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How to recover from a poor inspection outcome 

If you have recently been inspected by Ofsted and it didn’t go well, my best advice for you is - get in touch 
with Marell Consulting Limited– we will help you bounce back quickly. We have done it successfully for every 
school that has requested this service from us. 

If, however, you prefer to address this on your own, here is a strategy you can follow to quickly recover from 
a poor inspection outcome. I offer this strategy because according to Ofsted statistics, it is more difficult to 
recover from a poor inspection outcome than it is to get things right the first time. The last time I checked 
(June 2021), 28% of schools that had a standard inspection failed to get a grade 2 or better while a massive 
57% of schools that had a progress monitoring inspection failed to demonstrate that they had recovered 
after getting a poor grade at their last inspection. Schools definitely need support with recovery so here is 
the strategy - I call it – “Accept the outcome then follow the 5C’s” The strategy includes the following steps: 

• Accept the outcome then; 
• Categorise areas for improvement; 
• Compile a SMART action plan; 
• Complete actions as scheduled; 
• Check progress regularly; 
• Conduct a final evaluation. 

It sounds simple enough doesn’t it? Well, your success will be determined by how effectively you implement 
this strategy. 

(I) Accept the outcome 

If you have just been inspected and it didn’t go well, you are not going to be in a good place. You most 
certainly feel disappointed, maybe angry, perhaps you don’t agree with the outcome and are looking at ways 
of challenging it. Unfortunately, you can’t afford to spend too much time in that state because you will most 
likely be receiving a progress monitoring inspection soon – sometimes in as little as 5 months! If inspectors 
found that your school did not meet some of the independent school standards (ISS), they are required to 
inform the DfE. The DfE will most likely send a letter to the school asking for an action plan to demonstrate 
how you will address the ISS that were not met. You will have 1 month from the date on the DfE letter, to 
compile and return this action plan. You will also have a limited time to implement the plan and be ready to 
demonstrate improvement at the progress monitoring inspection. So, even though you are not feeling great 
after receiving a grade 3 or 4 from a standard Ofsted inspection, or after getting a poor outcome from a 
material change/progress monitoring/ emergency inspection, don’t waste time questioning the outcome - 
by the time the inspection report is published, the grades are final.  

The best time to make an impact on the outcome of inspection is during inspection. If, during the inspection 
you think that the inspectors are missing something and are not evaluating your school accurately or fairly 
speak up immediately. Present additional evidence, give explanations and set things straight. After 
inspectors leave, you will still have 5 working days to comment on the draft inspection report, the inspection 
process, and the findings. Ofsted will consider all comments and respond when they share the final report. 
After this stage, if you still have concerns – your only recourse will be to make an official complaint So, the 
first step towards recovering from a poor inspection outcome is to accept the outcome and focus on 
recovery. 

 

https://www.marellconsulting.co.uk/contact-us
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/non-association-independent-schools-inspections-and-outcomes-management-information#history
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(II) Categorise areas for improvement 

In order to do this, you need to know where to look and you need to be thorough. You might find this 
section a bit too prescriptive however I am sharing this with you because this is what I do when I am 
supporting a school. You can decide if you want to use it. I have found that following this procedure 
guarantees that all areas for improvement are addressed.  

To get the best from this next part you need to be looking at your inspection report.  

• Read the report in detail highlight any statement that identifies an improvement area and assign 
it a number 
 

• Assuming you were present and heavily involved in the inspection, check your notes. Is there 
anything else that came up as less than good during the inspection but was not mentioned on 
the inspection report? If so, write it down and assign it a number as well. If you were not present 
during the inspection speak to someone who was and ask them to give you this information. It is 
important to record these additional issues even though they were not mentioned on the report 
because if left unchecked they might develop into a major area for improvement which affects 
compliance with the standards at the next inspection. This step is especially more important 
now, under the new inspection framework when inspection reports are a lot shorter than 
before. 
 

• Now, go to the section of the report titled “Compliance with regulatory requirements” – and 
under the heading “The school failed to meet the following independent school standards” you 
will find a list of all the ISS that were not met. Read each standard, then go back to your 
numbered improvement areas, scan to see if you can match the standard to any of the 
numbered improvement areas. If you can, add the standard number (in brackets) next to the 
relevant improvement area. Please note that, if this is being done after a standard inspection, it 
is possible to find that some improvement areas do not match with any of the un-met standards 
because during a standard inspection, in addition to checking compliance with the ISS, Ofsted 
inspectors also evaluate the school according to their own framework. If this happens, 
categorise those improvement areas as (qualitative) 
 

• Now create a document with all the numbered areas for improvement, grouped according to 
the relevant standard. If there are any qualitative issues group them together. 
 

