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Executive summary

In 2024, following the Big Listen, Ofsted commissioned the National Children’s Bureau to speak
to stakeholder groups about how Ofsted might conceptualise vulnerability in relation to inspection
and regulation. This work is part of a range of activities Ofsted is undertaking in relation to
inclusion.

There are existing differences in how vulnerability and disadvantage is understood across the
sectors. In the education sector, vulnerable pupils are identified according to specific lists and
categories, including socio-economic disadvantage, while the children’s social care workforce use
a more holistic understanding of vulnerability. Ofsted recognised that children and learners outside
these categories may also experience vulnerability for different reasons and may not receive the
support they need. Ofsted does not currently have a definition of vulnerability to help identify
these children and learners and wanted to explore these questions:

m how is vulnerability understood in the education, childcare and children’s social care
sectors? What are the strengths and limitations of how vulnerability is currently
understood?

m what should Ofsted consider in conceptualising vulnerability, covering a spectrum of needs,
for assessing and evaluating inclusive practice in the inspection and regulation of the
education, childcare and children’s social care sectors?

Methodology

Research in Practice, at the National Children’s Bureau, carried out a rapid evidence review to
explore the key messages from policy and research, then held two phases of stakeholder focus
groups, involving over 400 participants. This included professionals from the early years, schools,
further education (FE) and skills and children’s social care remits. Focus groups were also held
with young people, parents and carers, adding important context and views. Two rounds of focus
groups were held with Ofsted staff

The focus groups explored a conceptual definition of vulnerability derived from the rapid evidence
review. This definition was revised several times throughout the stakeholder engagement period
so that it could be understood by everyone. Further discussion in the focus groups centred on
how participants thought the definition of vulnerability might be implemented, should Ofsted staff
decide to use it to inform their thinking about inclusion in inspection and regulation.
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Proposed definition of vulnerability

Stakeholders from across Ofsted’s remits agree there should be a broader definition of
vulnerability in inspection and regulation of education, childcare and children’s social care. There
was support for using an ecological or social model of vulnerability. This approach says that
vulnerability comes in many forms. It is changing and dynamic, affecting people in different ways,
and the effects may be cumulative and accumulative. Everyone can experience vulnerability and
multiple vulnerabilities can have a greater impact. Strengths and protective factors can mitigate
vulnerabilities.

This definition was refined through focus group discussions, highlighting the importance of shared
language about vulnerability evident throughout the discussions. This resulted in a definition which
can be easily understood by inspectors, professionals, parents and carers, children and learners:

A proposed definition of vulnerability
Vulnerability is about how likely someone is to experience negative outcomes.
It is a state not a trait.

Many things contribute to vulnerability, including:

B big systems and structures (like government or services, poverty, prejudice and
discrimination)

®m things about a local area like how safe it is, how easy it is to get a good job, or
whether a person has a sense of belonging to the community

m relationships with family and friends, and professionals
® individual circumstances (age, income, health, home, and identity).

People experience vulnerability in different ways. This can change over time, even if an
issue causing vulnerability is a permanent part of our lives. Experiencing vulnerability may
lead to more negative experiences. Lots of things can help to avoid this happening.

The things that help us are called ‘protective factors’, and just like the things that can make
us vulnerable, these protective factors can happen at different levels, from individual things
within us and around us (like feeling confident and cared for) through to things that society
and government can do to make life easier (like tackling discrimination and ensuring our
neighbourhoods and homes are enjoyable to live in).

While everyone can experience vulnerability, it's important that the needs of children and
young people experiencing the greatest vulnerability continue to be prioritised by settings
and services.
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Research findings

Research findings include suggestions about how the proposed definition of vulnerability might be
used by settings and services across childcare, education and social care, and what Ofsted might
wish to consider in how it uses the definition to inform thinking about inclusion in inspection and
regulation. These findings are summarised here:

m There was broad support for a more nuanced understanding of vulnerability using a
bioecological or social model. Focus group participants believed this would help them to
identify children and learners experiencing vulnerability who were not already known.

m Education colleagues supported the continued use of existing lists of children and learners
identified as vulnerable or disadvantaged to ensure that the most vulnerable receive
support.

B Many settings and services already recognise and respond to a wide group of children
and learners experiencing vulnerability, going beyond the existing lists, and examples of
promising practice are included in this report.

m Settings and services asked that their work to support children and learners experiencing
vulnerability be recognised in inspection reports, particularly if they were making progress
in this area, but may not be meeting other requirements.

m Focus group participants understood that vulnerability can be caused or worsened by
systemic issues that they may not be able to address. However, they recognised that
a shared understanding of vulnerability across services and settings might provide the
evidence base to support changes in service provision in local areas which might reduce
vulnerability or provide earlier support.

m Professionals, parents, carers and learners called for the voices of parents, carers, children
and learners to be central to inspection activities. This is already underway, with Ofsted
engaged in further activity to explore this.

Conclusion

The compassionate, curious practice necessary to identify children and learners who may be
experiencing hidden vulnerability, or multiple vulnerabilities, was evident in the focus group
discussions, with many examples provided of creative solutions to the complex problem of
systemic vulnerability. Throughout the discussions, focus group participants were keen to hear
how Ofsted was going to continue to think about vulnerability in relation to inclusion in inspection
and regulation, and willing to be involved in further discussions to share their experiences and
thinking. While the sample of participants involved in this research was self-selecting, their positive
views about the proposed definition provide a hopeful basis on which further development of
Ofsted’s thinking about vulnerability can be situated.
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Introduction

Ofsted commissioned this project to look at how education, childcare and children’s social care
professionals understand vulnerability and to explore the different ways professionals think about
it. The aim is to inform Ofsted’s thinking about vulnerability as it considers how to evaluate
inclusion as part of the renewed education inspection framework (EIF). The work of the project
will also help Ofsted consider how vulnerability might be defined and understood in a way that can
be applied across all the remits it inspects and regulates.

In this report, we explain what we learned from the rapid evidence review, and how this helped us
understand vulnerability. We also share insights from stakeholder engagement with professionals,
children, learners, parents and carers. We propose a definition of vulnerability and explain what
this means. We describe how stakeholders thought Ofsted might use this definition in inspection
and regulation.

It's important to know that this report is not Ofsted policy. It is a summary of findings from
independent research which are a contribution to a wider body of evidence. Ofsted is gathering
this evidence to inform thinking about future policy on inspection and regulation.

Throughout this report, we use the term ‘settings and services'. This collective term includes
childcare, nurseries, schools, FE colleges or providers and children’s social care. Where we are
referring to specific types of service or setting, we name them.

How Ofsted currently approaches disadvantage and vulnerability in
inspecting and regulating services and settings

Ofsted’s current school inspection handbook defines ‘disadvantaged pupils’ as: pupils with special
educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND); pupils who meet the definition of pupils in need

of help and protection; pupils receiving statutory local authority support from a social worker;
and pupils who otherwise meet the criteria for deciding the school’s pupil premium funding (this
includes pupils claiming free school meals at any point in the last six years, looked after children
and/or children who left care through adoption or another formal route).

In FE and skills, the inspection handbook requires inspectors to evaluate evidence of an ambitious
curriculum for disadvantaged learners or those with SEND. While eligibility for pupil premium
funding is used as an indicator of disadvantage for pupils at school, this cannot be applied to
adult learners. The FE and skills sector is diverse, and it also includes learners with SEND and/or
high needs, and learners who are 16 to 18 years old, who are classed as children. Indicators that
providers use to identify learners with specific needs will vary from considering education, health
and care plans (EHCPs) to identifying temporary barriers that adult learners might face which act
as a barrier to engaging with learning or maintaining their well-being.

Each year, Ofsted inspects 10% of all providers on the Childcare Register to check that they
are meeting the requirements. The requirements do not refer to disadvantage or vulnerability
specifically but rather cover the welfare and safeguarding of all children cared for by a provider.
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Ofsted evaluates the experiences and progress of children in social care settings and services that
it inspects and regulates, including the inspection of local authority children’s services and the
Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service. When receiving social care intervention
and support, children’s vulnerability is assessed, depending on their individual needs. Under the
Children Act 1989, a child is considered ‘in need’ if they are unlikely to achieve or maintain a
reasonable standard of health or development without the provision of services from the local
authority or where they are disabled. In addition to the Children Act 1989 definition of ‘in need/,
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, while not defining vulnerability for children, focuses
on strengthening multi-agency collaboration, clarifying roles and responsibilities, and emphasising
a child-centred, whole-family approach to safeguarding.!

Legislation and regulations set out Ofsted’s responsibilities and limitations. This governs their
activities. An example of this is that although Ofsted is responsible for inspecting the education
of learners from the point of enrolment, it does not have the power to inspect ‘admissions’ to
education settings.

The complex nature of vulnerability

Whether or not a child or learner is disadvantaged, they may be experiencing vulnerabilities. The
term ‘vulnerable’ can be confusing, as it can have different meanings. Education settings — such as
nurseries, schools or colleges — identify groups of children and learners as ‘vulnerable’ (if they are
on the defined lists described earlier in the report) or ‘not vulnerable’. These labels come to define
the meaning of ‘vulnerability’.

Concentrating on groups of children and learners who are vulnerable or disadvantaged helps
inspectors (and parents) to compare settings and services. However, this has limitations. While it's
important for settings and services to continue to focus attention on children and learners with the
highest needs, if they only look at specific groups of children and learners who may be vulnerable,
they may miss other children and learners who are experiencing vulnerability.

While these clearly defined lists serve a purpose, the indicators often fail to show true need. A
strict criteria-led approach can miss many who have ‘hidden’ or overlooked vulnerabilities. It can
also ignore the complex issues affecting children, learners and their families. Many children and
learners who experience vulnerability might miss being identified and may not get support if they
are not on the lists. Based on the learning from our rapid evidence review, education, childcare
and social care settings and services should focus on identifying all children and learners at risk of
poorer outcomes, providing them with appropriate support.

Across education, the current clearly defined ways of identifying children and learners
experiencing vulnerability, such as SEND and pupil premium, overlook many important factors.
For example, there is no overt consideration of children in kinship care and young carers.
Similarly, unaccompanied asylum seekers and children who have experienced bereavement are
not prioritised. Young people in alternative education who lack social connections can also be
vulnerable.

1 ‘Children’s social care national framework’, Department for Education, 2025.
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The theoretical literature suggests a broader and deeper understanding of vulnerability that
captures its changing and complex nature. It also recognises the environmental and systemic
factors that can make a child more vulnerable. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model helps us
think about human development.? It considers individual needs, personal relationships and the
wider environment.

Social models also show how environmental and structural factors shape the lives of children and
young people. Importantly, the social model of disability highlights barriers to inclusion, such as
discriminatory attitudes. The ecological or social models of disability do not support the idea that
something needs to be fixed in the person.3

Children, learners and adults can be more or less vulnerable over time. This means that pre-
defined categories (in education settings for example, being in receipt of free school meals, or
having an EHCP) are not the only way to identify vulnerability. Children and learners can be better
supported when professionals notice changes in vulnerability. A broader definition of vulnerability
could help professionals understand that vulnerability changes.

This project will help Ofsted think about how to approach the regulation and inspection of
inclusive practice. It aims to help Ofsted consider changes to inspection and regulation that
could mean settings and services can better support all children and learners who experience
vulnerability.

2 U Bronfenbrenner and PA Morris, ‘The bioecological model of human development’, in *Handbook of child
psychology’, edited by W Damon and RM Lerner, Wiley, 2007, pages 793 to 828.

3 R Chapman, ‘Neurodiversity and the social ecology of mental functions’, in ‘Perspectives on Psychological Sci-
ence’, Volume 16 , November 2021, pages 1360 to 1372; M Oliver, ‘Understanding disability: from theory to practice’,
Macmillan Education UK, 1996.
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Methodology

Overview of project design and research activities

We took an iterative research approach. We tested our findings and developed a position through
engagement with research and theory and through discussions with professionals and parents,
carers and young people. A rapid evidence review informed two rounds of extensive structured
stakeholder engagement designed to reach all key groups. Stakeholders with an interest in this
project included those who work in education or social care settings inspected by Ofsted, as well
as children, learners, parents and carers. We also spoke with Ofsted staff, including inspectors and
policymakers. A more detailed methodology is in Annex 1: Methodology.

