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School inspection handbook 
Handbook for inspecting schools in England under section 5 of the Education Act 

2005 

Part 1. How schools will be inspected 

Inspectors’ planning and preparation  

32. The lead inspector will prepare for the inspection by gaining an overview of the 
school’s recent performance and any changes since the last inspection. The 
lead inspector will use all available evidence to develop an initial picture of the 
school’s performance. The planning will be informed by analysis of: 

 information on the school’s website (taking into account current government 
requirements for maintained schools and academy funding agreements and 

non-statutory guidance) including its pupil premium strategy (including 
rationale and evaluation), in primary schools the PE and sport premium, in 
secondary schools the Year 7 literacy and numeracy catch-up premium1, the 
statutory sharing with parents of curriculum information (so the lead 
inspector can start to assess the breadth and balance of the school’s 
curriculum and whether it is likely to promote preparation for and an 
appreciation of life in modern Britain), the special educational needs (SEN) 
information report, the presence and suitability of the safeguarding 
guidance, and information about the promotion of equality of opportunity 
and other information for parents2 

 
Notification and introduction 

41. Inspectors will request that the following information is available at the start of 
the inspection: 

 any reports of external evaluation of the school, including any review of 
governance or use of the pupil premium funding. 

                                           

 
1 Guidance on Year 7 literacy and numeracy catch-up premium funding, details of how much each 

school receives and advice on how to use it are provided on: www.gov.uk/guidance/year-7-literacy-
and-numeracy-catch-up-premium-guide-for-schools. 
2 Guidance for schools about information required on a maintained school’s website is available at 

www.gov.uk/guidance/what-maintained-schools-must-publish-online. Non-statutory guidance for 
academies and free schools about information on their websites is available at: 

www.gov.uk/guidance/what-academies-free-schools-and-colleges-should-publish-online. 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/year-7-literacy-and-numeracy-catch-up-premium-guide-for-schools
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/year-7-literacy-and-numeracy-catch-up-premium-guide-for-schools
http://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-maintained-schools-must-publish-online
http://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-academies-free-schools-and-colleges-should-publish-online
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During the inspection 

Gathering and recording evidence  

65. Inspectors will evaluate evidence relating to the achievement of pupils in the 
school, including disadvantaged pupils, the most able pupils, and pupils who 
have special educational needs and/or disabilities.3 The pupil groups focused on 
will depend on the areas for investigation during the inspection. Inspectors will 
give specific attention to the quality of learning within mainstream lessons and 
on-site separate provision and evidence of learning in off-site alternative 
provision. 

 

Providing feedback 

97. During this meeting, the lead inspector will ensure that the headteacher and 
governors are clear:  

 about the reasons for recommending an external review of governance 
and/or an external review of the use of the pupil premium (where 
applicable) and reference to the fact that this will be followed up at the next 
inspection 

 
  

                                           

 
3 Disadvantaged pupils refers to those pupils who attract government pupil premium funding: pupils 

claiming free school meals at any point in the last six years and pupils in care or who left care through 

adoption or another formal route. www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-information-for-schools-and-

alternative-provision-settings. 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
http://www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-information-for-schools-and-alternative-provision-settings
http://www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-information-for-schools-and-alternative-provision-settings
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Part 2. The evaluation schedule – how schools will be 
judged  

 

The evaluation schedule and grade descriptors 

 

Effectiveness of leadership and management  

152. In making this judgement in schools, inspectors will consider: 

 how effectively leaders use additional funding, including the pupil premium, 
and measure its impact on outcomes for pupils, and how effectively 
governors hold them to account for this 

 
Governance 

159. Inspectors will consider whether governors: 

 ensure that the school’s finances are properly managed and can evaluate 
how the school is using the pupil premium, Year 7 literacy and numeracy 
catch-up premium, primary PE and sport premium, and special educational 
needs funding  

 
Use of the pupil premium 

163. Inspectors will gather evidence about the use of the pupil premium in relation 
to the following key issues:  

 the level of pupil premium funding received by the school in the current 
academic year and levels of funding received in previous academic years4  

 how leaders and governors have spent the pupil premium, their rationale for 
this spending and its intended impact 

 any differences made to the learning and progress of disadvantaged pupils 
as shown by outcomes data and inspection evidence.  

