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Special Schools Voice: Notes of meeting with representatives of Ofsted 
 
Meeting date/time:   Wednesday 13th March 2019 1:00pm – 3:30pm 
 
Meeting Venue:  Hays, Manchester 
 
Present:    Graham Quinn (SSV Chair and representing SSAT SEN) 
   Nick Whittaker (HMI and Specialist Adviser, SEND) 
   Mark Collis (Special Teaching School representative) 
   Elizabeth Horne (Special School Academies representative) 
   Pauline Holbrook (SSAT) 

Dominic Wall (West and South Yorkshire Special Schools 
representative) 

   Deirdre Fitzpatrick (SWALSS representative) 
   Janet Doherty (Hospital Schools representative) 
 
Apologies:   Penny Barratt (Special Teaching School representative) 

Adam Boddison (NASEN) 
Simon Wall (FLSE representative) 
Claire Dorer (NASS representative) 
 

Conversation with Nick Whittaker (NW) who is an HMI and Specialist Adviser, SEND. Nick 
has over 25 years of teaching and leadership experience in secondary and special schools. 
Prior to joining Ofsted he was the executive headteacher of two all-through special schools for 
children and young people with severe learning difficulties and complex needs. Nick also has 
experience as a senior local authority adviser and school improvement partner. 
 
N.B. The term ‘members’ is used to refer to members of the various associations represented 
within this conversation and does not distinguish between different organisations. 
 
1. Introductions and Welcome: GQ introduced the purpose and membership of SSV, 

explaining that it brings together the main organisations that represent special schools 

across the country.  SSV works with Government organisations (e.g. DfE, Ofsted, Schools 

Commissioners Group), with the intention to ensure the interests of the 3% of children with 

SEND educated in special schools are represented within the formation of education policy 

and process.  NW introduced himself and his interest to listen and absorb the comments on 

the draft Ofsted Framework.  The consultation period lasts until 5th April and NW would 

encourage associations to submit a formal response. 

 
2. Main points discussed: 

 

 Members were encouraged by the emphasis and spirit of the new Framework.  NW 

explained that schools will be encouraged to describe their context – why they have 

made the choices they have and what they value.  The story will be about how the  
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school’s ambitions and aspirations are translated into practice.  The emphasis is on 

the process from Intent to Implementation to Impact.   NW explained that impact 

will be evaluated in terms of what pupils are learning as a result of the curriculum 

they have experienced. NW emphasised that, ‘the curriculum will be seen as the 

progression model’. 

 

 Members have been concerned about Para 178 of the inspection handbook which 

says that, ‘inspectors will not consider schools’ internal assessment data during an 

inspection.’  Members described the movement to increasingly bespoke and school 

specific systems of data collection in order to pick up the nuances of progress within 

their school. They cautioned about overreliance on the data (Engagement Scales or 

Pre-key Stage data) gathered from small cohorts (e.g. end of KS groups or 

individuals).  Ofsted’s concern was that they could spend a lot of the inspection 

period understanding internal school processes and may still not be able to validate 

the relative quality of progress.  They are, however, interested in the context of the 

school’s decisions and how this plays out into what is delivered. There will be less 

emphasis on aggregating progress data to enable overall judgements about the 

extent of overall pupil progress.  NW was concerned that aggregated data is often 

a poor indicator of the experience of individual pupils (because of their widely 

different needs, difficulties and starting points) and the ‘magical stuff’ (in terms of 

individual pupil outcomes) can sometimes be missed. This may well lead to greater 

emphasis on looking at individual pupils and their progress stories, and what the 

school did/does to enable this.  

 

 Members raised the importance of the consistency and expertise of inspectors.   

They agreed that this represented a ‘step change’ in approach and emphasised the 

importance of inspectors’ understanding and ability to adopt this approach. NW 

summarised the inspector training that will support the introduction of the new 

Framework. 

 

 NW described how the Framework was heavily influenced by research and analysis, 

and has been greatly influenced by the professional consensus on factors which 

contribute strongly to high-quality education.  

 

 Members discussed the issue of the Framework in terms of promoting and 

developing an increasingly inclusive culture.  Members commented on the impact 

of Ofsted in terms of an educational and cultural driver.  The draft Framework 

appears to foster a more inclusive culture and members asked if ‘guidance 

documents’ could offer more guidance about how schools could exemplify their 

inclusive practice – celebrating and achieving recognition for their diversity and 

tailored SEND provision.  The notion of school Inclusion Kite Marks was briefly 

discussed as a method of celebrating and illustrating their practice. 
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 NW commented that within their gathering of contextual information, inspectors 

would be interested in the connection between their school’s inspection and the 

Local Area SEND inspection findings.  

 

 The role of the inspection in terms of assessing schools’ effectiveness to prepare 

children and young people for adulthood was discussed.  Members are concerned 

about the proportion of young people who leave special schools and do not go into 

sustainable employment, and how the Framework could support this cultural 

change. 

 

 There followed a discussion about how the Framework could pick up the impact of 

multi-professional services on pupils – and links to CQC inspections. 

 

 Members expressed concerns about the disproportionate emphasis on reading and 

suggested ‘Communication and Interaction’ as a cornerstone that should be 

emphasised within special schools.   

 

 Members described the outreach functions that are adopted by many special 

schools – an outward facing perspective demonstrates the commitment of the 

schools to have a wider impact on the quality of SEN provision across the local area.  

Again, schools should describe their intent, through to implementation, through to 

impact. 

 

 NW emphasised that school leaders should not feel the need to ’manage’ the 

inspection process. The decisions leaders make should be for children, young 

people and families, not for Ofsted. 

 

 Members felt that the increased emphasis on curriculum provided an opportunity for 

special schools to describe their excellent practice and how they carefully tailor their 

curriculum to the needs of individuals.  The link between EHCP and curriculum 

targets was discussed.  Although NW described this as an issue that arises from the 

Code of Practice, he also recognises that it is part of the rationale for the ‘what’ and 

‘how’ of teaching. 

 

 Members went on to describe the importance of recruiting the right people   

 

 Members described the importance of being able to interpret attendance 

figures/percentages.  NW again reassured that Ofsted would be interested in 

progress made from ‘starting points’.  NW referred to Para 295: ‘because of the often 

vastly different types of pupils’ needs, inspectors will not compare the outcomes 
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achieved by pupils with SEND with those achieved by other pupils with SEND in the 

school, locally or nationally.’ 

 

 Whilst understanding some of the motives, members were concerned about the very 

short notice period for an inspection, and the negative impact on school leaders and 

their ability to undertake work outside the school, which may be more likely within a 

special school. 

 

 Inspection interval:  the issue of a four year window for good and outstanding special 

schools was discussed and the difference in treatment of mainstream and special 

schools.  If anything, it was felt that all schools should fall into this 4 year cycle.  

 

 Members asked if the findings of the consultation process would/could be published 

before the final Framework, and NW noted this request. 

 
 
GQ thanked NW for a very stimulating conversation and re-emphasised the enthusiasm of the 
special school sector for this Framework. 
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