Table 1: Stakeholder engagement

Total attended

Nine large regional online focus group sessions for sector professionals 204

Ofsted staff session 17
Round 2sessions | |

Four sector-specific large online focus group sessions (plus a mixed sector twilight 200

session)*

Three parents/carers focus groups 15

Two children, young people and learners focus group sessions and one further 28

education session

Ofsted staff session 22
 Additional eventsand consultation | |

Wider stakeholders online focus group session>*® 55

His Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI) Ofsted sessions®
Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS) meeting®

The project was overseen by an academic reference panel of 11 academic leaders, which met
three times during the project. They helped guide the work and provided constructive challenge
on content. Additional events and consultation took place. We also considered how other
organisations conceptualise vulnerability.

4 An additional twilight session was arranged to ensure that sector professionals who were not able to attend
during core working hours had an opportunity to take part. We intended for this session to also increase diversity
across focus group participants.

5 Wider stakeholders are professionals who are not inspected or regulated by Ofsted but work closely with
professionals who are.
6 The discussions with HMCI and ADCS were part of other externally-led scheduled meetings and did not

constitute a ‘focus group’.
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Strengths and limitations

Research studies have strengths and limitations. The strengths of this work are rooted in its
multi-faceted approach, considering theoretical, research and policy literature, as well as strong
engagement with focus groups from across the education, childcare and social care sectors. The
limitations of this study include the self-selection of people in the focus groups, who were already
interested in vulnerability. Other professionals may not share their views.

The people who took part in the focus groups were not as ethnically diverse as we hoped, and
despite mitigating actions, representation from Black and global majority participants was lower
than we hoped. These limitations are important to keep in mind when reviewing the findings. The
sample and limitations are discussed in more detail in Annex 1: Methodology.
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Proposed definition of vulnerability

Why Ofsted wants to know more about vulnerability

Ofsted wants to think about whether there is a way to define vulnerability in a consistent way
across all the remits it inspects and regulates. Ofsted intends to introduce inclusion as a new
evaluation area in the renewed EIF. A broader definition of vulnerability would help Ofsted be
more effective in its evaluation of how well settings and services recognise and respond to
children and learners who may be experiencing vulnerability.

Defining vulnerability

Finding a definition that captures how people experience vulnerability is key. People experience
vulnerability differently and it is important to understand that a person’s experience of vulnerability
can change over time. People react to vulnerability in different ways. Our response to it can be
shaped by the ‘protective factors’ around us, such as positive relationships. Our response might
also depend on how we feel, who we are with and what we're doing. People can experience
vulnerability in lots of different ways. Even when people experience the same vulnerability, they
can respond to it differently.

Any definition of vulnerability should be broad, so that no-one is missed. Individual services and
settings aren’t expected to provide all the support that children and learners may need, but they
are expected to recognise need. Often, children and learners only need small amounts of support
to help them manage difficult situations. Family networks and community support are a vital
source of support.

Our research team developed the first definition of vulnerability from the rapid evidence review.
The review looked at research, theory and policy about vulnerability and found that there was no
single definition of it in the theory, research and policy papers.

Vulnerability was described many ways. Depending on the way the terms vulnerable and
vulnerability were used, it could suggest:

B vulnerability is something people are born with and cannot change; in other words, it is
who a person is
® vulnerability is something that happens to us; in other words, what we experience
® vulnerability might happen because of the things we do, or the actions of other people.
These definitions didn't clarify how different types of vulnerability can overlap and interact. The

definitions focus more on the individual and how people experience single vulnerabilities. They do
not take account of the ‘systems’ around us.
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A bioecological model of vulnerability

Systems are the things around us that impact on and influence us. As individuals, we are part
of different systems. These include our family, our school or workplace, and the economy.
Understanding the systems around us helps us see how they connect. This knowledge can show
us what might happen when we face multiple vulnerabilities. This way of viewing our world as
linked systems is called a ‘bioecological model’.

Different parts of the bioecological system include:

®m individual identity and personal factors, such as race, gender, sexual orientation or gender
identity, age or disability

m social factors such as our family relationships; vulnerabilities might include parents in
prison, mental or physical ill-health, or being a young carer

B professional systems include school, health, social care; children and learners may
experience vulnerability if they are excluded from school, commit crimes or leave care to
live on their own

B structural systems describe the way society works; children and learners may experience
vulnerability if they don’t have a safe place to live, or face racism and discrimination.

A social model of vulnerability

The social model of disability centres on how society disables individuals. It stresses the need

to change society and remove barriers to inclusion. This model shifts our view of vulnerability.
Instead of seeing vulnerability as something that needs fixing in the individual, we recognise that
it comes from a lack of effective support to meet people’s needs.

The social model of vulnerability is similar to the ‘social model of child protection’ and the ‘social
harms’ model for youth violence. Social justice is a core part of the social model. Social justice
means paying close attention to the structures and attitudes that marginalise people.

Recognising the systemic barriers that prevent people from thriving is important. Barriers can
include the actions of professionals and policymakers.

Vulnerabilities are varied

Our rapid evidence review found that there are many vulnerabilities. For example, a child, learner
or adult might experience vulnerability because they:

m are disabled people or children

B experience domestic abuse

experience harm in or outside the home

live in an unsafe area

are treated differently due to their skin colour, beliefs or self-identity
don’t have enough money for basic food and shelter

want more freedom and independence but need others to help them with everyday tasks.
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Everyone can experience vulnerability

Everyone can experience vulnerability during their lives. This is important to recognise. Some
vulnerabilities are easy to spot, so these children and learners can get support more easily. Other
vulnerabilities can be tricky to spot and may be *hidden’. The child or learner might not see that
they face vulnerabilities. They might not want anyone to call them ‘vulnerable’. These children and
learners might not get the support they need.

Professionals need to make sure children and learners get the support they need to learn,
to be safe and to grow and develop. Professionals must be skilled at spotting both *hidden’
vulnerabilities and those that are visible or known.

Experiencing vulnerability can make all of us more likely to be affected by other vulnerabilities.
Here are some examples:

m if a child or learner is hungry because they don't have enough food to eat, they may not be
able to concentrate on learning

m if a child feels unsafe in the area near their home, they might not go out and spend time with
friends; this means they might miss out on having good friendships with people their age

m if a child or learner is neurodiverse, they may be seen as different and might be bullied.

Experiences of vulnerability are unique

We each respond to vulnerabilities in our own way. This is due to our different strengths and
protective factors. Strengths are an important part of our identity. For example, some people can
cope with lots of things going wrong in their lives at the same time. Other people find this much
more difficult. A protective factor is something that helps us cope with challenges and increases
our resilience.

Examples are strong relationships, having a stable home, or having community activities we can
go to. Professionals can't assume that everyone experiences vulnerability in the same way. They
need to be curious and interested in the lives of children, learners and their families.

How vulnerability affects people can change over time

How vulnerability affects us can also change over time. For example, as children grow up, they will
experience different types of vulnerability. Here are some examples:

B a baby needs an adult to feed them, change them and keep them safe; if the adult is not
able to do this, the baby will not be safe

B a 3-year-old is able to do some things for themselves but still needs an adult to show them
how to do things and help keep them safe

B a 15-year-old can usually feed themselves and decide what to wear; but they might not
always know when they are not safe and could be persuaded into unsafe situations.

Professionals should recognise that children’s experiences of vulnerability can shift over time. They
need to know when this happens so that they can provide the right support at the right time. And
when children and learners don’t need support any longer, it can stop. Some people experience
vulnerability that’s permanent, like a long-term health condition. The way they experience
vulnerability over their lives will change. For example, a long-term health condition affects a
3-year-old and a 15-year-old differently.
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Meeting the needs of the most vulnerable

Everyone can experience vulnerability. But there is strong research evidence that some groups of
children are particularly vulnerable. Professionals in settings and schools must make sure that their
needs are being met. Settings and schools already have ways of identifying some children and
learners who we know may need more support to avoid harms. Examples of this are children and
learners who:

B have special educational needs, for example children who have an EHCP

can get free school meals
B arein care or are care leavers

B are subject to a child protection plan.

Schools and settings know who these children are and Ofsted already checks that their needs are
being met. It's important that this continues to happen. Settings and services should be aware
when other children and learners face vulnerability, so they can get support too.

A definition of vulnerability for Ofsted

The project’s early definition of vulnerability came after the rapid evidence review. It was included
in the discussion paper that we shared with senior leaders in Ofsted:

‘Vulnerability is a multi-dimensional dynamic construct; it is about a person’s
susceptibility to deleterious or negative outcomes, and is driven by complex
social, economic, interpersonal and individual factors. Vulnerability is not a trait
— it's a state we move in and out of, that affects everyone in different ways.
Importantly, it's about what is within us and what is around us.’

In round 1 of our stakeholder engagement sessions we shared the key points from the rapid
evidence review with professionals. Most people we spoke to thought it was helpful to have a
definition of vulnerability. We asked which aspects of the bioecological approach made sense
and what was missing. We asked how they understood vulnerability in their work and asked for
examples. Professionals liked how the approach showed that vulnerability can change over time
and affect people in different ways. Vulnerability was described by professionals as more of a
‘continuum than a binary concept.’

Changes from round 2 focus groups

We shared the definition in the first round 2 focus group session. Most people liked the ideas in
the definition but thought the words could be simpler. The word ‘deleterious’ was highlighted as

being very hard to understand. Focus groups pointed out that the definition left out ‘experiences’,
so this was included.

A second definition of vulnerability was shared with the professionals in the remaining round 2
focus groups. This was based on the same ideas, using simpler language:

‘Vulnerability is a multi-dimensional and dynamic construct; it is about a
person’s susceptibility to negative outcomes and experiences, and is driven by
complex social, economic, interpersonal and individual factors. Vulnerability

is not a trait — it is a state we move in and out of, that affects everyone in
different ways. Importantly, it is about what is within us and what is around us.’
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Many people believed this definition was still too difficult for everyone to grasp. During the round 2
focus groups, people suggested changes. Participants in round 2 agreed that the broad definition
of vulnerability was useful. It would help ensure that professionals are curious about children who
might be vulnerable.

Feedback from the round 2 focus groups led to more changes. Our third definition says:

‘Vulnerability is not a fixed trait but a changing state that everyone experiences
differently. It refers to how likely someone is to face negative outcomes,
influenced by a mix of social, economic, interpersonal, and personal factors. It
depends on both what’s happening inside us and what'’s going on around us.’

Young people, parents, and carers also considered this definition. They agreed it's important to
know who is most vulnerable so they can get support. They agreed that the word ‘vulnerable’
might be stigmatising. They also thought that any other word used to replace ‘vulnerable’ could be
stigmatising too. Parents and young people said this definition also missed long-term vulnerability.
They felt this was important to include. Young people wondered if the definition was too broad.
Some young people thought it was an important word to use so you could get funding and help.

Most young people in the focus groups did not want to be described as vulnerable, because it was
labelling. One child was concerned that:

'if children believe that they're vulnerable, they start embodying it more,
which then can make them act in even more negative ways, so not improve.

Professionals in many of the focus groups said that they would not want to be described as
vulnerable themselves because of the negative connotations (for example, referring to a ‘child
experiencing vulnerability’, rather than a ‘vulnerable child”). They also said that talking about
vulnerability helped them recognise that everyone can experience it.

A final proposed definition of vulnerability

Analysis of the focus group responses provided more detailed information about the definition.
These suggestions led to the proposed definition. This definition explains vulnerability in a way
that's easy to understand. All the focus groups emphasised the importance of the definition being
expressed in language that children, young people, parents and carers understood. It should not
just be a definition for settings and services.

The definition of vulnerability does not provide detailed information about how vulnerability might
be recognised in different settings and services. If the definition is used, additional contextual
information would be needed to provide further explanation relevant to the remit. Case studies
make it easy for people to see how definitions can be used in practice. These could be examples
of what settings and services are already doing to recognise and respond to vulnerability.

Our review of how other organisations conceptualise vulnerability found that some other
regulatory bodies consider a range of factors that can lead to experiencing vulnerability, and
that everyone may be susceptible to becoming vulnerable. Awareness of intersectionality is also
emphasised.
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A proposed definition of vulnerability
Vulnerability is about how likely someone is to experience negative outcomes.
It is a state not a trait.

Many things contribute to vulnerability, including:

B big systems and structures (like government or services, poverty, prejudice and
discrimination)

m things about a local area like how safe it is, how easy it is to get a good job, or
whether a person has a sense of belonging to the community

m relationships with family and friends, and professionals
®m individual circumstances (age, income, health, home and identity)

People experience vulnerability in different ways. This can change over time, even if an
issue causing vulnerability is a permanent part of our lives. Experiencing vulnerability may
lead to more negative experiences. Lots of things can help to avoid this happening.

