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Introduction 
 
During the year 2012-3 I was running a team on Ofsted that used the organisation’s 
cumulative knowledge to write reports and provide analysis on a range of topics. Much of 
our evidence came from inspection reports, but even then (when reports were longer) there 
were still gaps in what we could understand. For example, when schools went into Special 
Measures reports generally described the symptoms of what had gone wrong – the poor 
teaching or inadequate monitoring – but never really explained why this had happened. 
 
What we wanted to know was, what caused these schools to go wrong? 
 
Our solution to this problem was to ask the inspectors to give a more personal analysis of 
the background information. Only through this route could we access an informed, 
professional perspective on the human behaviours that had led to the school failing an 
inspection. 
 
Our research was written up in the autumn of 2013 and its implications discussed with a 
number of parties including ASCL. It was evident to us that this was all about people. Firstly, 
there were often failures in the balance between governance and school leadership. But 
also there were inexperienced people being put in challenging situations or other school 
leaders who had simply got tired and ‘lost it.’ What we wanted to argue for was, therefore, 
better support for headteachers in particular – and especially those in the twilight of their 
careers. 
 
The report was never published, largely due to the constant change of senior personnel in 
the organisation and eventually I left Ofsted myself. I thought this a shame, so after a period 
of time I put in a Freedom of Information request for the unpublished material. So, what we 
have now is material that dates from 2012-3 but, because it is about people, is probably just 
as relevant now as it was then. 
 
It is perhaps important to add that this report is my own personal analysis using material 
released under FoI and in no way represents any Ofsted view; almost all people involved 
have now moved on from that organisation in any case. 
 
The evidence is all based on the inspection framework as it existed at that time. In 2020 a 
new framework was introduced that shifted the focus onto the curriculum and subject 
leadership in particular. This posed new and different challenges for schools since senior 
leaders now faced a situation where the school’s grading depended on the performance of 
middle leaders – perhaps a greater risk scenario for primary than secondary schools. 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Main Findings 
 

• In half of the schools judged inadequate, the main problem was that headteachers 
lacked the skills necessary to lead the school; in about a quarter of cases, they lacked 
the specific skills to lead teaching and learning 

• About a quarter of schools had an inexperienced headteacher who was unable to 
manage the challenges 

• In approaching half the cases, the headteacher was long-serving or had recently left 
the school after a lengthy career 

• A common factor was that headteachers were either badly served by systems for 
supporting and challenging them, or were resistant to the messages being shared 

• About a quarter of schools in the survey were judged to have Serious Weaknesses 
rather than require Special Measures; these were generally schools where action 
had been taken to address weaknesses in leadership, such as a change of 
headteacher, but too late to remedy problems by the time of the inspection 

• Some headteachers lacked technical skills in areas such as self-evaluation, data 
analysis and lesson monitoring; as a result, schools were badly informed about their 
own qualities 

• Headteachers and senior managers who had been in schools for a long period often 
had too little awareness of high-quality teaching in other schools; this was especially 
common where staff had been promoted internally 

• Some long-serving headteachers were not being held to account by governors and 
there was not an effective balance between headteacher and governing body, 
especially where relationships were close, and this could also result in resistance to 
external pressure 

• In around a quarter of schools the role of senior managers was being restricted, 
often by the headteacher, so that they were ineffective 

• Middle managers characteristically were having too little impact on teaching; this 
was often because the role of middle managers was not fully developed, and they 
had not been trained 

• The governing body was a significant cause in school failure in almost all cases; most 
often they had failed to develop the skills to enable them to evaluate the school and 
to provide challenge or support to the headteacher 

• Many governing bodies relied almost completely on their headteacher to explain the 
data to them; in about one in ten cases, the analysis they received was flawed 

• Local authorities had been too slow to intervene in schools that were declining; too 
few used powers to issue a warning notice or to appoint additional governors 

• Local authorities found it challenging to intervene constructively in schools which 
had been judged ‘good’ in the past, or where governors and headteachers were 
closely bound together 



 

 

• Inspectors rarely raised the competency or commitment of teachers as a factor; 
most often they identified the lack of leadership as the main reason why teaching 
was weak 

 

Methodology 
 
In 2012-3 Ofsted reports on schools tended to comment on the conditions found in the 
school – how effectively the school is educating the children. Reports rarely provided more 
than limited detail about the underlying reasons why the school got to be inadequate, often 
because it was not customary to comment on the performance of individuals. 
 
Research on the human issues behind school failure is problematic because few of those 
involved can be dispassionate. All of the groups considered in this report – headteachers, 
governors, senior and middle managers, staff – would have had their own perspective on 
the reasons. Our methodology was therefore to ask the inspectors - who made the decision 
and who would have had the chance to listen to the views of all groups, had gathered 
evidence from a range of sources, and had triangulated it. In their answers, inspectors often 
cross-referenced between their analysis of each group. 
 
Inspectors were asked for their responses separate from any quality assurance process, and 
it was not compulsory to respond. There was no indication that inspectors felt they had to 
‘justify’ the judgement that they had made. 
 
Evidence was gathered using an online form during 2012-3. Lead inspectors who had judged 
a school to be inadequate were asked to complete the survey and 113 responded. Forms 
were completed in respect of 74 primary school inspections, 33 secondary and five others – 
four special and a pupil referral unit. In one case it was not clear the phase of the school and 
one inspector returned a single form analysing issues across three different schools so that 
there was a total of 115 schools covered. 
 
Of the returns, 26 were for schools that had been judged to be inadequate and to have 
‘Serious Weaknesses’ whilst the rest were ‘Special Measures’. This is an important 
distinction, because a school with ‘Serious Weaknesses’ will have been judged by inspectors 
to have the capacity to resolve its problems; it is therefore likely to have already been 
making progress towards recovery and significant changes may already have taken place. 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Despite three decades of school inspection and a lovely debate about school improvement, 
schools still run into problems. When things go wrong in a school, it is normally the 
headteacher who shoulders the responsibility. The headteacher is indeed central to the 
success or failure of schools in England but a better understanding of how and why things go 
wrong will enable us to avoid the steep decline sometimes evidenced in inspectors’ 
comments about the schools they visited. This evidence shows that some heads failed to 
adapt to change and rising expectations or lacked crucial skills for securing improvement; in 
some cases, they would not allow others to share in their work. But inspectors’ evidence also 
shows that problems could have been avoided if headteachers had been both better 



 

 

challenged and better supported – often governing bodies and other authorities failed to 
identify and challenge a declining school, and some failed to provide the support that 
struggling headteachers were entitled to. There is a particular problem where experienced 
heads with a good track record run into problems; it is in the national interest that these 
individuals are better supported and better challenged. 
 
In schools which failed their inspection, the performance of the headteacher was normally a 
key factor. But others – including governors, external supervisory bodies such as local 
authorities and trusts, and senior staff – had failed to play their parts. This report looks at 
how these things happen. It remains to be seen how the revised framework of 2020, with its 
emphasis on curriculum leadership, will change this pattern. 
 
In his Annual Report for 2012-3, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector noted that ‘Better teaching 
and more effective leadership mean that more children in England have a better chance of 
attending a good or better school’ than had been the case the year before. Leaders at all 
levels were playing their part in this, including headteachers, senior and middle leaders, and 
governors. Outstanding headteachers were also playing a part by supporting weaker 
schools. Indeed, in England the role of headteacher carries a greater level of responsibility 
than in many other European countries. 
 
Evidence for this was clearly shown in the 2012 PISA reports1. Headteachers in England play 
a much greater role in managing areas such as teachers’ performance, salaries, the school 
budget, assessment, and behaviour than is typical for the OECD as a whole. The United 
Kingdom was ranked fifth of all PISA countries for ‘school autonomy’, although such 
rankings should be treated with caution2. Headteachers, school leaders and governors 
therefore carry great responsibility but also have great opportunities. The best of them 
represent a significant national investment in our future success, and deserve to be 
supported and encouraged, even cherished. Most are doing a great job, with aroiund eight 
in ten schools good or better, but sometimes this has not been the case. 
 
Over the course of the last forty years, many books and research papers have been written 
on the subject of school improvement with many others explaining the characteristics of 
poor performance. Nearly thirty years ago, Ofsted began to inspect schools and to publish 
inspection guidance which clearly set out the indicators of both strong and weak 
performance. It is now nearly three decades since the first school went into ‘special 
measures’. We have also had nearly two decades of the National Professional Qualification 
for Headteachers, fifteen or more years of school self-evaluation and, in between, a series 
of initiatives including National Strategies, regional ‘challenges’ and National Challenge. 
Throughout the whole period, local authorities have been providing schools with support 
and challenge. 
 
