofsted. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: These inspectors have long track records within the 

education sector and each of them has many years of inspection experience and training. 

CfBT Inspection Services operates a rigorous recruitment, training and performance 

management system to ensure all of its inspectors are fit to deliver inspections on behalf of 

Ofsted. 

 

ABRAMS: But Ofsted‟s criteria do says inspectors should have 

had successful leadership experience in a school, and we‟ve discovered a number of 

inspectors are actually formerly head teachers who had to leave after their schools were 
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ABRAMS cont: found to be failing.  The chief inspector, Sir Michael 

Wilshaw, concedes all team members should have an excellent track record. 

 

WILSHAW: There will be in teams people who‟ve not been in 

schools, but then they‟re looking at a wide variety of different things not related to teaching 

in the classroom, but when an inspector is in a classroom judging teaching, I would expect 

them to know what good teaching looks like. 

 

ABRAMS: We‟re talking to one school where one of the 

additional inspectors was in the school as an English specialist, didn‟t appear according to the 

school to speak the same language as the English department. 

 

WILSHAW: We try to ensure that our inspectors are of high quality, 

they are recruited from Outstanding schools and Good schools and that they know what they 

are talking about.  We have a huge number of inspections a year, we‟ve got twenty-two 

thousand schools, occasionally there will be an issue and we have to address that issue when 

it comes up. 

 

ABRAMS: And is it acceptable for an additional inspector to have 

been a head but to have had to have left their headship after their school was found to be 

failing?  We‟ve found a number of cases where that‟s happened. 

 

WILSHAW: Well again, if that has happened, we need to address it. 

We want our inspectors to know what Good and Outstanding looks like, that‟s very 

important, and what we‟re doing from September is trying to attract more Outstanding head 

teachers in schools in a programme which I‟m calling national service, where we‟ve got forty 

head teachers of Outstanding schools, who are national leaders of education joining Ofsted to 

pilot a number of inspections across the country, and I‟m hoping that that number will be 

expanded over the next few years.  

 

ABRAMS: It‟s not great comfort, is it, to schools who feel they‟ve 

been judged harshly by people they feel are not qualified to judge them, and the stakes are 

very high these days. 
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WILSHAW: The stakes are high, and I can‟t say this more often, 

that schools have a right to expect inspectors to be rigorous, to be fair and to look at all the 

evidence.  If they feel that that hasn‟t been done, then they‟ve got a right to complain and we 

will look very carefully at the complaint. 

 

ABRAMS: Ofsted does take complaints seriously.  If a school isn‟t 

happy, it can write in and its concerns will be investigated. There‟s even a second stage, 

where the first stage is checked again.  But all that happens after the report‟s published. Back 

at Burnholme Community College, Simon Gumn feels his school‟s been ill-served by the 

process. 

 

GUMN: You‟re invited to comment on the quality of the 

inspection, which I have done.  You‟re invited then to make representation about the factual 

inaccuracies within the report.  Now the factual inaccuracies that I have totalled up at the 

moment make four pages of A4.  I would have thought at that point that the publication of the 

report would be held in abeyance until the appeal had been heard, but that‟s not the case.  The 

report is published anyway, the damage is then done, and then I‟m assuming – because I‟ve 

never been through this process before – that Ofsted will get back to me eventually and say, 

well, we‟ve taken account of your complaints and your comments and this is our judgement.  

We‟ve not changed it or we‟ve changed it, but I don‟t see a huge fanfare to say, sorry, we got 

it wrong. 

 

ABRAMS: And is there anything you can do to stop that process in 

its tracks? 

 

GUMN: I‟m told not. But the damage will be done. Where is 

the redress?  If Ofsted, in my belief, have got it wrong, how can I show they‟ve got it wrong?  

I will be held to account by the outcome of the inspection, but who holds Ofsted to account? 

 

ABRAMS: Figures gathered by the National Association of Head 

Teachers suggest just 1% or 2% of complaints to Ofsted succeed.  For those schools that still 

aren‟t happy once they‟ve exhausted Ofsted‟s own procedures, there is an external 

adjudicator.  But he can only look at the way Ofsted‟s investigated the original complaint – 

not at whether the complaint itself was right or wrong, and he can‟t change a judgement.  
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ABRAMS cont: But Sir Michael Wilshaw says Ofsted‟s own 

monitoring suggests most schools are happy with their inspectors – and he says the 

complaints process is fair.  

 

WILSHAW: When frameworks do change, people get more 

concerned about inspections, but the responses to our inspections are very positive.  Over 

90% say that our inspection judgements are fair and that the process has been a good one. 

