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Overview

We strongly support the explicit spotlight on disadvantage in Ofsted's
proposed new inspection framework and accompanying toolkits for
inspectors. This includes for the first time a substantive consideration of
outcomes for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, the introduction of a
standalone inspection category for inclusion, and the embedding of inclusion
within all other key areas under inspection including leadership, curriculum,
and teaching quality.

These reforms mark an important departure from previous frameworks which
effectively ignored societal inequalities outside the school gates, placing
insufficient emphasis on how well schools support children from
disadvantaged backgrounds. Socio-economic achievement gaps remained a
common feature of many schools rated ‘outstanding’ under the old
framework; schools awarded ‘outstanding’” moreover were far more likely to
serve richer areas of the country.

As Sir Martyn Oliver has said, 'if providers are getting it right for
disadvantaged children and learners, they will undoubtedly be getting it right
for their non-disadvantaged peers'. Shining an explicit spotlight on
disadvantage illuminates all learning; equity leads to excellence, raising
standards for all children. Ofsted has an opportunity to promote a more
equitable approach in schools helping to improve education for all children
irrespective of background — a goal prioritised in the government’s over-
arching opportunity mission.

This response complements our own work developing the Equity Scorecard, an
independent toolkit for schools enabling them to evaluate their outcomes for
pupils from disadvantaged and under-resourced backgrounds and providing
good bets for equitable practice. The scorecard has proved to be highly
popular with schools, revealing a widespread appetite among teachers to level



the playing field in education. It adopts a similar approach to Ofsted's
proposed report card.

Our main feedback points include:

o Ofsted needs to bring greater clarity and precision to ensure that its
focus on disadvantage is translated into consistent guidance and
specific actions in schools. This means being crystal clear about
definitions of inclusion and disadvantage, and what specific practices
qualify for strong gradings in the framework.

o Our view is that no school should be judged as ‘secure’ or ‘strong’ in any
category unless it has clearly demonstrated that it is ‘secure’ or ‘strong’
in its equitable and inclusive practice.

o We urge Ofsted to consider comparisons for schools at both regional
and national level to provide fairer judgements — alongside reports by
inspectors on the specific contexts for schools being inspected.

o We prefer the term ‘pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds' to
‘disadvantaged pupils’' to avoid falling into deficit labelling

o We urge Ofsted to consider a broader category of disadvantage
alongside the current FSM/PP indicator. This could be encapsulated by
terms such as ‘children from under-resourced backgrounds’ or ‘pupils
facing extra barriers to their learning'.

o We believe schools should be evaluated on the inclusivity of their
admissions policies, ensuring they reflect local communities.

o We welcome proposals to collect exemplary practice, moderated
through an 'Ofsted Academy’ panel, which aligns with our work
showcasing effective equity strategies in the Equity Scorecard. In our
view this should embrace an evidence-informed approach to practice,
informed by research studies while also promoting innovative ‘good
bets’ in schools.
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Definitions of inclusion and disadvantage

Defining inclusion

The explicit and prominent mention of inclusion throughout the framework
marks a distinct departure from previous frameworks and is to be lauded. It is
a welcome shift towards holding schools accountable for how well they
support all students, whatever their background, and whatever they go on to
choose to do in life after school. A lack of explicit recognition in previous
frameworks has not created sufficient incentive for schools to ensure that
children with extra barriers to their learning or complex needs are enabled to
thrive.

The Ofsted guidance and materials however need to be crystal clear and
consistent in defining ‘inclusion' as a category that encompasses all children
and students who are facing extra barriers to their learning, including both
pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with special educational
needs and disabilities (SEND). This point relates both to the specific category
dedicated to inclusion in the proposed framework and toolkits for inspectors,
but also in other categories throughout the framework where inclusion is also
incorporated. The word ‘inclusion’ can be interpreted as something that
exclusively relates to SEND practice, and not to pupils from under-resourced
backgrounds.

Addressing socio-economic disparities is prioritised in the government’s over-
arching opportunity mission. Studies show that pupils from lower socio-
economic groups perform less well at school on than those from higher socio-
economic groups. These education divides have become wider on a host of
measures in the post pandemic era.

Using external evidence and frameworks

We urge Ofsted to make explicit reference to tools such as our Equity
Scorecard as potential sources of evidence schools can cite when presenting
evidence on equitable and inclusive practice. We are pleased to report
widespread take-up of the Equity Scorecard, a self-evaluation toolkit, outlining
good bets for equitable practice.

Defining disadvantage

We urge Ofsted to define clearly what it means by the term ‘disadvantaged
pupils’ throughout its framework and dedicated toolkits for inspectors. In the



consultation document the term ‘disadvantaged pupils’ appears to be defined
as children qualifying for pupil premium funds in England, made up mostly of
pupils who have been eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) at any point in the
previous six years. Ideally, we would prefer the term ‘pupils from
disadvantaged backgrounds'’; this avoids falling into deficit thinking/labelling,
which implicitly apportions blame to children for their disadvantage, rather
than being a result of the systemic inequities they have faced.

