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Executive Summary

The Headteachers’ Roundtable has created an alternative White Paper. If the Government is serious in its intention 
to Build Back Better, following the pandemic, then the headteachers who have led their communities during this time 
of crisis need to be heard.

In the Spring of 2021, HTRT held a series of listening activities for Heads on three topics: accountability, resourcing 
and assessment. The ideas that came from these conversations are distilled here into proposals. 

The ideas are sensible, practical, and necessary:

•  Heads call for a reform of Ofsted so that it can contribute constructively to the rebuilding process.

•  They call for a longer-term investment of additional funding that schools can spend to meet the recovery needs 
of all children.

•  They suggest changes to assessment practice in the light of lessons learned in 2020 and 2021.

These ideas come from trusted experts in the field, at a time of national crisis.

Why now?

On Thursday 19th March 2020, Headteachers were faced with a crisis for which no training on critical incidents could 
have prepared them. 

With just 24 hours’ notice Headteachers were instructed to close their schools to all but key worker and vulnerable 
children and provide an online taught curriculum. In our most disadvantaged communities that challenge was even 
mightier. Overnight, whole communities looked to Heads for direction, reassurance, and leadership.   Inspiringly, they 
rose to that challenge. 

Sixteen months later there is universal acceptance and acknowledgement that schools stepped up to become the 
much-needed beating hearts of their communities during the pandemic. School leaders have demonstrated leadership 
agility, navigating their way through frequent changes of direction in DfE guidance, conjuring human or physical 
resources, too often from thin air.

Schools have provided psychological and physical safety for children across the country: delivering learning and mental 
health support remotely; operating as examination centres to ensure children were able to progress to their chosen 
destinations and medical centres to perform the herculean task of lateral flow testing amid Covid safe environments. 
In so many cases, they continued to feed their communities through the distribution of supermarket vouchers or food 
parcels.

Schools and their leaders have proven themselves to be ethical and agile, adapting to constant change and delivering 
under pressure. As we raise our heads and look forward to the considerable task of recovery from the pandemic, we 
also must face some home truths about the base from which we are starting and what is needed for all to thrive in 
our education system, especially the most disadvantaged and those who work alongside them.
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A Listening Exercise 

A month before the whirlwind of the pandemic, The Headteachers’ Roundtable requested a pause to Ofsted. The 
pandemic then induced a pause in face-to-face inspections which lifted the additional burden and pressure from 
Headteachers at a time when hosting an inspection would have been an unsafe distraction.  It lasted much longer 
than most of us anticipated. Yet Heads ‘stepped up’ even without the pressure of punitive accountability. Professional 
moral purpose had the space to galvanise a shared motivation in a national time of need.

However, in that pause, a space to think needed to be forged for leaders to learn the lessons from the pandemic.   
With this in mind, in the midst of the January to March 2021 lockdown, The Headteachers’ Roundtable conducted 
three listening exercises on specific topics: Accountability, Resources and Assessment. More than 150 
school leaders from across the country, from different phases and different backgrounds, signed up. There were 
representatives from maintained schools, MATS, mainstream, Special and Alternative Education, from 
Early Years through to post-16. It was a collective voice of the sector.

The ideas heard at those events are represented here as suggested policy direction; an alternative White Paper for 
further discussion. If the Government is serious in its intention to ‘Build Back Better’, it needs to listen 
to us, the architects and the builders. Our evidence base is our lived experience and the practical wisdom of 
working alongside the diverse communities we serve. In this exceptional period in our history, we have more than 
earned the right to be heard.  Moreover, our students and communities deserve a considered, constructive response 
to these ideas from the chalk face.

1. Accountability

The Problem

School leaders need to be accountable for their actions, but schools, academies and colleges are currently subject to 
judgement-based scrutiny from a myriad of sources including the DfE, LA, LGBs plus Trust Boards the ESFA and the 
RSC for those belonging to Trusts. The accountability which attracts the attention of all these parties, and of parents, 
is OFSTED.

The high stakes nature of OFSTED inspections continues to cause unintended consequences for schools, their leaders 
and their children’s learning. Most significantly, the current system of grading schools needs to be addressed.

OFSTED labels have a significant impact on schools and colleges’ prosperity. They are a ‘gateway’ to unlocking 
participation in the wider system and to accessing sources of funding. This is neither helpful nor ethical, considering 
the inconsistent and subjective nature of OFSTED inspection.      

The labels can also be damaging to school improvement. They distract leaders from activities which will best serve their 
communities and have led to a loss of talent from the system. Support organisations, such as Head Rest, tell us that 
post-pandemic the exodus will only increase further if we do not address the climate and support for school leaders.

In February 2020, The Headteachers’ Roundtable called for a ‘pause’ to OFSTED to enable a period of reflection and 
review.  The ‘pause’ did occur, but due to the pandemic rather than our call. In this time schools have not failed their 
pupils. If anything, they have delivered more than ever before.