                                           

 
4 The allocation for children looked after must be managed by the designated virtual school 

headteacher in the local authority that looks after those children, whose responsibilities are set out at: 

www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-virtual-school-heads-responsibilities. The virtual headteacher should 
ensure that the local authority looking after the child works with his/her education setting so pupil 

premium funding is used to contribute to meeting the needs identified in the young person’s personal 

education plan (PEP). When a pupil leaves the care system through adoption or another formal route 
(special guardianship or a child arrangements order), they still attract the higher level of funding, 

which will be sent directly to the school the following year. 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
https://www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-virtual-school-heads-responsibilities
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164. Inspectors will recommend an external review of the school’s use of the pupil 
premium if they identify weakness5 regarding the provision and outcomes for 
disadvantaged pupils. The form of words to be used in the inspection report is: 

‘An external review of the school’s use of the pupil premium should be 
undertaken in order to assess how this aspect of leadership and 
management may be improved.’ 

165. This means that the school should seek support from an independent external 
system leader with a track record of accelerating disadvantaged pupils’ 
achievement. Full details of what might be the form and nature of such reviews 
can be found at: www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-reviews, which includes a link to 
the revised guide to pupil premium reviews, where there are also examples of 
the optional template to support schools in reporting their pupil premium 
strategy on their website. Inspectors will follow up on the review during any 
subsequent inspections.  

 

Grade descriptors for the effectiveness of leadership and 
management  

Note: Grade descriptors are not a checklist. Inspectors adopt a ‘best fit’ approach 
that relies on the professional judgement of the inspection team. 

Outstanding (1) 

 Leaders and governors focus on consistently improving outcomes for all pupils, but 
especially for disadvantaged pupils. They are uncompromising in their ambition. 

 The school’s actions have secured substantial improvement in progress for disadvantaged 
pupils. Progress is rising across the curriculum, including in English and mathematics. 

 Governors systematically challenge senior leaders so that the effective deployment of 
staff and resources, including the pupil premium, the primary PE and sport premium, 
Year 7 literacy and numeracy catch-up premium and special educational needs funding, 
secures excellent outcomes for pupils. Governors do not shy away from challenging 
leaders about variations in outcomes for pupil groups and between disadvantaged and 
other pupils nationally. 

Good (2) 

 Leaders and governors are ambitious for all pupils and promote improvement effectively. 
The school’s actions secure improvement in disadvantaged pupils’ progress, which is 
rising, including in English and mathematics. 

 Governors hold senior leaders stringently to account for all aspects of the school’s 
performance, including the use of pupil premium, the primary PE and sport premium, 
Year 7 literacy and numeracy catch-up premium and special educational needs funding, 
ensuring that the skilful deployment of staff and resources delivers good or improving 
outcomes for pupils.  
 

                                           

 
5 This weakness may exist whether or not a similar weakness exists for other pupils. 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
http://www.gov.uk/pupil-premium-reviews
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Inadequate (4) 
Leadership and management are likely to be inadequate if one or more of the following 
applies. 

 Leaders are not doing enough to tackle poor teaching, learning and assessment, which 
significantly impairs the progress of pupils, especially those who are disadvantaged, or 
who have special educational needs and/or disabilities.  

 Leaders are not aware of, or are not taking effective action to stem, the decline in the 
progress of disadvantaged pupils.  