 

ABRAMS: The head teachers‟ organisations are telling us that 

they feel the complaints are much higher than they were this time last year. 

 

WILSHAW: Well, I think because it is a tougher framework, the bar 

has been raised.  Every school has a right to complain and we‟re not going to stop them 

complaining, but remember there are twenty-two thousand schools.  The number of 

complaints that we get are very very few indeed. 

 

ABRAMS: What proportion of complaints lead to a changed 

judgement? 

 

WILSHAW: I‟m not sure, I‟ll have to look up those figures. 

 

ABRAMS: We‟re being told maybe 1% or 2%.  It‟s very small, 

isn‟t it? 

 

WILSHAW: It is very small, and I think that‟s because of the rigour 

of our inspections and the quality of the judgements that we make. 

 

ABRAMS: You talk about there‟s a complaints process, but in fact 

once you‟ve gone through the first stage of that process, the only thing you can really 

complain about is the complaints process. 

 

WILSHAW: Well, there‟s a second stage as well and then it goes to 

independent adjudicator and we have to stand by the judgement of that independent 

adjudicator. 
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ABRAMS: But the adjudicator‟s only there to judge the 

complaints process, not the judgement. 

 

WILSHAW: Yes, but they will look at the evidence and we‟ve got 

to substantiate the evidence in terms of the inspection framework and the evaluation 

schedule. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

ABRAMS: If you log on to Ofsted‟s website, you won‟t actually 

find any information there about the number of complaints that are made about inspectors or 

about the judgements that they make.  So we asked Ofsted for the figures – how many 

schools had complained about their inspections since the new rules came in, in January.  And 

how did that compare with last year.  Ofsted eventually came back and told us that, up to the 

end of May, a total of 262 schools had complained.  That‟s about one in every twelve of those 

that were inspected.  However, Ofsted couldn‟t provide comparative figures for the same 

period last year and claimed there‟d only been a moderate rise. But the association 

representing secondary head teachers says its figures suggest complaints are now running at 

double last year‟s level.  Whichever turns out to be true, it isn‟t just these formal complaints 

that Ofsted‟s got to worry about.  Some schools are so angry they‟ve gone straight to law. 

 

ACTUALITY IN SCHOOL 

 

CHILD: Hi, sir! 

 

BLACKLEDGE: Good morning, how are you? 

 

CHILD: Good. 

 

BLACKLEDGE: Jolly good.  Now then, ladies, now what am I going to 

ask you to do?  Thank you very much, thank you very much, top button and tie please.  Just 

do your top button for me as well, please.  Thank you.  Do you think you could just do the 

same for me, please?  Thank you very much. 
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ABRAMS: Doug Blackledge is in his element in the corridors of 

Furness Academy in Cumbria.  He‟s a no-nonsense head – and as it happens, quite a fan of 

Sir Michael Wilshaw. He believes in pushing up standards. 

 

BLACKLEDGE: Well, Furness Academy is a relatively new academy; 

we are approaching the end of our third year now.  We were born out of a merger of three 

predecessor schools.  We opened in September 2009 amid great controversy, I‟ll 

acknowledge.  Not everybody in the town wanted an academy as the solution to the 

reorganisation problem. 

 

ABRAMS: And so you knew Ofsted were coming earlier this year.  

What was your self-assessment of where the school was at by that stage? 

 

BLACKLEDGE: Well, we were confident that we were making really 

good progress against all of the targets that were set for us by Ofsted themselves less than 

twelve months prior to the most recent inspection. We did, of course, know that the weaker of 

the two core areas for us was mathematics, we were conscious of the fact that we were not 

yet at the national standard, but the data proved that great progress had been made, great 

improvement.   

 

ABRAMS: Mr Blackledge knew Ofsted would be looking hard at 

the figures on his pupils‟ progress in maths. Even so, he was shocked to learn the outcome of 

the inspection. 

 

BLACKLEDGE:  When it actually came to finally delivering the verdicts 

at the end, I felt the lead inspector was almost apologetic in a way.  He looked at me and said, 

„Doug, I‟m sorry, but we don‟t want to have to do this, but under the framework we‟ve no 

choice so we‟re going to have to deliver a notice to improve for mathematics and 

unfortunately that means that the overall judgement on the academy will be that you are 

inadequate in terms of the quality of overall provision‟.   