The current Education Inspection Framework was designed prior to the pandemic. The time is ripe for a thorough 
review of the role of OFSTED as an inspectorate and the impact it has on the quality of education. We need a more 
humane accountability system which will drive improvement, without threat, to help rebuild our schools and academies 
following the impact of Covid-19. 
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The crucial work that is needed to safeguard our students needs a different model of accountability to support this 
process. OFSTED cannot be tasked with more responsibilities, such as inspecting sexual abuse in schools and colleges. 
We have consistently argued that safeguarding is too important to be left to OFSTED and monitoring should consist 
of an annual audit which is as robust as our financial auditing.

Policy Suggestions

1. Remove Ofsted grading - OFSTED inspection to be reformed with labelling and categorisation of schools and 
academies removed. The purpose of inspection should instead be to identify excellence, the capacity of an institution 
to assist in system-wide improvement, and the identification of areas requiring attention and support.

2. Contextualise school accountability - Inspection frameworks need to be fit for purpose and properly reflect 
the education sector that they are inspecting. Accountability judgements need to be informed by a full appreciation 
of a school’s unique circumstances and contextual challenges, including levels of disadvantage. 

3. Create a Headteacher recruitment and retention strategy - All school leaders, including Headteachers, 
Executive Headteachers and CEOs, should have access to regular professional supervision and all new Headteachers 
should be provided with an experienced mentor and a programme of high-quality professional development.

4. Reframe the education accountability system - A commission should be established, involving all Headteacher 
organisations, to establish an enquiry and review into the support, management, protection, and accountability that 
surrounds Headteachers and make recommendations to achieve a more coherent and purposeful accountability 
system.

5. Introduce specialist safeguarding audits - Establish a national safeguarding service to oversee an annual 
safeguarding audit for all schools and colleges. This annual audit should be conducted on a similar basis to financial 
audit, with RAG rating against a set of criteria and specific recommended actions.

2. Resources     

The Problem

Pre-pandemic, there had been a cross-party acceptance of the truth that schools had historically been underfunded. 
Steps to address this in a variety of ways has been started but not finished. Whilst funding for particular initiatives 
in particular locations had been released, this had often been time bonded, centrally controlled and did not always 
reach the disparate areas of need at a per pupil level in a sustained way over time. 

It is clear that what is required now is substantial additional resource to match a substantial additional 
need; new money, not recycled and not short term. We have become accustomed to doing more with less, 
but the current situation requires a move away from catch-up culture to a long term, sustainable commitment to 
provision led funding.

Poverty costs:  it costs lives and life chances if not addressed. It costs financial resource to address. The pandemic 
provided a stark picture of the disparity of that poverty both within and between areas. Research from several different 
sources, including the IFS and EEF, makes it clear that there is disparity and inequity in the experiences and impact 
of the pandemic both within and between schools and regions. Where one school is funding catch-up lessons and 
missed arts experiences another is purchasing shoes and sourcing a space to work. Some can afford to subsidise 
enrichment, but many cannot.  Parental donations should not be the basis of access.
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It is also accepted that there is a disproportional difference between the lived experiences of those with SEND and 
those without. Schools remained open to provide the resource that families and children with SEND and vulnerabilities 
needed, particularly as societal structures proved to be lacking.  

Throughout national lockdown the national average for attendance to specialist provision was 30%, however some 
specialist providers had as many as 65% of its pupils attending. This demonstrates the high importance of what school 
resource provides to its communities.      

We need to be very clear on the principles and priorities on which decisions about future funding is based. We must 
also be sure of our physical and financial footing before we set off on our new path – there will be potholes in the 
road ahead if we do not plan for sustainable recovery over time.

Policy Suggestions

6. 3-year guaranteed per pupil income levels, inflated to enable the agreed recovery work to be 
sustainably provided for schools, teachers, families, children, and young people.

This will, if resourced adequately with a flexible approach to implementation, allow for catch-up and curriculum 
consolidation to be properly planned over time, gaps in enrichment opportunities to be addressed (including summer 
schools), sustained mental health support for long-term impact and support for the DSL staff who will step in to 
enable this work to be undertaken. Stable staffing, which is adequately resourced, is one of the best ways to ensure 
students are safe, can learn and make progress. 

7. Ring-fenced funds for development and training.

The plans for NQT/ECF delivery must be fully funded as promised, but additional long-term investment is required to 
ensure teachers can access quality professional development at all stages of their careers to secure not just recruitment 
but retention, where workload is not fuelled by lack of resource or capacity. Beyond the funding of NPQ developments 
we need to reinforce leadership resilience and retention to ensure that school leaders with integrity are equipped and 
supported to lead through recovery.

8. 3-year guaranteed enhancements to capital project and maintenance funding. 

Whilst some new buildings have been provided there are still too many schools who are sticking the fabric of their 
school together. Many of these are in areas with high poverty levels.  Parents want there to be a secure roof over 
the heads of the buildings that their children are learning in and in which they may also choose to access training in 
a post pandemic economy.