And yet, although the numbers have declined, schools still fail their inspections. The 
superficial symptom for this is clear and simple: under the framework operational in 2013-4 
pupils were making too little progress in their learning. This was caused by weak teaching 

 
1 Achievement of 15-Year-Olds in England: PISA 2012 National Report (OECD Programme for 
International Student Assessment), NFER, p.70-72 
2 PISA 2012, volume 4, p.132 



 

 

and ineffective leadership. A few schools were judged inadequate because of other factors 
such as behaviour, safeguarding or the curriculum, but these were relatively few and 
problems with leadership and management were generally the root cause. However, each 
of these factors was well-known at that time and there was much advice and guidance 
available to help address them: so why did the leaders of these schools still get into the 
position of being judged inadequate? 
 
The research asked the inspectors who had judged schools to be inadequate during that 
school year to explain what they thought had really been going on in these schools. We 
wanted to know why these schools had gone into decline, and why no-one had been able to 
halt the slide. We suspected it would be a story about people and that, as a result, little 
could be reflected appropriately in a conventional inspection report. 
 
What we found was that inspectors made few critical comments about teaching – teaching 
itself was not the root cause. Apart from in a small number of schools where heavily 
unionised teachers were opposed to improvement strategies such as lesson observation, 
teachers were seen to be willing and committed – but poorly led. Where there was 
inadequate teaching, it existed because either or both of professional development and 
performance management were weak, and it sometimes persisted because leaders had no 
clear concept of high-quality teaching. 
 
These schools were seen to have failed because of the performance of headteachers, senior 
leaders and governors, with some culpability of the local authority and middle leaders. It is 
important not to just focus on the role of the head. The headteachers in the study were at 
all stages of their careers, but many of these were long-established or, in fact, had just left 
the school before it was judged inadequate. These headteachers had often failed to update 
their skills in crucial areas such as analysing data or evaluating teaching; some of them had 
entrenched views and behaviours, such as their approach to sharing the leadership of 
teaching, which prevented improvement – and were not challenged. A few, less experienced 
headteachers were appointed to situations they could not handle or lacked the support to 
manage additional challenges such as building projects and staff performance issues. Others 
should have been ‘looking out for’ these heads who, for the most part, would have been 
held accountable for the school’s inspection grading. 
 
Clearly senior leaders were ineffective where they did not have the skills or the energy for 
their role. Some of these had lost touch with the quality of other schools and so did not 
provide a robust evaluation of teaching; some were out of date in their thinking and lacked 
skills in evaluation and analysis. In some schools the role of senior leaders appeared to have 
been held back by a headteacher who resisted delegation and did not devolve leadership; 
senior leaders were given nominal roles and not permitted to engage in key activities such 
as lesson observation. These schools were badly positioned for succession. 
 
Middle leaders were similarly held back by outdated views on how modern schools should 
run, but some of them also were poor role models in the classroom. They often had too 
little impact on teaching and learning, lacked the skills to advise colleagues, and were 
unaware of strategies for securing improvement. Often senior leaders had neglected their 
professional development needs. 



 

 

 
It is tempting, therefore, to lay all or most of the accountability at the door of the 
headteacher. But this would be to ignore the behaviours of other groups or individuals 
which influence school decline. Some headteachers do indeed appear to have been resistant 
to change and, at times, unable to engage with the reality around them – but there are 
other factors here that need to be included. There are two particular types of headteacher 
who are worthy of greater support: heads who had enjoyed quite lengthy periods of success 
but had started to lose their way in the autumn of their careers and new heads, with 
perhaps the potential to be successful in time, who were overwhelmed by the challenges 
they faced when they took up post in schools that were already declining fast. Some were 
overwhelmed by additional challenges, such as building projects. 
 
Headteachers represent a great investment for the country but need to be both challenged 
and nurtured by those with responsibility around them – for these two groups of heads, this 
did not happen. For those in the latter stages of their careers, the challenge provided was 
not enough to re-energise them and the professional development too little to update their 
skills; for those in their first post as headteachers, the people who appointed them did not 
ensure that they were suitable for the post or provided with the support to surmount the 
initial difficulties. The phrase ‘critical friend’ may be dismissed as a cliché, but for some of 
these heads the lack of constructive criticism or well-chosen support meant an end to their 
headships and the ruin of their careers. They appear to have paid a high personal price for 
making the wrong move. 
 
The governing bodies in these schools did not provide a strategic overview or challenge their 
headteachers. A significant weakness was that governors lacked the skills to hold 
headteachers to account because they did not understand performance data and in some 
cases were unaware when being given a selective view of it by senior staff. They were 
reliant on the headteacher and did not have their own ways of gathering independent 
evidence. In a few cases, relationships with senior staff were too comfortable. Governors 
also failed to support their headteachers, either because they failed to accept that problems 
existed, or they ignored the very real challenges that some headteachers have to face. 
 
Most schools in the study were local authority schools. In most cases the local authority had 
failed to spot the problems but in some it had and was actively trying to resolve them. Local 
authorities found it difficult to intervene in schools that had previously been ‘good’, 
especially where the headteacher and governing body were resistant, and this contributed 
to some of the problems for heads in the latter stages of their career. Local authorities were 
too slow to use their intervention powers – almost no school had received a warning notice 
– although the appointment of additional governors was proving helpful in some cases. 
There were a few schools where the local authority was active, had given good advice, but it 
had not been acted upon. Some local authorities were restricted to giving advice on the 
data or supporting the governors in managing the departure of underperforming staff. They 
also failed to be a critical friend. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 



 

 

• New headteachers should be provided with a ‘critical friend’ or mentor, who is a 
serving and successful headteacher. This should be for two years and the 
relationship must allow both sides to discuss problems openly. The relationship 
should focus on skills development for the headteacher and identifying and planning 
for any additional challenges. The critical friend/mentor should arrange for a ‘coach’ 
to support specific areas of skills development where needed 

• All experienced headteachers should be entitled to work with a ‘critical friend’ on a 
‘personal review’ every year, who makes recommendations for professional 
development including placements at outstanding schools; this individual should 
hold a discussion with governors about target setting 

• Governing bodies or academy trusts should set specific requirements for external 
experience as part of any headship or deputy headship contract that extends for 
longer than four years: 

o a short period of secondment to a high-performing school, with most of the 
time spent in lessons 

o joining two Ofsted inspections as a ‘shadow’ and/or training as an Ofsted 
inspector and taking part in at least two inspections 

o accepting the recommendations for other professional development agreed 
as part of the bi-annual personal reviews 

• Chairs of Governors must attend training and hold a certificate of competence from 
the National College; they should be paid to attend the training; the certificate has a 
time limit of five years 

• To improve governors’ ability to make appointments, specifically with internal 
candidates, independent experts should assist with senior appointments  

• It should be illegal for any member of the governing body to be a relative of or a 
business partner of the headteacher 

 

Why do schools fail? 
 
Inspectors were asked a short series of questions about the roles of different types of 
people in the decline of the school they had inspected. It was clearly a subject that was 
important to them, and many wrote back with passion and real feeling about how 
unnecessary problems had been allowed to damage the life chances of children. 
 
Here is one example of an inspector’s comments: 
 

The Head did not allow any staff any leadership, even the leaders of numeracy and 
literacy only had 'token' titles.  In practice everything went through the Head.  No 
observations, no monitoring, no training and no changes were permitted.  The 
Deputy Head had only ever taught at that school, had trained there, qualified there 
and stayed on and was the deputy as she had been there the longest.  There was 
open animosity between the deputy and the Head, as the deputy was only allowed 
to look after ICT, and that with no budget or decision-making powers. 

 
This example shows the complexity of these situations. Although it may be tempting to 
‘blame the head’, this school’s failure had many more causes – some obvious here, but 
others still buried. Amongst the causes in this case alone can be seen or surmised: 



 

 

• authoritarian leadership style of the headteacher 

• undeveloped roles for middle and senior leaders so they had no impact on teaching 

• a lack of accountability internally, with too little monitoring 

• self-evaluation not informed by monitoring 

• no professional development 

• lack of awareness of high-quality practice in other schools 

• fractured relationships between key leaders 

• failure of the governing body to challenge, intervene or make effective 
appointments 

• failure of the local authority to challenge or intervene, either with the headteacher 
or the governing body 

 
 
 

The Headteacher 
 
Inspectors were asked to review the role of the headteacher in the school’s decline. They 
were asked to explain any relevant factors about skills, experience and time in post which 
might indicate how and why problems had arisen. 
 
Key Themes: 
 
Inspectors were asked to identify key characteristics of headteachers’ performance which 
they felt linked to the decline of the school. 112 cases were described, some with multiple 
factors: 
 

 



 

 

Table 1: Inspectors’ identification of headteacher issues in schools 

 
 
 
Some inspectors commented about inexperience being a factor or, conversely, 
headteachers who had been in post for a long time. In about 100 cases, it was possible to 
gather evidence to make a simple analysis of the headteacher’s career position. In order to 
make this analysis, we used inspector’s comments to factor out from the ‘new headteacher’ 
data schools where the recent change of headteacher had led to improvement: our focus 
was on the cause of decline. 
 
