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Laura McGhie [LM]: ...The incoming president of the National Association of Head Teachers , Simon Kidwell, spoke to me about the reaction at the [NAHT] conference to the recent death of head teacher Ruth Perry, who took her own life following an Ofsted inspection. Her sister, Professor Julia Waters, spoke at the conference, and urged heads who also had roles as Ofsted inspectors to quit them. Ofsted said most teachers thought inspections were constructive and collaborative….
What was the reaction from others at the conference when Ruth Perry’s sister spoke?
Simon Kidwell [SK]: It was emotional: some people were in tears, …. and we made sure we spoke to people about how they could access a quiet room at the side. We have some colleagues who are head teachers and also Ofsted inspectors and NAHT members, and one has just come to me just ten minutes ago, asking, ‘Should I give in my Ofsted badge? Should I stop doing this work?’ – it’s a real dilemma. There are some good people in the inspectorate – a number of my friends are inspectors, and they’re really questioning their role and their future as school inspectors.
LM: I guess the next question then would be, what is your opinion, then, as to the role of Ofsted right now? Professor Julia Waters urged Ofsted to pause inspections while a full review takes place. I know that you yourself gave a speech at the conference; what was in your speech regarding Ofsted, and whether or not it should still be used as a tool to grade schools?
SK: Well, I’m totally against the grading: I think the grading is really unhelpful, because what it does, it simplifies the complex work of a school into one single word, and that isn’t helpful for parents. We’d like to see reports written as a narrative, with strengths and weaknesses so parents can then go and make a judgement themselves, because too many people get fixated on these one-word grades, and you can’t do this with a school. I’ve done school-improvement work for the local authority and we don’t do that kind of work as well. 
I’d also like a remedy period, because it’s a bit like – I took my car in for an MOT at the beginning of the year, and there were a couple of things [wrong] so it wasn’t going to pass its MOT; so I was given some time to do and fix those things so the car was safe to be on the road; and it’s ridiculous that we don’t have this kind of remedy grace-period with Ofsted. I know some inspections in industry have a grace period  – I was talking to an engineer friend of mine – so it’s ridiculous that the grades are so high stake; and if there are areas that you can fix quite quickly, which you could  have done certainly at Caversham, that you’re not given a short period of time to put them right.
LM: What else did you speak about in your speech? – 3 o’clock on Friday, was it?
SK: Yes; in terms of Ofsted, I urged my colleagues to, number 1, take down the banners if they’ve got Ofsted banners, to make sure we go and delete any references to Ofsted from our school websites; that we delete Ofsted logos from our school stationery if we use them. And I said, next time your Ofsted report is published, we need to tell parents that an Ofsted report is a snap-shot judgement, and actually they’re not always that helpful in terms of school improvement. So we need to just make sure parents understand that Ofsted is not this great arbiter of quality in the school system.
LM: You yourself, Simon, went through a very recent inspection by Ofsted. What was that experience like, because obviously the people who are doing the inspections, I imagine there’s a great deal of pressure on them right now to do things completely correctly (which they should have been doing anyway) – but there’s more pressure being put on them right now. How was that inspection this time compared to prior ones?
SK: It was ten days ago, and actually I have to say that the lead inspector led that inspection with humanity and intelligence, and they were very mindful about staff well-being. We had two members of staff who struggled during the inspection, and they were very good at looking after them and making sure they were taking account of their well-being even though it was a very intense process. So I’m describing it as ‘intense’ in terms of the high-quality team that they had in our school. 
However, what was different about this Ofsted compared with the previous seven that I’ve had as a school leader was that that pressure and accountability didn’t just sit with me and school leaders; it spread across a large number of the staff team; and teachers who are paid to teach and to do the work around the classroom were having to have some very high-level conversations with Ofsted – which I’m used to; I’ve been doing the job for 18 years and I’m used to that as a head teacher, and that’s why I’m paid more. And I felt it was too much, in terms of the pressure it put on primary school teachers who lead a subject but are expected to have the in-depth knowledge of a secondary school specialist around a subject like Geography, for example.
LM: One of the things that I found interesting that I didn’t know, and you can maybe touch upon this – this is something Julia Waters said might have been a factor in how Ruth Perry felt; that Ruth found out the grading of her school but wasn’t allowed to talk about it because it wasn’t released yet – that’s what happens, isn’t it?
SK: Yes, that’s what happens – you can discuss it… your governors go to the feedback, so the governing body will have known, and maybe a couple of senior leaders; but I think because an ‘Inadequate’ grade is highly contentious and sensitive, so she will have been told not to speak to anybody about that, so she was keeping this burden – I don’t know if any other leaders were told the grade – I’m not quite sure. But I think the other thing is she may have known that the safeguarding [issue] was going to be triggered at the start of the inspection and would have had to go through the two days with inspectors and look at all the other aspects of the school that were deemed to be ‘Good’. 
LM: That’s interesting. So you’re currently graded a ‘Good’ school so I assume you know what’s happened but can’t tell me?
SK: I can’t tell you – but we are graded ‘Good’, yes.
...ENDS...
