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Summary
All children and young people deserve a good education that helps them to develop their
skills, knowledge and personal qualities. In 2004–05, schools received around £25 billion
and the Department for Education and Skills (the Department) spent around £837 million
on a range of national programmes to help improve school performance. In addition,
Ofsted inspections of all schools in England cost around £60 million a year. Most schools
in England do provide a good standard of education. However, though the number of
poorly performing schools has been reducing, there are still around 1,500 that fall within
the definitions that the Department and Ofsted use for poorly performing schools.
Improvements in data on secondary school performance are making it easier to identify
school decline early, and to give support at a time when the school is relatively capable to
respond. Similar improvements need to be made to the data on primary schools, so that
they can be identified and helped in the same way.
Shorter inspections by Ofsted, involving smaller inspection teams, were introduced in
September 2005. Though the shorter inspections may be right for the majority of schools
that provide a good standard of education, Ofsted needs to develop proportionate
inspection to apply more of its resources to under-performing schools. The shorter
inspections are predicated on schools evaluating themselves effectively. Some schools are
not doing so, and these are also likely to be the schools than need the most support. Ofsted
and the Department need to create incentives for schools to evaluate themselves honestly
and effectively.
Leadership in schools, especially by the headteacher, is essential to achieving and
maintaining school improvement. Honest and effective self-evaluation is especially
important but also difficult to achieve in this area. In poorly performing schools, most selfevaluations of leadership and management are over-generous. It is important to diagnose
clearly the nature of the leadership problem in these schools, and Ofsted reports should do
so explicitly.
An increasing proportion of schools are finding it difficult to make suitable headteacher
appointments. Headteachers face big challenges that are unlikely to be reduced in the
medium term, but they could be better supported to deal with them. Recent improvements
in the training of school leaders should be supplemented by more innovative approaches to
recruiting into difficult posts and more support to individual headteachers at local level,
which will attract talented teachers into becoming headteachers and help them do a good
job once appointed.
Local authorities and other schools are important sources of support for struggling schools.
Local authority practices vary widely, and there is substantial scope for disseminating good
practice. School-to-school collaboration can bring good results but could be used more
routinely if there were better incentives on schools to collaborate.
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School funding has been simplified and schools will be given more certainty about their
future funding. For schools to gain maximum benefit from these changes, they will need
access to financial management expertise.
On the basis of a Report1 by the Comptroller and Auditor General, the Committee
examined the Department and Ofsted on trends in poorly performing schools, developing
simpler relationships with schools, strengthening school leadership, and dealing with deep
rooted failure.

1

C&AG’s Report, Improving poorly performing schools in England (HC 679, Session 2005–06)
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.

Around 1,500 schools in England are performing poorly, including 649 that have
been identified in Ofsted inspections. Improving standards in poorly performing
schools is a considerable challenge that will require sustained effort and collaboration
by the Department, Ofsted, local authorities and the school community.

2.

Limited comparative data about primary school performance restricts the scope
for early identification and intervention. Experience with secondary schools has
demonstrated the value of using attainment and other (e.g. pupil attendance) data to
identify declining performance at an early stage. The Department should develop
primary school performance data for comparisons between schools and to help
identify under-performing primary schools that need support to prevent their
failure.

3.

Shorter, more frequent Ofsted inspections are intended to help identify poorly
performing schools sooner, but could result in less robust judgements. The lighter
inspections are predicated on schools producing reliable self-evaluations that the
inspectors can use in their assessment, together with the improving data on school
performance. Ofsted should not lose sight of the need for enough observation and
inspection to validate these self assessments. It should evaluate the effectiveness of its
shorter inspections after the first year, including by drawing together the experience
of different inspection teams and by measuring trends in the differences between
Ofsted’s and schools’ evaluation judgements.

4.

Schools that are under-performing but not seriously enough to be placed in
‘Special Measures’ (the weakest) or given a ‘Notice to Improve’ may get
insufficient attention from Ofsted, while high performing schools can receive too
much inspection coverage. Such schools are currently getting similar attention to
higher performing schools, but are likely to benefit from more support, particularly
in implementing improvements following an inspection. From September 2006,
Ofsted will start to introduce lighter touch inspections for high performing schools
and will trial additional visits to some schools that have pockets of
underachievement. In implementing these arrangements, Ofsted should redeploy the
inspector time saved on to deeper inspections and support for under-performing
schools.