In around half the cases, inspectors judged that the headteacher lacked the capabilities and 
capacity to lead the school effectively. Some of these heads were new to the role whilst 
others were much longer established and had lost touch with best practice elsewhere – 
indeed a few appeared openly resistant to change. These weaknesses showed up in some of 
the other factors identified such as too little impact on teaching, poor evaluative and data 
analysis skills, and poor leadership. Poor leadership skills covered a diverse mixture of 
situations – a few heads were hesitant to make tough decisions, but a greater proportion 
was almost too authoritative and had failed to develop strong teams with distributed 
leadership. This left their schools vulnerable and very dependent on a single individual. 
 
Headteachers were weakest in the skills connected with monitoring and evaluation of their 
schools. To some, the judgement of inadequate came as a great surprise despite clear 
indications of past poor performance in published data. The following headteacher had no 
clear picture of the quality of teaching or what the data was saying: 
 

Clear lack of understanding of the technical aspects of data which has led to 
expectations of students being too low.  Inaccurate understanding of how good 
teaching was and also, due to insufficient understanding of RAISE3, lack of 
understanding of the school's past performance. 

 
Some headteachers existed in a ‘comfort zone’, placing their reliance on the wrong 
indicators: 
 

In a small school, with relatively few issues, he seemed to feel that as long as the 
parents were happy, everything was OK. He didn't analyse his data thoroughly and 
was "woken up" by the intervention of the LA, who had analysed his data. As a 
result, he realised his predicament and began to be much more pro-active. 

 
 
Some headteachers were not using performance management effectively: 
 

The HT was clearly not committed to a programme of effectively holding colleagues 
to account. In his previous school (which I also inspected), inadequate teachers were 
allowed to progress to the top of the upper pay spine. In this school there was 

 
3 This was the name of the data package used nationally at that time. 



 

 

similar evidence of a lack of follow-through. Middle and senior leaders were not 
required to deliver improvements. 
 
Not dealt quickly enough with poor teaching - gentle, coaching approach - she kept 
all teachers, some of whom were inadequate and some satisfactory at last 
inspection. 

 
In the following section, we will look at these characteristics of ineffective headteachers and 
see how they relate to the career profile of heads. This pattern suggests that headteachers, 
who represent one of the nation’s greatest investments in its education system, need 
support and training to suit their on-going needs just as the rest of their staff also do. It also 
suggests that current arrangements neither identify those needs quickly enough, nor 
succeed in providing for them. 
 

 
Table 2: Inspectors’ assessments of headteachers’ time in post (numbers) 

 
In the above chart we have used separate colours to indicate ‘long serving’ and ‘recently 
left’; in almost all cases it was evident that recently left headteachers had been in post for a 
number of years and were a factor in the school’s decline. Together, this made up almost 
half of the schools involved in the study. 
 
The responses indicated a wide variety of possibilities, but some significant and important 
patterns: 

• about a quarter of schools where the headteacher was seen to be a key factor in the 
school’s weakness had a headteacher of less than three years standing 

• in just over a quarter of cases, the headteacher had been in the school for between 
three and ten years 

• in half the schools, the headteacher was seen to be ‘long serving’ or had just retired 
after long service so that new or interim arrangements were in place at the time of 
the inspection. In most cases – but not all – inspectors told us that new 
arrangements were bringing improvements and in a few cases were strong enough 
so that the school avoided Special Measures 



 

 

• in a small number of schools, headteachers were either suspended or absent at the 
time of the inspection 

 
a) New headteachers 

 
The ‘new’ headteachers we considered had been in post for up to three years. 

 
A key issue with these headteachers was that they did not know their schools well enough, 
often because their analytical skills were not sharp enough. This was also reflected in a lack 
of aspiration; several inspectors commented that they found headteachers too ready to use 
contextual factors to explain an unchallenging self-evaluation. 
 
In some cases, it was clear that an individual had had difficulty of making the ‘step up’ into 
leadership: 
 

The headteachers found it difficult to make accurate and robust judgements on 
teaching and communicate them without fear (of upsetting colleagues they interact 
with daily) or favour (headteachers have difficulty in distinguishing between the 
teachers they were observing and their teaching). The lack of courage on the part of 
headteachers leads to making lessons that could have been ‘requiring improvement’  
‘good’. Sometimes ‘good’ lessons become ‘outstanding’ and in both schools the level 
of ‘inadequate’ teaching was underestimated. Close relationships between the HT 
and staff create difficulties in giving painful feedback. 
 
 
Knowledge and skills - inadequate in leading improvement and managing the day to 
day management of the school 

 
Another relatively new headteacher failed to identify when mistakes were being made; this 
head told the inspector that they had had ‘very little training for being a headteacher.’ 
 
Some heads showed signs of concentrating on areas they were comfortable in; in one 
school, the head spent the first two years building up a picture of teaching but did not 
tackled the competency issues this raised. 
 
The issue of ‘low aspirations’ often arose – a particular risk for internal promotions it would 
appear. In another case a deputy from a predecessor school was appointed head of a new 
school having had a career entirely in one small area where low standards were a problem; 
this headteacher did not set challenging enough targets for the new school, being reliant for 
support on a local network of other under-performers. 
 
Where an ineffective headteacher has been appointed, achievement can tail off quite 
quickly and damage can become serious before anyone realises – especially if external 
support is poor. In one school that failed, the inspector noted two specific problems with its 
new headteacher: 
 

1. She lacked the interpersonal skills and relevant experience for this school. 



 

 

2. Sharp cutbacks in LA school improvement staff meant that there was insufficient 
monitoring in the first year of the headship. 

 
In another school, the headteacher was reported to have had a fairly successful first year 
but then had bouts of absence due to stress. In a case where the headteacher’s health failed 
after about two years in post, governors suddenly became aware of problems that had not 
previously been discussed. Inspectors were worried about new heads being overloaded with 
process management, diverting them away from core duties: 
 

I am concerned about inexperienced headteachers exposed to additional challenges 
such as building and academisation. 

 
In my view, he lacked the skills and experience to tackle improving the school 
alongside the management of the move to new buildings and other factors 
associated with academisation. Strategic thinking and oversight were very weak. 

 
There were also examples where a headteacher of a small school, for example an infants 
school, became the ‘de facto’ head of a much larger school following amalgamation – in a 
few cases, with the suspicion that a robust process had not been followed. One inspector 
noted that an amalgamation proposal left two schools in the hands of temporary, 
inexperienced leaders for the next year. 
 
However, there were also examples of where the appointment of a new headteacher 
appeared to have helped the school avoid Special Measures. In the following case an HT had 
been in post two terms, having come from a deputy role at an outstanding school: 
 

He had established successful policies and procedures in this school which he had 
had experience of in his previous position as a DHT of an outstanding school. He was 
hard working and approachable which was appreciated by all staff and parents. 

 
b) ‘Mature’ headteachers 
 
One type of ‘mature’ leader to consider here is the one who has previously led a successful 
school, then struggles in a new post. One inspector noticed that a new head had been 
successful with a collaborative style in a previous school but in the new school this was seen 
as not taking responsibility; a sophisticated assessment system was introduced, but the 
headteacher made assumptions about how it would be used that did not work in practice. 
 
Some of these headteachers drifted into inadequate judgements because they had set the 
wrong priorities. In other cases, they were too comfortable and lacked urgency: 
 

The headteacher didn't have the skills/systems to identify [underperformance] or to 
recognise the weaknesses in teaching. Much of his observations and self-evaluation 
showed that he thought achievement and teaching was fine. 

 



 

 

They had not produced a post Ofsted action plan so areas for improvement at the 
previous inspection remained the same. She had focussed on improving behaviour 
and believed that was sufficient for 4 years leadership. 

 
Some headteachers had managed to survive into the ‘mature’ phase despite having never 
developed essential skills. In the following case this became apparent due to the weakness 
of the wider leadership team: 
 

His poor leadership and management skills have left the school lacking in purpose 
and direction and senior managers have not had the support necessary to carry out 
the roles effectively. 

 
In the next case, a headteacher had been in post for four years: 
 

However, the quality, frequency and impact of his monitoring was poor. He failed to 
pull information together to make a 'real' judgement. In lesson observations no 
judgement was made on the learning and progress of pupils. This was not then 
linked to other evidence in books over time. There was no joined up thinking. 
Monitoring actions were infrequently followed up to see if improvements had been 
made. Teachers were not provided with sufficient guidance and training from the HT 
to improve. He was a lovely chap who found it difficult to separate personal and 
professional aspects of his role. 

 
In one school, the headteacher had been promoted from within and brought a degree of 
complacency with him. In his view Key Stage 1 performance was weak only because pupils 
took a long time ‘to wind up into learning’; this showed a lack of rigour and the failure to 
make comparisons with other schools. 
 
Mature heads could also face the distractions of building projects and re-organisation, but 
one inspector noted a ‘mature’ head who had become distracted by seeking a larger 
headship elsewhere. 
 
 
 
c) Long-established headteachers 
 
There is a risk that respected leaders can be seen as above criticism and that, over time, 
relationships become too comfortable; a strong reputation, justifiably built up over years, is 
no proof against the world changing around the school: 
 

The headteacher had been in post a long time and had not recognised that the criteria 
for judging schools had moved on. This was a high attaining school but with poor 
progress. 
 
The Headteacher had been in post for 13 years.  There had been a failure to secure 
improvements in the quality of teaching and achievements, partly due to inaccurate self-
evaluation and a too positive view of the school. 



 

 

 
Another inspector described a school in which the headteacher had been in post for nine 
years and the deputy for 21; the school had been judged good the first time it was inspected 
under this headteacher but slipped to satisfactory and inadequate at the succeeding 
inspections. This was something of a fall, since the deputy had been there when it was 
judged outstanding. The key factor was seen to be a lack of robust leadership of teaching. 
 
In another case a headteacher experienced going into a category for the third time in eight 
years. The head had a strong focus on caring for deprived families but had not responded to 
the national drive to raise expectations even for the most disadvantaged. Governors had not 
addressed the issues. 

 
One HMI mentioned the trend of ‘resting on laurels’; they referred to a school graded 
outstanding on a one day ‘reduced tariff inspection’ which then failed to adequately 
monitor its continuing quality. 
 
In one case the inspector was told the headteacher had been in post ‘for forty years’. 
Attempts to move her to retirement has been unsuccessful as she, and some of those 
around her, refused to accept that things had moved on. There were basic problems with 
areas such as correct recruitment processes and checks. The LA had tried to get the 
governing body to accept this, but the result was that the headteacher then refused to 
engage with the LA. The inspector’s impression was that: 
 

The Head had not updated training or knowledge since the 90s, and had only paid 
cursory attention even then.  The leadership of the school was exactly as it had been 
in the 70s and the Head was proud of this. 

 
Typically, time had exposed specific weaknesses in these headteachers which training or 
support had failed to address. The technical aspects of data analysis and tracking of progress 
was the area most commonly mentioned. 
 
One headteacher tackled this by claiming that the whole approach to inspection was wrong 
and that ‘there should be more time to prepare.’ This argument, in itself, seemed to reflect 
a lack of understanding of how inspection had evolved. 
 
In a few cases a long-serving headteacher seemed to be exhausted and even extensive 
support was having little impact: 
 

The headteacher had overseen a period of little improvement in spite of 
considerable support from a number of agencies. Legacies of underachievement 
were not being addressed with sufficient urgency or vigour. 

 
Even experienced headteachers can be affected by additional pressures which exceed their 
capacities. In one case a headteacher had been justifiably absent for a period of time but 
faced substantial problems with the competency of two senior leaders; support that should 
have been available through a federation had not been made available, and so the school 



 

 

declined sharply. In others, building work, amalgamations and working in support of other 
schools also took their toll. 
 
d) Retired or moved on…… 
 
A high proportion of cases seemed to involve headteachers who had just left or retired, and 
inspectors reported that it was often an open secret that retirement had been encouraged. 
Providing this has been managed with dignity, then this can be a positive outcome. 
However, because these were schools that had been judged inadequate, it was mostly the 
case that action had been taken too late and new arrangements had had too little time to 
bring effect before inspection. Some inspectors made comments such as ‘there were deep 
rooted problems within the school that the new principals did not have time to address.’ 
Another found that the temporary headteacher had been able to ‘arrest the decline’ but not 
to secure improvement. 
 
In these situations, inspectors had to examine the evidence available to them to make a 
balanced judgement on what had gone wrong, often in situations where opinions were 
mixed. As with the long-established headteachers, there were problems here that stemmed 
from a lack of challenge. Staff said that one departed headteacher was ‘autocratic and 
dictatorial’, totally overpowering the governing body; only ‘sustained pressure’ from the LA 
had been able to resolve the problem. Another was seen by some of those involved to have 
held back the development of her senior leaders and to have preferred ‘avoiding difficulties’ 
to tackling them. 
 
One of the issues that arose was that the departure of long-established headteachers was 
not expected or poorly planned for, with the result that performance dipped. There were 
several examples of headteachers who had left somewhat suddenly. This was especially a 
problem where the departed headteacher had not developed other leaders well enough. 
 

The substantive headteacher did not develop other leaders' leadership skills and, in 
particular, side stepped the deputy. The deputy was not competent in managing the 
school when the new executive headteacher was absent. Leadership and 
management of substantive HT were both weak. 

 
In other examples the headteacher who had left had only been in post a short time. 
‘Headteacher was in post for 2 years and was said “not to be capable of responding to the 
support given by the LA” by the LA's senior adviser,’ one inspector reported. Governors 
responded here with appropriate action, but they were also involved in the erroneous 
appointment in the first place. In another school, a headteacher who lasted two years was 
seen as presiding over a period of decline. One inspector reported that a school had had six 
different leaders in six years with new initiatives not followed through and sometimes 
conflicting with each other; an inexperienced headteacher was unlikely to thrive in this 
context. 
 
In other cases, a headteacher left at such a time that schools were forced into interim 
arrangements. The pace of improvement slipped and sometimes problems came out of the 
woodwork: 



 

 

 
There was instability in the senior leadership team and the deputy headteacher also 
left. Disagreements and a lack of clarity over curriculum provision and roles and 
responsibilities hindered the necessary pace of improvement. 

 
This again showed poor management of succession by the governing body. The same  
happened where a headteacher had been suspended; in one situation with a suspended 
head, another local headteacher was drafted in to lead the school but was entirely unaware 
of the extent of inadequate teaching and remained so up to the time of the inspection – this 
individual had been poorly briefed, but also failed to make the requisite checks. Other 
schools tried to respond by shifting everyone upwards, with one inspector noting that 
middle leaders had been thrust into senior roles without any training. 
 
In the worst cases, schools experienced a succession of short-term heads none of whom had 
any significant impact: 
 

Typically, a headteacher leaves and the school is leaderless, apart from ad hoc 
arrangements, for a couple of years. 

 
However, in the most encouraging examples, departure had been followed by the arrival of 
new leaders who had rapidly diagnosed the issues and begun to take steps to rectify the 
problems. 
 

Key factors involving headteachers  

• Some new headteachers who were not well prepared for their move to 
leadership and lacked the skills and insight, including examples where initial 
support was poor 

• Some governing bodies appointed inappropriate headteachers – often this was 
an internal candidate or a compromise as part of ‘re-organisation’ 

• Too little support was provided for new headteachers in their first years 

• Some headteachers became complacent too quickly, and did not have a full 
understanding of their schools 

• Some headteachers were overstretched by problems such as building, 
academisation or staffing challenges 

• Long-established headteachers failed to update themselves, and were not 
challenged by governors or their senior teams; problems over skills in analysing 
data and evaluating teaching were common 

• Some schools were too reliant on the headteacher, so they carried additional 
risks 

• Governing bodies failed to challenge a powerful or well-established incumbent 
head so there was no improvement in their performance 

• Low aspirations – based from a lack of perception of how good other schools 
were or a failure to accept the world had moved on; internal appointments were 
especially at risk here and those who prioritised a ‘caring’ outlook 

• Headteachers who failed, for various reasons, to develop their senior leaders 

• Schools which were not able to handle transition – often because governors had 
no plan, but also because there was too little depth in leadership 



 

 

 
 

Senior Leaders 
 
Inspectors were asked what role deputy headteachers and other senior leaders had played 
in the school’s decline.  

 
Table 3: senior leadership factors identified by inspectors 

 
Inspectors identified skills shortages as the most common factor, and saw the most obvious 
evidence of this in the failure of senior leaders to have an impact on teaching and learning. 
However, some senior leaders did not even get to the stage where their skills were put to 
the test, because the whole concept of ‘senior leadership’ was underdeveloped in their 
schools. Some inspectors made general observations on the problems of ‘senior leadership’ 
in primary schools in particular: 
 

There was a senior leadership team, which did not seem to have a clear leadership 
identity. The concept of senior leadership is not embedded in primary schools; often 
there is a functional group which looks after an assortment of management tasks. 
The senior leadership does not work as a corporate body and it does not provide a 
platform where senior leaders intellectually challenge each other. This means the 
situational analysis and proposed solutions are not looked at in depth and practical 
decisions are made readily to deal with emerging management issues. 

 
In some schools the roles of the senior managers, including the deputy, had been 
deliberately restricted by the headteacher – this being more common in primary schools. 
There were several examples where senior leaders, including deputies, were not involved in 
lesson observation because this was the headteacher’s ‘province’, and therefore their role 
in leading teaching and learning was restricted. This then led to a lack of strategic thinking: 
 

The deputy has been in post for a short time and is the stronger of the two leaders. 
However, she manages the data collection and analysis and does not monitor and 
evaluate the quality of the teaching in the classroom. The school does not see that 



 

 

the two are linked - they do them as two separate activities and don't link them 
together. 

 
In several cases the skills of the leadership team did not develop as the headteacher kept 
them restricted. This left the school vulnerable when decline set in: 
 

The DHT was not allowed to develop as a leader and manager. The HT preferred to 
keep control of most leadership and management roles and responsibilities. 
 
These staff had not been empowered or allowed to lead or manage. The deputy 
headteacher, for example, had a full-time teaching commitment. 
 
DHT is designated Y1 leader but does not teach in Y1 and has never been trusted by 
substantive HT to observe lessons. 
 
Senior managers were not given power or responsibility by the headteacher. This 
resulted in strong leaders moving on and weak ones remaining in the school. 

 
Deputy Head had been in post 15 years.  Not allowed to take on any major 
responsibility - given 'token' areas such as ICT to manage.  No input into any 
safeguarding, monitoring, self-evaluation, or improvement planning work other than 
to attend and take notes in meetings.  Too 'down-trodden' to speak up against poor 
practices and had been ingrained into weaker pedagogic strategies from being at 
same school since qualifying. 
 
The deputy headteacher, ambitious for headship, was likely to have understood the 
school's predicament better than the headteacher. However, she felt hindered by 
the headteacher in taking the initiative. Communication was an issue, which may 
have been to do with the headteacher's unwillingness to seek or listen to alternative 
views. The DHT did not make a significant contribution to school improvement. 
 
Senior leaders’ performance was weak. The headteacher had not allowed them to 
do anything, so they had not taken the lead on any aspect or showed any initiative. 
They had been kept in the dark about the running of the school and did not even 
meet with the headteacher. They were very frustrated and had, at one point, 
complained to the Local Authority. 
 

Staff could also be held back when they were given too much to do – though this could be 
‘tasks’ rather than anything strategic: 
 

DH has too many responsibilities. HT loaded too much on her and has few herself. 
DHT works hard but lack of management systems mean DHT is doing too much. Not 
enough time for reflection and time/systems address weaknesses in provision. 
Senior leadership team only HT and DHT until recently. No devolved leadership. 
 

 



 

 

A key role for the deputy and senior leaders is to provide firm but positive challenge to the 
leadership of the headteacher. However, several inspectors mentioned cases where this was 
not happening, including in one school where a deputy headteacher was said not to have 
done any teaching for ten years. 
 

DHT in post a few years - recognising that things needed to change but not 
experienced enough to question the HT direction of leadership. 
 
The DHT took her cue from the HT - thus there is a pattern of poor role models. 
 

In the following example, lack of appropriate skills meant the deputy could not provide 
challenge: 
 

The deputy was within 2 years of retirement. Her skill base was very weak. She did 
not understand data or how to use it. Decisions made put staff needs above those of 
the students. Eg. data collection & tracking. Others on SLT were new and given 
inappropriate tasks. Eg. Assistant HT drafted onto SLT to replace Special Needs co-
ordinator with no experience of SEN other than teaching whole school & no SEN 
training or qualification. 

 
In other schools, senior leaders lacked the skills or awareness to take the school forwards. 
The following example is typical of schools where sudden change left inexperienced senior 
managers vulnerable: 
 

A new deputy head started with no previous experience of senior leadership. The 
HT's sick leave left the new deputy in charge in his first week. His predecessor had 
retired a few months before, under pressure from governors. She had been given 
the SENCO role in her last year (previously the HT's responsibility) but had neither 
the expertise nor the inclination to do a good job in this role. It felt like she had 
retired in her mind already. The new DHT was out of his depth. 
 
The DHT was an effective, old-style deputy, who basically ran the school. He had had 
to cover for the HT’s absence and had done a good job in holding the fort. However, 
the absence of the HT had undermined the quality and effectiveness of strategic 
planning. The school was ticking along rather than moving forward. 
 
There were three holders of teaching and learning responsibility (TLR) points in this 
small school, all long serving. Two of them shared the teaching of one class as a job 
share. They would not take on leadership roles in the school. When the headteacher 
became ill there was no defined structure to show who should take over. The third 
TLR did so on the grounds she had been there longest but could not cope so another 
headteacher was brought into the school. 
 
Again, a very inexperienced senior team. Most were in an acting capacity and 
appointed within last 2 months. They did know what was wrong - inconsistent 
teaching - but did not appear to appreciate the link between children's outcomes 
and teaching. 



 

 

 
Inspectors cited examples of senior leaders who lacked the experience to run a challenging 
school, but also very experienced staff who still lacked the understanding or skills to lead 
the school’s improvement. 
 

 
Established leaders not being prepared to listen closely enough to the advice of 
newer (more junior) SLT members. 

 
One other senior manager. Long serving practitioner in the school. Was a capable 
person. Clearly the daily manager of systems. Accepted the headteacher's modus 
operandi as 'his own way of working'. Despite years of working together, had little 
grasp of key areas eg finance, including the Pupil Premium, for which they had 
responsibility. Assessment management was another neglected area. Was not 
sufficiently developed to run the school if the headteacher left. 
 
Senior managers are longstanding members eg for 20 years but have no leadership 
skills as had no training. They are not good at using data to inform pupils' assessment 
in their subjects 
 

 
Often, a school leadership team had all or most members who had been at the school a long 
time and had little or no understanding of teaching elsewhere. This was a contributory 
factor in cases where senior leaders were not having enough impact on the teaching and 
learning, often because their judgements were not robust: 
 

The senior managers had been in the school for a long time and did not have the 
expertise to improve teaching. The school had become isolated under the previous 
headteacher and so senior leaders had not seen outstanding teaching. 

 
The assistant HT responsible for teaching is 'experienced', approaching retirement 
age and is taking a very gentle approach to improving teaching . She failed to identify 
poor practice in two joint observations. 
 
All had worked only in this school since qualifying and or long serving. They were 
reluctant and or unable to understand their responsibility for affecting change. They 
had not been effectively or consistently held to account. 

 
In some cases, senior leaders had been appointed who were not strong in leading teaching 
and learning – sometimes because they themselves were weak teachers: 
 

The recently appointed KS1 leader is not a strong teacher. 
 
The senior staff were TUPE transferred from the former schools prior to 
amalgamation. They had experience at 'management' and were capable in that 
respect, but they were unaware of what current modern, exciting, motivating, 
differentiated learning and teaching is like.   They found it hard to accept that the 



 

 

lessons all inspectors on a large team found grade 3 or 4 jointly observed with them 
were not 'good or better'.  Their focus had been on 'exam results' and they also 
found it hard to accept why inspectors were so concerned about weak teaching and 
learning in Y7-8. 
 

These situations were allowed to continue because individuals were not held to account: 
 

The SLT is weak and not carrying out their roles effectively particularly regards, 
leading, monitoring and sustaining improvements. They have progressed through 
pay scales but no one is holding them to account sufficiently. 
 
The two deputy heads had been in post for a few years. They had clear roles and 
could list many actions that they had taken, but they did not give enough 
consideration to the impact of their work and were not held to account by governors 
or the headteacher for this. 

 
In some cases, several of these factors came together to create a situation to which 
governors should have responded. In a few cases there is evidence that they did, and in one 
school senior leaders themselves brought the concerns to the governors, but too often 
there was little progress until the inspection. These schools had experienced a serious 
decline in their management, but no warning notice had been issued. 
 
For a variety of reasons, senior leaders were not growing and developing; these included: 

• the headteacher not delegating sufficient powers or duties 

• the headteacher being the only one allowed to observe others teach 

• over-burdened with minor administrative tasks 

• an over-bearing and even intimidating headteacher who they were reluctant to 
challenge 

To break out of this situation, others needed to act. The governing body or the local 
authority should have been monitoring the quality of the school’s leadership, but often they 
were not and so intervention could not occur; as a result, there was little impact on teaching 
and learning, whilst the school was vulnerable to the departure of a singularly powerful 
headteacher. 

 
 
Senior leadership factors: 

• Headteachers clearly restricted what the SLT could do so the school was vulnerable 

• Inappropriate appointments had been made of people with limited skills or 
experience, including of more than one school 

• Senior leaders lacked the skills to have impact often because they were new, 
including in judging teaching or using data 

• Some senior leaders had been in post a long time and had not ‘moved forwards’ 

• Senior leaders were poorly placed for leading teaching since they did little, or were 
themselves weak 

• Ineffective at providing challenge to the headteacher 

• The school did not hold its own senior leaders to account – they lacked the systems 
or the desire to do this 



 

 

• Senior leaders not strong enough to maintain direction when HT left 

 
Middle Leadership 
 

 
Table 4: frequency of factors about middle managers cited by inspectors 

 
 
In around half of the failing schools, middle leaders in 2012-3 were not having enough 
impact on classroom practice – their core purpose as leaders of teaching and learning. 
However, in many of these schools – principally primaries – middle leaders lacked clear roles 
or were restricted to mundane tasks because headteachers or other senior leaders were not 
allowing them to develop. In a few cases, their impact was limited because their levels of 
skill were low. Some primary schools had no middle leaders, simply relying on the 
headteacher and a deputy. Of course the 2020 Ofsted framework has altered expectations 
in this area considerably and for many schools the training of middle leaders suddenly 
became a priority. 
 
It was evident from some of the responses that middle leadership was likely to suffer where 
the headteacher refused to delegate leadership, as described earlier in this paper, and 
described powerfully in this account from an inspector: 
 

Leaders of literacy and numeracy had the best teaching in school, and had good 
ideas and plans, but had been stopped from deploying their skills by Head.  Utilising 
their skills had been a major requirement in the last inspection over 6 years ago, and 
had still not been implemented.  The Head actively over-rode their input into key 
documents, stopped them from analysing work or observing practice.  They had 
recently (literally the week of the inspection) done their first observation of other 
staff, but had no idea or training in what to look for, and how that was going to 
inform plans or improvements.  They were collecting literacy and numeracy plans 
from staff on Monday morning for that week, and only when asked how and when 



 

 

they gave feedback on the contents realised that this was futile and not helping 
improvements.  This was a 'token' gesture to make them feel part of leadership who 
had always collected planning. 

 
Expectations of what middle leaders should do were too limited and they sometimes 
became reliant on others: 
 

For example, an LA maths consultant had visited the school to monitor the quality of 
teaching in mathematics alongside the numeracy coordinator but it was the visiting 
consultant who had retained the information they had gathered for analysis at a 
later date. There were no expectations that middle leaders should be developing 
their expertise more quickly. 

 
One of the inspectors drew explicit links between the weaknesses of middle and senior 
managers: 
 

Middle management wasn't consistent and lots of in-school variation which points to 
inappropriate monitoring and CPD/development.  This was seen in students' results.  
Difficulty appointing a maths HOD for too long.  Middle leaders were not really clear 
that their key areas to focus on are improving teaching and so improving outcomes.  
Some middle leaders had an inaccurate view of their dept’s performance.  For me, it 
all falls on the quality of line management from senior leaders. 

 
Even in secondary schools with apparently well-established ‘subject leadership’, what was 
expected of these managers at that time was limited: 
 

The role was seen as gathering information: it included set pieces, such as data. 
Some examples of other work included review of pupils’ written work, planning and 
short visits to colleagues’ classroom.  It was ‘soft’ monitoring and had limited value 
in gaining a robust view of the overall strengths and weaknesses in the areas of 
responsibility.  Lack of monitoring and evaluation skills and the time given to for 
middle managers, as well as lack of clarity of what was expected of them minimised 
their role. When asked to comment on the strengths and weaknesses in their areas 
of responsibility, their responses lacked depth and were based on partial and 
relatively weak evidence. This means their contribution to the ‘big picture’ of the 
school was limited. 

 
In around a quarter of the schools there was high turnover of staff so there was a lack of 
consistency and experience in key middle roles. Inspectors identified this as a particular 
problem with the leadership of numeracy and literacy in primary schools but there were 
also examples in secondaries where middle leaders failed to develop key skills – and senior 
leaders did not challenge this: 
 

Modern Languages believed that if attainment was high they were doing well, 
although children were underachieving against their potential and teaching was 
didactic, and not engaging. Children were passive learners. 
 



 

 

Whilst they engaged in monitoring activities this was not systematic, consistent or 
used for improvement. 
 
This significant minority of middle leaders in this position was a contributing factor 
to the inspection outcome because these leaders were not equipped with the skills 
to improve teaching and behaviour in their areas - insufficient support from senior 
leaders and reliance on LA support - again not properly evaluated for impact. 

 
It was clear that middle leaders needed to lead, but they also need to be managed. Almost 
all of the larger schools in the study demonstrated inconsistency in middle leadership: 
 

Some were incapable of doing the job and the results in their department reflected 
this - lack of progress monitoring, inappropriate schemes of work, inaccurate 
assessment so that predictions are unreliable, not implementing marking policies, 
etc. Some were excellent and their results showed a consistently high level of 
achievement. Others were simply rather complacent or ignorant of what good 
middle leadership entailed. If senior managers are not leading effectively, middle 
leaders have no role models and if good practice is not shared, departments start to 
work in silos. 
 
Willing and keen, but not directed well and therefore unable to get a strong grip on 
key issues such as behaviour, teaching. Knew their jobs in principle, but ineffective in 
practice. A few clearly inadequate and should not have been leading significant 
subject areas (core). 

 
The impact of middle leaders on teaching was held back when they lacked experience, 
especially of high quality work in other schools. These problems were evident where middle 
leaders had not been prepared for their roles, with the same issue of perspective apparent 
as with senior leaders and headteachers: 
 

Middle managers have been in the school for a long time. They have been isolated 
from other schools and have not seen outstanding practice. They had not received 
professional development to support them in their roles and to help them to see 
that they were not doing a good job. This contributed to the variation in subject 
performance and the school being 'stuck' over time. 

 
Middle managers were in a time warp. They have not had training, unaware of 
responsibilities, not monitoring provision. Unaware of what constitutes good 
teaching. Not undertaken any work sampling. 

 
In about 10% of the schools, inspectors indicated there were no real problems with middle 
managers – in a few cases they were already part of the start of improvement. In one case 
they were doing a decent job despite frustrations: 
 

The middle managers were quite skilled. Indeed, it was the heads of the core 
subjects who made clear that they had lost confidence in the headteacher. 

 



 

 

The general problems that were evident from inspectors’ comments included: 

• new middle leaders who lacked a clear grasp of what their roles entailed 

• senior leaders who failed to spell out expectations or hold middle leaders to account 

• smaller primary schools which had too little middle management capacity to have 
any impact on the classroom 

• too little understanding of how middle leaders might improve their areas, for 
example by improving teaching 

• inconsistent use of data, observation etc to monitor learning 
 

Teachers 
 

 
Table 5: factors cited by inspectors on the problems with teachers in failing schools 

 
Inspectors had a very clear view about the issue of teachers in failing schools – they saw the 
problem as being the lack of leadership rather than the underlying quality of teaching. In 
almost three quarters of the schools this was mentioned as a factor, whereas the existence 
of teachers whose performance was inadequate was seen as a factor in only about a 
quarter. Outdated teaching styles and weaknesses in planning were also cited in a quarter of 
the cases. 
 
One inspector commented that teachers demonstrated a desire to improve but had not 
done so as the support for them was poor. This example gave specific technical insight into 
what was going wrong with the teaching: 
 



 

 

Teachers’ weaknesses persisted due to the leaders’ unwillingness to engage in 
serious monitoring and evaluation or their lack of relevant skills in evaluating the 
impact of teaching on learning. Superficial monitoring rarely identified features that 
contributed to pupils’ inadequate progress or progress that required improvement. 
Leaders’ monitoring notes did not show precisely what worked or did not work in 
lessons. Notes were usually full of generalisations, with little that was specific 
enough to understand what really contributed to failing teaching. It seemed that 
leaders did not have their heart in monitoring; I thought it was done to satisfy 
external needs (i.e. Ofsted inspections) and was fundamentally timid. Good teaching 
seemed to be defined vaguely in line with the inspection framework requirements. 

 
In some cases, the monitoring of teachers allowed inadequate practice to be identified, but 
had too little impact on improving the performance of the other teaching staff: 
 

Leaders were undertaking regular checks of the school's work, including 
observations and had much external support in how to undertake this. Leaders 
focused on the performance of teachers but did not check up on these points in the 
next observation. Leaders didn't focus enough, and in some cases not at all, on the 
impact teachers had on pupils' learning. Consequently, leaders' view of quality of 
teaching was not wholly accurate. However, the weakest teaching had been 
identified. 

 
Teachers also did not improve when they were being given too positive a message; put 
simply, ‘Monitoring is too positive and supportive and not critical enough.’ 

