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	Summary

This paper provides an update on communications activity in support of Ofsted’s strategic priorities


	Recommendation

The Ofsted Board is invited to note this update and approve the planned activity.
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Communications Update report

Overview

1. HMCI and Ofsted’s senior leadership team continue to use communications as an important instrument for driving improvement across the different sectors that Ofsted inspects and regulates. Since the last Board meeting, we have been focused in particular on building on the key themes of the Education and Skills Annual Report (see below) – including behaviour, school culture and regional variations in standards.

2. Since the turn of the year, we have also been working hard to cement Ofsted’s position as an independent, impartial but outward-facing organisation in the face of high levels of interest and scrutiny from a wide range of external commentators. As part of this broader work, we have sought to lead the public debate on the future of school inspection and to step up our engagement with parents (see below) both directly and through a range of parent-facing channels.
Key external communications activity in the last quarter
3. Our communications activity around the Schools and FE Annual Report, published just after the last Board meeting, achieved sustained coverage both nationally and regionally. This coverage helped to carry HMCI’s and Regional Directors’ key messages to the public and drove significant interest, debate and comment amongst influencers.
4. In order to maintain momentum on Sir Michael’s central theme of how low level disruption impacts on effective learning, we publicised in February the start of a rolling programme of unannounced visits by inspectors to schools where standards of behaviour are giving cause for concern. The results of the first wave of these inspections are currently being analysed and will inform further communications activity planned for the end of this month (see below).
5. Another major theme since the turn of the year has been Ofsted’s role in ensuring newly qualified teachers are properly prepared for the rigours of the classroom. This was the main topic of HMCI’s keynote speech to the North of England Education Conference in January – which generated sustained coverage and comment.
6. Over the next few weeks, we plan to generate further interest in our consultation on a new framework for inspecting initial teacher education through a range of activity supported by our ITE lead director, Sean Harford, targeting a range of digital channels popular with the profession.
7. We have also continued over the last quarter to heavily promote through regional media activity our concerted programme of action to address the marked variations in school performance across local authority areas. Fronted by Regional Directors and SHMI, we have managed to secure blanket broadcast and print coverage for our focused inspections in Nottingham and Cumbria and for our LA school improvement inspections in Wakefield, Blackpool and Suffolk.
8. We are currently working closely with Regional Directors to develop a series of regional communication plans to capitalise on the clear appetite for news about Ofsted’s work in the regions.

Looking ahead to the next quarter

9. The forthcoming period running up to Easter and the start of the ‘pre-local and EU election silence’ period will be just as busy for the organisation.

10. Among the major items of business events scheduled for the weeks ahead are: 
· Outcome letter following focused inspection of schools in E-Act multi-academy trust (w/c 17 March)

· Response to Policy Exchange report on Ofsted inspection

· HMCI Speech to ASCL Conference in Birmingham (21 March)
· HMCI on Andrew Marr programme (tbc at time of writing 23 March)

· School Behaviour package including You Gov poll of teachers (w/c 24 March)
· Early Years Annual Report and keynote speech (3 April)

Digital and Publishing
11. In January we successfully delivered a new and improved intranet on time and on budget – the culmination of a major 12 month project. 
12. In February we completed a major overhaul and rewrite of all of the early years content on www.ofsted.gov.uk in response to feedback from stakeholders. We have also built and started to manage a corporate Linked In presence for Ofsted to support our recruitment activity.
13. We continue to be in discussion with the Government Digital Service over the transition of our website onto the government’s www.gov.uk site. There are significant technical and resource advantages to being part of gov.uk but we are mindful of any perception that this could undermine our independence. We would want to ensure our brand is retained and our independence and control over publications and content is clear.
Social media 

14. Beyond the set-piece interventions set out above, we have been active in expanding our reach, influence and two-way engagement with practitioners and influencers from the school and FE sectors through social media channels.

15. In late December, we published our termly update to the school inspection guidance, which contained a much stronger statements than before on Ofsted’s position on teaching styles. We decided to capitalise on the interest in this by engaging more directly with commentators and bloggers. In doing so we wanted to bust some myths about how we work and to start discussion about how school inspection should develop in the future. This has included over the last three months:

· publishing an FAQ myth-buster in January, which received 2000 downloads in its first two days,
· two op-eds from Mike Cladingbowl on TES and Guardian online;
· a Guardian live chat with Tom Winskill, Deputy Director Schools

· a ‘tweet-meet’ with Mike Cladingbowl and increased twitter activity from Matthew Coffey and Mike Cladingbowl. 

16. We also set up a meeting with five prominent education bloggers in February for Mike Cladingbowl. The meeting was widely welcomed and resulted in a huge volume of online discussion, much of which was positive. Ofsted and Mike Cladingbowl received public praise for delivering a ‘step change’ in our approach to communications and for starting to ‘listen to the rank and file’. One blogger said ‘This is the sort of thing that will really break down barriers’. As a result of our activity, we now have more invitations to engage with influential professionals, groups and networks both online and offline, which are valuable opportunities to communicate our work on the future of inspection. 

Consultation and engagement 

17. In early January, we finished a comprehensive review of Ofsted’s approach to consultation and engagement and an audit of available mechanisms. This concluded that while we have a plethora of mechanisms to consult and engage different groups, they are not always well used, and there is low understanding of what ‘fit for purpose’ consultation looks like. It also concluded that the decision to end the blanket parent and learner panels was correct, as these were inefficient, expensive and too broad for many of Ofsted’s niche consultation needs. Going forward, our approach is to use a more intelligent mix of targeted and appropriate engagement mechanisms, from external polling to social media approaches to face-to-face discussion groups. We have already started to use these, for example in YouGov omnibus polling of teachers on low-level disruption. 
18. In particular, we are drawing up a concerted programme of opportunities for Ofsted to engage directly and indirectly with parents on a series of topics and using a range of mechanisms. The dual aim of this work - which will take the form of omnibus polling and small focus groups, facilitating informal discussions with parents to coincide with school/nursery visits by HMCI and Directors, partnership work with parent-focused websites, participation in popular magazine and phone-in style broadcasts and promotion of Parent View – will be to inform policy development and our investigations activity as well as increase Ofsted’s visibility with this key audience.
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