5.

Inspection reports contain an assessment of school leadership and management
overall, but not a distinct assessment of the headteacher. A statement in inspection
reports about which elements of the leadership need to be strengthened would make
clearer the changes required for a school to improve. Very few schools with
inadequate leadership acknowledge their problem, so Ofsted should give guidance
on the characteristics of inadequate leadership and publicise examples of leadership
teams that improved by recognising their shortcomings and addressing them.

6.

It is increasingly difficult for schools needing a new headteacher to attract
suitable candidates. Progress is being made in increasing the professionalism of
school leaders and improving the training and support they receive, but much more
is needed to make headteacher posts attractive to good candidates and to develop
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potential leaders, for example by increasing the emphasis of initial teacher training
on opportunities for developing a career in school leadership.
7.

There are substantial variations between regions in the incidence of schools in
Special Measures, with schools in Outer London nearly four times as likely to be
in Special Measures as schools in the North East. The Department and Ofsted
should examine the reasons for the variations, and drawing on the C&AG’s Report
explore the extent to which local authorities are intervening early enough to prevent
schools requiring Special Measures. Ofsted should identify examples of authorities
providing effective support to struggling schools and using their powers of
intervention well. The Department should draw on Ofsted’s work to set out the good
practices that it expects all authorities to adopt.

8.

Poorly performing schools would benefit from increased collaboration with
successful schools. Ofsted should expect schools to respond to critical inspection
judgements in part by seeking to collaborate with other better performing schools
and, in assessing subsequent progress, Ofsted should consider the schools’ efforts to
collaborate with others. Schools providing support to other schools, for example
through the sharing of staff resources or facilities, should also receive due recognition
as part of their own inspection by Ofsted.

9.

Without good financial management skills, schools will not derive maximum
benefit from three-year budgets. As part of the simpler funding arrangement for
schools from 2006–07, the Department requires secondary schools to comply with its
Financial Management Standard by March 2007, and local authority Chief Financial
Officers to certify schools’ compliance. The Department should review the
application of the Standard at the end of the first compulsory year, and draw lessons
for its eventual application by primary and special schools.
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1 Trends in poorly performing schools
1. All children and young people deserve a good education that helps them to develop their
skills, knowledge and personal qualities. Most schools in England do provide a good
standard of education, but there are still too many poorly performing schools. A poor
education affects young people’s prospects of further or higher education and of
employment, and can have a wider adverse impact on local communities. In 2004–05,
schools in England received around £25 billion to spend on education and related
activities. The Department spent around £837 million on a range of national programmes
to help improve schools that were failing or at risk of failing.2
2. At July 2005, 1,557 schools fell within the definitions that the Department and Ofsted
use for poorly performing schools (Figure 1). They educated around 980,000 pupils and
represented 4% of primary and 23% of secondary schools. The total includes 578 underperforming secondary schools that the Department identified as requiring extra support
because they were not achieving adequate levels of attainment once their circumstances
had been taken into account. Because of difficulties in measuring the prior attainment of
primary school pupils, the Department has not yet identified under-performing primary
schools in the same way. However, primary schools prepare pupils for secondary education
and it is therefore important to know which are under-performing. The Department is
therefore aiming to have better primary school data available by September 2006.3

2

C&AG’s Report, paras 2–3, 5, 1.1 and Figure 1

3

ibid, paras 11, 1.5, 1.11 and Figures 5, 10; Qq 124–132
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Figure 1: Poorly performing schools, as at July 2005
Underachieving
schools
(Ofsted)
49

Under-performing
secondary schools
(The Department)
578

Schools in
Special
Measures
(Ofsted)
242

Schools in
Serious
Weaknesses
(Ofsted)
286

Low-attaining
schools
(The Department)
402

Note: The Ofsted ‘Serious Weaknesses’ and ‘Underachieving’ categories were replaced by a ‘Notice to
Improve’ in September 2005. Schools in Ofsted categories contain both primary and secondary, as do
low-attaining schools. Under-performing schools are secondary only. The Department identified lowattaining schools in 2004 and 2005 and under-performing schools in 2003 and 2004. Some of these
schools may have improved in 2005, while other schools may have become low-attaining or underperforming.
Source: Department for Education and Skills; Ofsted