  

 

Quality of teaching, learning and assessment 

167. Inspectors will make a judgement on the effectiveness of teaching, learning 
and assessment in schools by evaluating the extent to which:  

 teachers and other staff have consistently high expectations of what each 
pupil can achieve, including disadvantaged pupils and the most able  

 

Outcomes for pupils 

Disadvantaged pupils  

192. Inspectors will take particular account of the progress made by disadvantaged 
pupils from their starting points. They will consider the progress made by the 
end of the key stage compared with that made nationally by other pupils with 
similar starting points. Inspectors must review carefully what data is meaningful 
and avoid focusing on the performance of small groups where assessment 
information is less reliable. 

193. For current pupils, inspectors will consider the impact of what a school is doing 
to reduce any differences in progress and attainment between disadvantaged 
and other pupils with the same starting points. Where performance information 
is limited due to small group size, inspectors should gather a wide range of 
other evidence to ensure the school is providing effectively for disadvantaged 
pupils, including reviewing pupils’ work, and talking to pupils and teachers.  

194. Inspectors should talk to leaders about the quality of teaching, behaviour and 
the design and delivery of the curriculum to examine why there may be 
underperformance for some pupils. Where there is an identifiable shortfall in 
progress or attainment of disadvantaged children or in wider evidence, 
inspectors should consider: 

 the adequacy of the core provision and approaches that have an impact on 
all children 

 identified needs of the child, e.g. SEND, and how these are met, and  

 any additional provision that may appropriately be made on the basis of 
family economic or social disadvantage.  

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
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Grade descriptors for outcomes for pupils 

203. Note: Grade descriptors are not a checklist. Inspectors adopt a ‘best fit’ 
approach that relies on the professional judgement of the inspection team. 

Outstanding (1) 

 The progress across the curriculum of disadvantaged pupils and pupils who have 
special educational needs and/or disabilities currently on roll matches or is improving 
towards that of other pupils with the same starting points.  

 For pupils generally, and specifically for disadvantaged pupils and pupils who have 
special educational needs and/or disabilities, progress from starting points is above 
average across nearly all subject areas.  

 Pupils are exceptionally well prepared for the next stage of their education, training or 
employment and have attained relevant qualifications. Compared with the national 
average for all pupils, higher proportions of pupils and of disadvantaged pupils, 
progress on to a range of higher and further education establishments, 
apprenticeships, employment or training. These destinations strongly support their 
career plans. 

Good (2) 
 In a wide range of subjects, the progress of disadvantaged pupils and pupils who have 

special educational needs and/or disabilities currently on roll is close to or is improving 
towards that of other pupils with the same starting points. 

 Pupils’ progress is above average or improving across most subject areas. Progress 
from starting points of disadvantaged pupils and pupils who have special educational 
needs and/or disabilities is above average or improving across most subject areas. 

 From different starting points, progress in English and in mathematics is close to or 
above national figures. The progress from different starting points of the very large 
majority of disadvantaged pupils is similar to or improving in relation to other pupils 
nationally.  

 

Inadequate (4) 
Outcomes are likely to be inadequate if one or more of the following applies. 

 For disadvantaged pupils, the progress from their different starting points in English or 
mathematics is consistently well below that of other pupils nationally and shows little 
or no improvement. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
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Inspecting the effectiveness of the early years provision: quality 
and standards 

207. Inspectors will consider: 

 how effectively leaders use additional funding, including the early years 
pupil premium where applicable, and measure its impact on diminishing any 
differences in children’s outcomes 

 how quickly disadvantaged children, and any groups of pupils that are 
underachieving, are catching up. 

 

Grade descriptors for the effectiveness of the early years 
provision 

Note: Grade descriptors are not a checklist. Inspectors adopt a ‘best fit’ approach 
that relies on the professional judgement of the inspection team. 

Outstanding (1) 
 Almost all children, including those who have special educational needs and/or 

disabilities, disadvantaged children and the most able, are making substantial and 
sustained progress in relation to their starting points. They are extremely well prepared 
academically, socially and emotionally for the next stage of their education. 

 
 

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted

