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Outline of the specialist schools programme

1. The specialist schools programme was launched in 1994 to help schools to develop particular strengths and raise standards in a chosen specialism in partnership with private sector sponsors. From 1997, schools have been expected to become a resource for other schools and their local communities.

2. In September 2004 1,686 specialist schools were designated and operating. By April 2009 there were 3,038 specialist schools, including 212 special schools. It is the Government’s intention that all secondary schools can become specialist schools when they meet the required standard for designation. 

3. Any maintained secondary school in England can apply for specialist status in one of 10 specialisms: arts; business and enterprise; engineering; humanities; languages; mathematics and computing; music; science; sports; and technology. Schools can also combine any two specialisms. Maintained and non-maintained special schools can apply for an SEN specialism in one of the four areas of the SEN code of practice, or in any of the main curriculum specialisms. Middle and 11 -14 schools can have joint designation with their related upper/14+ school. Around 93% of secondary schools currently have specialist status.

Schools can also opt for more than one specialism. They can apply for combined specialism from the start of their designation, with the same level of funding as schools providing a single specialism. Specialist schools that can meet the relevant criteria after a full phase of designation, normally three years, can apply for additional funding to add a second specialism. As of July 2009 there are around 900 of these high performing specialist schools (HPSS). The options available to HPSS are under review. 

4. Since 2007, 33 primary schools across England have been participating in a four-year primary specialism pilot. The aim of the pilot is to investigate the impact and relevance to primary schools of factors commonly cited as reasons for success in secondary specialist schools. Twenty nine of the schools are working in five subject-based clusters, four of which are in individual LAs: music (Devon), modern languages (Warwickshire), science (Sheffield) and arts (Tower Hamlets). The fifth cluster, focusing on sport, involves schools in five LAs nationwide (Luton, Manchester, Newham, North Tyneside and Nottinghamshire). The four remaining schools, in Croydon and Southwark, are "associate schools" working with academies in those areas. Inspectors need to be aware of DCSF guidance that the specialism ‘must be at the heart of the drive for improvement; providing a model of excellence and an enrichment of the curriculum’. These schools will be at different stages of developing their specialisms, since they were invited to join a pilot to develop specialisms rather than because they had already reached a particular standard.
The aims of the specialist schools programme

5. Specialist schools are an important part of the Government’s plans to raise standards in secondary schools. Its specific aims are to:

· raise attainment and achievement for all students both in the specialist subjects and across the whole curriculum
· strengthen and develop the quality of teaching and learning strategies in the specialist subjects and use them to help raise standards throughout the school

· extend opportunities for applied learning and enrichment activity through the specialist subjects, including through links with sponsors, business, employers, further and higher education institutions and organisations related to the specialism

· drive the provision of Diploma Lines of Learning most closely related to the specialism at Levels 1, 2 and 3 through close collaboration and partnerships with local schools and partnerships with colleges, work based providers and employers

· develop within the school, characteristics which signal its specialist ethos and identity and which are reflected in the school’s mission and objectives – including through encouragement of increased take-up and interest in the specialist subjects
· work collaboratively with partner schools to provide or facilitate high quality learning opportunities and outcomes in the specialist subjects – by sharing specialist facilities and resources, enhancing further the quality of teaching and developing and disseminating good practice, and 

develop the capacity to provide or facilitate high quality learning opportunities and outcomes in specialist subjects, either working as an individual school or working collaboratively with other schools, within the school’s wider local community, including local businesses, employers and 14 -19 partnerships.
Designation and funding 

6. Currently, schools are designated as specialist when they have satisfied the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) that they have the commitment and the capacity to achieve challenging targets related to their chosen specialism, the school as a whole and their proposed work with the community. The recent White Paper proposes that these decisions will be taken locally by School Improvement Partners (SIPs) from early 2010.

7. To help them achieve their aims set out in their development plans, specialist schools normally receive the following additional funding: a one-off £100,000 capital grant to enhance the facilities in the subjects related to the school’s specialism; and recurrent funding of £129 per pupil per year, subject to a minimum of £60,000. Special schools receive £645 per pupil per year.