3. Where Ofsted, which carries out independent inspections of schools, finds serious
problems in a school it puts the schools into one of two categories. Schools placed in
‘Special Measures’ are failing to provide an acceptable standard of education and have
leaders who have not demonstrated the capacity to make improvements. There were 242
such schools at July 2005. Schools in ‘Serious Weaknesses’ were performing to a similarly
poor standard but Ofsted has assessed the school to have leaders with demonstrated
capacity to make improvements. There were 286 such schools at July 2005. Where
problems that Ofsted identifies are part of a wider problem in the school, the school will be
placed in one of these two categories. For other schools with weaknesses, Ofsted makes
specific recommendations for improvements, for example in the quality of teaching in a
particular department in the school.4
4. The number of schools in Ofsted categories has been on a downward trend since 2000.

However, a higher percentage (9.3%) of schools inspected during the autumn term 2005
were placed in an Ofsted category, compared with the average of 8% of schools inspected
in the three years to July 2005. The Department considers that the increase may result from
its request that Ofsted raise its expectations of school performance. Ofsted considers that
4

C&AG’s Report, Figure 10; Qq 106–108, 133
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the proportionate increase of schools in categories does not reflect a worsening in school
standards. Figure 2 shows the breakdown of the 649 schools in Ofsted categories at
December 2005 (from 577 at July 2005). As anticipated in the C&AG’s Report, an increase
in the frequency of inspections (every three to four years, from every six) is currently
leading to a rise in the number of schools in an Ofsted category (currently showing
predominantly in the ‘Notice to Improve’ category), as poorly performing schools are
identified sooner.5
Figure 2: Schools in Ofsted categories, December 2005
Underachieving
44

Notice to Improve
Special Measures

120

243

Serious Weaknesses
242

Note: Schools in ‘Serious Weaknesses’ and ‘Underachieving’ were inspected before September 2005,
and schools with a ‘Notice to Improve’ were inspected from September 2005. ‘Special Measures’ was
the only category used throughout and so includes schools inspected before and after September
2005.
Source: Ofsted

5. There are variations between regions in the proportion of schools in Special Measures.
Since December 2003 the North East region has consistently had the lowest percentage of
schools in Special Measures. Part of the explanation may lie in the performance of local
authorities in the region, which Ofsted has generally graded as good in relation to
intervention in schools that are in difficulty. Inner London has also seen a recent
substantial reduction in the percentage of schools in Special Measures, from a previously
very high level.6

5

C&AG’s Report, para 1.8 and Figure 7; Qq 41–52; Ofsted website (www.ofsted.gov.uk)

6

C&AG’s Report, para 12 and Figure 6; Q 34; Education Statistics Digest 2004; Ofsted website (www.ofsted.gov.uk)
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Figure 3: Regional variations in the percentage of schools in Special Measures

Outer London

December 2003

Yorkshire and the Humber

August 2004

West Midlands

August 2005

East Midlands
Inner London
North West
South East
South West
East
North East
0.0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%

3.0%

Percentage of all schools in Special Measures
Source: Analysis of Ofsted and Departmental data

6. 402 schools, primary and secondary, are categorised as poorly performing because most
of their pupils have very low attainment (Figure 1). GCSE results in low attaining
secondary schools fall below the Department’s 2004 target of a minimum of 20% of pupils
achieving at least 5 GCSEs grades A*–C (or equivalent). The number of schools below the
target has been falling, but in 2004, 72 schools were still below the target, reducing to 40
schools in 2005.7 The Department is raising the GCSE floor target from 20% to 25% in
2006 and again to 30% in 2008. Figure 4 shows the numbers of secondary schools that
currently fall below these future targets, highlighting the challenge if the targets are to be
met.
Figure 4: The Department’s GCSE minimum target for secondary schools
Minimum percentage of pupils achieving less
than five GCSEs at grade A* to C

