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Ofsted Consultation: Better Inspection for All 

Introduction 

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the interests of a range of 
organisations delivering vocational learning and employment and employability support.  The 
majority of our 700+ member organisations are independent providers (from both the private and 
the third sectors) holding contracts with the Skills Funding Agency (SFA), with many also delivering 
Department for Education (Education Funding Agency) and Department of Work and Pensions 
(DWP) funded provision.  In addition to these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well 
as non-delivery organisations such as Sector Skills Councils and awarding bodies as Associate 
Members, which means that AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive perspective and insight 
on matters relating to its remit.  

Proposal 1: A common inspection framework 

Q1. Do you agree or disagree with the introduction of a new common inspection framework for 
maintained schools, academies, further education and skills providers, non-association 
independent schools and registered early years settings from September 2015?  

Agree (with reservations on timing of introduction – see below) 

While we agree with the overall direction of travel outlined in the consultation, we have significant 
concerns about the timetable for implementation.  Inspection frameworks change too frequently.  
The current framework has only been in place for two years.  Even relatively minor modifications 
cause an enormous amount of work for providers as they adjust self-assessment and other internal 
quality assurance and improvement processes to align.  Given all the other changes happening in the 
further education and skills area, in Apprenticeships in particular, we believe that implementation in 
September 2015 is too ambitious.  Providers need more time to prepare if they are to be treated 
even-handedly.  Inspectors too need time to prepare and to come to terms with the practical 
implications of the new framework, especially at a time when the arrangements for securing 
additional inspectors are also changing.  There is considerable potential for inconsistency if 
preparation is inadequate.      

We are also very concerned that there will be a period of time when providers will be carrying 
inspection grades arrived at through three different frameworks.  This also mitigates against 
consistency.        

As to the future, once the new arrangements are agreed, we would welcome a commitment from 
Ofsted to maintaining the same framework of areas and criteria for a five year period.   

We are particularly concerned about the timing of these changes given the major changes underway 
in Apprenticeships which could fundamentally alter the lines of accountability from 2016 onwards.  If 
funding is routed through employers as is currently proposed a completely new dynamic will exist 
with different providers possibly delivering different parts of an apprentice’s programme and the 
employer more truly responsible for the coherence of the experience and the overall outcomes.  
Who is responsible and accountable for what could alter fundamentally, and the implications for the 
inspection of providers will need to be carefully considered so that expectations match the realities 
of the way the programme works on the ground.   



As for the principles involved, it is important that inspection is as consistent as possible.  From the 
point of view of public understanding, the use of a similar framework of areas on which judgements 
are made and the same grading scale can be helpful because learners, parents and carers and 
employers become familiar with it over time based on experience in different settings.  However 
there are risks which we need to guard against.  For example, the weight that should be given to 
specific areas will be different in different settings.  Whilst we acknowledge that safeguarding is 
extremely important it means different things in different contexts and it will be important to ensure 
that expectations from one area of inspection are not inappropriately transferred to another as 
happened when judgements in this area were first introduced.  Remit-specific inspection handbooks 
are vital in this respect and we trust that there will be some consultation with the specific sectors 
about these when the time comes.   

Consistency in framework, grading and approach becomes most significant where there are different 
types of providers within the same phase of education and training.  We particularly welcome the 
separate grading of school sixth forms.  It is not clear from the consultation whether it is intended 
that each of the four areas of provision will be graded separately in a sixth form.  It is our strong view 
that they should be so that it is clear, for example, how good outcomes for learners are.  A single 
overall grade for a sixth form would reduce transparency. 

We welcome the assurance that inspectors will only inspect the type of provision for which they 
have appropriate expertise and training.  We would add recent experience to the list.  Inspectors 
need to have a real appreciation of how learning programmes work in the current policy 
environment; and this is set to become even more important.  Subject knowledge is important as we 
reaffirm later, but so is experience of the particular way in which learning is delivered, for example in 
Apprenticeships as opposed to classroom based provision.  Renewed efforts need to be made to 
ensure that part-time inspectors are current practitioners from a range of relevant types of provider 
rather that those who are semi-retired or long term consultants.          

Q2. Do you agree or disagree with the proposed ‘effectiveness of leadership and management’ 
judgement (paras 19-20)? 

Agree 

Overall, the proposed scope of this area looks appropriate. 

