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Section 48 Inspection Timing – revised regulations: 

In my Inspection Newsletter dated November 2013 I quoted a letter from Lesley Hollick at the DFE: 

Where a new voluntary aided or academy/free school opens, s48 inspection should be 
scheduled between 3 and 5 years from the date of opening. In the case of existing schools 
which become part of a MAC inspection, they will not normally be scheduled for s48 
inspection within two years of becoming an academy. 

 
Since that letter was issued a revised policy statement dated January 2014 has replaced it and the 
new statement relating to academies is as follows: 
 

Where a school chooses to convert to Academy status, the date and the outcome of the last 
Section 48 inspection for the predecessor school will be used to determine the timing of the 
first Section 48 inspection of the Academy 
 
Where a new voluntary-aided or academy/free school opens, section 48 inspection should be 
scheduled no earlier than 2 years and no later than 3 years from the date of opening.  

This merely confirms the decision which we took in the diocese last term that we would not let any 
school go for more than five years without inspection.  

Schools which have been judged to be good or better in their last inspection will not be inspected 
until 5 years after that inspection unless there is evident cause for concern in relation to Catholic life 
and/or religious education. Schools which were judged to be less than good will be inspected within 
three to five years after their last inspection. 

Schools judged in their last s48 to be outstanding will have a “light touch”, monitoring inspection. If 
this inspection identifies serious causes for concern it will be followed by a full inspection within 12 
months. 

At a recent national meeting of s48 co-ordinators, the issue was raised about whether five years was 
too long between inspections without any further information from schools. A number of dioceses are 
reviewing their pattern of inspections to introduce a half day monitoring visit after three years and, in 
one case, charging the school for the inspection. In one, schools which have had significant staffing 
changes or are known to have concerns will receive a light touch inspection after three years. While I 
agree an interim short inspection is a good idea, we do not have the resources of inspectors or 
finance to do this across all schools and we have no intention of placing inspection costs onto schools 
(a half day would at the minimal payments we make to inspectors now would probably cost £200 plus 
travelling). However, significant changes in the staffing of RE, especially leadership, or serious dips in 
the achievement of pupils at GCSE could trigger a short inspection visit and, should a school be 
judged by Ofsted to be inadequate, s48 inspection or a monitoring visit would take place earlier.  

What we are considering is to request that schools should submit to us three years after the last s48 
inspection which resulted in a good or better judgement their up-to-date self-evaluation document, 
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school improvement plan and, in the case of primary schools, their end of Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 
2 records of pupils’ achievements in RE (secondary schools already submit public examination results 
annually). These would be reviewed alongside other data for the school and a brief letter sent back to 
the headteacher. 

Observing lessons and judging teaching 

Ofsted has recently explained its attitude to observation of individual lessons1 and this prompts me to 
do the same. I have always made it a practice to insist that we are not judging teachers during 
inspections, however it might feel to those whose lessons are observed.  In primary schools we have 
for long sampled lessons rather than observed every teacher.  In secondary schools, while we have 
tried to observe every RE teacher, the focus has been more upon observing pupils learning across the 
different key stages. It is not possible to judge the quality of a teacher's performance on the basis of 
one or two lessons on two days. That can only be done over a period of time within the school and 
even then by using more evidence than lesson observations 

Lesson observations give inspectors insights into the expectations of teachers and pupils and into 
patterns of work and behaviour that have been established over time. If a teacher prepares a special 
lesson which is different from the usual (s)he is both missing the point of inspection and doing 
him/herself a disservice. The first time I ever gave a top grade to a lesson - back in the days when 
Ofsted did grade lessons - it was one where the teacher hardly did anything that would traditionally 
be called teaching a lesson. I was able to see how the pupils had been taught to be independent 
learners, how the teacher supported them when needed, how he checked on their progress, how 
differentiated support was given. In the lesson all students made excellent progress, but I didn't see 
the teacher talk to the whole class. He didn't need to do so as he had set up the lesson in advance, 
students knew what they were to do, they worked collaboratively and effectively, and met the high 
expectations the teacher had. Above all, the lesson indicated clearly what teaching was like at least 
with this one class, that is, teaching over time rather than in a single lesson. 

When inspectors judge teaching, they should be taking account of a range of evidence: lessons 
observed, work scrutiny, discussions with pupils, progress records, examination performance where 
appropriate, discussions with staff, including senior staff, school self-evaluation records. Perhaps the 
best indicator of the quality of teaching over time is the work set and completed, assessed by both 
pupils themselves and their teachers, and the quality of the feedback they are given both orally and 
in writing (where appropriate). Inspectors should be asking pupils to talk about the work they have 
done, how they know how well they have done, and how they might have improved upon it. 

What teaching behaviours would inspectors expect to see in evidence?  