Number of schools below this
target in 2005

20% by 2004

40

25% by 2006

110

30% by 2008

230

Source: Department for Education and Skills Statistical Release SFR 26/2006, Table 7 – Number of maintained
mainstream schools by percentage of 15-year old pupils achieving 5+ A*–C and equivalent

7. The GCSE floor targets are based on GCSEs and equivalent qualifications, and do not
require the core subjects, English and mathematics, be included in the five GCSEs. In 2005,
56% of all pupils achieved the equivalent of 5 GCSEs A*–C. However, when pupils who did
not achieve GCSE A*–C in English and mathematics are excluded, the level of achievement
falls to only 44% of pupils. More pupils need to be helped to achieve this level. Some with

7

Department for Education and Skills Statistical Release SFR 26/2006, Table 7; Ofsted inspection data
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special educational needs might not be able to achieve it, but all pupils should be supported
to work towards an appropriate level of attainment that challenges their abilities and
matches their needs.8

8

Qq 19, 92–94; Department for Education and Skills press release 2006/0003, 19 January 2006
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2 Developing simpler relationships with
schools
8. By reducing bureaucracy, schools have more freedom to manage and teachers can spend
more time in the classroom and less on administrative tasks. Through changes set out in A
new relationship with schools (2004), the Department is aiming to change the relationship
between government, local authorities and schools. The changes include improved data
collection systems, lighter touch regulation, a greater role for school self-evaluation,
simplified funding streams, and a ‘unified’ dialogue between schools and the wider
education system. They are intended to simplify relationships and secure prompt support
for schools when they need it. The Department has set up an Implementation Review Unit
of headteachers to help monitor reducing bureaucracy in schools.9

Improving school and pupil data
9. Schools need good data to measure their performance and to monitor the progress of
individual pupils. Increasingly good quality data is available at pupil level. The Department
considers that one of the most important improvements in recent years has been the
availability of good performance data, particularly in secondary schools, allowing the
schools to identify any weak areas themselves and plan improvement actions. At school
and area level, schools, local authorities and the Department can identify underperformance, for example by monitoring trends in different parts of the curriculum. An
individual school’s performance can be compared with all schools nationally and with
other schools in similar circumstances.10
10. Schools use internally produced data on pupils’ attainment in addition to data from a
range of external sources. Headteachers find ‘contextual value added’ data, which is pupil
attainment data adjusted for contextual social factors and prior attainment, the most useful
externally produced data. Most headteachers do not find the Department’s achievement
and attainment tables useful. However, most parents are likely to use the performance and
attainment tables, and these now include ‘value added’ data alongside the raw attainment
data, to help give a more rounded picture of the school’s performance. The Department’s
aim is for parents to be well informed by having a range of data, and schools are
increasingly helping by publishing explanations of the data for parents.11