High quality, impartial careers advice is vitally important but sadly lacking in too many schools as 
numerous independent reviews have confirmed.  Given the long term significance of this issue for 
individuals and the national supply of human capital more generally we believe that this area should 
feature far more strongly and be the subject of a specific bullet point statement.  This would be 
more likely to drive the necessary change and give Ofsted a better chance of delivering on the 
expectations that it should hold providers more firmly to account on this issue.   

We believe that consideration of the overall financial position of the provider should be included in 
this area of the framework.  This is as relevant to academies and free schools as it is to colleges and 
other learning and skills providers.  We expect this whole area to become more challenging over the 
next few years and the issues cannot be ignored.  Financial considerations have a bearing on all 
aspects of a provider’s work from the range of provision offered to group sizes, and staffing and 
equipment levels.  It is difficult to see how a judgement about the effectiveness of leadership and 
management can be complete without this.  This is not to say that inspectors undertake detailed 
financial analysis or audit activity.  They might instead refer to the financial ratings of funding 
agencies, refer to audit reports, or make use of other existing sources of information.    



    

The expectation that providers should, ‘influence improvement in other local or national 
providers….including by working directly with other providers and employers’ needs further 
clarification.  Most providers will do this in one way or another, in part through membership of 
national or local associations.  AELP itself has a significant role in helping providers to work together 
to improve their practice and learn from each other.  But it is important to remember that elements 
of healthy competition and commercial considerations are also in play.  It would be unreasonable to 
expect providers to immediately share the products of the research and innovation that they have 
invested in.  

Q3. Do you agree or disagree with the proposed ‘quality of teaching, learning and assessment’ 
judgement (para 21)? 

Agree 

The scope of this area appears appropriate, although we strongly recommend that employability be 
considered within this area (see below).   

As stressed elsewhere, the subject and occupational knowledge of inspectors is especially important 
in this area.  Inspectors need current, up-to-date industry knowledge if they are to be able to make 
valid judgements about the training of apprentices. This applies to both the content being taught 
and the standards achieved.  This will be even more apparent as more higher level Apprenticeships 
are introduced.   

Q4. Do you agree or disagree with the proposed ‘personal development, behaviour and welfare’   
judgement (para 22-23)? 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Taken at face value, this area seems less weighty than the other three areas of the framework.   

Employability skills are absolutely key for many of the learners provided for by our members.  Such 
skills are about what many of these learners, for example apprentices, are doing during their 
learning programme: they are not just about future requirements.  They are as crucial as any other 
aspect of teaching, learning and assessment and an absolutely integral part of a coherent overall 
offer.  For this reason we believe that this area should be included under the heading of the ‘Quality 
of Teaching, Learning and Assessment’.  It would be just as odd to separate out English and 
mathematics which are, themselves, widely considered to be employability skills.       

This whole area will need significant clarification of expectations through the inspection handbook.  
Whilst it is easy to see the relevance and application of some of the statements included under this 
heading, others are open to a wide range of interpretations.  What it is reasonable to expect will 
vary significantly between types of learning programmes and for different age groups.  Some aspects 
will not always be relevant and this needs to be clearly understood.  For example, cultural 
experiences and healthy eating are good things; but it is difficult to see that a provider should be 
responsible for anything in this regard for adult apprentices.       

We agree that it will be important for this judgement to be reported under an appropriate, age-
specific heading.  It might be worth considering whether the heading might be different for different 
provider types.      

 



Q5. Do you agree or disagree with the proposed ‘outcomes for children and learners’ judgement 
(para 24)? 

Agree 

It is important that Ofsted use the same range of outcome measures as are used elsewhere, for 
example by government and funding bodies.  Data used by Ofsted should come from the same 
sources as that used by funding bodies.  The inspection handbook for further education and skills 
should make clear which outcome measures (eg. qualification success rates; progression; sustained 
employment) are to be used and what weight should be given to each.  

Q6. Do you agree or disagree with the specific additional judgements proposed for the common 
inspection framework (para 28-31)? 

Comments here are confined to sixth forms and further education and skills provision.   