Recognising wider barriers

The problem with the standard FSM indicator of disadvantage is that it is an
increasingly crude and unreliable indicator of deprivation experienced by
pupils outside schools (Elliot Major and Briant, 2023). It summarises a diverse
range of children with a host of different characteristics, local challenges and
assets. It also fails to recognise the spectrum of material and cultural barriers
to learning experienced by many children. This is an important detail because
outside factors have suggest a profound impact on pupils’ school outcomes. It
could be recognised in a summary report produced by Ofsted documenting
the specific contextual factors impacting on each school.

We urge Ofsted to consider including a broader category of disadvantage in
its materials and guidance alongside the FSM/PP indicator in its assessment of
schools. This is partly recognised in the proposed framework in the Inclusion
category where Ofsted urges schools to understand individual pupils first and
foremost. But more could be said on this. It should at least indicate that
inspectors should recognise the spectrum of disadvantage every school will
experience in its classrooms. Ofsted could develop a reference glossary to
define disadvantage and inclusion, avoiding deficit framing and reflecting
systemic causes. We believe this is important context for any fair inspection of
schools while at the same time avoiding the detailed contextualised analysis of
results that it has been argued can lead to a ‘poverty of low expectations'.

In our own work promoting equitable practice we have used the term ‘children
from under-resourced backgrounds’ as a broader category for educators.
Another alternative term that might be used is ‘pupils facing extra barriers to
their learning’. Failing to acknowledge the real extent of poverty outside the
school gates will lead to unfair judgements of those schools performing well in
different contexts, and lead to the same patterns of results observed in



previous frameworks, with schools serving middle class communities securing
the lion’s share of highest Ofsted gradings.

Contextual factors — a role for inspectors

The framework states that it is important that, ‘leaders and those responsible
for governance have an accurate understanding of the school’s context,
strengths and weaknesses ... which informs the actions they take'. We believe a
critical role of inspectors is to understand a school’'s context before coming
into inspect it. They could consider for example factors such as access to early
years education, social support services, and local recruitment challenges. This
should also consider community assets and other useful information, such as
the proportion of pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL) in the
pupil population. A well-informed inspection team that appreciates the
external pressures and challenges faced by a school will be better equipped to
provide fair, meaningful evaluations.

Inclusion in admissions

We also believe that schools should be evaluated on the inclusivity of their
admissions policies, ensuring they reflect their local communities rather than
indirectly discouraging applications from disadvantaged or under-resourced
families.

Whilst we acknowledge that many state schools do not have full control over
their admissions, this is about recognising that some schools may have more
challenging contexts than others. We believe inspectors should pose the
question: is the school taking its ‘fair share’ of pupils from disadvantaged
backgrounds?

Precise statements of inclusive practice for gradings

Assessing achievement through regional and national comparisons

We welcome the introduction of explicit measures for outcomes for pupils
from disadvantaged backgrounds in the category assessing achievement. This
marks an important shift in the accountability framework, ensuring that
schools serving disadvantaged communities are recognised for success in
improving prospects for children facing the greatest barriers to their learning.



Fair judgement for schools requires adequate challenge to ensure the highest
standards for all children while taking the specific contexts of schools into
account that shape children’s outcomes. The problem as stated above is that
schools serve radically different groups of ‘disadvantaged pupils’; this term
describes a diverse group of children and young people that vary for each
intake. We urge Ofsted to consider comparisons for schools at both regional
and national level (as we do in the Equity Scorecard) to provide more
insightful and fairer judgements that lead to improvements in practice
(alongside detailed reports by inspectors on the specific contexts of schools).

Under this framework, schools for example would not be able to attain an
‘above average’ rating in the achievement category unless their pupils from
disadvantaged backgrounds are progressing at a higher rate than both the
regional and national average for all disadvantaged students.

Holistic judgements

Furthermore, it is critical that inspectors consider inclusive practice in the
round — as signalled by judgements in categories outside the achievement
category, including the inclusion category. Attainment alone may not always
fully reflect the quality of support, intervention, and progress made by pupils
from disadvantaged backgrounds. A narrow focus on attainment risks unfairly
disadvantaging schools that are implementing good practices in challenging
circumstances but may not immediately see these reflected in raw outcomes
data.

Inspectors will also need to consider the different contexts in which
practitioners work. In further education colleges for example the wrap around
support may be different for an apprentice in the workplace, an adult on a
English for Speakers of Other Languages programme, or a 17-year-old A-Level
learner.

Defining inclusive practice across different categories

Our view is that no school should be judged as ‘secure’ or ‘strong’ in any
category unless they have demonstrated that they ‘secure’ or ‘strong’ in their
equitable and inclusive practice. For example, for inspectors to grade
‘curriculum’ or ‘leadership’ as ‘secure’ in a school then they must be convinced
that the curriculum and leadership are ‘secure’ in inclusive practice.



These criteria however need to be clearly defined in the framework and
toolkits. We welcome the many mentions to disadvantage in the toolkits. But
there is currently a lack of clarity and consistency about what constitutes a
particular grading of inclusive practice in each category; this will lead to
different interpretations by inspectors and a variation in standards in how
schools are inspected. This will be particularly important in assessing gradings
in the inclusion category.