• This is the first draft of your action plan 

(III) Compile a SMART action plan 

When the DfE ask you to compile an action plan you will be given a deadline for sending this back – usually 1 
month. The action plan will then be sent to Ofsted for evaluation. Ofsted use the following criteria to 
evaluate your action plan: 

• Does each action have a date for completion? 
• Does each action have appropriate measurable success criteria? 
• Is the timescale for each action realistic? 
• When implemented, are the actions likely to mean that the standard is met? 

Based on the outcome of this evaluation, the DfE can approve or reject your action plan. In some cases, an 
action plan is approved with modifications. So, you need to get it right, not only because your action plan 
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will be evaluated but also because if you get it right first time, you can be confident that the actions will 
address un-met ISS and you will have enough time to implement these actions before Ofsted come back for 
the progress monitoring inspection. If your action plan is rejected, you may be asked to draft another plan - 
in that case, you will also have to revisit some of the actions that you had already started implementing if 
Ofsted deems that they are not sufficient to address un-met ISS. This will take up a lot of your time which is 
already limited. 

For this reason, I would suggest that you compile a SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, time-
bound) action plan. I am sure you have heard about SMART targets and are probably thinking, not this again. 
I am sure you are also aware that even though many people can reel off what they are, they still fail to set 
SMART targets. I am going to use the principles behind SMART targets to demonstrate how you can get the 
action plan right. 

The DfE have published guidance about action plans here. Your action plan should state the ISS that have not 
been met, outline actions that will be taken to address these ISS, specify a deadline for completion and 
explain how you will measure success. The DfE guidance includes a suggested template for an action plan 
which you can choose to use, see it below: 

 

 

I prefer to use the format below and I will explain why: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-school-action-plans
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There are only 2 differences between the DfE template and the one I choose to use– (i) an additional column 
for progress I think it is essential to have a progress column to prompt you to check and record progress – 
otherwise the implementation of the action plan might not be as focused. (ii) Instead of a column for 
standards, there are multiple rows for standards. The standards have been assigned to rows on the second 
template for 2 reasons:  

• to save space, the table can get quite wide – it is a lot of columns.  
• to prevent the need to repeat actions due to standards that impact compliance of other standards 

for example, let’s say your school has failed to make one of the required pre-employment checks 
specified on standard 18, this means that the school will also fail to meet standard 21 (the one about 
the single central register – because the register won’t have a record of that pre-employment 
check), it also means that the school will also fail to meet standard 7 (the standard about 
safeguarding) because you have not followed the latest guidance from Keeping Children Safe in 
Education. Although all three standards are not met, it is because of one failing – if each of these 
standards is given a row on the action plan then you would need to repeat the action about carrying 
out the missing pre-employment check three times which is ridiculous. If you use this template 
however, you can group these three standards and write down how you will address the single 
failing that led to non-compliance with all three standards. 

So, onto compiling a specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bound (SMART) action plan. Each 
area for improvement identified in section (II) should be written as an objective on the template. For each 
objective state the actions that need to be taken in order for the objective to be met. Make sure these 
actions are SMART. 

Specific - When someone else reads your actions, there should be no doubt about what needs to happen. 
Here is a little test to check if your actions are specific: imagine someone has just picked up your action plan 
and read the first action on the plan, will they be able to go and do it without asking you a follow up 
question? If yes, then great. If not, your action is not specific enough. 

Measurable – This is taken care of by drawing up success criteria. The criteria should make it clear how you 
will know that you have achieved what you set out to achieve. Please be careful with the wording when it 
comes to success criteria about mandatory issues such as reporting FGM. I know this is pedantic, but I have 
seen Ofsted feedback saying that an action is not acceptable because the success criteria states that 
something “should” be done instead of “must” be done.  

Achievable & Realistic - In order to be sure that your actions are achievable and realistic, it’s important to 
consult those who you plan to assign responsibility for completing actions. Is this person the right fit for the 
job? Do they have the knowledge, experience or skills required? Do they have the time and willingness to do 
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it considering their current workload? Can you provide them with the resources they need to complete the 
task?  

Time-bound – This is taken care of by setting deadlines for all your actions. Wherever possible, earlier 
deadlines are better bearing in mind the limited time in which schools are expected to turn things around. 
But they must also be realistic. Any standards to do with safeguarding and welfare of pupils should be 
prioritised because the longer they are not met the longer pupils are at risk. Finally, deadlines cannot be 
more than 3 months from the date on the DfE letter- the most recent DfE letters give you a specific date.  