As stated above, we welcome the decision to award separate grades for school sixth forms.  We are 
of the strong view that sixth forms should have separate grades for each area of the new inspection 
framework rather than a single overarching grade.  This would aid transparency and learner and 
parent choice.  For similar reasons, where a school sixth form offers an area of work that would be 
graded separately in a learning and skills provider (eg. Study Programme, Traineeships), this should 
be graded in the same way in a sixth form.  

Careful thought needs to be given to the number of different grades that can be awarded in learning 
and skills providers.  The consultation appears to suggest six with another two possible for 14-16 in 
colleges.  19+ learning programmes and employability could be brought together.  The risk in having 
too many categories is that judgements end up being based on a very small evidence base; 
particularly in the specifics of teaching, learning and assessment and leadership and management.  It 
will be necessary to have clear criteria to determine when it is safe to award a grade for a specific 
type of learning.   

We welcome the assurance that subject specialist inspectors will still be used.  It is also critical for 
inspectors to have a good working knowledge of the particular learning context that they are 
inspecting, for example learning predominantly in the workplace.   

Specialist providers find the separate grading of different occupational areas particularly useful as 
this helps to focus improvement efforts more precisely and enables them to provide employers with 
more specific information about the vocational area that their employees are engaged in.  Such 
grades also aid learner choice, especially where the learner is choosing a vocational area rather than 
an institution as is often the case post-16.  For these reasons we strongly recommend that separate 
subject area grades be maintained.  They are at least as important as grades for different 
programmes (eg. Study Programme).            

 A graded judgement for the quality of the curriculum 

Q7. Do you agree or disagree that Ofsted should continue to report on the curriculum as part of 
the judgement on leadership and management? 

Agree (continue to report within leadership and management) 

Determining the range and depth of the curriculum and ensuring its relevance is a fundamental part 
of leadership and management.  In many ways the curriculum or programme offer is the starting 
point for a provider and reflects its original purpose and its vision.  Continuous evaluation and 



review ensure that it remains appropriate, is delivered well, and meets the needs of learners and 
employers.  So curriculum issues are woven in to all other aspects of leadership and management.  
Separating them out seems artificial. 

There is also a risk in introducing too many, potentially overlapping, grades with artificial boundaries 
between them.  The potential interdependencies also need to be thought through.  In what 
circumstances could it be justifiable for a curriculum grade be different to one for leadership more 
generally?  Could leadership ever be graded better than the curriculum?       

The curriculum offer for learning and skills providers can also be constrained in different ways.  
Sometimes by what funding bodies will pay for; sometimes by what employers are willing to engage 
with; and sometimes as a factor of the mission of the organisation.  These are all bound up in the 
other factors within leadership and management. 

 Proposal 2: Short inspections 

Q8. Do you agree with the proposals for short inspections of good maintained schools and 
academies (para 32-34 and 37-40)? 

Agree. 

On the basis that all types of provider operating in the same phase should be treated in the same 
way in respect of the timing and intensity of inspection.   

Q9. Do you agree with the proposals for short inspections of good further education and skills 
providers (para 35-36 and 41-45)? 

Agree 

Clarity as to when inspection might fall and the circumstances in which deviations from normal 
practice might be expected is very important.  This is not the same as providers wanting to know 
exactly when their next inspection will be.  A situation where providers feel that they need to be in a 
state of constant readiness is counter-productive and can detract from the smooth running of any 
organisation.  However much providers are assured that inspectors simply want to see thing as they 
normally are they will still try to prepare in order to perform at their best. 

To support this Ofsted needs to define clearly what ‘performance has dropped markedly’ actually 
means in practice if this is to be the trigger to deviate from the normal arrangements.    

It is important that the dashboard on the Ofsted web site is tailored to the provider concerned with 
programmes not offered being omitted completely rather than shown as blanks or unpopulated 
tables.  The data used in the dashboard should be sourced and defined in the same way as that used 
for other purposes across the sector to avoid confusion of expectations. 

Proposal 3: Inspection of non-association independent schools.   

Q10. No comment. 

Additional proposals 

Development of inspection methodology 

Q11. Are there specific changes to the way that inspectors gather evidence that you think could make 
our judgements more reliable and robust?  



It is not clear whether the pilot inspections referred to here will be part of the normal inspection 
cycle and reported as such.  If so, it is important that providers are not disadvantaged by the 
differences in approach that are tested.   

Any other comments 

Q12. Do you have any other comments about this consultation? 

None. 
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