We would be happy to work with Ofsted to clarify wording that could be used
for different gradings in the toolkits and overall framework.

Statements for ‘strong’ inclusive practice

Below we suggest some initial draft statements for ‘strong’ inclusive or
equitable practice in each category. We suggest specific prompts for
inspectors linked to each category to support consistency and clarity. These
could be further developed into concise statements with clear interpretations.

1. Leadership and Governance

Leaders demonstrate a deep understanding of specific barriers to learning
experienced by their pupils and embed strategies that demonstrably improve
outcomes for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with special
educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND).

Inspector Prompt: 'How are leaders actively identifying and addressing the
extra barriers faced by pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds? What
evidence do they use to measure progress?’

2. Curriculum

The curriculum reflects diverse lived experiences, is accessible to all learners,
and enables both academic and non-academic talents to flourish, particularly
for those facing disadvantage.

Inspector Prompt: ‘In what ways is the curriculum adapted or designed to
inspire and include pupils from all backgrounds, particularly those facing
additional barriers?’

3. Developing Teaching

Teachers can demonstrate how they have considered relevant evidence and
research to support equitable learning, responding to the specific needs of



pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with special educational
needs and/or disabilities (SEND).

Inspector Prompt: 'How do staff use evidence-informed approaches to reduce
barriers and ensure all pupils can access learning?’

4. Achievement Across the Curriculum

Teachers can demonstrate that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and
those with SEND achieve strongly across the curriculum, with their strengths
recognised and supported.

Inspector Prompt: ‘What evidence is there that pupils from disadvantaged
backgrounds are achieving the outcomes they need for future success?’

5. Attendance

Leaders take clear proactive, evidence-informed steps to address attendance
challenges, building trust and partnership with families most affected by
disadvantage.

Inspector Prompt: 'How do teachers work with families to understand and
overcome attendance barriers for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds'’

6. Personal Development and Well-being

Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with SEND fully access
wider school experiences, with barriers identified and mitigated to enable
equitable participation.

Inspector Prompt: ‘'What targeted actions are taken to ensure that all pupils,
especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, benefit from enrichment
activities?’

7. Inclusion (Dedicated Category)
Leaders demonstrate a strong, evidence-informed understanding of the

strengths and needs of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and use this
to inform impactful provision.

Inspector Prompt: 'How are inclusion strategies improving progress,
participation and well-being for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and
those with SEND?’



8. Early Years

Early years provision demonstrably improves the language, communication,
and social development for children through skilled interactions and high-
quality targeted support.

Inspector Prompt: ‘"How does the setting ensure children from disadvantaged
backgrounds are supported to thrive in all areas of early development?’

9. Sixth Form/Post-16

Programmes address the specific barriers facing students from disadvantaged
backgrounds and support them in progressing to further education, training
or employment.

Inspector Prompt: '"How do post-16 programmes support the progression of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds, and what evidence shows impact?’

10. Admissions and Community Representation

Admissions policies are inclusive and reflect the diversity of the local
community, actively considering families facing extra barriers to opportunity.

Inspector Prompt: ‘Does the school serve a representative cross-section of its
community, and what steps does it take to encourage inclusive admissions?’

Exemplary practice

We strongly welcome proposals to collect and disseminate exemplary practice
in the proposed framework, moderated and confirmed through a national
'‘Ofsted Academy’ panel. This initiative aligns with our own work showcasing
innovative case studies that effective equity strategies as part of the
development of the Equity Scorecard.

In developing school case studies, we advocate an evidence-informed
approach that emphasises the importance but also limitations of research
evidence in helping teachers shape their practice in particular contexts (Elliot
Major and Higgins, 2019). This is distinct from ‘evidence-based’ approaches.
While we must be aware of the ‘best evidence bets’ from available studies, we
must also understand that our research knowledge will always only provide a
partial picture of what has worked in particular contexts at particular times. For
practitioners, the important lesson is to adopt a critical research mindset,



remaining sceptical that an idea piloted in another school may work in your
specific context. But critically it also means being open to new practical and
innovative ideas that have some promising evidence of efficacy but are yet to
be researched extensively across a range of schools.

At the same time, some best bets and innovative practice might relate to wider
outcomes and not just solely academic attainment — developing deeper
relationships and enabling parents and pupils to engage more with schools for
example. Finally, whatever research evidence we have, how an approach is
implemented is equally important in determining its effectiveness (Elliot Major
and Higgins, 2019).

Conclusions

The proposed 2025 Ofsted framework presents an opportunity to reset how
we inspect and support schools in England. By embedding a clear and
consistent focus on inclusion and disadvantage, Ofsted can play a leading role
in creating a more equitable education system—one that recognises context,
rewards inclusive practice, and raises standards for all pupils. To fulfil this
potential, the framework must go further in defining what strong equitable
practice looks like and how it will be judged. This will ensure the framework
translates into meaningful change in classrooms, ensuring that every pupil—
regardless of background—nhas the opportunity to excel and thrive.
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