9. Resource to address the disparity in IT infrastructure.

Supplying laptops is only part of the picture. Addressing the digital divide between the advantaged and disadvantaged 
will mean resource for capital IT infrastructure, long-term planning for replacements and improvements as well as 
staff and technician training to ensure the acquisition of technology leads to tangible impact on teaching, learning 
and student outcomes. This can be a powerful tool in the battle on workload, but only if it is planned, supported and 
resourced. 

10. SEND funding that matches need not budget, reflecting the current increasing costs.

To ensure that the students who most need our support can be supported with EHCPs which are properly resourced 
and delivered.  We call for tangible actions to enable implementation of effective SEND resource and provision 
following the damming national SEND review.  Transparent commissioning of multi-agency working needs to reflect 
the complexity of needs surrounding children and their family circumstances. We need multi-disciplinary staff training, 
specialist equipment, effective supervision, and clear accountability to ensure the highest quality and sustainability 
of SEND resource.
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3. Assessment

The Problem

The assessment of children has become inextricably linked to school accountability. Assessments throughout the 
primary phase are used to baseline students, and from there to apply the data nationally in order to set targets for 
achievement at the next point of assessment.  These targets are used for school accountability measures and their 
‘high stakes’ nature has led to distortions and problems.

The use of assessment data as accountability measures for schools has led to a distortion of what learners are taught.  
The neglect of oracy in national assessment measures has a detrimental effect on its place within the curriculum; 
we know the very significant impact oracy has on the life chances of children and the lack of adequate attention and 
resource given to schools to develop this important and complex discipline is leading to limits on learners’ achievements 
in later years.  We have a system in which we concentrate on what will be measured, instead of a system which 
designs assessment to help us improve teaching and student achievement. 

Within the system, examinations at GCSE and A-level have moved from an assessment of what students know and 
how they can apply that knowledge against a set of criteria, to a mechanism of stratifying cohorts.  To do this, prior 
assessment data has been used to set limits on grades awarded under the rhetoric of ‘preventing grade inflation’: in 
reality, what this has done is to impose limits on attainment which make system and school improvement impossible 
to measure by final student outcomes.  It is perfectly possible for the standards achieved by a school to rise or decline 
without the grades awarded demonstrating this, and likewise for a national cohort.  In the chaos of the results in 2020 
we saw how applying a statistical algorithm produces unrealistic outcomes.

The effect of the COVID pandemic in removing national assessment data offers us the opportunity to re-examine the 
purpose of assessment.

Policy Suggestions

11. National testing throughout the primary phase should be ‘sampling’ for the purpose of measuring national 
standards and removed from accountability measures.

12. The design of assessments for evaluating and developing teaching should be taught within ITT, and 
a post-graduate qualification in assessment should be available for serving teachers with an expectation that by 2025 
every school will have at least one ‘Chartered Assessor’ amongst the staff.

13. Implement the recommendations of the Oracy All-Party Parliamentary Group Inquiry (April 2021) and 
ensure a long-term, fully funded strategy to implement and embed oracy which includes ITT and CPD.

14. Establish criteria for each grade in each subject at external examinations so the standards are understood 
by teachers and students and improvements (or declines) in outcomes can be accurately measured.

15. Building on the improvements to online learning and assessment over the pandemic, and using the 
criteria developed as above, move some shorter, more focussed assessment online giving credits towards full qualification, 
thereby enabling greater efficiencies, and removing the pressure of final assessment periods within the system.

16. Move application process for UCAS to post-result season.
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Conclusion

The policy suggestions included above are not politically or ideologically motivated. They are immensely sensible and 
practical, as might be expected coming from the hearts and mouths of working Headteachers. They are difficult to 
ignore and unwise to dismiss; most would be popular with the parents who have been on this journey with us.

Discussions about the COVID-19 pandemic have at times over the last year invoked rhetoric of wartime to describe 
the crisis, from Macron’s lockdown announcement in March “we are at war,” to US presidential tweets about “the 
invisible enemy”. There is no doubt that in recovery from pandemic we have a battle on our hands. In 1942 Beveridge 
presented his report for wartime recovery to Parliament with the plea “Now, when the war is abolishing landmarks 
of every kind, is the opportunity for using experience in a clear field.” Despite anticipation of political and economic 
objection or division, a period of social and political consensus allowed the country to rebuild. 

In 2021 we are fighting a very different battle. However, the opportunity and the imperative are comparable. The 
priorities for recovery will extend far beyond education, but the chance for consensus and collaboration is capable of 
reaching across political divides and societal fractures. From Cheshire to Chesham, from Bridgewater to Braintree our 
understanding of the importance of ensuring our children’s education and future prospects is understood. We share 
a moral purpose to collectively address the inequality of experiences and outcomes for all young people.

This paper calls for a grown-up conversation; a chance to reach agreement on the core approaches necessary to 
secure our children’s future success and wellbeing, alongside a long-term commitment to how those approaches can 
be implemented and resourced. Our system and our young people have experienced too much fragmentation and 
fracture. We have the experience and expertise to know how to craft an ambitious and healthy future for education 
in this country. 

It is time to talk. 

Get involved: https://headteachersroundtable.wordpress.com/ 

https://headteachersroundtable.wordpress.com/

