
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 

 
The current high stakes accountability system in England is failing on 3 main counts. Firstly, it is driving 
people from the profession directly, as a result of perceived drops in performance and indirectly, through 
the unmanageable workload associated with accountability, along with a pervasive culture of fear. 
Secondly, good potential leaders are being put off working in more challenging schools because of fear of 
the inspectorate. Thirdly, the system has encouraged defensive and insular behaviour on the part of 
school leaders. Against this backdrop, The Accountability Commission was established by the National 
Association of Headteachers (NAHT) in March 2018 in order to look at the current accountability system 
and to make recommendations for its improvement and development.  

 

Key points 
 
The case for change 

 

• The high-stakes nature of inspection has contributed to 
creating a culture of compliance which limits innovation 
and ambition. Schools end up over-focussing on securing a 
‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ judgement. 

• An over-reliance on pupil performance data provides little 
incentive to prioritise children with complex needs. The 
need to avoid a performance dip may be an incentive when 
admissions and exclusion decisions are made. The over-
reliance on pupil performance also means that strong 
schools have little incentive to help weaker ones.  

• School leaders and teachers are deterred from teaching 
in schools with more challenging communities 
because they do not believe they will be treated fairly 
by the inspectorate or performance tables. This view is 
supported by Research from the Education Policy Institute 
(2016) which concluded that ‘there is a clear and 
systematic negative correlation between school intakes 
with more disadvantaged children and more favourable 
Ofsted judgements’. 

• The current high stakes accountability system has 
encouraged schools to focus on those areas that are 
critical as school performance indicators, such as Key 
Stage 2 SATs, EBacc subjects or Progress 8. Although an 
academic core is important, these measures have 
narrowed the school curriculum. Pupils are often ‘drilled’ in 
preparation for SATs tests, for example through revision 
classes in the school holidays. 

• A narrow use of data prevents an evaluation of the 
effectiveness of the curriculum in meeting the needs of the 
pupils it serves. A focus on preparing pupils for the future is 
lost. 

• Schools have become highly focussed on being ‘Ofsted-
ready’, feeling that they must demonstrate an ability to  
show near real-time information on the progress 
of every pupil in a school, and predictions of future 
performance. The ability to do this has been praised by 
inspectors as demonstrating that leaders have a good grip 
on what is happening in their schools. It does, however, 

impose considerable workload burdens on staff and there 
is no evidence that it enhances teaching and learning. 

• School leaders are often fearful of leading a school which 
may be downgraded, recognising that this may have an 
impact on their career. They often say that they are held to 
account before they have had the chance to make an 
impact. Similarly, the fear of not hitting the mark in primary 
tests or public examinations is a further driver of stress and 
anxiety. 

• Ofsted provides much less assurance about the quality of 
individual schools than previously. It no longer has the 
capacity to inspect in depth. Full inspections now only last 
for 2 days, meaning that complex judgements about a 
school have to be made in a short space of time and based 
on limited evidence.  

 
Key findings and recommendations: pupil performance 
data 
 

• Poor interpretation of performance and progress data have 
led to unfavourable judgements of schools serving 
disadvantaged communities. Presenting data as a three-
year average will help to ensure that annual data is not 
skewed by simple cohort differences. 

• Comparing the rate of progress that young people make in 
one school with another, serving markedly different 
communities, is inherently unreliable and has led to a bias 
within the accountability system. 

• Relative performance data, in comparison to other schools 
serving similar communities, appears to be a more useful 
and robust indicator of success or failure. This approach 
involves comparing schools to around 50 other schools 
which are as close as possible to them in terms of the 
pupils they serve. The Education Endowment Fund (EEF) 
and FFT Education Datalab have worked 
together to create these ‘families’ of schools over a number 
of years and have demonstrated that the method is 
feasible.  
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• In May 2018 it was decided that Ofsted alone will 
determine school effectiveness. The existing floor and 
threshold standards will be replaced by a new threshold for 
support below which schools would receive support to 
improve. The Commission believes that this support should 
be triggered through inspection.  

 

• Recommendation 1: Comparative performance data 
based on a 3-year average should be used by Ofsted to 
inform judgements about school effectiveness. 

• Recommendation 2: The DfE should use a ‘requires 
improvement’ judgement as the trigger for funded 
support to replace the floor and coasting standards.  