8. In order to access the £100,000 capital grant the school must raise £50,000 in unconditional sponsorship (less for small schools with under 500 pupils on roll and £20,000 for special schools) towards the capital project. All specialist schools are expected to target around one third of their specialist school recurrent funding (half for special schools with SEN specialism) on sharing resources and expertise in their specialist area with partner schools and the wider community.

9. Schools which can demonstrate that they have been unable to raise the necessary sponsorship despite making reasonable attempts may apply to the joint DCSF/Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) Partnership Fund for a grant from a central fund.

10. The designation is for a fixed period, after which the school can apply for re-designation. To achieve this, it must demonstrate that it has been successful in meeting its targets. At this point, access to the HPSS programme can be considered.

Status and statutory requirements of specialist schools

11. Specialist schools are not independent schools and remain subject to the same statutory requirements as non-specialist secondary schools. For example, they must ensure that the National Curriculum is implemented as well as the additional provision expected from their specialist status.

Performance of specialist schools

12. The performance of specialist schools is monitored in a number of ways, which include Her Majesty’s Inspector (HMI) visits that result in periodic reports. An Ofsted report Specialist schools: a second evaluation was published in February 2005.
13. Specialist schools themselves are expected to undertake a rigorous self-assessment that evaluates the extent to which they are meeting the targets they have set themselves in their development plan. In future SIPs will work with schools to help them review their performance, including their work with partner schools.

14. Historically, four out of five specialist schools achieve the aims of the programme, with specialist status proving to be a catalyst for innovation and improvement. One in five makes disappointing progress.

15. With 93% of all maintained schools now being specialists, it is not surprising that standards of attainment in specialist schools as a whole are close to the national average. In 2008 51% of pupils in specialist schools achieved five or more grades A*-C including English and maths at GCSE; and 67% of pupils achieved five or more grades A*-C (level 2 GCSE/GNVQ); this compares with the national average of 47% of pupils achieving five or more grades A*-C including English and maths at GCSE and 65% of pupils achieving five or more grades A*-C. 

16. With a few exceptions, notably among the sports colleges, the community dimension has been the least effective element.

Re-designation

17. When schools come to the end of their period of designation as a specialist school they must be reassessed for a further period. From 1 September 2007 specialist school re-designation took place every three years so it could be aligned as closely as possible with section 5 inspections and their outcomes. Procedures for how re-designation will take place from September 2009 are under review, but it is likely that re-designation will be decoupled from section 5 inspections in favour of fixed three year cycles.

18. Schools that meet the HPSS criteria that apply at the time of their re-designation will be considered for HPSS status and invited to take on an HPSS option if they do not already have one.

19. Currently, schools requiring a notice to improve or special measures will enter a period of ‘probation’. This has implications for section 8 monitoring visits, which will evaluate the impact of specialist status on school improvement. This may change with the involvement of SIPs.
20. Inspection reports will continue to be an important source of evidence about the progress specialist schools are making, their capacity for further improvement, and the impact of their specialism on whole-school effectiveness. To be re-designated, a specialist school must satisfy their SIP that it has made adequate progress in meeting the requirements of the Specialist School Programme. This includes setting and achieving challenging targets for whole school improvement and specialist subjects at Key Stage 4, demonstrating that standards are rising across the specialism and delivering purposeful support for partner schools and community-based activities.

21. Existing HPSS that do not meet the HPSS criteria that apply at the time of the re-designation will lose HPSS status and funding at the end of the next full academic year.

22. Special schools can be designated as HPSS if they can demonstrate secure and robust tracking of pupils’ progress, informing challenging individual and cohort target-setting. There must also be clear and current evidence that pupil progress and outcomes remain very good.

Inspecting specialist schools

Section 5 inspections

23. The same inspection schedule, and associated guidance, applies to specialist schools as to other schools. As with all schools, inspectors should understand a specialist school’s distinctive ethos and take a broad view of the extent to which it is successful in meeting the targets it has set for itself. For specialist schools, there should be a reference to this in the text of the report.