The things that help us are called ‘protective factors’, and just like the things that can make
us vulnerable, these protective factors can happen at different levels, from individual things
within us and around us (like feeling confident and cared for) through to things that society
and government can do to make life easier (like tackling discrimination and ensuring our
neighbourhoods and homes are enjoyable to live in).

While everyone can experience vulnerability, it's important that the needs of children and
young people experiencing the greatest vulnerability continue to be prioritised by settings
and services.
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How the proposed definition of vulnerability might be applied

This section reviews the main points from the focus group discussions about the implications
should Ofsted choose to consider using the proposed definition of vulnerability in inspection and
regulation. It identifies potential unintended consequences and the appetite for change in each of
the remits Ofsted inspects and regulates, and some potential implications for Ofsted.

The significance of language

Most professionals believed Ofsted should continue using the word ‘vulnerability’ and explain
clearly what this means. But they agreed that there should be a shift from referring to ‘vulnerable
children’ or ‘vulnerable learners’ to talking about a child or learner ‘experiencing vulnerability’. This
would help reinforce the understanding that vulnerability can be caused by many factors and is
influenced by how people respond to those factors.

Many professionals we spoke to said that ‘vulnerable’ was a negative word. They said that people
don’t want to be described as vulnerable because it can make them feel that they are to blame.
They also said that the label of being vulnerable might make children and learners feel ashamed.
Many professionals thought that rigid definitions of vulnerability caused more harm. These
definitions focus on weaknesses instead of strengths. The young people, parents and carers we
spoke to agreed with this.

One group of young people believed there should be a term everyone can use and understand
when a person needs support. They said, ‘identification is really important; without it, people
won't get the right support’. Some parents and young people noted that being labelled as
vulnerable can be key to getting services. Professionals from the education sector and from Ofsted
expressed concerns about this. They worried that a broad definition might result in more children
being labelled as vulnerable. This could put extra pressure on a system that is already struggling.

The focus groups looked at other words to use instead of ‘vulnerable’. Some professionals said
that using a different word might also feel negative to people. Some suggested alternative
phrases. These included ‘unmet need’ and ‘experiencing barriers to learning, safety or achieving
potential’. In focus groups, some liked the term ‘inclusion’, but others preferred ‘belonging’. Some
members of the academic reference group suggested that ‘belonging’ isn’t always inclusive. It can
marginalise a child or learner who doesn't 'fit in’.

Many parents/carers recognised the importance of context in identifying vulnerability, as this
indicates the importance of the systems and community around the child. One said:

‘they might not be intrinsically vulnerable, but obviously the circumstances around
them might have an impact on them or the people they come into contact with, so ...
it's an individual term, but it's also a community term, isn't it, it's a collective.’

Parents and carers recognised the dynamic nature of vulnerability, ‘you can be not vulnerable
one day and the day after you can be. It can change that quickly.” One parent said, ‘I think for
me, vulnerability needs to have some holistic meaning to it which means that we care.’ These
comments highlight the importance of shared language across inspectors, professionals, parents,
children and learners.
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Views on how the definition might be applied in inspection and regulation

The focus groups discussed how inspectors and regulators might apply the definition of
vulnerability. Many professionals felt that settings and services were already doing a lot to assist
children and learners who might be experiencing vulnerability. Early years, children’s social care,
and education professionals, in schools and FE and skills, shared examples of how they do this
every day (see Annex 2: How education, childcare and children’s social care settings already
respond to vulnerability). They welcomed the opportunity to share this with inspectors, as part of
the inspection process. They think the current inspection frameworks do not capture the breadth
of activities that many services and settings provide. These activities support many children and
learners. This information would provide important context to inspectors and should be recognised
as part of the valuable work that settings and services do.

However, there was a question about whether there would be any unintended consequences of
evaluating this. For instance, it could lead to people trying to ‘tick the box’ rather than acting
because it's the right thing to do. Several focus group participants commented on the role of
settings and services as mediating factors in reducing vulnerability, particularly highlighting the
critical role of relationships with the children and learners they’re working with.

Across the focus groups, professionals highlighted the importance of feeling able to try new ways
to support children and families experiencing vulnerabilities and sharing this with inspectors.
They said they want to be able to ‘show their workings out’ to explain the reasoning behind their
decisions and lessons learned, even if the outcomes differ from what was expected, or if evidence
of impact is not yet clear. Where an approach is well justified and thoughtfully implemented,
professionals said that it should be viewed by inspectors as evidence of the work settings and
services are doing to support children and learners experiencing vulnerability.

Some professionals working in schools were more cautious, although they were positive about
the potential for change. They worried about how Ofsted would measure their response to
vulnerability. They were concerned that extra Ofsted activity would increase their workload.

Parents and professionals were also concerned about subjectivity. Professional subjectivity
influences recognition of vulnerability. Biases may lead to some children and learners being
missed. Black children and young people, younger children and children with disabilities may not
be adequately seen or heard.” As a result, their vulnerability could be missed.

Staff at Ofsted noted that it would be useful for Ofsted to explain why it is focusing on
vulnerability. Doing so would help mitigate misconceptions settings and services may have about
what Ofsted is trying to achieve. As one Ofsted colleague said, ‘why are we doing this? It's about
the difference a setting is making to someone’s life.’

Each professional group shared their views on how this definition might be applied in their sector.
Young people, parents, carers and Ofsted colleagues have shared their views for each remit.

7 See the rapid evidence review.
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Early years

Early years professionals taking part in the focus groups said the definition of vulnerability aligns
with current practices in settings that respond effectively to children experiencing vulnerability.
They observed that some responses to vulnerability are not currently reflected in inspections,

so their current rating may not reflect their good practice in this area. High-quality early years
practice already includes a child-focused and individualised approach. The focus groups shared
examples of how settings recognise and respond to vulnerability, such as:

® a3 childminder providing wet weather clothes and a hot lunch for all children, as she was
aware she cannot always know which families have money concerns

® sending books, toys and resources home with children
B setting up a foodbank within the nursery

B using a range of measures to identify which children might still be vulnerable — staff
then look for small, regular, additional opportunities to spend time with the child, and
regularly review the child’s progress.

These responses show how general support can be provided for all, which doesn’t make those
children who particularly need it feel different.

Some members of the focus group highlighted the natural vulnerability of young children. They
recognised how important it is to build strong relationships with parents and carers because very
young children are so dependent on the adults around them. One suggested that, ‘the broader
definition reflects the need for deeper engagement with families.” They also noted that some
children slip through the gaps because they don’t meet the existing criteria for disadvantage.

Even when a child meets existing criteria, this may not determine their level of vulnerability. One
early years professional said:

‘What I've found really interesting is we've got children on free school meals that
are less, a lot less, vulnerable than children who are not on free school meals ...
it's so much wider ... it's knowing your families inside out, upside down.”

There has been an emphasis in early years inspections on reducing paperwork. Early years
colleagues reported using professional discussions with inspectors during inspection. They could
use these to talk about how they recognise and respond to vulnerability in their setting beyond the
current lists and categories.

Young workers with limited life and work experience may need inspectors who are both sensitive
and skilled in asking the right questions. These inspectors can support early years staff in
explaining how they recognise and respond to vulnerability. Early years colleagues believed it was
important for inspectors to be curious in professional discussions. They should test the evidence to
see if what professionals said matched what happened in practice.

Workforce pressures in the early years sector lead to high staff turnover and difficulties in hiring.
Early years practitioners identify and respond to vulnerability. However, work pressures make it
hard to follow up and see if support is helping. Early years colleagues observed that many 2-year-
olds in new cohorts need more help with behaviour and communication and language. This adds
to the pressure on a workforce that, professionals report, is already stretched.

8 The early years remit covers the reception year in schools.
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Members of the Ofsted focus groups observed that many early years settings are already
considering the context and environments of young children. They could helpfully share examples
of promising practice with other settings and services. Many parents of children in early years
settings may be under 25 and facing their own challenges.

Early years: responsibility for coordinating an inclusive team approach

In one setting we heard about a different approach to supporting children with additional
needs. Instead of relying only on a special educational needs coordinator (SENCO), they have
a special rights lead in every room. This person focuses on special educational needs and
behaviour. They work with the SENCO, key worker and wider team. The team meets monthly
to review each child’s progress and coordinate support with their family. This approach does
take more time but children have received more effective help. The person told us that,
compared to other nurseries they had worked in, children here received more stable and
individual support.

Early years: the power of linking data

A local authority identified that using data could help make sure children did not miss out on
support that they needed. Each week the local authority linked together January census data.’
They checked whether children with SEND were getting support from services. For example,
the data might show a child identified under section 23 was not in an early years setting.!® A
practitioner could then contact the health visitor to make sure transition support was in place
as the child prepared to start school. This approach aims to provide support early before
challenges increase. It aims to reduce the risk of school exclusions.

Children’s social care

Professionals in the children’s social care (CSC) focus group were positive about the proposed
approach to vulnerability. They felt it matched well with current effective practices. They

noted that CSC mostly works with children and young people facing vulnerability. This can be
intersecting and accumulative. They showed a strong awareness of both protective factors and
vulnerabilities. Young people also said that identifying protective factors as well as the impact of
multiple vulnerabilities is important. Understanding all these factors helped practitioners decide
if young people needed support. CSC focus groups identified many examples of where they are
already responding to wider vulnerability. These included:

B capturing family voices through recordings and animations

B using a ‘team around the practitioner’ approach using internal expertise; this reduced
referrals to specialist services

B evaluation interviews with families by an independent worker after support finished,
followed up with another interview six months later (a professional said: ‘for families it
shows we hold them in mind")

B co-producing practice principles with families and young people.

9 Providers are required to submit data each year on the children receiving free early education in their setting,
in a specified census week during January as part of the early years census.
10 Under section 23 of the Health and Social Care Act 2012, health services are required to notify the local

authority if they believe a child under school age has, or is likely to have, SEND.
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In the focus groups, CSC professionals discussed how to implement the definition of vulnerability.
One manager encourages practitioners to think about vulnerability as a state that children move in
and out of. This encourages them to ‘really think about what that means for the young person and
what they’re currently experiencing outside of any other box they might fit in’.

The proposed definition broadens the meaning beyond the CSC understanding of vulnerability,
which is focused on those at greatest risk. Some worried this could raise demand, making it hard
to meet needs in an already overwhelmed system. One senior leader explained that from the
young person or parent’s view, if they wait a long time for support, ‘it really impacts a person’s
willingness to then identify as vulnerable again and reach out for support again’.

Knowledge about vulnerabilities and protective factors, and the interaction between them, was
considered important in understanding each child and how to support them. A strategic leader said:

‘you know the circumstances that any one person can experience any one
time may make them more or less vulnerable depending on those other
resilient, protective factors that might be going on for them. So, I think for
me, while it (the definition) broadens the scope, I think it narrows people’s
thinking around what does it actually mean for this individual child.

One senior leader, talking about how young people can be labelled and the label sticks, said:

'I think it would be a good basis to offer challenge. So, we have a habit
within our local authority of, you know, ‘a young person is vulnerable’
and that can stay with them. So that kind of that transient, it's a state,
it's a situation, it's the person’s perception. I think that could be a

good foundation then for those more trickier conversations in terms of
challenging other professionals’ thinking and risks and anxieties but also
showing evidence of progression or the evidence of the vulnerabilities.

This comment highlights that the definition of vulnerability offers a means of challenging thinking,
to show evidence that the level or impact of vulnerability has changed. It suggests that CSC and
other professionals find it hard to identify lower risk or progress and perhaps reduce support or
intervention.

Professionals at all levels highlighted that the definition should allow for person-led identification.
They stressed how individuals see that their own vulnerability is important but recognised that
some may be unable to recognise this in themselves.

Across focus groups, there was agreement that a shared definition would help with multi-agency
working. They agreed it was important for everyone in the sector to understand that vulnerability
can change, not stay the same. A fluid perspective might encourage more integrated and

flexible multi-agency offers of support. CSC colleagues pointed out that this approach could help
professionals to spot children and young people who are facing ‘*hidden harms’. Current clearly
defined ways of identifying vulnerability might miss some children and young people and limit
professional curiosity.
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CSC: developing practice principles together to improve relationships

One children’s social care service wanted to take a more relationship-focused approach to their
work with families. They recognised that families often felt practice was too driven by processes.
To address these challenges a series of practice principles were developed to support social
workers in their work. These were developed with input from children, families and social
workers. Service leads and practice development leads also contributed. This joint approach
helped to ensure the principles were practical for families and social workers. The principles
helped to address challenges that families and practitioners face. Working like this has helped to
develop stronger relationships between communities and practitioners.

CSC: improving support for young care leavers who are expecting a baby

A children’s social care team has been thinking about how to improve support for young care
leavers by using data, such as referral rates and how many care leavers’ babies were taken into
care. They wanted to understand more about what young care leavers who were expecting a
baby thought about having a social worker. This was an area where data suggested that work
could be improved. By using this information, they made changes to how they support young
care leavers who are expecting a baby. These changes aim to make it easier for young care
leavers to work with a social worker and to feel more supported and informed. Early indications
suggest that the changes have improved support for young families and helped them to work
with a social worker. The service continues to review its data so that improvements can be made.

Schools

Professionals from schools were broadly positive about the definition and the approach, and felt
this would be useful. One said:

'I fully agree with this [definition], we need to remove the hierarchy of
vulnerability and ensure that schools are responding to their community and
needs regardless of the “group” definition it may fall into.’

But there were concerns about Ofsted inspection and assessment, specifically that schools may
experience pressure in presenting evidence to Ofsted. This might result in a ‘cottage industry’

of consultancy, according to one strategic leader. Education professionals were concerned about
the tension between vulnerability and educational attainment. They explained that a significant
focus on academic attainment might inadvertently deprioritise the recognition of vulnerability

and provision of support. Other areas of potential tension identified were inclusion, behaviour
management and attendance, where schools are balancing supporting the individual vulnerabilities
of learners with the provision of high-quality education to the whole school.
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Focus group members shared inspiring examples of how schools help children and learners
experiencing vulnerability. This included many examples of:

m practical help for families, like food, beds and support to complete forms

®m co-production of solutions to challenges identified by children and learners and this being
an embedded and long-term way of working collaboratively

m providing support to children with mental health needs while waiting for specialist services
like child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS)

® whole-school training or approaches, for example a trauma-informed approach across the
whole school, or an ongoing programme of racial equity training that has been running for
the past five years.

Education professionals said that this proposed definition would highlight the work many schools
do to support children and learners who are experiencing vulnerability. This could be especially
important for schools with many children who experience vulnerability. The school may be
supporting these children in ways that are more important to the young person than educational
attainment. One colleague said:

‘the framework needs to capture the fact that some schools do an incredible
job with some of our most complex children ... I would hope this becomes a
kind of leveller to evaluate the fact that schools are different and are serving
the needs of different groups.’

Some professionals wondered if it could create extra responsibilities. Education colleagues were
most likely to assume that support needs would have to be met within their setting, which may
not be the case.

Young people also felt that good relationships with teachers were important. Young people
thought that when teachers knew children well, they could notice small changes that might show
vulnerability. Parents thought that it was important that schools ‘foster[ed] a positive culture’
where teachers understand a child’s needs and that a ‘whole-school approach to good mental
health and wellbeing’ is important.

Education professionals supported an approach which normalised vulnerability rather than it being
stigmatising. One said:

‘when you normalise something it's an accepted way of being and therefore
it's an accepted way to present and therefore it's more easy to ask for help.
But when it's a spotlight, it becomes a stigma or a label. And then people
shy away from wanting to be different, in my view.'
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Many focus group participants advocated for a whole-setting or community approach that
foregrounds nurture and belonging, rather than discrete interventions. This ensures no child
or learner is overlooked simply because they do not fit predefined categories of vulnerability.
A universal approach could help to avoid stigma and reflects the principle of proportionate
universalism in relation to health inequalities:

‘Focusing solely on the most disadvantaged will not reduce health inequalities
sufficiently. To reduce the steepness of the social gradient in health, actions
must be universal, but with a scale and intensity that is proportionate to

the level of disadvantage. We call this proportionate universalism. Such an
approach centres on the responsibility of settings and services to support each
individual’s unique needs, while helping to mediate and mitigate difficulties and
instability arising from their wider social and environmental contexts.''!

Parents and professionals wanted to make sure children got the support they needed. Parents we

spoke to had already found it difficult to get support for children with SEND. Some schools worried
that broadening the approach might reduce attention on those seen as most vulnerable and make
it more difficult for them to get support.

Education colleagues noted that existing Department for Education policies on behaviour
management, attainment and attendance may not align with this approach to vulnerability.
Focusing on results and attendance can lead to non-inclusive practices. Schools might refuse to
admit a child or learner who could affect overall grades. As one senior education colleague said:

‘education isn't about league tables. That's why there has to be a massive shift
because [schools] will be un-inclusive because it will affect their attendance, it
will affect their outcomes, and it will affect for some of them what they believe
might harm the education of others in school.

Other education colleagues said some other policies meant that schools could refuse to admit, or
more easily exclude, children and learners who may be experiencing vulnerability, particularly if
they were expressing this as disruptive behaviour. Ofsted’s intention to introduce the evaluation of
inclusion in the EIF could help provide clearer expectations and prioritise activity to recognise and
respond to vulnerability.

11 M Marmot, J Allen, P Goldblatt, T Boyce, D McNeish, M Grady and I Geddes, ‘Fair society, healthy lives:
the Marmot review’, Institute of Health Equity, February 2010.
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Education (primary): using a whole-school approach to inclusion

One primary professional told us how their school provided inclusive education for all children.
Children with complex educational and medical needs are included. All staff can take part in
training so they can support children with complex needs. This includes senior leaders. Good
communication and learning help staff feel confident. Parents talk about their children being
understood and welcomed. Staff, children and families all feel they belong.

Education (secondary): using a whole-school approach to address bullying of a
specific group of students

One school used student-reported data collected as part of their whole-school approach to
bullying to identify that some students were disproportionately more likely to report being
bullied. Students from asylum-seeking or refugee families living in hotel accommodation were
the most likely to report this. The school recognised that the national racist rioting in 2024 had
made this more of a problem. School leaders took a whole-school approach after this to reduce
bullying, including working directly with students who were affected. The school continues to
collect data to track progress.

Further education and skills

FE colleagues also work with over 18s. The Care Act 2014, which applies to adults, does not use
the word ‘vulnerability’. It talks about ‘adults with care and support needs.’ FE settings need to
keep the different definitions in mind when thinking about their responsibilities.*?

FE colleagues indicated that the proposed definition resonated with them:

‘I see huge opportunities because we create a safeguarding culture. This
gives us an opportunity to create a caring culture, over and above the wider
and broader response to our young people ... that just encompasses so much
opportunity to have the work we do that often goes on acknowledged.

The approach aligns with wider work across the FE sector to consider trauma-informed practice,
but some expressed reservations about operationalising it in FE settings:

‘T worry that it will be even more onerous on schools and colleges in terms of
that inspection regime to just manage that, in terms of the amount of data
and monitoring and all of the stuff that goes with that inspection.

12 This includes learners who: have not been in education, employment or training (NEET); have been eligible
for free school meals previously; have a social worker; are care leavers; are lone parents; speak English as an
additional language; have low income or claim benefits; unemployed or from an economically deprived area; have
special educational needs or disability (SEND).
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FE colleagues are already meeting wider needs from the examples they shared. In one FE setting,
walking tours are offered to learners new to the area. They are often from overseas or are
unaccompanied asylum seekers. This is not only to show them the area, but an important offer to
show them warm spaces and safe areas locally. Other examples included:

® providing buses to tackle transport poverty
m offering food and food vouchers
B giving driving lessons and enhancing transitions and careers guidance for employment.

FE colleagues recognised how important it is to work with learners to identify vulnerabilities

and be sensitive to learners’ own perception of their experiences. FE is often a ‘fresh start’ for
learners. This was echoed by FE learners we spoke with. Some FE colleagues spoke confidently
of approaches and ways of working that were learner focused, individualised and trauma-aware.
They talked about how they supported learners to let someone know when they experienced
vulnerability.

Delays in sharing information from schools and children’s social care can mean that the needs

of learners in FE may not be known for some time, so FE colleagues need to find other ways of
identifying learners experiencing vulnerability. FE professionals were aware that their time with
learners was shorter than schools. This gives them less time to get to know the learner and their
context.

FE professionals said a new approach based on the proposed definition would recognise the good
relational work personal tutors and pastoral staff already do. One suggested:

‘this gives us an opportunity to create a caring culture, over and above the
wider, broader response to our young people ... that just encompasses so
much opportunity for us to be able to have the work we do that often goes
unacknowledged in many ways ... and best practice models developed.’

Many colleagues in FE come from industry settings and have less knowledge and experience
in trauma-informed approaches. FE professionals reflected there may be a challenge in using a
consistent approach to vulnerability across the FE sector because of this.

Further education: being transparent when data is challenging

One FE setting noticed a drop in attendance among young people moving into supported
accommodation. To address this, they partnered with children’s social care teams to improve
support. They understood it was a complex issue and that progress would take time. Together
they were working towards short-term and long-term solutions. It was important that the FE
setting could share the concerns they had seen in the data.

Further education: thinking creatively about ways to collect and use data

One FE college explained they had a number of ways they used data well. The first example
was asking new students to complete a welfare questionnaire. This meant students could share
any needs they had or ask to speak to a staff member in the welfare team. This avoided delays
in providing support. This FE setting also tracked student retention within the first 42 days

of starting a course. They recognised that learners facing the most significant vulnerabilities
were most likely to leave courses in this early period. This meant that the college could provide
support before the learner reached crisis point.
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Ofsted

Ofsted staff members took part in two rounds of focus groups and discussions and were cautiously
positive about the proposed definition of vulnerability being presented to Ofsted for consideration
as part of this report. They welcomed the focus it would bring on recognising and responding

to vulnerability and reinforced the importance of continuing to use ‘lists’ to identify the most
vulnerable.

The following points emerged from the discussion.

Ofsted should have clear messages about the new focus. This is important for staff and for
stakeholders:

‘wherever we land with our definition, it's got to be really well understood
by everybody in the organisation. So we can articulate it when we're having
these external conversations with other bodies ... so that we, they, don't
make assumptions because they define vulnerability differently.

Any final conceptualisation should be rewritten in simpler language and articulate what the
definition means for each remit. The definition should explain each idea clearly and be understood
by everyone. One member of the Ofsted focus groups noted that this shift in inspection could lead
to inspectors getting more information:

‘T wondered if this definition provides an opportunity to help us understand
how one type of child might be vulnerable in one context, like a school

not doing well in a rough neighbourhood, but wouldn’t be vulnerable in a
different context. And then how we could adjust inspection to account for
that. That I think would be very helpful.’

Some concern was expressed at broadening the definition when children and learners with high
support needs are already not getting the help they need:

'T know it's about a concept and a way of work, and the way of thinking
that’s really useful. But the risk is that it gets turned into “help” and
actually then impacts more on resources not being made available to
those who need it the most.’

Staff training for Ofsted inspectors was highlighted as important. Parents and professionals
agreed. An Ofsted colleague said training would help them ask the right questions in professional
discussions with services and settings:

'it's about nuancing how you do it...and so I think some really helpful top
tips about how you do something, how you approach the conversation.’

Another Ofsted staff member commented that ‘there will always be a tendency for less
experienced and adept inspectors to revert to process and look at lists/data,” reinforcing the
importance of learning and development and inspection quality assurance.
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Early years Ofsted focus group members noted that a conversational approach is already used in
early years inspections, ‘just do what you do every day and we’ll see it Another commented that,
‘this way of working is exciting ... using a balance between data and this ... it's what they’re doing
we're interested in, not just the documentation.’

It will be important to consider conversations that might happen regarding contextually specific
vulnerabilities. It was noted that there is a difference between supporting improvement and giving
advice:

‘Ofsted do need to step in where settings are not meeting requirements...
Ofsted cannot advise, that is not the role, but ensure that leaders and
inspectors work together ... regularly having those evaluative discussions
with them about what it is we've seen and heard and where they think that
we might be able to see what we need to see to have the view that they
have of their own setting.’

Policy staff within Ofsted noted that the organisation is considering how inclusion can be woven
through inspection processes, which means that inspectors are considering inclusion in each of the
evaluation areas.
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Opportunities from the research findings

In education settings, children and learners who are vulnerable are defined through lists of the
types of children and learners considered vulnerable. These well-defined lists provide an important
way for education settings to respond consistently to disadvantage and vulnerability within their
settings. Focus group participants said that, while important, these lists alone do not go far
enough to reflect the dynamic and varied nature of vulnerabilities reflected in the rapid evidence
review and the proposed definition.

However, it's clear from discussions with participants in the focus groups that many education
settings already do much more to respond to children and learners in their care who are
experiencing vulnerability. As a universal service, the important role of education settings

in recognising vulnerability cannot be overestimated. It is often in education settings that
vulnerabilities are noticed for the first time, and where changes in vulnerability can be seen more
easily.

In social care settings, children and young people’s need for support is assessed by professionals
so the right support can be provided. The approach to assessment recognises that there is a
continuum of vulnerability, shaped by children and young people’s life experiences, risks and
needs. Social care assessments lead to support that is tailored to mitigate risks and promote well-
being, and to reduce vulnerability. This broader, dynamic understanding of vulnerability allows
support to be targeted when needed and reduced when vulnerabilities change. Social care is a
targeted service, not a universal service, so social care resources will always be focused on those
who are most vulnerable. This makes the recognition and response to changing vulnerabilities
important, so services are always targeted at the most vulnerable.

This research focused on finding a way of recognising and responding to vulnerability that
might be used by Ofsted to inform future regulation and inspection work. During focus group
discussions, participants highlighted some key considerations that might inform Ofsted’s thinking
about how to use the proposed definition of vulnerability to inform future inspection and
regulation activities:

Prioritising support to those experiencing the greatest vulnerability

Regardless of the approach currently used to recognise and respond to vulnerability, focus group
participants emphasised the importance of continuing to prioritise the needs of the children and
learners experiencing the greatest vulnerability. Many of them said that the continued use of
existing lists and methods of identifying vulnerability should continue, alongside other methods, to
ensure that their needs continue to be prioritised.

How well we know those we serve

In considering how settings and services recognise and respond to vulnerability, the focus groups
highlighted the significance of the relationships they have with the children and learners they work
with. Knowing children and learners well means that changes in vulnerability are more likely to

be noticed, and the impact of support noticed and adapted as vulnerabilities change. In exploring
how well settings and services do this, important questions for inspection and regulation might
include *how well do we know the children, families and communities we work with?” and ‘*how do
we understand and respond inclusively to their vulnerabilities in the way we practice?’
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Recognising and responding to a broader definition of vulnerability

We asked professionals in each of the focus groups to share examples of how they are already
recognising and responding to vulnerability across their setting/service. They shared many
examples of excellent practice, across all settings and services, going beyond the narrow
categories of vulnerability currently used in education settings and services. Annex 2: How
education, childcare and children’s social care settings already respond to vulnerability provides
more examples of the work already being done by each of the professional groups to support
children and learners experiencing vulnerability.

The education professionals we spoke to said they would like to see the work they do to support
a wider group of children and learners recognised more explicitly in inspection reports, including
where a setting or service is falling short on other measures (we recognise that the groups of
professionals contributing to this work were a self-selecting group, and this may not reflect the
views of all professionals).

What settings and services might need to do differently

During the focus groups, some participants, mainly from schools, wondered whether, if Ofsted
decided to use the proposed definition of vulnerability, it might result in additional work for
schools without additional resource. Exploration in the focus groups of the activities that schools
already engage in, listed in Annex 2: How education, childcare and children’s social care settings
already respond to vulnerability, highlighted that many education settings were already going
beyond the well-defined lists by, for example, introducing whole-school approaches to inclusion,
within existing resources. Education professionals recognised that some schools may not be doing
as much of this yet and suggested that they might benefit from connecting with schools that
already do this well. Ofsted might usefully consider sharing examples of promising practice to help
understanding.

The evidence from these research findings is that participants from all professional groups
believed there would be clear benefits to children and learners from using a more expansive
definition of vulnerability so that support can be targeted at those who need it. To be effective,
some changes would be needed across the system. Focus group participants outlined some ideas
they had about what was important to them, and what they would like to see happen.

Explaining why a definition of vulnerability is needed

Every group we spoke to said that how a new definition is explained is important: young people,
parents and carers, professionals and inspectors should understand the definition, and settings,
services and inspectors should understand their responsibilities. Explaining the benefits for
children and learners is crucial.
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The key tenets of this proposed definition suggest that:
vulnerability comes in many forms and is dynamic

everyone can experience vulnerability but does so differently
multiple vulnerabilities can have a greater impact

strengths and protective factors can mitigate vulnerabilities

this change should not mean ‘additional work’ but is a way of recognising the important
contribution that settings and services already make to the quality of children and learners’
lives through how well they know them and respond to their needs

B settings and services are explicitly asked to share examples of ineffective solutions as well
as successful ones to demonstrate how they are trying to develop effective responses and
learning from these efforts.

Critically, focus group participants supported the ongoing use of the existing lists of disadvantaged
children, adding that services and settings should be aware of and support children and learners
experiencing different types of vulnerability, particularly noticing when vulnerability changes and
adjusting support accordingly.

Understanding what vulnerability means in each remit

Focus group participants said that if the proposed definition was used to inform future inspection
and regulation activity, it was important that they understood how this might apply to their remit.
To help settings, services and inspectors understand the connection between the ‘lists’ of the
most vulnerable and the proposed definition of vulnerability, settings and services might consider
vulnerability in their remit in the following way:

m the characteristics or context of children or learners who will ALWAYS experience
vulnerability

m the characteristics or context of children or learners who will OFTEN experience
vulnerability

m the characteristics or context of children or learners who will SOMETIMES experience
vulnerability.

Focus group discussions on what participants thought might be important in considering how
the setting or service understands and responds to vulnerability can be summarised into three
domains:

B how the setting recognises when children and learners are experiencing vulnerability,
notices changes in vulnerability and understands the impact of multiple vulnerabilities

B how the setting responds dynamically to changing vulnerabilities and provides
differentiated responses to children and learners, recognising where whole-setting
approaches might be the most effective approach

B how the setting reviews the impact of the support it provides to children and learners
to reduce vulnerability, identifying whether the support has been effective, and if the
vulnerabilities experienced by the child or learner have changed; understanding what
works in which context and why is crucial to being able to target limited resources most
effectively.
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What settings and services could do to self-assess their response to vulnerability

Although not a requirement from Ofsted, focus group participants suggested that individual
settings and services might find it helpful to carry out a self-assessment of how they respond
to vulnerability. They identified a potential template for what was described as a ‘statement of
vulnerability” in the box below:

A single service or setting self-assessment might include:

This is our ambition for children and learners in our setting who experience vulnerability....

In my setting children and learners experience vulnerability from....
we know this because....

Children and learners are worried about.... we know this because....

Parents and carers are worried about.... we know this because....

Community issues are.... we know this because....

These impact on our setting/service by.... we know this because....

We recognise how and when children and learners experience vulnerability by taking these actions....
We respond to children and learners experiencing vulnerability by doing....

We review how support helps children and learners experiencing vulnerability by....

We listen to children, learners, parents and carers by....

Here is our assessment of what we think is working well and we should continue....

Here is our assessment of what we think is working less well and we are stopping....

Focus group participants suggested there would be value in providers reviewing these self-
assessments on a service or area basis. They thought this might lead to a shared understanding
of the system factors, community factors and individual factors affecting vulnerability in the local
area and subsequently inform decisions about resource allocation, supported by evidence from
shared datasets. Focus group participants argued that a multi-agency approach to service design
might help settings and services manage the pressure currently experienced in the system, so
clearly felt by participants in round 1 of the focus groups.

Identifying what the proposed definition means for inspection and regulation

Ofsted intends to consider how it might use the proposed definition of vulnerability to inform
regulation and inspection work. Ofsted inspectors said that if the proposed definition was going
to inform the new EIF, they would benefit from additional learning and development activities to
increase understanding and confidence and learn from peers who are already skilled in this area.
Learning opportunities identified by Ofsted staff included:

m supporting Ofsted to develop a deeper understanding of the theoretical basis and the
evidence base for the definition

m further developing narrative questioning skills to probe quantitative data and qualitative
evidence to increase confidence in quantitative measurement

B support in developing trusting relationships across the sector so they feel confident in
sharing examples of failure as well as success.

As with the introduction of any change, there is an ‘opportunity cost’ of the time involved
in becoming familiar with new ways of working or new processes. However, once change is
established, and people are more familiar with them, this opportunity cost reduces.

From trait to state: how Ofsted might consider conceptualising vulnerability for inspection and regulation 32



Reviewing inspection processes

Members of the Ofsted focus groups recognised the opportunity to ‘reset’ the relationship between
Ofsted and inspected or regulated services and redefine what inspectors want to know and
understand about settings and services in relation to vulnerability. Participants in the sector focus
groups supported this. Members of both the Ofsted and sector focus groups made suggestions
about how inspection processes could be improved to reflect the findings from this research. This
section summarises the main points.

Listening to the voices of children, learners, parents and carers

Feedback from young people, parents and carers suggested there would be benefit from
strengthening their voices in inspection processes in schools and colleges.!* Their evidence
suggests that the most vulnerable may not always be heard, with limited opportunities to speak to
inspectors.

On inspection, Ofsted will speak to parents and carers to get their views on the school or provider.
Parents advised that the existing questions used by inspectors don’t always provide them with the
opportunity to discuss what’s important to them about what’s happening in the service or setting,
and how the setting or service has included them in service development or design in relation to
vulnerability. Parents and carers also wanted reassurance about how the information they share
would be used. They are acutely aware their children will still be at school once the inspection is
completed. When and where these discussions take place is important — after dropping off a child
or before picking them up often means that the conversation is short.

The findings from this study are limited by the small nhumber of young people, parents and
carers we spoke to. However, the findings align with Ofsted’s thinking, having already embarked
on further work to increase the voices of children, learners, parents and carers in inspection
processes.*

How services and settings can demonstrate how they are listening to children,
learners, parents and carers

Focus group participants said that during the qualitative conversations, settings and services
should be able to demonstrate where and when they have listened to the child or learner, their
parent or carer, and heard what they said. They should be able to show how they took this into
account in deciding what support to offer. Settings and services should be able to talk about
the family’s individual and collective strengths, their resilience and how multiple experiences of
vulnerability may be affecting them.

13 The limited number of parents, carers and young people we spoke to did not have current experience of
early years or children’s social care inspection processes but talked of their experiences of being involved in inspection
processes in schools and colleges.

14 ‘Commissioned research to hear from children and learners, parents and carers, and staff during inspection:
terms of reference’, Ofsted, January 2025.
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How service and setting responses to vulnerability might be measured

One of the main concerns across all remits, but particularly education, was how and if this
proposed definition of vulnerability might be measured and evaluated by Ofsted. All professional
groups said that if vulnerability is something everyone experiences at different times, then
measuring the number of children and young people experiencing vulnerability would not help
Ofsted understand the quality of their relationship with, and support to, a child. The addition of
new measures and metrics would likely be interpreted as additional burden, and an ‘opportunity
cost’ rather than a way of recognising the additional work going on in settings and services

to respond to vulnerability in all its shapes and forms. They supported and valued qualitative
conversations during inspection to explain decision-making, discuss context and reflect on
learning.

Ofsted inspectors with an early years remit said that they had moved away from measuring lots of
quantitative data and focused on qualitative conversations during inspection to find out how well
the setting knew the child and their context. Professionals from children’s social care emphasised
the importance of a balanced approach using a combination of qualitative and quantitative data
with insights from the qualitative data and direct engagement with families, children and young
people to understand how vulnerability was recognised and responded to.

During the focus groups, participants were asked to make suggestions about how vulnerability
could be measured in settings and services. This section identifies the themes emerging from
these discussions.

Data as the starting point to professional discussion and dialogue

Professionals from each remit highlighted the importance of understanding their context and being
able to understand the difference they were making. Professionals felt that current measurement
methods in inspection rely heavily on quantitative metrics, and that professional dialogue or
discussion provides better opportunities for understanding a child or learner’s lived experiences in
a particular context. This concurs with messages from academic literature that note the limitations
of quantitative data in school inspections, and the importance of triangulating a range of different
data sources.®

To understand the context of a setting or service, inspectors could look beyond setting or service
data, at local area data. This would build inspectors’ understanding of how vulnerabilities are
experienced by the children and learners in the inspected service or setting. It would also help
them check how well the service or setting understood their local context. Some members of the
Ofsted focus groups said they did this already.!¢

Professionals from across the remits suggested that settings and services should be able to show
inspectors the data they use, what they use it for, and how this informs the changes they make.
Some settings suggested they would need support to analyse area data, although others indicated
that it's likely that local area data will be analysed before it's shared with settings and services.

15 J Jerrim and A Jones ‘The strengths and limitations of using quantitative data to inform school inspections’, in
‘School Effectiveness and School Improvement’, Volume 35, 2024, pages 142 to 160.
16 An example of this is Ofsted (Early Years) is testing the use of Early Years Pupil Premium uptake, deprivation

indices, obesity and dental health rates to provide local context for inspections.
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Recognising vulnerability

Focus group participants said that settings and services should be able to explain to inspectors
the questions they ask, and the actions they take, to find out if a child or learner is experiencing
vulnerability. Inspection activities exploring vulnerability should be a ‘high support, high challenge,
high curiosity’ conversation, with inspectors asking probing questions to find out more about the
quality of the response.'’

Here are some examples of questions settings and services or inspectors might ask,® derived from
an analysis of the focus group responses:

B how do you define and understand vulnerability in your setting, beyond the existing
categories?

® how do you talk to children, learners and their families about vulnerability and how do you
try to minimise any sense of stigma that might arise?

B how do you think about the drivers of vulnerability that exist outside of the child or learner?
Do staff consider environmental, social or systemic factors that might create or increase
vulnerabilities?

B how do you understand those you serve, at every level in your setting?

® how do you support children and learners experiencing vulnerability to overcome barriers,
including barriers to learning, and how do you monitor the effectiveness of that support?

B how are you risk aware rather than risk averse?
® how does your setting contribute to the local area plan on vulnerabilities?

Responding to vulnerability (‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘when’)

Settings and services already consider who is best placed to provide support (if additional support
is needed), to avoid harm or ensure that a good outcome is achieved. This might include support
offered by the setting or support from family and friends. As one participant from social care in
the round 1 focus groups said, ‘practitioners are the resource themselves, they are the agents of
change’, highlighting the opportunity for this definition to support a refocusing on the direct work
undertaken by the social work workforce. Community resources and local groups may also provide
help, alongside more formal services, such as health or social care.

Professional discussion and dialogue as part of inspection enables a narrative discussion of *how’
a service or setting responds to concerns that a child or learner may be experiencing vulnerability.
This might focus on the impact of leadership on the effectiveness of the setting. Focus group
participants suggested, as an example, that it might be helpful for settings to think about how
they could use a ‘celebratory case study’ to follow a child or learner’s journey, explaining how
concerns had been noticed, what actions were taken and how helpful the service or setting
thought they were. This could include explaining where support had been increased or decreased.

Further discussion could explore how settings and services make decisions about ‘when’ to step
up or step-down support. This would help identify the setting or service approach to vulnerability
changing over time and how they responded to this. This might focus on an individual child or
might include making decisions about whole setting approaches.

17 P Mason, H Ferguson, K Morris, T Munton and R Sen, ‘Leeds family valued programme evaluation report,
Department for Education, July 2017.
18 See annex 3 for more for questions settings and services or inspectors might ask.
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Reviewing if support helped

Settings and services should be able to explain how they know if the support for the child or
learner helped. Some focus group participants identified this as an area for development — often,
once support is accessed, and the immediate issue is resolved, less attention is paid to whether

the support was helpful or not.

36
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Conclusion

This report sets out the main findings from this project. They are summarised here for
consideration should Ofsted decide to use these research findings to inform future inspection and
regulation activity.

As with all research, there are strengths and limitations. The most significant limitation is that
participants in the focus groups were self-selecting. Many of them were already interested

in thinking about a broader understanding of vulnerability. Although we spoke to over 400
participants, their views may not reflect the wider views of the sector. The sample of participants
we spoke to was not as ethnically diverse as we would have hoped. Despite taking mitigating
actions, we did not hear from as many Black and Global Majority participants as hoped. These
limitations should be considered when reviewing the findings from this research.

Across the remits there was broad support for the introduction of a definition of vulnerability that
looked beyond the existing list of factors, but acknowledgement that vulnerability is complex. The
proposed ‘social’ or ‘bioecological’ model of vulnerability that informed the proposed definition
might be better able to capture the true breadth of children and learners’ lived experiences and
the important efforts of the education and social care sectors to respond effectively to their
vulnerabilities.

There are, of course, challenges to changing the approach to vulnerability, but the moral purpose
of this work is clear: ‘vulnerability calls into focus what we share as human beings and what we
should expect from society’.!® If Ofsted decides to use the findings from this project to inform
future inspection and regulation activity, participants suggested it would be important to explicitly
acknowledge that vulnerability comes in many forms, it is changing and dynamic, affecting people
in different ways, and its effects may be cumulative and accumulative. Many participants in
education said it would also be important to clearly state that the existing lists should continue to
be used to avoid misunderstanding.

Participants acknowledged that if Ofsted chooses to use the proposed definition of vulnerability
to inform future inspection and regulation activity, they may be introducing new ways of working.
In this case, the sector said they would benefit from support to understand more about how to
use the definition in their setting and how they might measure the impact of actions they take to
support children and learners experiencing vulnerability. Focus group participants suggested that,
although not required by Ofsted, local areas might want to develop service-based or area-based
self-assessment approaches. This would help settings and services to collect data, learn from
their experiences and share learning across the local area, as well as provide evidence for how
services were designed and developed. Participants recognised that introducing change requires
investment of time to become familiar with what is expected until change becomes embedded in
the system.

Recognising that vulnerability can be caused, or worsened, by system issues, focus group
participants saw value in developing area-based solutions to system issues. This would encourage
partnership working. Some entrenched system issues, like poverty, can impact on the effectiveness
of settings or services in meeting regulatory requirements, even though these settings and
services may be effectively supporting children and learners experiencing vulnerability.

19 Focus group discussions.
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Focus group participants said that they would value inspection reports explicitly acknowledging
where settings and services have made progress in recognising and responding to vulnerability. If
this could happen, even when settings and services are underperforming against requirements, it
might encourage a continued focus on vulnerability as part of an improvement plan.

Parents and professionals called for the voices of children, learners, parents and carers to be more
central to inspection, recognising the value of lived experience in measuring impact and shaping
changes to services. The limited sample in this study provided some interesting insights, which
might contribute to the work Ofsted is already doing to explore this.

A degree of caution was expressed that any change might lead to increased requests for support
in a system that is already over capacity. Some professionals also expressed concern that a broad
definition of vulnerability might result in those who are most vulnerable being missed if the system
becomes more overwhelmed. However, the evidence from the focus groups is that many services
and settings are already applying a broader definition of vulnerability and providing a range of
dynamic support to children and learners. These focus group participants were able to clearly
articulate how well they know the children and learners they work with, and how they understand
the impact that intersecting vulnerabilities can have on the community and the setting or service.

This focus on compassionate, curious practice, often identifying non-stigmatising whole-school or
whole-community solutions, was evidenced throughout the two rounds of focus group sessions
and provides evidence that, in many services and settings, children and learners experiencing
vulnerability are already being served well. This provides a strong foundation for the work

Ofsted is already engaged in, focusing on inclusion, to further demonstrate that recognising and
responding to vulnerability helps settings and services evidence inclusive practices, and is likely to
target support more effectively.

We hope that the research findings from this project are a helpful contribution to the wider work
that Ofsted is engaged in around inclusion and inform Ofsted’s thinking about vulnerability and
how the proposed definition, and views of the focus groups, might be incorporated in future
inspection and regulation work.
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Annex 1: Methodology

This research blends theory and research with professional practice and knowledge. It uses the
views of children, learners, parents and carers to test and develop thinking. It uses an iterative
approach over two rounds of discussions with ‘stakeholders’. Stakeholders who have an interest in
this project might include those who work in education or social care settings inspected by Ofsted.
They could also be children, learners, parents or carers. And they could be Ofsted staff, including
inspectors and policymakers. We aimed to talk to all of these groups.

The project design aimed to consider a wider, more ecological understanding of vulnerability. The
‘Double Diamond Approach’ was used to design this research. The diagram in figure 1 explains
how this works.?® The approach ensures researchers repeatedly share their ideas with a wider
group of stakeholders so that they can test ideas and use what they learn to improve their ideas
and find solutions. It also allows stakeholders to learn more about the subject.

Figure 1: research project design
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20 Adapted from The Design Council’s Double Diamond Approach.
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Rapid evidence review

This brief rapid evidence review explored different ideas about vulnerability found in a range of
literature. The search strategy began with a first round. It focused on research and policy papers
based in England or relevant to the English context. We focused primarily on papers published in
the last 10 years. Themes from this first-round search informed a second-round search. In total,
we considered 326 sources in depth for this section of the review.

Stakeholder engagement

Professionals from education, childcare and children’s social care attended nine regional sessions
in round 1. These were organised by English geographical region (which aligns with Department
for Education and Association of Directors of Children’s Services regional breakdown). This meant
that people from each region in England were able to take part. We also met with inspectors
from Ofsted. In terms of early years providers, all except one of our focus group participants
were providers who receive education inspections. That is to say, there was limited coverage of
providers who receive only compliance inspections, such as providers on the Childcare Register.
As such, the data from our early years focus groups speak almost exclusively to the experience of
early years providers who are inspected under the EIF.

In rounds 1 and 2, breakout groups provided time for discussion and debate. Sessions ended
with everyone in a larger group to share new learning. We structured the sessions using a Delphi-
type approach.?! This is a structured method used to reach group consensus through iterative
questioning. We tested ideas against:

m alignment with Ofsted’s objectives for this research
m potential unintended consequences of a broader approach to conceptualising vulnerability

m system-wide implications for implementation of this conceptualisation of vulnerability across
education, childcare and children’s social care.

The workshops were designed to provide an opportunity to explore emerging ideas from the
literature review, consider language and terminology, and shape the discussion paper and future
stakeholder engagement activity. Workshop participants were recruited via the Association of
Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS), regional schools commissioners, and via Research in
Practice and National Children’s Bureau membership networks. Publicity was shared through
National Children’s Bureau and Research in Practice social media accounts directing people to the
webpage about the project. Professionals who took part in round 1 were invited to take part in
round 2.

We took the key themes from the round 1 sessions and wrote a discussion paper for Ofsted. Then,
we met with Ofsted to talk about the discussion paper and our working definition of vulnerability.

In round 2, we examined important themes from the discussion paper with stakeholders. We
reflected on round 1 and reviewed the definition of vulnerability. We held separate meetings
with different professional groups. This way, we could understand what people from each sector
thought. Groups of leaders, managers, supervisors and practitioners met in different breakout
rooms. This helped us understand what mattered most in different job roles.

21 N Dalkey and O Helmer, ‘An experimental application of the Delphi method to the use of experts', in ‘Manage-
ment Science’, Volume 9, 1963, pages 458 to 467.
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Carers/parents, children and learners took part in round 2. This helped us understand what was
important to them, and helped shape the definition of vulnerability to be easier to understand.
Parents and young people including FE learners were recruited through National Children’s Bureau
networks and contacts. The National Children’s Bureau shared the information with their young
advisory groups. A further two sessions were held in person with a group of sixth form students,
and a group of young adult learners in a FE college. Young people and parents/carers had a range
of experience of education and social care, and of SEND needs.

Following this, we met with Ofsted inspectors again to test how a new definition of vulnerability
might impact on inspections. Senior Ofsted members of the focus groups shared the invitation for
colleagues to join sessions in rounds 1 and 2.

Academic reference panel

A forum of 11 academic leaders met three times during the project. They helped guide the work
and provided constructive challenge on content.

Additional events and consultation

In round 2, we also spoke with a group of professionals (the ‘wider stakeholders’ group) who are
not inspected by Ofsted but work closely with professionals who are. These include organisations
that provide guidance, advice or advocacy and professionals who are working in the education or
social care sectors but in roles not regulated or inspected by Ofsted. They were curious about how
Ofsted recognises children who might be experiencing vulnerability and had ideas to contribute.
We updated Ofsted’s insights and evidence external reference groups on the work and they
provided light-touch feedback.?? We updated Ofsted policy colleagues regularly, giving them the
opportunity to comment and challenge. A group of Ofsted senior leaders reviewed the discussion
paper and key messages for the final report.

Ethics

Ofsted'’s research ethics committee granted ethics approval. Parent and carers, children and
young people, and professional participants all completed consent forms. Quotes avoid identifying
individuals and are attributed to broad groups, to protect participant anonymity. Ofsted
professionals took part within the remit of their role and so did not complete participant consent
forms; however, we have sought to avoid identification.

Limitations

Professional participants self-selected. This may suggest that they were already interested in
thinking about vulnerability in a more expansive way, so may be more likely to agree to a more
expansive definition. During stakeholder activity, this was mitigated by asking for disagreement
and respectful challenge to the definition. We also asked participants to consider how their
colleagues would think about it. Across remits, there was agreement on the benefit of introducing
a definition of vulnerability to inspection processes.

This activity took place around the same time as some Ofsted reform activities, which may have
influenced responses. This was mitigated as much as possible by clearly advising stakeholders,
in participant information and at the start of each consultation activity, that project activities
were not part of the Ofsted consultation. Focus groups were scheduled to take place before the
consultation opened, to further mitigate this risk.

22 ‘Ofsted’s external reference groups: list of member and responsibilities’, Ofsted, September 2024.
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The sample of participants was not as diverse as expected. This was mitigated by making special
efforts between rounds 1 and 2 to encourage more diverse representation. This had limited
success, with very low diversity at manager and senior manager level. However, the diversity of
the sample likely reflects the diversity across the remits. Sample sizes of inspectors, young people
and parents were relatively low. While these provided rich sources of data, further exploration of
the views of these groups may provide more balance and greater assurance that their views can
be generalised across larger populations.

Participant engagement

Table 2: Round 1 stakeholder engagement®

. ’ Education:
Children’s Fimary or
social care . P ry Education:
. . Education: secondary
(including early . . further
. early years | school (including .
help/family I . education
support) a ter|_1a!t|ve
provision)
FG1 South East 4 1 12 0 17
FG2 North East 3 0 8 3 14
FG3 West Midlands 7 2 6 5 20
FG4 North West 5 6 2 0 13
FG5 London 4 1 9 0 14
FG6 South West 0 5 14 7 26
FG7 East Midlands 3 1 12 11 27
FG8 Yorkshire and the 9 6 12 8 35

Humber
FG9 East of England

-_m--_“m

23 In Table 2, FG refers to focus group.
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Table 3: Round 2 stakeholder engagement sessions: sector professionals

Education:
primary or
Education: secondary
early years | school (including
alternative
provision)

Children’s
social care Education:
further

education

(including
early help/
family support)

Senior manager in

X . 13 18 29 24 84
a setting or service
Strategic leader 8 8 29 3 48
Work directly with
children, young 7 4 8 0 19
people or learners
Manage those
working with 12 19 9 9 49

children, young
people or learners

Tota | a0 | 49 | 75 | 36 | 200 |

Table 4: Round 1 and 2 stakeholder engagement: all other groups

Total | Consent form Total
Other sessions round 1 and 2 submitted attended

Wider stakeholder group (for relevant professionals who do
not work in inspected settings and services)

Round 1 Ofsted focus group — session 1 24 NA 17
Round 2 Ofsted focus group — session 2 37 NA 22
Children and young people in-person focus group — session 1 7 7 7
Children and young people in-person focus group — session 2 10 10 10

Children and young people in-person focus group (FE
learners) — session 3

Parent/carers session 1 9 9 9
Parent/carers session 2

Grand total BTN T N

10 11 11
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Monitoring information for professionals
Broad diversity and monitoring data was collected for professionals via an anonymous survey

link using SmartSurvey.?* The survey captured sector, age bracket, gender, disability and
ethnicity. Breakdowns are below:

Table 5: Round 1 and 2 monitoring information — age

R EEEEES

Round 1
Early years

Round 2 1 4 6 15 3 1 30
Education (primary, Round 1 2 12 22 31 10 0 77
secondary and
alternative provision) Round 2 1 2 11 24 6 0 51
Further education and Round 1 0 2 ° 17 4 0 32
skills Round 2 0 1 7 8 3 0 19
Children’s social care Round 1 0 13 6 18 1 0 38
(including early help) Round 2 0 9 5 11 1 0 26
Twilight session Round 2 1 1 6 7 0 0 15
Wider stakeholder session  Round 2 0

nmmmm—m

Table 6: Round 1 and 2 monitoring information — disability or health condition

Do you consider yourself Prefer

to have a health condition Total
. o not to say response

or disability

Round 1 0 0
Early years

Round 2 5 24 1 0 30
Education (primary, secondary Round 1 10 65 1 1 77
and alternative provision) Round 2 8 43 0 0 51

Round 1 6 26 0 0 32
Further education and skills

Round 2 4 15 0 0 19
Children’s social care Round 1 9 28 1 0 38
(including early help) Round 2 3 22 1 0 26
Twilight session Round 2 3 12 0 0 15
Wider stakeholder session Round 2 4 1 0

24 ‘The UK’s leading survey platform’, SmartSurvey, 2025.
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Table 7: Round 1 and 2 monitoring information — gender

Prefer | Prefer

ResNgn e not to self- | Total
P to say | describe

Round 1 0 1 18 0 0 0 19
Early years

Round 2 0 1 29 0 0 0 30
Education (primary,  Round 1 0 15 61 0 1 0 77
secondary and
alternative provision) Round 2 0 10 41 0 0 0 51
Further education Round 1 1 3 28 0 0 0 32
and skills Round 2 0 4 15 0 0 0 19
Children’s social care Round 1 0 4 34 0 0 0 38
(including early help) Round 2 0 1 23 0 1 1 26
Twilight session Round 2 0 2 13 0 0 0 15
Wider stakeholder | oo\ q5 0 2 32 0 0 0 34
session

Grandtotal | 1 |43 [ 204 ] o0 | 2 ] 1 [341]

Table 8: Round 1 and 2 monitoring information — identify as Black, Asian, Indigenous, Mixed

Ethnicity Gypsy/Roma Traveller or another minoritised racial group
Do you identify as: Black,
Asian, Indigenous, Mixed Total
Ethnicity Gypsy/Roma Traveller or Response
another minoritised racial group?

Round 1 1 0 0
Early years

Round 2 1 26 2 1 30
Education (primary, secondary and Round 1 2 74 1 0 77
alternative provision) Round 2 5 46 0 0 51

. . Round 1 0 32 0 0 32

Further education and skills

Round 2 0 19 0 0 19
Children’s social care (including early ~ Round 1 4 33 il 0 38
help) Round 2 3 21 2 0 26
Twilight session Round 2 1 13 1 0 15
Wider stakeholder session Round 2 1 0

T I B3 B I T

There was over-representation of White participants in round 1. We sought to redress this in
round 2 by explicitly encouraging Black and other Global Majority participants (including via
special interest groups) and asking Ofsted to do the same via its networks. We also scheduled

a twilight session for any remit to attend, outside of core hours. However, in round 2 the over-
representation of White participants remained, and may reflect the lack of diversity in the sectors
and in particular the lack of diversity at senior and strategic leadership level.
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Table 9: Round 1 and 2 monitoring information — sector

Sector _________________|RoundiTotal Round 2Total

Children’s social care: early help 6 4
Children’s social care: child protection 6 6
Children’s social care: SEND 7 3
Children’s social care: looked after children 4 5
Children’s social care: other 15 12
Early years: local authority 16 18
Early years: independent/private provider 3 10
Early years: other 0 1
Education: primary 19 9
Education: secondary 15 10
Education: alternative provision 3 6
Education: other 40 34
Further education: general college 28 17

Further education: specialist college
Further education: sixth form college

= N N =

3
1
Further education: independent provider 0
Further education: other 0

Toal | 6 | _im

Table 10: Round 2 monitoring information — wider stakeholder sector

Sector (wider stakeholders)

Another organisation that provides guidance, advice or advocacy or support to children,
young people or learners 14

Children’s social care (including early help/family support) — not inspected and regulated

by Ofsted 3
Education: early years — not inspected and regulated by Ofsted 1
Health 1
Initial teacher education or national professional qualification 6
Other 9

Grand total m
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Data analysis

In round 1 an iterative approach was taken to analysis, developing and testing key themes

as they emerged across each focus group. Facilitators met immediately after every session to
share impressions. Facilitator notes and transcripts from breakout sessions were reviewed to
highlight key themes, areas of convergence with emergent key themes and areas of contention or
divergence of perspectives. Illustrative quotes were gathered for use in the discussion paper.

Analysis in round 2 was thematically analysed, again with facilitators conducting sessions for
professionals, who met to discuss areas of convergence or difference across each sector and key
themes across sectors. Transcripts and Microsoft Teams chat comments were reviewed. Sessions
for parents and young people included the use of in-person or online tools to capture verbatim
comments as an aid for the discussions and as a record of the comments made. All but one
session was audio recorded (at the request of the young people), in which case verbatim quotes
were made during the session.

Engagement with Ofsted

Regular meetings were held with Ofsted policy advisers to share emerging insights from the rapid
literature review and the focus groups, alongside monthly project meetings. Focus group sessions
with Ofsted staff were held towards the end of rounds 1 and 2 to share developing thinking and to
enable Ofsted staff to comment and feed back their perspectives.

Additional sample characteristics for sector professionals

Professional participants across all four sectors were asked to specify their local authority area.
This was an open text response and some participants entered more than one local authority or
larger regional areas. Professionals did not necessarily work for the local authority, but their work,
for example at a school or nursery, was in a specific local authority area. FE colleges in particular
covered multiple local authority areas.

Table 11: Numbers of different local authorities represented in professional sample

Number of participants in each round 204 200
Number of participants whose role covered more than one local 47 34
authority area

Number of participants whose role covered one local authority area 157 166
Number of different local authorities represented by participants 73 73

who specified that they worked in only one local authority area
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The information below includes responses where participants specified that they worked in
only one local authority area. Where respondents included multiple local authorities or larger
geographical areas, these have not been included in the type of local authority, performance
profile or local socioeconomic demographics.

Of the 73 different local authority areas represented in round 1, and 73 local authority areas in
round 2:

m 52 were represented in both round 1 and 2

m 21 were represented only in round 1

m 21 were represented only in round 2.

In total, 94 different local authority areas were represented by professionals in either or both
round 1 and 2.

Table 12: Types of local authority represented

Local authorities | Round1 | Round2

Metropolitan districts 20 16
London boroughs 9 12
Unitary authorities 28 29
County councils 16 16

Tow | 5 |75

Table 13 below displays the most recent children’s services inspection overall effectiveness rating
for each local authority area represented in the sample, as a measure of its performance profile.

Table 13: Local authority children’s services inspection overall effectiveness rating

Ofsted performance profile | Round1 | Round2 |

Outstanding 17 15
Good 28 29
Requires improvement to be good 22 23
Inadequate 6 6

Toal | 5| 75
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The table below shows the number of local authorities by rank of income deprivation in quartiles.
This was chosen as a measure of local socioeconomic demographics, as it is available at a local
authority level. Rank 1 is the most income deprived local authority area, and 316 is the least
income deprived, using 2019 Office for National Statistics census data.

Table 14: Most income deprived by rank quartiles for local authorities represented

Most income deprived Most income deprived by
by rank in quartiles rank

First quartile 0-79

Second quartile 80-158 10 10
Third quartile 159-237 7 7
Fourth quartile 238-316

___

Please note that this income deprivation index data is only available for local authorities that
existed in 2019, and so excludes local authorities created more recently. It is also not available at
county council local authority area level, and so this table does not include all 73 local authorities
from our sample. Data were available for 54 local authorities in our round 1 sample and 54 in our
round 2 sample.

The sample shows a breadth of the types of local authorities that took part, with a range of
performance profiles, and from areas with a range of income deprivation levels in England. It is
likely that the sample covered a wider range of local authority areas, given that this only covered
areas where a professional specified that they worked in one local authority area.
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Annex 2: How education, childcare and children’s social care
settings already respond to vulnerability

This is a summary based on a small number of the many examples from the chat comments
shared during focus groups, with professionals giving examples of how settings are already
responding to vulnerability.