9

C&AG’s Report, para 3.25; Qq 10, 81, 158

10

C&AG’s Report, para 1.13; Qq 27, 40

11

C&AG’s Report, paras 1.23–1.25 and Figure 17; Qq 154–155
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School self-evaluation and shorter, more frequent inspections
11. Ofsted introduced a new inspection regime in September 2005, incorporating the
biggest changes since Ofsted was formed in 1992. Schools are to be inspected more
frequently – every three to four years instead of every six years – which is intended to result
in poorly performing schools being identified earlier. Early identification, combined with
swifter monitoring visits to schools in Special Measures, is expected to lead to poorly
performing schools improving more quickly.12
12. Inspectors now visit schools only for about 2 days, compared with a larger team that
previously visited for a week. However, they now have access to better background and
performance data and spend proportionately more time with the headteacher and rest of
the management team. Inspections are carried out at very short notice. Elements such as
the pre-inspection survey of parents are therefore no longer possible, but schools are
expected to maintain an honest and up-to-date self-evaluation form, since it forms the
basis of evidence for the inspection. The self-evaluation indicates the school’s
understanding of its strengths and weaknesses, and a weak understanding is a key indicator
of a poorly performing school. Most schools have completed their self-evaluation – 96% of
schools that were inspected in autumn 2005, the first term of the new regime, had
completed their self-evaluation form.13
13. The changes reduce the weight of inspection on schools, but also raise the risk that
much reduced direct observation and much smaller teams could lead to less rigour. Ofsted
is, however, confident that inspectors have the appropriate materials and information, are
engaging in greater dialogue than before with the schools’ management teams, and are
making proper judgements of leadership and management. Ofsted’s self-evaluation form
invites school leaders to evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of their own leadership
and management, using four grades from ‘outstanding’ to ‘inadequate’. Of the schools
inspected during the autumn term 2005, three judged their leadership and management to
be inadequate. In two cases, the inspectors confirmed the judgement, and in the third case
inspectors decided that leadership and management was satisfactory.14
14. Ofsted has a statutory duty to inspect all schools, but the weight of inspection is a
matter for Ofsted. It has not previously adopted a proportionate, risk-based approach to
inspection for all schools, largely because of a previous lack of data to target schools
effectively. From September 2006, Ofsted will use the improved data to help make better
use of public money spent on inspection, by making its inspection regime more
proportionate, with less involvement in those schools that are doing a good job and more
effort focused on weaker schools.15 It will draw on the approach it has already developed
for inspections of providers of Initial Teacher Training, which cover colleges and
universities. Providers consistently judged as ‘good’ in previous inspections have short
inspections while other providers have inspections taking around a week.16 Other bodies in
12

C&AG’s Report, Figure 11; Q 8

13

C&AG’s Report, Figure 11; Qq 7, 26, 62–69

14

Qq 60–61, 64–67; Ev 9, Footnote 1

15

Qq 9–10, 74–76, 95–103, 111; www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/index.cfm?fuseaction=story&id=43

16

Framework for the inspection of initial teacher training for inspections from September 2005, Ofsted, 2005
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the education sector are developing in a similar direction. For example, the Higher
Education Funding Council has introduced a risk-based approach that promotes ‘lighter
touch’ in the Council’s oversight of those institutions that are regulating themselves
effectively.17

Simplified funding
15. In April 2006, the Department introduced three-year budgets for schools to give them
more certainty about their funding. The Department is simplifying funding by combining
the large number of grants programmes relating to different activities into one
amalgamated grant. In order to benefit fully from the greater certainty of funding, schools
will require financial management expertise and access to financial advice, for example
from their local authority.18
16. To help schools with their financial management, the Department provides financial
benchmarking information so schools can compare their income and expenditure profile
with that of similar schools. It also provides a tool, the Financial Management Standard,
designed to enable schools to evaluate their performance in financial management against
a nationally recognised statement of good practice, and to identify areas for development.
The Standard covers the following elements as they relate to financial management:
leadership and governance, financial management skills among governors and staff, policy
and strategy (e.g. whether the school’s budget reflects its development plan), respective
responsibilities of the school and the local authority, procurement, and the robustness of
financial management processes. Compliance with the Standard will be compulsory for all
secondary schools by the end of March 2007, and the Department plans to consult on a
timetable for primary and special schools. Local authority Chief Financial Officers will be
required to certify the degree of secondary schools’ compliance with the Standard from
2006–07.19

17

Accountability and Audit: Higher Education Funding Council Code of Practice, 2005

18

C&AG’s Report, paras 3.22–23; Qq 82–86

19

Qq 82-84; Dedicated Schools Grant, Guidance for local authorities on the operation of the grant 2006-07 and 200708, circulated to Chief Finance Officers on 17 March 2006;
www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/schoolfunding/2006-07_funding_arrangements/financeofficernews/
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3 Strengthening school leadership
17. The quality of a school’s leadership is hugely important in the performance of the
school. Responsibility for leadership comes primarily, but not exclusively, from the
headteacher, who has a particularly demanding role as the figurehead of the school and the
person with management responsibility for the school’s performance. The role requires a
high degree of commitment, with primary headteachers working on average 53 hours per
week and secondary headteachers averaging 62 hours according to a report by the School
Teachers’ Review Body in 2005.20
18. A positive ethos is crucial to a school’s success, and can help overcome the
disadvantages of pupils coming from a very deprived background. School leaders and
governors can determine a school’s ethos, for example by valuing hard work, setting high
expectations of pupils and staff, and communicating the ethos clearly, including to parents.
School leaders need to be capable of dealing with difficult pupils – and on occasions their
parents – so that teachers feel properly supported. Serious difficulties in a school with pupil
behaviour can distract the management team from the basics – i.e. effective teaching that
encourages pupils to learn. There is no single solution to school improvement, but schools
that have recovered have found it most important to improve pupil learning, and to
increase or make changes to teaching staff and the management team.21
19. The strong ethos is that often found in faith schools contributes to the achievements of
these schools. Many of the primary and secondary schools with the best examination
results in England are faith-based, and faith schools tend to have lower absence rates than
other schools.22 When the performance of all schools is adjusted for external factors, much
of the good performance of faith schools is found to be associated with factors such as their
location, and the prior attainment of pupils and the types of household that they live in.23
Faith schools are also as likely as other schools be put into an Ofsted category. Faith-based
secondary schools are, however, more likely than other secondary schools to be among the
small minority assessed as “outstanding” by Ofsted.24 Such factors, together with their
examination results, contribute to the popularity among parents of faith-based schools.25
20. About 11% of schools each year will typically need to find a new headteacher, as part of
normal headteacher turnover. According to Education Data Surveys,26 many schools are
finding recruiting a headteacher difficult, and there are indications that the difficulty is
increasing, since in the last ten years it has become more common for secondary schools to
have to re-advertise for a headteacher. Some schools could find it increasingly hard to

20

C&AG’s Report, para 2.5, Figure 26; Qq 54, 77–79

21

C&AG’s Report, paras 2.5–2.6, 2.10–2.13, Figures 25 and 26; Qq 5, 6, 14, 17, 21, 146–147, 160

22

National Audit Office analysis of 2005 school attainment data; 18th Report from the Committee of Public Accounts,
Department for Education and Skills: Improving school attendance in England (HC 789, Session 2005–06)

23

C&AG’s Report, Making a difference: Performance of maintained secondary schools in England (HC 1332, Session
2002–03), Figure 9

24

C&AG’s Report, Figure 16; National Audit Office analysis of 2004–05 inspection results

25

National Audit Office analysis of 2005 applications and admissions in 7 authorities

26

21st Annual Survey of Senior Staff Appointments in Schools in England and Wales, Education Data Surveys, January
2006
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replace the large numbers of headteachers who will be retiring over the next five to ten
years. Although headteacher salaries are linked to school size, school governors can choose
to pay more to attract a suitable candidate. Some schools are raising salaries in order to
attract candidates, with packages exceeding £100,000 in some large secondary schools.27
21. A recent MORI survey of school leaders, governors and local authorities found that the
most challenging issues relating to filling headteacher posts were applicant quality, filling
posts in challenging schools, heavy workloads, stress, increased accountability and
bureaucracy. Around half of the headteachers surveyed were most demotivated by
administrative demands and by inspection and other measures of accountability. About
one third of deputy headteachers and half of department/year heads did not want to
become a headteacher because it meant less involvement in teaching.28
22. The National College of School Leadership, created in 2001, is one element of a more
professional approach to training school leaders, and the College is a key partner to help
transform the quality of leadership in schools. Previously, headteachers were often
appointed without training, and the National Professional Qualification for Headship was
made mandatory from April 2004 for all applicants for headteacher posts. The qualification
is aimed at improving the skills of potential headteachers and around 14,000 leaders or
future leaders now hold it. There is also a training programme for existing headteachers.
Some local authorities have appointed executive headteachers to lead more than one
school. The National College estimates that at present around 100 headteachers are
working in other schools as well as their own, and the College and the Department are
thinking about new ways of delivering headships, utilising the experience of the most
successful headteachers in the country.29
23. Ofsted is statutorily required to report on the quality of school leadership. In its
2004-05 Annual Report, Ofsted reported that it had found around three-quarters of the
leadership and management of inspected schools were excellent, very good or good, with
around a fifth rated as satisfactory.30
24. Inspection reports published under the new inspection regime do not show a distinct
score for headteacher performance. Ofsted has a statutory responsibility to report on the
quality of leadership, but it now makes an assessment leadership and management overall.
As with other aspects of the inspections, Ofsted relies much more than previously on the
school leaders’ self-evaluations, and it is not unreasonable to expect that school leaders may
be reluctant to assess their leadership and management as ‘inadequate’. Of the schools
inspected during the autumn 2005 term, only three judged their leadership and
management to be ‘inadequate’. However, 85 schools were placed in Special Measures,
indicating that Ofsted judged leadership and management to be weak in a much higher

