AELP Draft Response to Ofsted Consultation on revised inspection arrangements for further education and skills providers from September 2012 
Q1 Key headline grades

Strongly Agree
AELP welcomes these elements of the proposals to simplify the grading structure.  It is important that an overall grade is retained.  The relationship between the three main judgements proposed and the overall grade must be absolutely clear.  None of the underpinning grades should limit the overall grade in any mechanistic sort of way.

The development and maintenance of the capacity to make improvements is a key aspect of effective leadership and management and is best placed in this area.

 We welcome the fact that the grading system and the grade descriptors remain as they are now.  This system is well understood and familiar to providers. 

It is important that the implications of achieving particular grades are clear.  Both 'outstanding' and potentially 'good' overall effectiveness may have consequences in terms of inspection intervals.  These must be clearly articulated and consistently applied.  It is also particularly important that the term 'satisfactory' is not misused.  Providers should not be penalised when judgements in this category are made, although we accept that all providers should always be seeking to improve.  This applies as much to other agencies who make use of inspection grades as to Ofsted itself.    
Q2 Outcomes for learners

Agree
Inspection should have a very clear focus on the outcomes achieved.  Qualifications, the securing or maintenance of sustained employment, and progression to higher level learning are all important and should be properly balanced balanced.  Inspection should also be sensitive to the other types of outcomes that are achieved such as the soft skills that contribute to employability.  For some groups of learners these are a vitally important step, as is the achievement of employment even of a short duration.  These are enablers of further progress and should be credited as such.

We acknowledge that the tracking of employment outcomes is likely to become increasingly important in adult learning, and it will be important for Ofsted to be clear about what constitutes 'sustained employment' and that this, in turn, aligns with the definitions used by funding bodies.  Evidence requirements should also be aligned.  Local, or prevailing sector labour markets should be taken into account when making judgements about employment rates.

It will be very difficult for inspectors to judge whether jobs 'meet local and national needs'.  If a job exists at all it is meeting a market need of some sort.  When jobs are at a premium most will be lucky to have a choice.  This area might be better addressed by an emphasis on evaluating whether the skills and behaviours that are being developed align with employers’ expectations, and whether the qualifications offered cover the skills that employers in the sector value most highly.   

It is important that achievement gaps are narrowed.  Judgements in this area should take proper account of learners' starting points in terms of prior learning and achievement.  

Q3 Quality of teaching, learning and assessment

Agree 
We support the proposals to award a single headline grade for teaching, learning and assessment and the increased emphasis on evaluation of the actual activities that affect learners most directly.   

The more detailed criteria described cover an appropriate range of considerations.  It will be important for the criteria to be used flexibly so that different types of learning are treated equitably, and there is no expectation that a particular method or mix should prevail.  The methods employed should suit the learner's situation, including employment, and the nature of the learning required.  In this sense, the appropriate and flexible design of learning programmes appears to be under stated in the list provided.   
Q4 Leadership and management

Agree
We welcome the planned emphasis on the assessment of leadership and management in the light of the impact that it has on improving teaching and learning and outcomes for learners. 

Self assessment and evaluation is important to all providers.  We are aware of proposed changes which may mean that annual self assessment ceases to be a statutory requirement for funding agencies.  If this becomes the case it will be important that Ofsted does not reintroduce any specific requirements by the back door.  Given the purpose of self assessment, it should be for providers themselves to establish the format, content, and timetable for this activity.  This will enable them to best align it with their other business processes.  It will also open up the possibility of more innovative and broadly useful approaches.  There should be no expectation that the full scope of the inspection framework should be covered, although it is clear that the key activities which affect learners should be evaluated.  Judgements about accuracy and the extent to which improvement results are appropriate, but these should not be influenced by the way in which self assessment is undertaken or the shape of the product.     

It will be important that inspectors are clear about the exact nature of governance arrangements in different parts of the sector and have appropriate expectations, especially at a detailed level. 

Assessment of the professional development opportunities available to staff will need to take into account the resources available to each provider.  Effective identification of need and targetting within the resources that are available should be the most important considerations.

Ofsted should either be clear about its definition of value for money or drop this area from the inspection framework.   

Q5 Capacity to improve

Agree
It should be possible for capacity to improve to be incorporated effectively within a broader section on leadership and management.  It is unclear whether an explicit textual judgement will continue to be made about this area.  This should be clarified.  If this is to be the case it should follow the four grade descriptors used elsewhere so as to avoid confusion.  