Number each action – it will make tracking and recording progress easier. 

(IV) Complete actions as scheduled 

 

In order to do this effectively you need a driver – someone in the organisation who is good at getting others 
to do things. By this I mean someone who will remind others when their actions are due, encourage, 
motivate even inspire others to play their part. Assign such a person as the driver of your action plan. If you 
are assigned as the driver this is what you need to do: 

• get the thickest lever arch folder you can find 
• place the action plan at the front of the folder then; 
• get several packs of dividers – enough to create a dedicated section for each action on the action 

plan 
• on the front of each divider, write down a list of the evidence that will show that the success criteria 

for that action are met 

At the beginning of each month 

• identify actions that need to begin or that need to be completed in that month 
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• identify the people who are supposed to complete these actions then; 
• Do your thing: talk to them, motivate them, encourage them - make sure that they complete the 

actions. Instruct them to report back to you, giving you the relevant evidence of completion where 
possible (some evidence cannot fit in a file).  

I can’t stress enough how important it is to hold people to account here. Make sure that everyone completes 
the tasks assigned to them no matter what. Implementing this plan is how you get your school back in good 
standing with the DfE (who – and I hate to mention it here, but I have to, have the power to close your 
school). 

It might help to motivate staff if you have a monthly meeting during which the driver thanks staff for 
completing their tasks. Each person could mention what they have done to implement the action plan, so all 
staff know how much progress has been made. 

The driver should update the action plan each time tasks are completed – making a note of the date, the 
action completed and whether or not success criteria are met. This information goes in the “Progress” 
column on the action plan. 

(V) Check progress regularly 

This task should be assigned to a senior person who is not the driver. At least every 2 months, check to see 
which previously un-met standards are now met. To do this effectively you need to understand the 
requirements of the standards. I would advise that you either read the standards, the DfE guidance and any 
additional guidance relevant to the standards in question that is signposted in the handbook for 
inspection or use our Standards Compliance Audit Tool which you can buy here. Sign off standards that are 
met. 

Also check your working action plan document, ensure that the driver has made all updates and that all the 
evidence is in place in the action plan folder. 

(VI) Conduct a final evaluation 

If you follow this procedure, there will come a time when you will notice that you have addressed all 
previously un-met standards and other qualitative issues that needed improvement. This is the time to 
conduct a final evaluation of your progress. I would advise that you get an external person (like me) to carry 
out the evaluation, they can be objective because they have not been involved in the improvement process. 
If you prefer to conduct this evaluation yourself, this is how I do it: 

Plan the evaluation carefully, for each area for improvement identified in section (II) draft a line of enquiry 
based on the specific failing identified at the last inspection then think about how an inspector might check 
to see if the school has improved. Do this for each area of improvement so that you end up with something 
like this: 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2014/3283/pdfs/uksi_20143283_en.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/800615/Independent_School_Standards-_Guidance_070519.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-schools-inspection-handbook-eif
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-schools-inspection-handbook-eif
https://www.marellconsulting.co.uk/product-page/independent-school-standards-compliance-audit-tool
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 Carry out the evaluation in a formal manner, as if you were an external person. Inspectors complete this 
evaluation in 1 day – do the same. Inspectors will do the following: 

• Check to see if previously un-met standards are now met 
• Check to see if any qualitative issues identified at the last inspection have been addressed 

If inspectors notice that standards that were met at the last inspection do not continue to be met, they will 
follow additional lines of enquiry and report to the DfE. In your evaluation, if you notice the same, please 
make a note of it. 

Inspectors will always have regard for safeguarding and will report any concerns to the DfE. In your 
evaluation, if you notice the same, follow your school’s safeguarding procedure. 

At the end of this evaluation, you can be confident that your improvement efforts have been successful if 
you can confirm that: 

• All previously un-met standards are now met 
• All qualitative issues identified at the last inspection have been addressed 
• The school continues to comply with standards that were met at the last inspection 

While you wait for your progress monitoring inspection continue to check that standards continue to be 

met. Download our guidance document about how to ensure consistent compliance with the 
standards. If you find this guidance useful, we would love to hear from you.  

https://b0d83a6d-53a5-496d-b518-1b08f77b4484.filesusr.com/ugd/56954a_5a1897f427ce4523a80b7fd6061d3428.pdf