 
Governors 
 

 
Table 6: key problems with governance cited by inspectors 

 
The most significant problem with governance was the failure of governors to provide a 
challenge to the headteacher, often because they were heavily reliant on the headteacher 
to tell them how good the school was. But they also failed to act in the best interests of 



 

 

their headteacher on a human level. This was reflected in other common problems – weak 
skills and poor arrangements for performance management. Typically, ‘they relied totally on 
the headteacher’s information and saw support as their prime function. Did not see it as 
their job to set direction.’ 
 
Some inspectors thought that the quality of governance had been very poor indeed in some 
schools; interestingly, there were no such comments about teaching. In one stark example, 
governors ‘were clueless.  Believed everything they were being told although much of it was 
clearly inaccurate. Highly ineffective.’ 
 
One inspector thought that even when governors were from a professional background they 
lacked the confidence and skills to challenge the headteacher. Instead, they became 
involved with managing staffing problems: 
 

For example, leaders in both schools claimed that their data analysis, particularly 
calculations of average points score (APS) show pupils making sound or better 
progress. APS did not seem to give an accurate picture of the pupils’ progress and 
achievement and the governors did not know this.   Both governing bodies had 
governors with professional backgrounds. However, there was very little evidence 
that skills in asking searching questions and persisting with them (asking 
supplementary questions, if necessary) were used to elicit reasons for the schools’ 
poor performance.   In both schools, governors assisted the headteacher in dealing 
with complicated and difficult cases of teacher incompetence.  The main reasons 
why governors failed to make an impact in these two schools were that not many 
governors wanted to ask awkward questions (or had the necessary skills to ask 
critical questions in key areas of the school’s work) and the uncritical acceptance of 
what headteachers told them. There was a general feeling that governing bodies 
were run by volunteers and they were not in a position to challenge the 
professionals. 

 
The situation was more pronounced where governors were not receiving the correct 
information. In about one in ten schools, inspectors felt governors had been receiving 
misleading information from the headteacher. For example, ‘governing body conscientious, 
but the deputy head cherry-picked data on the impact of the pupil premium and governors 
did not ask searching questions on data that was hidden.’ In another, ‘the Governors in this 
school were doing everything right but because the HT did not have an accurate view on 
achievement then nor did the Governors.’  In one case the governors had started to realise 
that ‘the wool had been pulled over their eyes…..they had blindly followed the 
headteacher’s lead, accepting fully his view of the world.’ 
 
These governors were not developing their own sources of information; in some cases, they 
made only rare visits to the school. 
 
The result was that performance management of the headteacher was also weak: 
 



 

 

Performance management of the HT by the GB was also very poor, with targets such 
as 'appoint a SENCO' rather than related to the school's performance. They accepted 
excuses, such high mobility (it wasn't high) without question. 

 
In other situations, they showed misplaced trust in senior leaders, contrary to advice. For 
example, in one school the local authority wanted to bring in executive headteachers but 
governors fought a battle on behalf of weaker internal candidates. In another: 
 

Governors had been told by the LA that the school was declining and SLT needed 
challenging but had ignored advice. They had no clear understanding of the quality 
of education being more than a well-behaved school with high attainment - progress 
had not been explored with HT. 

 
Problems developed when the relationship between governors, especially the Chair, and the 
headteacher were too close. One inspector said a relationship was too ‘comfortable’ while 
another commented that governors appeared content to be ‘led.’ In another case the Chair 
of Governors was actually married to the headteacher, who had been granted a part-time 
arrangement with few checks and balances; several members of the governing body were 
related to the headteacher. A common result of this was that governors were too slow to 
act when a headteacher was becoming, or had become, ineffective. Sometimes they dealt 
with the ‘unpleasant’ areas by asking someone else to do it: 
 

Governors focussed on finance, behaviour and the maintenance of the school 
building, where they felt they had expertise and 'bought in' expertise from an 
external School Improvement Partner.  They then followed the advice, suggestions 
and so on without question, and allowed the consultant to sign off on staff 
Performance Management, and for the head to sign off on her own as being met, 
despite the same target remaining for a second year. 

 
In another school the problem was identified and addressed: 
 

There was a Chair of Governors in place who did not take the role seriously. He and 
the HT had cosy chats and did not share information with the rest of the GB. As a 
result of the LA review, the Governors elected a new Chair, undertook training and 
commissioned their own independent consultant to help them move on. 

 
We have already seen examples above where headteachers experienced difficulties and did 
not receive appropriate help or support. However, in some cases it would appear governors 
were not providing the backing that a headteacher needed: 
 

The governors decided not to adopt new performance management arrangements 
for fear of antagonising staff, against the wishes of the HT and the LA. 
 
Previous actions on this [performance management] had been slowed by insecurity 
in tackling LA and unions directly. 

 



 

 

In another case, two teacher-governors were themselves embroiled in competency 
processes and, in the opinion of the inspector, contributing to ‘baulking’ the headteacher’s 
efforts through using their positions on the governing body. In another school, relationships 
were very poor: 
 

Governors had tried to get rid of previous head, but were not being told the true 
picture about the position the school was in. The former Chair was involved in the 
situation and both left at the same time.  There was a dispute between the SLT and 
the governors.  Many governors were replaced.  Current governors have not been 
able to interrogate deeply enough (need further training).  They have, however, 
supported the head in getting rid of the deficit. 

 
The role of the governors in the strategic improvement of the school is crucial. Problems 
occurred when governors failed to maintain a critical overview, often because they were 
concentrating on specific issues: 
 

Governors had taken their eye off the ball in terms of student achievement and the 
quality of teaching. They had been heavily involved in securing the 'retirement' of 
the existing Principal who was overseeing unacceptable student achievement and 
quality of teaching. The school had just moved into a new building and converted to 
academy. All this had taken time and the governors hadn't allocated a specific 
number of governors or a sub-committee to oversee achievement and teaching. 

 
In another school governors lacked a contemporary understanding of their role: 
 

The GB had been in post for decades, had been taught by the Head or were church 
leaders.  None came into school regularly other than for fairs and assemblies.  They 
were reliant on the Head to let them know how the school was performing, and she 
had told them whatever they wanted to hear.  She did not write anything down nor 
present any figures, and so the GB only had her spoken word.  Minutes were not 
taken.  They only played a cursory role in appointments, following the Head’s lead. 

 
However, it was not all gloom. In about a quarter of the schools, governors had already 
started to address weaknesses but had had too little time to secure enough impact by the 
time of the inspection: 
 



 

 

 
Chart 6: analysis of inspectors’ comments on state of governance in inadequate schools 

 
Responses to the situation typically included taking more robust steps to manage senior 
leaders. Often this followed from changes to the governing body, including the appointment 
of additional governors by the local authority. 
 
Why were governors ineffective? 

• lacked the skills, confidence or information to provide effective challenge to 
headteacher 

• had no independent means of checking how well the school was doing 

• relationships with senior managers were too personal, or restricted by misplaced 
loyalty 

• governors failed to provide appropriate support for the needs of their headteacher 

• lacked understanding of the modern concept of strategic governance 

• governing body was weakened by vacancies or inexperience 

 
External Factors 
a) Local Authority 
 
Inspectors were asked to comment on the local authority’s contribution to schools that had 
been judged inadequate, and these answers were then classified according to the extent to 
which inspectors identified weaknesses in the local authority’s approach. 
 
Inspectors gave a clear response for 93 schools; answers could be classified as follows: 

• in 46 cases, the local authority had taken no effective action 

• in 36 cases, the authority had recognised problems or taken some actions, but these 
were insufficent 

• in 11 cases the authority had taken actions by the time of the inspection which were 
appropriate, or actions had been resisted by the school despite them being well-
chosen 

 



 

 

Only four of the schools were academies at the time of the inspection. Three were part of 
multi-academy trusts and one was a stand-alone academy, but these showed similar 
patterns to local authority schools as described below. 
 
External agencies generally lacked up to the minute understanding. Even where an LA was 
acting appropriately things could unravel again quickly: 
 

LA identified the school as a priority in 2011. Considered a warning notice but did 
not give one. Played a part in moving last head on and in appointing the new one. 
Provided challenge to governing body in 2012 which has helped them improve. 
Overly positive view of the school's progress since the new head took up post - 
based on qualitative feedback from the school rather than measurable impact. 

 
In another example, the LA was actively supporting improvements in a primary school in 
maths but had not noticed extensive problems with the curriculum in Reception. In another 
school, monitoring concentrated on Year 6 results and LA officers accepted they had missed 
problems in Reception and Key Stage One. Sometimes visits were brief and LAs took too 
much on trust: in one example of this, an LA took on trust from the headteacher that 
teaching was now ‘good’ despite evidence from test data. The lack of direct observation of 
teaching was cited by several inspectors, but few LAs appeared to have the resource to do 
this regularly in other than their priority schools. 
 