Recent research has emphasised the over-riding importance of feedback to pupils on their work. It is 
this above all else that ensures that they make good progress. Of course that does depend on other 
factors such as the setting of work that is challenging to all pupils at appropriate levels. Given that, 
feedback should show pupils how to improve their work and should ideally encourage them to 
respond to the guidance. In addition they should be provided with opportunities to act upon the 
guidance. Feedback should also be clearly focused on RE and not merely on issues of literacy or 
effort. Guidance should be explicit: there is little value in saying, for example, "you should include 
more biblical quotes" if the pupil doesn't know what is relevant or how to use quotes effectively.  

                                                           
1 Mike Cladingbowl, Why do Ofsted Inspectors observe individual lessons(Ofsted, Feb 2014) 
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Other behaviours are self evident: for example, challenge and differentiation, high expectations of 
achievement and behaviour, excellent relationships, an environment which encourages learning, high 
quality questioning, assessment for learning, clear explanations, tasks which enable pupils to apply 
and transform what they learn rather than merely transferring it … Inspectors will not look for specific 
ways of teaching, specific pedagogies. The only criterion is “does it work?” Does the teaching enable 
all pupils to learn to the best of their abilities and make good or better progress? In respect of 
differentiation, inspectors will recognise that there are varied ways of doing this e.g. by task, 
outcome, resource, support, organisation. Of these, outcome only supports differentiation by the 
feedback given and the steps the teacher takes afterwards. 

In his explanation of lesson observation, Mike Cladingbowl, refers to a lesson where the teacher 
performed very effectively but whose teaching was graded inadequate because work in books was 
shoddy, incomplete and not marked. Most inspectors could give similar examples. My example would 
be similar:  a teacher gave two very competent lessons, his books submitted for the work scrutiny 
were meticulously marked, but pupils reported, without any prompting, that he never marked their 
books. A check during lessons revealed that the only books marked were those sent for the scrutiny. 
His teaching was, therefore, inadequate. Now, this would mean that there were serious weaknesses 
in the monitoring and evaluation of RE and, consequently, in leadership. The curriculum can equally 
be seen to be inadequate as a result of work scrutiny. For example, in Year 6 in one school there was 
little evidence of any RE between the end of November and late May, presumably because of 
preparation for SATs. This school failed to fulfil the requirements of the Bishops' Conference and so 
its curriculum was inadequate. 

What can teachers expect from inspectors when their lessons are observed? 

• Inspectors will be watching for whatever is indicative of what is normal or routine in the 
classroom and not the individual performance of the teacher.  

• They should be looking at pupils’ books and, if the context is right, asking pupils about the 
work they are doing or have done. 

• The courtesy of a “thank you” when they leave the lesson. 
• Feedback on what the inspector has seen is a courtesy, not a judgement. It should take the 

form of a brief discussion and may involve the inspector’s judging the extent to which the 
teacher is self-evaluative. 

• No grade will be given for the lesson, because the inspector is not there to judge it. Inspector 
feedback should be about teaching and take into account what has been identified through 
all the sources of evidence of teaching. 

Grades for inspections 

You will be aware that the diocese does not favour grades for inspections and abandoned using them 
some years ago. We have always felt that they are a crude way of summarising varied judgements 
across Catholic life, collective worship and RE. In addition, we don't want to encourage parents, 
governors and teachers to focus on grades rather than the text of reports as sometimes happened in 
the past. It is even more problematic to identify grades now with our inspections exploring school 
self-evaluation rather than making the conventional judgements about a school in the Ofsted fashion. 
However, the DFE has stated to the CES that it wants grades recorded on the front of reports as 
Ofsted does. Regrettably, therefore, we will have to reduce the range of judgements by inspectors to 
one single grade. It will be determined not by the same criteria that Ofsted uses, but by a 
combination of the overall validated judgement of itself by the school and the judgement by the 
inspector of the quality of school self-evaluation. This can work in several ways: in most cases, where 
the validated judgement of the school is “good” overall and self-evaluation is good the grade is clear 
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cut. Where the overall judgement is “good” but self-evaluation is very strong and informs closely 
improvement planning, the grade could be 1. Equally, if a school under conventional inspection would 
be judged outstanding but does not have reliable processes for evaluating its Catholic life and which 
inform improvement planning, the grade would be 2 or lower. In other words, priority will be given to 
the judgement inspectors make about the quality of self-evaluation and improvement planning. The 
text of the report will still clarify the differences between the accuracy of a school's judgement of 
itself and the inspector's judgement of the reliability of the evidence provided by self-evaluation.  

Schoolaspect (Aspect Technologies) 
 
Many of you in primary schools will have been approached by someone from Schoolaspect about their 
resource for supporting school self-evaluation including section 48. While the Diocesan Education 
Service does not endorse the work of a commercial company, I am able to say that we have been 
working with Steve Downs, their senior consultant, to ensure that their resources are thoroughly 
consistent with our expectations of schools.  
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