We support the proposals to remove the limiting grades relating to safeguarding and equality of opportunity.

Q6 Equality and diversity

Agree
The proposed approach to inspecting equality and diversity should ensure that judgements in this area are better aligned with those about the main aspects that are inspected and form part of a single, coherent picture.  We welcome the proposals to reduce the emphasis on policies and procedures and to refocus on the actions that are taken and their impact on learners.

Q7 Inspection of subject areas

Agree
Paragraph 18 appears to indicate that grades for the subject areas which are sampled will remain, alongside specific textual comments.  Provided that this is the case, we agree with the proposal to combine all of the reporting of teaching, learning, and assessment into a single section.  Were the grades and specific comments to be lost we would reject the proposition.  Many providers are specialists, serving the needs of specific groups of employers.  It is important, where possible, that those employers have a specific indication of the quality of the provider's work in the areas that particularly interest them.  Ofsted should consider presenting subject grades clearly in a table within the report using the same grading scale as elsewhere.    
It is vital that inspectors with current, detailed sector knowledge are deployed, particularly where the skills and qualifications involved are of a specialist nature.  Expert inspectors are more likely to be able to make valid judgements which help providers in isolating areas for improvement.  Many providers find this aspect of inspection the most useful in terms of continuous improvement.  The focus of inspectors work should be on the actual activities involved in teaching, learning and assessment rather than on generic paperwork.  Ofsted might consider publishing a breakdown of how inspectors spend their time on inspection so that they can assess whether the intended change of focus is taking effect.

We agree that a series of national surveys of specific subject or occupational areas would be useful in assessing the overall balance of performance across the sector.  It is important that these surveys are not too wide ranging in terms of age or sector span.  Reports which combine school and post school work over a wide range of activities tend to be of limited use in terms of improvement.     

Q8 Inspection proportionate to risk


Agree (with significant  reservations about the web portal)
We agree that inspection should be proportionate to risk - but the means by which risk is assessed should be transparent and open to wider scrutiny.  The overall intent to focus resources on satisfactory and inadequate providers is right but presents risks of its own in that the overall evidence base available to Ofsted will be skewed away from the best provision.  This has the potential to severely underestimate the overall performance of the sector.

Monitoring visits are a more proportionate way of assessing the progress being made.  Bringing about changes in qualification outcomes in particular requires time.  There is limited use in having another inspection very quickly after the previous one when no new data is available.  It might be possible to assess progress at this point, but not real changes in outcomes.  

Unannounced inspections could cause significant difficulties for providers with employer based training such as apprenticeships.  Whilst providers wil always do their best to co-operate, employers will not always be able to release apprentices from their work or be available to be interviewed at no notice.  Inspectors will need to be realistic about the constraints that will apply in these circumstances and not penalise providers for the limitations in the evidnce available to them. 

The proposed web based system for gathering views will need careful thought.  It is not clear that these arrangements will provide significant additional insights.  Neither is it clear how these proposals interact with those to enable requests to trigger an inspection from learners, employers or others.  The ways in which such a system is publicised, monitored, and policed are very important.  A clear code of conduct including information about how the information will be used will be required.  Recent concerns relating to the real objectivity of sites such as Trip Advisor should be noted.  One risk in such systems is that they only attract those who have criticisms or complaints, thereby painting an unbalanced view of provision.  Alternatively, providers might encourage their learners or others to make positive comments providng an equally distorting effect.    
Q9 Dealing with requests to inspect providers

Strongly agree
AELP has long argued that providers must take responsibility for the quality of their provision, ideally setting themselves the standards against which they should be assessed.  These standards should be agreed with Government/ funders and providers then assess themselves against them.  AELP has consistently suggested that some form of independent assessment (in addition to any self assessment) would be needed and that this would be an appropriate role for Ofsted, in which case providers would be expected to pay for their inspection.  These proposals are in line with the AELP position and so we strongly agree.

There is also another factor to take into consideration.  In the recent past successful providers have, understandably, used their outstanding or good inspection results to their advantage in advertising and promoting their provision.  Where providers are inspected over a common cycle the point at which the status was achieved is relatively insignificant.  In effect, if these proposals are adopted, the only way to maintain an outstanding rating with reasonable currency will be to pay for it.    