24. There is no overall judgement or grade for the quality of a school’s specialist work. Consequently it is important that the inspection report evaluates clearly the impact of specialist status (whether in the first specialism or any additional HPSS options) on learners’ outcomes, including achievement and standards across the school and not just in the specialist subjects; it is also desirable to comment on its impact on whole-school improvement, such as by raising the quality of leadership and management, as well as key aspects of provision including the school’s engagement with the community. It is up to the school to provide the necessary evidence to inspectors, reflecting the additional prompts introduced into the self-evaluation form (SEF) in DCSF current guidance, as prompts are not aligned with the new SEF and will be irrelevant from September when new criteria for re-designation will have to be agreed. There is no requirement to report on particular aspects of specialist activity but a suggested approach is set out below.

25. The DCSF is likely to pay close attention to the findings of the inspection of a specialist school, especially the grade relating to overall effectiveness, when considering the school’s bid for re-designation. However, inspection teams should recognise that the judgement on overall effectiveness is not exactly the same thing as a judgement on whether a school is meeting its specialist school targets, and inspectors should beware of becoming involved in an excessively detailed audit of its progress towards these. The current approach to re-designation is under review with an aim of reducing the bureaucracy and giving greater importance to the outcomes of inspection.

26. Part of a specialist school’s responsibility is a thorough review of its progress towards its targets. Inspectors should see reference to this in the SEF. In this sense, the requirements placed upon specialist schools fit well with the section 5 methodology. 

27. Inspectors will need to look at a range of evidence in reaching a judgement on a school’s effectiveness and will usually request a copy of the school improvement plan report. This will include comments on the degree of challenge in the school’s target-setting procedures and the effectiveness of a school’s self-evaluation including community elements. For special schools designated within a curricular specialism or as one of the SEN strands of the SSP, particular attention needs to be given to the extent of challenge to pupils’ targets when they are working below national expectations. DCSF’s Progression Guidance 2009-10 encourages schools to use the data to set targets and to evaluate the progress of pupils with SEN. The following points make some suggestions for inspection activity and the content of reports.

Organising the inspection

28. Regional Inspection Service Providers, working with their Her Majesty’s Inspectorate counterparts, will need to make the usual form of risk assessment in planning the inspection of specialist schools. This will help as with other schools in the deployment of inspectors. There is no increase in the tariff for inspecting a secondary school that happens to have specialist status.

Pre-inspection briefing

29. The pre-inspection briefing should make reference to the school’s specialist status. The SEF includes a number of additional prompts which give schools the opportunity to comment on the provision for specialist subjects and their impact across the whole school. The second section of the SEF includes data about the specialism including subject targets and participation rates. Explicit mention is found in part A (section 1b) and part B (section A17). It will normally be the case that the success of the school in fulfilling its specialist role will be one of the main overarching inspection issues, with inspection trails associated with it.

30. Where a school has been placed in the DCSF ‘probation’ category or has failed to gain re-designation because of inadequate performance in the specialism and ineffective planning to get back on track, this should always be a major issue for the inspection since the school’s failure might indicate a more general malaise. 

Inspection focus

31. The main lines of enquiry are fourfold. 

· Has the school met its specialist targets? 
· What is the impact of specialist status in raising standards?
· Has specialist status had an impact on extending and improving the curriculum?
What is the impact of specialist status on the community?

Gathering evidence

32. In addition to what is usually gathered, inspectors will wish to:

· analyse aspects of specialist performance and provision in the school’s development plan.
discuss progress towards specialist school targets with the head, or subject department leader, and where possible a representative of the governors.
33. Since section 5 inspections do not involve the inspection of subjects, even in specialist schools, there will not be an obligation to feed back on the specialist subject to the head of department.

Making judgements

34. The team, at the end of the inspection, will come to a corporate view on the judgements required on the inspection judgements form. This in turn will inform the view taken of the impact of specialist status on the school’s performance and its contribution to the wider community.