27

C&AG’s Report, para 3.27; Qq 18, 121–122,156–157

28

Qq 18, 158; Follow up research into the state of school leadership in England, Jane Stevens et al, MORI Social
Research Institute, Department for Education and Skills, 2005

29

C&AG’s Report, paras 3.28, 3.31; Qq 3, 18, 159

30

Qq 53; The Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools 2004–05, Ofsted 2005
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number of schools than the two of the three whose self-assessment as ‘inadequate’ was
confirmed.31
25. The Department’s Primary Leadership Programme aimed to improve leadership in
primary schools, through consultancy support. However, an Ofsted evaluation of the first
year of the programme concluded that it was not well targeted, because many of the 4,000
schools involved either did not need additional support or were unable to make full use of
it. The Department considers that the programme was, at first, not as well targeted as it
should have been, owing to lack of good quality data at the time. However, a lot of the
schools originally in the programme, where schools were performing below the 65% target
(of pupils achieving level 4 or above in English and mathematics), are now performing
above the target, indicating that the programme has improved.32
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4 Dealing with deep rooted failure
26. School leaders and governors should be aiming to achieve continuous improvement in
their schools. The Department, Ofsted and local authorities have a responsibility to
support and challenge all schools to drive continuous improvement, and local authorities
have a particular responsibility towards schools that are in difficulty, including supporting
schools that go into Special Measures.33
27. The most difficult schools to turn around are those that have struggled with poor
performance over a long period and may have been in Ofsted categories for over two years.
These schools often have difficulty recruiting and retaining good staff and have high rates
of pupil absence and poor standards of behaviour. It is nevertheless essential that schools in
Special Measures recover as quickly as possible to avoid further disruption to pupils’
education and to remove the stigma for staff, pupils and parents that comes from having a
poorly performing school. The Department proposes that schools must be showing
significant signs of improvement within twelve months, otherwise they should be
considered for closure. Ofsted considers that if a school does not demonstrate significant
improvement within a year, for example based on more effective leadership, improved
pupil attendance and better attitudes to behaviour, it is likely, based on Ofsted’s experience,
to take a long time to recover.34
28. Primary schools currently take an average of 20 months to recover from Special
Measures and secondary schools take an average of 22 months. Some schools placed in
Special Measures are ‘in denial’ and do not immediately accept the Ofsted judgment, which
can make recovery much slower. School improvement has to be driven from within the
school, so where a school does accept the judgement, plans for improvement can be put in
place more quickly. Ofsted considers that the new inspection regime, with faster reporting
and more frequent monitoring, will help schools to improve more quickly.35
29. Schools can draw support from a variety of sources, including the Department, local
authorities, governors, parents, local businesses and other schools. Some local authorities
are better than others at preventing school decline – a large minority (56 out of 150) had no
schools in Special Measures at July 2005. Local authorities have powers to intervene, but
they are rarely used. The Department expects local authorities to intervene where
necessary, using their powers sensitively and sensibly, and to identify external support, for
example from businesses or universities, to help the school to improve. The Department is
providing additional funding to support local authorities in using their powers to intervene
in schools that are in difficulty.36
30. Collaboration between schools can help improve poor performance through sharing
good practice and sometimes facilities and resources. Local authorities can help by
facilitating links between schools. The Department encourages schools to join federations
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and its Leadership Incentive Grant promotes the creation of school networks. Though
current arrangements tend to be ad hoc, the Department considers that the vast majority of
successful schools do take their responsibilities to other schools seriously, and there are
opportunities to sustain strong collaboration.37
31. For schools in challenging areas, the teaching needs to be very good to enable pupils to
make good progress. The Department has a number of programmes in place for schools
with the most intractable problems and those in the most challenging areas. Poorly
performing schools can exhibit different problems depending on their circumstances, so it
