
In the know … 

Everything Schools Need to 

Know About Ofsted's Deep Dives 

When does a deep dive take place? 

 Ofsted inspectors use ‘deep dives’ in 

both section 5 and section 8 inspections to gather first-hand evidence about how 

well a school delivers its curriculum over a sample of subject areas, and whether this 

meets leaders’ intentions Working together with leaders, governors, teachers and 

pupils, inspectors establish a broad pool of evidence that helps them form the 

‘quality of education’ judgement. 

Deep dives begin on the first day of inspection and start with the top-level view. The 

top-level view is a discussion with school leaders about what the school offers in its 

curriculum and how this is being delivered. 

 How are deep dives conducted? 

 The core of the deep dive approach is to see learning and teaching in action. To 

do this, inspectors conduct a series of activities on the first day of inspection, such as 

lesson visits, discussions with pupils, teachers and curriculum leaders, and collect 

samples of pupils’ work to scrutinise. 

These activities are carried out over a sample of lessons in order to gather evidence 

of the day-to-day education pupils receive, and for inspectors to see what pupils 

know, remember and understand. 

Inspectors do not take a random sample of lessons to visit during deep dives. 

Instead, lesson visits are connected via evidence obtained from curriculum leaders, 

teachers, pupils, and work scrutiny, within subjects agreed with the headteacher. 

Inspectors visit several lessons that are teaching the same subject, across a range of 

pupils from various year groups, and do not assess individual teachers or their 

teaching methods. Similarly, during work scrutiny, inspectors take a connected 

sample of pupils’ work and this is not used to assess teachers’ marking. 

Inspectors conduct deep dives to observe how leaders’ intentions and ambitions for 

the delivery of the curriculum are reflected in the classroom, and to identify any 

systemic, i.e. school-wide, strengths and weaknesses in the quality of education. 

 How are deep dive subjects chosen? 

 Prior to the inspection, the lead inspector will discuss with the headteacher, via a 

phone call, how the school has progressed since its last inspection and agree on 

which areas of the curriculum will be subject to a deep dive. The number of deep 

dives depends on the size of the school and the size, or ‘tariff’, of the inspection. 

In primary schools, inspectors always carry out a deep dive in reading and deep 

dives in one or more foundation subjects – maths often being one of these. 

In a section 5 inspection of secondary schools, inspectors focus on a sample of four 

to six subjects – in a section 8 inspection, this may be three to five. Inspectors sample 

a wide variety of pupils from various year groups. 
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The chosen deep dive subjects will typically reflect what is being taught in the school 

at the time of the inspection. Teachers and curriculum leaders are not expected to 

alter their teaching schedules to accommodate deep dives. 

Inspectors ensure they obtain an accurate view of the quality of education by 

gathering evidence from a wide, but proportionate sample. This ensures that any 

evidence gathered from lower-performing subjects or from smaller schools does not 

form a distorted view of the overall quality of education. 

 How is evidence from deep dives used during the inspection? 

 At the end of the first day, inspectors meet with leaders to form hypotheses about 

what they have seen so far. If inspectors identify any issues, it may mean they 

conduct follow-up activities. This does not necessarily mean that inspectors have 

concerns about a subject – it may mean that they were not able to gather enough 

evidence during the initial stage of the deep dives to form a hypothesis. 

Where required, follow-up activities are conducted following the first meeting, 

typically the next day, and may take the form of further discussions with school 

leaders, governors, teachers and pupils. 

Inspectors consider context when evaluating the evidence gathered through deep 

dives. Inspectors take into account the sequence of the curriculum rather than 

individual lessons, meaning that they consider how and where a particular lesson fits 

into the curriculum. For example, inspectors expect recap lessons to be less 

challenging for pupils and will consider this when gathering evidence. 

 Bringing the evidence together 

 On the final day of the inspection, inspectors share all the evidence collected from 

deep dives with other inspectors and use it to build a picture of the quality of 

education against the criteria set out in the relevant inspection handbook. They 

identify which features, positive or negative, are seen across the school, and which 

of these are isolated to a single subject or aspect of the curriculum or its delivery. 

Evidence from the deep dives is brought together with other inspection evidence 

that relates to different areas of the school, such as personal development, 

behaviour, and leadership. Bringing all the evidence together allows inspectors to 

establish what, if any, further activities need to be conducted in order to arrive at 

the key judgements. 

The headteacher and other school leaders are invited to the inspectors’ final 

feedback meeting to discuss the observations made during the deep dives, to offer 

feedback, and to propose the school’s next steps. Clerks may also be invited to the 

final meeting in order to take notes, as the new Ofsted reports may not outline 

everything that is discussed in the final feedback meeting. 

 The role of the headteacher 

 The headteacher acts as the inspectors’ main point of contact prior to and 

throughout the inspection. Before the inspection, the headteacher discusses with 

the lead inspector how the school has progressed since its last inspection and 

agrees on the areas subject to deep dives, taking into consideration the size of the 

school, the type of inspection, and the school’s individual circumstances. 



The headteacher will be invited to the inspectors’ meeting at the end of the first day 

and the final feedback meeting at the end of the final day, and should be available 

throughout the course of the inspection to allow inspectors to provide updates 

about any emerging issues or concerns. Where possible, inspectors may carry out 

inspection activities jointly with school leaders. 

 The role of middle leaders 

 As part of the deep dive, inspectors ask middle leaders, such as subject leaders and 

curriculum leaders, about the curriculum intent and implementation – this gives 

middle leaders a chance to talk about their plans, their rationale for these plans, 

and how the sequence of the curriculum supports effective learning as pupils 

progress through the school. 

Inspectors will also use discussions with curriculum leaders to establish the sequence 

of lessons, so that they are aware of the context of the lessons they visit and the work 

they choose to scrutinise. 

 The role of teachers 

 During a deep dive, inspectors ask teachers how the curriculum informs what 

choices they make about the sequence of lessons and their content. Conversations 

with teachers also provide inspectors with further context about a lesson during a 

visit, such as where it sits in the sequence of lessons. 

 How are deep dives conducted in small schools? 

 Smaller schools often face unique challenges, such as staffing capacity. Inspectors 

are aware that specific subjects may not be taught while inspectors are on site, 

which limits the number of lesson visits inspectors can conduct during a deep dive. 

Inspectors understand that teachers in smaller schools often teach multiple subjects 

and balance various roles and responsibilities. Inspectors are, therefore, conscious of 

not increasing teachers’ workloads or putting them under additional pressure, and 

take into consideration schools’ individual setups when organising deep dives. 
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