Reporting 

35. The impact of the school’s specialist status will be reported orally at the end of the inspection.

36. Description of the School

This should state what specialism/s the school has been granted.
37. Achievement and standards

The evaluation schedule requires that inspectors take into account the extent to which specialist subject attainment targets have been met.

· Evaluate the degree of challenge posed by the school’s statutory targets and by its targets for the specialist subjects, and check whether they have been met. There are usually two or three specialist targets per specialism. The DCSF expects targets to be challenging and to become more so as the school progresses through each phase of designation. It is a matter for the professional judgement of the inspector whether targets are sufficiently challenging, but the likely outcome of a rigorous approach to target-setting will be higher standards in specialist and other subjects and also in HPSS curriculum options at Key Stage 4. 

· Evaluate trends in examination performance including in the specialist subjects. The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) is providing benchmarking data for specialist subjects through its data toolkit, which may well be referred to in the SEF, although in its early days.

· Report on achievement and standards overall and any significant contribution from the school’s specialist subjects. Any significant patterns in specialist performance will contribute proportionately to the making of overall judgements.

For special schools, report on the extent to which accurate assessment and tracking of progress demonstrate good progress for those working below national expectations.

38. Quality of provision

The evaluation schedule requires inspectors to evaluate the extent to which the curriculum has been extended and improved through collaboration with other schools and organisations. Extending provision also includes forming partnerships with a minimum of five other schools including at least one secondary school. Increasingly, schools are working in clusters or collaboratives to respond to the needs of their community.

The DCSF expects specialist secondary schools, as centres of excellence, to become leaders and drivers in the delivery of Diplomas, taking account of the requirements of the specialism, and local consortia arrangements.

· Evaluate the quality of provision for the school’s specialism/s and its impact on the school’s provision as a whole. The proportion of pupils following courses in the specialist subjects is likely to be a significant indicator.

· Evaluate the extent to which the school is meeting its specialist subject participation targets at Key Stage 4 and post-16.

Evaluate the impact of specialist status on the school’s engagement with the community. SSAT has produced voluntary guidance including a set of performance indicators against which schools may benchmark their community provision. These may be referred to in the SEF.

39. Leadership and management

All HPSS should introduce a target to support gifted and talented (G&T) students if they included G&T as part of their HPSS option. Partnerships should include targeted groups, agencies and organisations in the wider community. This might include: parents (also parents in partner schools), families, jobseekers, older people, single parents, young people and adults with basic and other skills and learning needs, supplementary schools, local businesses/employers, or voluntary, third sector and regeneration bodies. In all cases the focus should be on taking account of where local needs are greatest.

· Evaluate the degree of challenge posed by the school’s statutory targets and by its examination targets for the specialist subjects; in special schools, the degree of challenge in setting targets based on learners’ starting points.
· Evaluate the impact of any significant partnerships and community engagement related to the specialism(s) and how key stakeholders from partner schools and the community contribute to the review and development of the specialism(s) and/or other partnership activities.

Evaluate how well specific funding is identified by the appropriate staff, especially specific funding for developing the specialism(s).

40. Overall effectiveness

· Report on the impact of specialist status on the school’s overall effectiveness, its improvement and its engagement with the community.
Section 8 inspections

41. These include grade 3, notice to improve and Special Measures monitoring visits. These arrangements will be reviewed in the DCSF’s 2009-10 Guidance to reflect the SIP’s role in the designation process.

42. When specialist schools are placed in Ofsted categories of concern, the DCSF reviews their specialist status. The DCSF sends the school a feedback letter based on the findings of an assessment visit and it then looks carefully at the inspection judgements from subsequent Ofsted monitoring letters in order to make a decision on whether a specialist school is re-designated, continues on probation (DCSF category) or is de-designated during or at the end of its period in special measures or notice to improve.