is important to have a range of options for improving performance.38
32. The Department’s Excellence in Cities programme aims to raise educational standards
and promote social inclusion in major cities and areas that face similar problems. A 2003
Ofsted evaluation of the Excellence in Cities programme found it was making an important
difference to schools in disadvantaged areas, though it had been more successful in
improving the results of primary schools than secondary schools, where pupils often have
accumulated years of low attainment, and the social factors that contribute to low
attainment are more complex. Nevertheless, the proportion of pupils achieving 5 A*–C
GCSEs or more in Excellence in Cities schools increased by around 4 percentage points in
2005, compared with a national increase of 2.6 percentage points.39
33. The Leadership Incentive Grant is intended to help leadership teams in secondary
schools in challenging circumstances to improve the delivery of education so that pupils
are not disadvantaged. It is available to schools in an Excellence in Cities area; to schools
with less than 30% of pupils achieving 5 A*–C GCSEs; and to schools with more than 35%
of pupils receiving free school meals. The grant focuses on collaboration between schools
as a means of achieving improvement. The percentage of pupils achieving 5 A*–C GCSEs
in Leadership Incentive Grant collaborative schools increased by around 4 percentage
points in 2005.40
34. The Department has two school renewal programmes that involve the most radical and
expensive option of closing a school and replacing it with a new school with a new name.
Both are intended to improve schools where all other efforts at recovery have failed. Under
the Fresh Start programme, the school is closed then re-opened with refurbished facilities
and major changes or additions to staff. Establishing a Fresh Start school costs on average
around £2.2 million in a mixture of capital and revenue costs. Under the Academies
Programme, academies usually open in new buildings, and therefore involve substantially
more expenditure. The Department estimates that the capital cost of a new-build 1,300
pupil academy is around £27 million, and that academies cost around £4 million more
than similar-sized secondary schools to be built under the Building Schools for the Future
programme. Pupil attainment in schools on these programmes usually starts from a very
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low point, so while attainment is improving in most cases, most are still achieving well
below national average attainment.41
35. As of September 2006 there will be 51 Fresh Start schools (27 secondary, 23 primary
and one special school).42 The programme has not been formally evaluated. On average,
the 27 secondary schools are performing better than their predecessor schools in terms of
GCSE results. Based on GCSE results in 2004, pupils in the nine Fresh Start secondary
schools that had reached their fifth year performed, on average, twice as well as pupils in
the predecessor schools in terms of the proportion of pupils achieving 5 A*–C GCSEs or
more.43
36. The first three academies opened in September 2002, and 27 were open by September
2005. The Department plans to have 200 academies open or in development by 2010. Of
the 14 academies whose pupils took GCSEs in 2005, ten achieved a higher percentage of
pupils achieving 5 A*–C GCSEs or more than in 2004, and 12 achieved better results than
the predecessor schools. Two academies have received poor inspection results; Unity City
Academy and the Business Academy in Bexley. Unity City Academy was inspected in 2005.
Findings that included unsatisfactory leadership, a poor quality of teaching, low pupil
attendance and a substantial financial deficit led Ofsted to place the academy in Special
Measures. Ofsted gave the Business Academy, Bexley a Notice to Improve in 2005, when
inspectors concluded that significant improvements were needed in the quality of teaching
and learning and the effectiveness of the sixth form.44
37. The Department has commissioned PricewaterhouseCoopers to carry out a five-year
evaluation of the Academies Programme. The second annual evaluation report was
broadly positive about early progress, such as innovative approaches to teaching the
curriculum and the role of academy principals. The evaluation also highlighted that some
schools faced challenges, such as tackling bullying and the need to make sure that new
academy buildings were able to meet the practical requirements of teaching and learning.45
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Mr Austin Mitchell
Mr Don Touhig

A draft Report (Improving poorly performing schools in England), proposed by the
Chairman, brought up and read.
Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.
Paragraphs 1 to 37 read and agreed to.
Summary read and agreed to.
Conclusions and recommendations read and agreed to.
Resolved, That the Report be the Fifty-ninth Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House.
Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.
[Adjourned until Wednesday 11 October at 3.30 pm.