 
Key findings and recommendations: inspection 

• Inspection fulfils an important function in identifying schools 
which are failing and in prompting improvement. There is, 
however, little evidence to show that inspection has a 
positive impact on schools which are not failing. Due to 
time and funding constraints, there is little scope for the 
current 1 or 2 day inspections to provide meaningful 
insights for leaders of good schools.  

• ‘Outstanding’ schools are currently exempt from routine 
inspection. Headteachers have voiced concern about this. 
They feel that the ‘historical’ badge can create resistance 
to change and that the lack of a current inspection report 
makes it difficult for parents to compare the school to 
others. Exemption from inspection means that neither 
the school nor parents can be sure the school 
would still achieve the highest rating under current 
inspection arrangements. 

• Part of the rationale for introducing the ‘outstanding’ 
judgement was the hope that ‘outstanding’ schools would 
support schools which were struggling. The desired impact 
on school improvement has not, however, been achieved, 
for a number of reasons as outlined below. 

• It is never clear in what aspects a particular school was 
judged to be ‘outstanding’, in what context its success was 
achieved, nor from what starting point.  

• We cannot assume that single leaders who succeed in one 
particular context are necessarily in a position to offer 
meaningful support to all schools in all contexts.  

• Research has also shown that an ‘outstanding’ judgement 
can be as much a reflection of the social advantage of 
parents and the quality of wider community services and 
early years settings, as the quality of education provided 
within the school. 

• ‘Good’ schools, which now make up 65 per cent of all 
schools are inspected in a short 1-day inspection. The 
Commission points out that little in the way of valid 
judgements about a school can be made or insights gained 
within such a timeframe. Short inspection represents a 
well-meaning attempt to cover too much in the time 
available. It provides what is false assurance to parents 
and other stakeholders whilst creating disproportionate 
workload burdens for staff.  
 

• Recommendation 3: The Commission proposes a new 
role for Ofsted, focused on identifying failure and 
providing stronger diagnostic insight for schools that 
are struggling. 

• Recommendation 4: The DfE should end the 
exemption from inspection for previously ‘outstanding’ 
schools and commit Ofsted to inspect all schools on a 
transparent cycle of inspection. 

• Recommendation 5: The ‘outstanding’ judgement 
should be replaced by a more robust system for 
identifying specific excellence within the sector, to 
increase take-up of highly effective, evidence-based 
practice. 

• Recommendation 6: Ofsted should commission 
research to determine the format and nature of 
inspection required in order to provide reliable 
judgements and reciprocal benefits for schools. 

 
Key findings and recommendations: school improvement 
 

• High-stakes accountability and the ‘marketisation’ of the 
education system have promoted unhealthy levels of 
competition in schools, thereby impeding progress. A peer 
review system, such as that found in high performing 
education systems across the world, would promote 
system improvement better than the current ’top down’ 
accountability model.  

• The current obsessions with pupil progress tracking, data 
management and preparation for Ofsted have fostered 
skewed leadership priorities and have often shifted the 
focus away from what is best for pupils.  

• The current national standards of excellence for 
head teachers have had little impact on practice in 
schools. They have lacked visibility but also lacked 
resonance with the profession, in that they do not 
paint a picture of successful leadership recognisable 
to many highly effective head teachers or emphasise 
sufficiently the leadership of learning. 

• The Commission applauds the DfE’s recent commitment to 
support training and career progression for teachers 
through the extension of the NQT period to 2 years and the 
early career framework.  

• However, insufficient attention is still paid to the 
development needs of headteachers who are new to 
leadership. Training for those aspiring to headship is 
variable and there is no requirement to be assessed as 
competent in leading a school.  
 

• Recommendation 7: Existing peer review programmes 
should be evaluated to identify characteristics of 
effective practice in order to develop national 
accreditation arrangements. 

• Recommendation 8: An invitation should be extended 
to the Chartered College of Teaching through the 
Leadership Development Advisory Group, to produce 
alternative national standards for head teachers that 
better reflect the professional behaviours, practice and 
knowledge required for achieving excellence. 

• Recommendation 9: The DfE should extend the career 
progression strategy to support recently appointed 
headteachers in the critical first years of headship.  