43. Monitoring visits will inform the DCSF of the overall progress schools ‘on probation’ are making and whether the school’s specialism is contributing to the overall improvement of the school. Where the progress of a school in special measures remains inadequate after 12 months (two monitoring visits), the DCSF will normally use an assessor to gather additional evidence. The DCSF will then decide whether to de-designate the school or not, and if it does de-designate funding will be withdrawn with three months’ notice.

44. Judgements made on monitoring visits to specialist schools are very helpful for the DCSF. Inspectors may find it helpful to consult the DCSF feedback letter to the school, which is based on their assessment of the school’s performance and progress in meeting the specialist schools programme’s specific requirements. The letter states whether, in the view of the assessor, the specialist subjects are strengths in the school, or if they are weak and possibly contributing to the ‘category of concern’. 

45. Where there are evident weaknesses in the specialism, such as declining trends in Key Stage 4 attainment or missed targets, inspectors should investigate the issues and discuss the school’s strategies for raising standards in its specialism as part of discussions about raising attainment. If the specialism or particular subjects within it are performing well and there are obvious strengths, inspectors should explore with the school what are its plans for building on these and using the specialism as a driver for wider school improvement.

46. At any subsequent visit, inspectors should continue to monitor progress in the specialist areas and report on any significant changes in performance or wider impact, particularly in the light of any new performance data at Key Stage 4 becoming available. Raising standards of attainment and the building strengths in teaching and learning are the main areas of focus.  

47. Section 8 letters should include a discrete paragraph covering the following:

· standards and achievement within the specialism 
· quality of provision within the specialist area and its impact on the school’s provision as a whole
· leadership and management – the use of specialist targets

the impact of the specialism on the overall effectiveness of the school and its improvement.

48. It is not necessary to evaluate or report on aspects of the school’s specialist work that have not changed from a previous monitoring visit, for example the timetabled curriculum within the same academic year.

Further information on specialist schools

49. Further information about specialist schools can be found on the DCSF website at: www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/specialistschools
A note on city technology colleges

50. City technology colleges (CTCs) were established by the Education Reform Act 1988. They have independent status, but are non-fee paying. They are largely funded directly by the DCSF. They are required to provide a broad and balanced curriculum, with an emphasis on science and technology. There is a strong vocational dimension to the qualifications they offer. CTCs have close links with employers who provide sponsorship and equipment, play active roles on governing bodies, help to develop units of qualifications, or provide work placements for pupils and staff. Most have a longer working day than in most schools, and eight operate a five-term year.

51. For further information consult the DCSF website on CTCs at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/academies/academies_directory/?version=1
A note on academies

52. Academies, which are independent maintained schools, do not have specialist status, but have one or more subject specialisms. Academies are not bound by the National Curriculum and are free to adopt innovative approaches to the content and delivery of the curriculum. Nonetheless, an academy should offer a broad and balanced curriculum to pupils of all abilities, with a focus on one or more subject areas. 

53. For further information on academies consult the DCSF website at: www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/academies
Annex 1 – Outcomes of inspections of specialist schools
Figure 1: Overall effectiveness of specialist colleges (percentage of schools inspected between September 2005 and July 2008)
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All schools (3,122)

All non-specialist schools (767)

All specialist schools (2,355)

Technology (507)

Sports (322)

Science (304)

Music (19)

Maths and Computing (235)
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Humanities (87)

Engineering (54)

Business and Enterprise (224)

Arts (391)

Outstanding Good Satisfactory Inadequate

 

Figures in brackets are numbers of schools inspected.

Percentages are rounded and do not always add exactly to 100.

These data are based on schools open as of January 2009. Where schools have been inspected twice during this period only the most recent data are included. This accounts for the lower percentage of inadequate schools in the ‘All schools’ bar of the chart compared to figures in the Annual Report; many schools placed in categories of concern since September 2005 have been removed from the categories by subsequent inspections.

Caution is required when drawing comparisons between different groups of schools. This is because the number of inspections for each type of specialist school varies and some numbers are relatively small. In addition the context of the types of specialist schools might be different.
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