 

ABRAMS: Under the new rules, a school whose pupils aren‟t 

making enough progress in either English or maths isn‟t making the grade overall.  So, even 

though Furness Academy was doing well in most subjects, the inspectors were bound to find 
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ABRAMS cont: it wanting, because they weren‟t happy with its maths. 

Doug Blackledge accepts that. But he doesn‟t accept the premise on which the judgement 

was made – which was that the school had to have made sufficient progress over five years. 

That was a problem, because it had only been open for two. 

 

BLACKLEDGE:  By the time we actually got our students into the 

academy, they‟d spent three years in two failing schools in special measures and another 

school which the local authority deemed to be a coasting school.  So to use a five year 

judgement for maths in an academy that has only been open for two years and to use that 

finding to say that the academy overall is inadequate, regardless of all other evidence, that 

cannot be seen by anybody to be either true or fair.  Given that we felt that that was not 

legitimate at all, we felt that we had to fight that judgment. 

 

ACTUALITY OUTSIDE ROYAL COURTS OF JUSTICE 

 

ABRAMS: Within a few days, they had engaged a legal team and 

they‟d brought the case here, to the Royal Courts of Justice in London. 

 

HYAMS:  We had to move very very quickly in order to see if we 

could get the judgement in the form of the Ofsted report stopped. 

 

ABRAMS: Oliver Hyams is the barrister who was engaged to 

argue the school‟s case. 

 

HYAMS:  We, as members of the legal team, thought that we 

could advance an arguable case.  There had been an error in the form of an inappropriately 

rigid application of the guidance, and an error in the form of what was an irrational approach. 

 

ABRAMS: So in effect you were saying that Ofsted was too rigid 

and it failed to apply a reasonable judgement to the situation? 

 

HYAMS: That‟s what we‟re saying, the big problem being that it 

really is very difficult to satisfy a judge. 
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ABRAMS: The school applied for an interim injunction. And the 

judge, Mr Justice Collins, listened with an apparently sympathetic ear.  He said he thought 

anyone reading the report could have an unfair impression of the school, but he couldn‟t stop 

the publication. It went ahead, with a covering letter from Ofsted explaining that maths was 

the school‟s main problem. Oliver Hyams says the fight isn‟t over yet. 

 

HYAMS: We await the outcome of the application for 

permission to apply for judicial review on the papers, and then if we are permitted to do that, 

then we will be likely to press that application, which will be a full hearing in open court.  

The best that we can hope for is a judge later on saying, „Yes, it was unlawfully arrived at 

and therefore it is quashed and therefore treated as being of no effect.‟  I know, from personal 

experience, that there are a number of other schools that are watching this case with interest. 

 

ABRAMS: We‟ve spoken to other lawyers who say they too 

expect to bring cases to court in the near future. And, as more schools become academies and 

gain extra control over their budgets, it‟s much easier for them to do so. For Doug 

Blackledge, it was a simple calculation. 

 

BLACKLEDGE: The loss of one pupil as a result of damaged reputation 

would cost us £16,000 over a five year period.  We spent less than that on legal proceedings.  

We felt, on behalf of the staff and the students that had worked so hard so far to bring about 

the improvements that we‟ve so clearly made, that actually we were almost honour bound to 

do it to protect them and their reputation too.  Was it worth it in the end?  Well, we didn‟t get 

the judgment that we were hoping for, but we did get some real comfort from the comments 

and words that were passed on by the judge.  Yes, I would say it probably was worth it, 

because actually fighting for justice is always worth it. 

 

ABRAMS: The stakes are high.  And they‟re about to get higher. 

From September, the inspection regime is going to be even tougher. Inspections will be on 

short notice and any school judged Satisfactory will be required to improve. So it looks as if 

Ofsted needs to gear up for a fight.  Sir Michael Wilshaw seems to be ready for one. 
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WILSHAW: It is a tougher framework, the bar has been raised and 

will be raised again in September when we‟re expecting schools to improve to Good, and that 

the only acceptable provision now will be Good provision. That‟s tough, and there‟ll be lots 

of heads who will do their very best to ensure that schools do improve and some will 

struggle, and Ofsted is here to support heads in their efforts to get to a Good and Outstanding 

judgement as soon as possible. 

 

ABRAMS: Does it worry you though that, you know, there‟s been 

one serious legal challenge in the last couple of months and, certainly from the information 

we‟re getting, there‟s a number of other schools who are watching very closely and thinking 

hard about actually going to law because they feel that Ofsted has just been unfair to them. 

 

WILSHAW: As I say, every school has a right to complain and 

we‟re not going to stop them complaining, and we will defend our judgements in court if 

necessary. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