Several LAs had become involved in often protracted attempts to move on a headteacher or 
staff. This could absorb effort and slow actual improvement: 
 

LA aware of problem - school flagged red for some time.  LA provided support 
through underwriting finances in order to pension off staff and appoint new head 

 
In several cases, the management of staff reductions at the LA had been ineffective and so 
the quality of its work had declined. In one school where the LA ‘did not recognise’ the 
judgement, the LA officer said they did not have the funds to provide advisory support to 
the school. Several inspectors mentioned reorganisation disrupting a LA’s support for a 
school, or their knowledge of it. 
 

The LA had incorrectly graded the school category one, and had apologised during 
the inspection, as several schools were on a list as being category one but were 
suspected to be not so in reality.  There was an on-going investigation into why this 
was so, and the LA assured the inspectors that those schools were being moved out 
of the category within the month.  The LA had already flagged the major issues in 
English in a letter to the school in September, and yet had not reduced the category, 
or implemented any contact or support.  The LA staff spoken to were both on 
reduced contracts, and support and monitoring was severely limited by the reduced 
staff hours and system changes currently being implemented by the LA.  Even the 
senior staff at the LA were on 3 day a week contracts, and had only been in post 
three weeks. 

 



 

 

An example was also given of schools being too ‘cosy’ with their partners, so that challenge 
tailed off over time. 
 
Only four of the schools had been issued with a warning notice by the local authority4, only 
two mentioned the suspension of delegated powers or that additional governors had been 
appointed. Even where these had been used, the process was not always handled well: 
 

The local authority had not challenged the school effectively over time. In September 
2011, the school was issued with a warning notice. This came as a huge shock to the 
school, indicating that local authority concerns had not been communicated clearly. 
 
The decision by the LA to suspend the delegated powers of the GB came at a time 
when the governing body was finally taking on a challenging role. The LA did not do 
enough in the previous years to anticipate the problems that would arise, 
particularly when the previous deputy was persuaded to retire. They did not have a 
contingency plan for the sick leave of the substantive HT. It is worth noting that the 
LA itself was reorganised during the ‘Notice to Improve’ year, moving to a new 
commissioning system. In addition, the LA leadership was new. 
 
The LA had no confidence in the leadership of the school. It served the school a 
warning notice in May 2012 and replaced the GB with an Interim Executive Board. Its 
actions in serving the warning notice were rather slow, given that the school had a 
section 8 monitoring visit in Nov 2011 that judged its progress in addressing areas for 
improvement in its 2010 section 5 inspection as inadequate. 

 
It should not be assumed that the use of powers is the end of the problem – sometimes it 
appears it was only the beginning: 
 

LA had only been allowed in after the Notice to Improve and with great reluctance. 
Since their involvement, improvements were beginning to emerge but too little too 
late. Two out of three new governors fielded by the LA were ignored by existing 
governors so they left. Third one stuck it out & is making a difference - instrumental 
in the departure of the HT & the appointment of new HT who seems to have the 
potential to get the school back on track. 

 
In one school, the local authority acted to remove an LA governor who was an ineffective 
chair and was seen to be blocking progress; however, this made little difference, and 
acrimonious relations continued until another governor was suspended by his colleagues.  
 
Some local authorities tended to assume that a judgement of ‘good’ or even ‘outstanding’ 
(in one case) meant they could largely cease to monitor a school, though in a few cases 
inspectors also mentioned that ‘good’ headteachers used this as a reason for keeping the 
authority at arm’s length. Where local authorities became disengaged from a ‘good’ school, 
monitoring was too lax to pick up any decline until the publication of RAISEonline data rang 

 
4 An analysis in 2016 found that only 4% of schools deemed inadequate had previously been issued 

an LA warning notice. 



 

 

alarms. It would seem that by this stage problems had become too deep-seated to be 
resolved by the time of the next inspection. 
 

LA had recently identified issues, but as teaching was judged as good under previous 
headship, school had not been a priority until 2012 /13 school year. 

 
In some cases the LA was trying to take appropriate actions or was offering well-chosen 
advice, but this was having limited impact. The most common reason for this was because 
schools resisted, sometimes actively and sometimes passively. One inspector said that ‘the 
LA was offering good support but was ignored,’ whilst another explained governors wanted 
to be an academy and were therefore resisting the LA’s involvement. However, there were 
also several examples of LAs being able to intervene more directly once a headteacher had 
been removed. 

 
LA had provided frequent support which made short term difference but with poor 
leadership was not sustained. 
 
Local authority tried but evidence that the HT was in effect a 'brick wall' to improvement 
and hence competency was initiated in Oct '12 
 
The headteacher was on her third SIP having frustrated the previous 2. This one is 
tougher and would not take no for an answer. The headteacher had said that she would 
do things but never carried them through. The current SIP has already placed the HT on 
the first stages of competency, but it has taken too long for such action when the 
warning signs have been there for too long. 

 
In at least one case, the LA responded to a refusal to co-operate with a warning notice but 
by this stage there was too little time before the inspection. Other inspectors noted that LAs 
were not ‘forceful’ enough in tackling resistance; for example, only one inspector 
mentioned the appointment of additional governors. 
 
Some local authorities resisted the inspector’s judgement largely for political reasons. For 
example: 
 

The LA representatives interviewed during the inspection were more concerned with 
pressing for the school not to be put into a category than with dealing with the 
inadequacies in Achievement, Teaching and L&M. 

 
Why were local authorities ineffective? 

• were unaware of the problems, due to poor monitoring caused by ineffective 
individuals or resource targeting on priority schools 

• LAs were slow to use their intervention powers, or used them poorly 

• unaware of problems until data came out, and then too slow to challenge 

• ‘good’ schools resisted involvement by LA 

• school leadership was too weak to respond to LA advice or challenge 
 
b) Federations and Academies 



 

 

 
Relatively few schools in the sample had support arrangements in place. Six were academies 
and two in federations. Where these arrangements had been introduced, mistakes had 
been made as with this example of two schools working together: 
 

Middle leadership was being run separately on both sites. The underperforming school 
had very long-serving teachers who were struggling to meet good teaching over time 
and were therefore not really in a position to drive improvement. The Executive head 
had not utilised the strong subject leadership from the outstanding school until a few 
weeks before the inspection. Had this been done earlier the impact may have led to 
different outcomes at the inspection. 
 
The head of school was not sufficiently well supported by the Executive Principal of a 
federation of special schools in dealing with the underperformance of the deputy head 
and the deputy head of care. This left the head of school isolated in dealing with a 
culture which threatened effective safeguarding. The support which should have been 
one of the benefits of a federation was lacking.  
 
The academy trust identified emerging leadership problems and took effective action. 
However, the scale of the problems within the schools and the merger process meant 
that problems were tackled too slowly. 

 
And in another a new academy arrangement led to mistakes in appointments: 
 

Academy Trust appointed a headteacher from the weaker predecessor school who 
proved not up to the job and left after the first year. They appointed an interim 
headteacher who provided stronger but temporary leadership for 2 terms. They 
appointed the current effective leader. 

 
 
c) Other Support 
 
In two cases governing bodies had been replaced and an Interim Executive Board installed. 
This did not always guarantee improvement: 

 
The IEB's lack of detailed oversight played a significant part in the school's decline. 
Too much emphasis was placed on the federation's needs and too little on those of 
the individual schools especially this residential school. The IEB made financial 
decisions without taking account of the full impact on care. They were slow to 
recognise the head of school's need for additional support on a return to work after 
a substantial absence. The oversight arrangements during her absence were not 
robust enough and not checked sufficiently well. 

 
In the other case the introduction of the IEB had followed on from the governors’ failure to 
respond to a warning notice; the inspector considered that the chain of interventions had 
been far too slow. 
 



 

 

d) Trade Unions 
 

Several schools had issues with the performance of staff that were either not being 
addressed or were causing them difficulties in management. It was rare to find that trade 
union activity was a significant block on improvement. Inspectors mentioned union issues in 
only four of the schools although these all had the capacity for serious impact and in one 
case led to the departure of the headteacher because of lack of support from governors. 

 
The executive headteachers admitted that they were constrained by the influence of 
Unions – as to the number of observations that could be made.   
 
A significant problem in this school was the strength of the trades union. Senior staff 
had had to negotiate with the unions in order to do learning walks. In addition, the 
unions had made clear to the HT that they would not accept the school using Ofsted 
criteria and grades to assess lessons. This utterly handicapped the HTs ability to 
tackle underperformance and drive improvement. 
 
The LA and Chair of Governors say the unions were confrontational and the HT 
became increasingly hard line and dictatorial. Staff morale was reported to have 
plummeted. 

 
In one school where the inspector considered the headteacher had performed ineffectively, 
the union had acted in the headteacher’s defence and this had resulted in a lengthy battle 
during which leadership declined further, in the inspector’s assessment. 
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