Support for children and families in financial need

Early years

Money for parents

We helped a family that had just moved to the UK with new bedding and clothes for the children
We have community cupboards with food/hygiene/clothing for parents to take as they need

We have provided food parcels and other resources

We raise for food banks regularly

Free meals and reduction in fees for low-income families

Food bank

Clothes bank

Established a community shop to tackle food fuel vulnerability open to all families

Children’s social care

Supporting with financial difficulties

Looking for grants that can support families to buy things like white goods, beds, carpets, school
uniforms, etc

Supporting families financially for long periods, to meet basic needs, when access to food parcels,
for example, has been withdrawn

Paying deposits for private rental to get a property
Education

We are trying to develop local methods for ensuring local authority resources are distributed
to those schools who are including more children to incentivise inclusivity — too many policy

disincentives currently
Feed, clothe and provide furniture for our ‘vulnerable’ families
‘Poverty proofing’ the school
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Further education

Buying students new beds where the family is in ‘bed poverty’

Arranging a pram for a young parent

Supporting foodbank access

Food and toiletry banks

Funding for warm clothing

Free breakfasts

Emergency payments and being aware of the ‘just managing’ families

‘Homelessness’ packages — sleeping bags, personal care packages, as so many new refugees have
no accommodation, warm coats, overshoes

Free food available to all students in need, not just those on free school meals.
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Additional provision

Early years

An early years local authority team offered regular targeted TAS (Team Around the Setting)
meetings for settings that have high numbers of children accessing two-year-old funding
Offering additional funded hours at nursery, which supports the family as well as the child
Nurture group, breakfast club and after-school club

Toy and book library and a full enrichment programme — beach, theatre trips etc
Collections for all for celebrations, for example Christmas selection packs

Children’s social care

Enhanced targeted youth offer with outreach work in the community on evenings and weekends
Enhanced inclusion offer which is above statutory duties

Support with equipment and introduce families to local baby hub for further practical resources
Additional weekly quality assurance visits with providers for unregulated placement arrangements.

This increases the oversight of the care that the young person receives. This in turn can reduce
the timeframe any actions raised can be addressed for the young people

Life story and words and pictures to understand their journey
Work with dads, male carers

A specialist team: Resilient, Engaged, Achieving Children Hub (REACH) to support the most
vulnerable and especially to manage safeguarding of our young people

Further education

Support with alternative provision needs for the local authorities
Bespoke programmes in the community
Driving lessons

A local authority working with a careers hub to run a programme where jointly work with pupil
referral units and schools with high numbers of young people with entitlements to free school
meals to provide one-to-one careers support throughout Year 11, across the summer break and
into the first term of Year 12

Online study programmes for those that can’t attend in person

Specialist curriculum offer, including communication and wellbeing pathway to allow the most
vulnerable students to access and trust education.

14-16 provision for elective home education learners — two days per week
Subsidised or free breakfast and lunch menu, sometimes including staff
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Education

Having an added a layer of social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) intervention/provision
which is ‘above’ universal (for example personal, social, health and economic education etc) but
‘below’ specialist (for example CAMHS, counselling) — that does not rely on students needing K
code (an indicator used to mean a child has been identified as having SEN needs) or education,
health and care plan for SEMH. Anyone can be referred by any professional in the school

Fill service gaps where children are slipping through the net — case-specific exceptional actions
Residential 38-week and 52-week therapeutic care, treatment and education

Ensuring support beyond statutory responsibilities

Providing a Nurture Hub with support at beginning and end of day transitions, with lunch included

An in-school inclusion team that reviews every child in the school and highlights any vulnerabilities
and looks at what provision can be in place to support them

Early intervention programmes such as ‘waiting well’ strategies where young people are waiting
for mental health support

Ensuring those who are not attending school have equal access to services such as school nursing
Tailored support for elective home education community
Place planning into specialist provision to ensure that it is a needs-prioritised process

Piloting a social inclusion model in a secondary school in [location]. This model is a ‘mirror’
system of the SEND system (social inclusion lead — runs graduated approach for ‘social inclusion’,
leads interventions, impact assessment, triaging students based on professionals’ referrals, etc).

Essentially using SEND code of practice but adapted for ALL vulnerabilities
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Support for young people
Early years

Adjusting referral criteria to take children on earlier than usual. Early years inclusion advisers
make calls to settings where there are children attending that are open to a child in need plan or
child protection plan to check their attendance — this is done each half term. If their attendance is
not good, we ensure liaison with the social worker has taken place.

Take a flexible approach to attendance sessions and change as and when needed to meet needs
of child and family. We are a specialist setting/service so we work really closely with the child’s
individual needs

School readiness and resource programmes

Pastoral support
Children’s social care

Advocating for children in care and their carers to ensure they are getting the right support in
schools/education, and practical help an example being paying for emergency school transport,
equipment, etc

Creating a Safe Space Charter with LGBTQ+ young people who feel vulnerable to bullying in
school and the community, influencing kind and respectful inclusive language. Youth-led Pride
events to celebrate their intersectionality and supporting them to be who they are

Further education

Hub for students with mental health issues who cannot access mainstream provision
enhanced support for young carers

Education

Key adult check-ins

Advocating for the child and families

A focus on including child voice in a relational way

Targeted 1:1 work with individual children over long periods of time
Pastoral support and therapeutic support, for both children and families
Holistic approach to welfare and wellbeing

The first priority of our education strategy is the Student Pledge. Children and young people in
[LA] have come together to shape a pledge for which all adults working with children and young
people in [LA] are responsible for delivering
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Support for families

Early years

Lending individualised resource bags which can go home. These can contain picture books, bricks,
cars

Family support worker targeted support for individual families

Targeted and long-term parent support (meetings with networker and senior management). These
happen repeatedly over long term to ensure children are supported in the setting and at home as
far as possible

Have open events on a weekend where parents and families can come and play and talk and be
amongst other parents and staff to ask questions and have support

Regularly check in face to face with parents and carers
Parenting classes for all

Children’s social care

Traffic light safety planning that addresses parents’ vulnerabilities too so that we are
acknowledging limitations as to what parents can or are able to do so that we can try to mitigate
those gaps with wider family network

Supporting family members to come along to the children’s home and go out on an activity
together to maintain bonds with siblings and make memories while separated in care

Provide dedicated family and network practitioner to all families of children in placement
Family networks and family-led plans, and family group conferences, for example to help with
kinship contact issues

Advocacy and confidence-building

Listening and ‘really hearing’ families and children

Ensuring parents have support with their mental health (so can support their children better)
Using digital tools like FaceTime and WhatsApp

Thinking about social media and working with parents and young people to keep safe

Further education

Practical help for families experiencing poverty are listed in the first section above

From trait to state: how Ofsted might consider conceptualising vulnerability for inspection and regulation 55



Education
Whole-family approach so that the needs of the family met in order to sustain or improve
engagement with school and support the child

Whole-family support work — one specific example was residential weekends for families to work
with their children with a range of specialists working alongside them and offering observations,
support and guidance about interactions

Education mental health practitioners support families.
Coffee mornings for families

Introduction of family navigating to support new arrivals in England to navigate the complexities
of applying for schools and associated support/benefits/working extensively with families
Working preventatively around attendance and supporting engagement and sense of belonging
between schools and families

Reaching into the community the school is based in to address specific need, such as youth
mentoring or coffee mornings for vulnerable parents

We also had a large number of examples of providers describing ways in which they believe they
already go beyond their core remit in other ways, including:

support and advocacy relating to housing

supporting with administrative tasks like welfare benefits forms
support for young carers

multi-agency working

mental health support for young people and parents
co-production work

providing additional staff for pastoral care or welfare roles

lots of SEND-specific examples in early years

examples of trauma-informed practice, especially in schools
staff training

additional support at transition points, particularly evident in FE

a range of other examples, including employment for young people who have care
experience.
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Annex 3: What Ofsted could consider asking during inspection:
questions proposed by research participants/research team

During the focus groups we asked participants to give examples of the questions they thought
inspectors could ask so they would know how a setting or service was responding to vulnerability.
The examples below are a combination of their suggestions, and additional questions developed
by the research team following analysis of the data.

Settings and services

How is the service or setting strengthening the protective factors for children and learners?
How have family and community supports been engaged to reduce vulnerability?

What does ‘belonging’” mean to children or learners in your setting or service? How do you make
sure that children and learners experiencing vulnerability ‘belong?

How do you recognise and respond to situations in which children or learners may not feel
included? Can you share examples? What whole setting approaches do you have to support
inclusion?

How are you working with partners to understand the contextual vulnerabilities affecting children
and learners in this area? What's changed as a result of this? Have you noticed an impact on
children and learners?

What methods do you use to spot when children or learner behaviour changes, as this might
indicate vulnerability is changing? (question suggested by a young person)

How do you measure the impact of service delivery on children and learners who are experiencing
vulnerability?

How do you capture children and learner progression, beyond attainment? What evidence do you
use?

What does progress and success look like for children and learners experiencing vulnerability? Can
you share some examples?

Can you give examples of changes (this setting or service) has made to policies or guidance so
that children or learners experiencing vulnerability are not marginalised or experience stigma?

How do you manage situations where agencies disagree, or there are delays in providing support
to children or learners experiencing vulnerability? Can you give an example and talk me through
what happened?
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Children and learners

Who do you talk to (in this service or setting) if you're worried about something? Can you tell me
more about a time when you‘ve done this?

What makes you feel able to tell an adult in (this setting or service) when you need support?

If you've asked for support, what happens? If you haven’t asked for support, what do you think
should happen when you do? Do you think this is what happens here?

How does the extra help you get from (this setting or service) help you manage (the vulnerability)
better?

If I were to ask you if you feel you ‘belong’ here, what would you say?

How would (workers in this setting) know if you feel you need extra help or if things are getting
too much for you?

What's important to you about how you would like (this setting) to act when what you need
changes? Does that happen here?

How do you know that adults in (this service or setting) care about you?

Parents and carers

How do you know how your (child or learner) is able to ask for support when they need it in (this
service or setting)?

What kinds of extra support does (this service or setting) provide for children or learners if they're
feeling vulnerable?

How do you know that (this service or setting) really knows and understands your child? What
does (the service or setting) do, and what information do you get as a parent or carer?

Who can you talk to (in this service or setting) if you’re worried about your child? Can you tell me
about a time when you did this?

From trait to state: how Ofsted might consider conceptualising vulnerability for inspection and regulation 58



	Contents
	Executive summary 
	Methodology
	Proposed definition of vulnerability 
	Research findings 
	Conclusion 

	Introduction
	How Ofsted currently approaches disadvantage and vulnerability in inspecting and regulating services
	The complex nature of vulnerability 

	Methodology  
	Overview of project design and research activities 
	Strengths and limitations  


	Proposed definition of vulnerability 
	Why Ofsted wants to know more about vulnerability 
	Defining vulnerability  
	A bioecological model of vulnerability  
	A social model of vulnerability 
	Vulnerabilities are varied 
	Everyone can experience vulnerability 
	Experiences of vulnerability are unique  
	How vulnerability affects people can change over time 
	Meeting the needs of the most vulnerable  

	A definition of vulnerability for Ofsted  
	Changes from round 2 focus groups  
	A final proposed definition of vulnerability  
	A proposed definition of vulnerability 


	How the proposed definition of vulnerability might be applied 
	The significance of language 
	Views on how the definition might be applied in inspection and regulation 
	Early years 
	Children’s social care 
	Schools 
	Further education and skills 
	Ofsted 


	Opportunities from the research findings 
	Prioritising support to those experiencing the greatest vulnerability  
	How well we know those we serve 
	Recognising and responding to a broader definition of vulnerability 
	What settings and services might need to do differently 
	Explaining why a definition of vulnerability is needed  
	Understanding what vulnerability means in each remit 
	What settings and services could do to self-assess their response to vulnerability 
	Identifying what the proposed definition means for inspection and regulation 

	Reviewing inspection processes 
	Listening to the voices of children, learners, parents and carers 
	How services and settings can demonstrate how they are listening to children, learners, parents and 
	How service and setting responses to vulnerability might be measured 
	Data as the starting point to professional discussion and dialogue 
	Recognising vulnerability 
	Responding to vulnerability (‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘when’) 
	Reviewing if support helped 


	Conclusion 
	Annex 1: Methodology  
	Rapid evidence review  
	Stakeholder engagement  
	Academic reference panel  
	Additional events and consultation 
	Ethics
	Limitations 
	Participant engagement   
	Monitoring information for professionals  
	Data analysis  
	Engagement with Ofsted    
	Additional sample characteristics for sector professionals 


	Annex 2: How education, childcare and children’s social care settings already respond to vulnerabili
	Support for children and families in financial need 
	Early years 
	Children’s social care 
	Further education 

	Additional provision 
	Early years 
	Children’s social care 
	Further education 
	Education

	Support for young people 
	Early years 
	Children’s social care 
	Further education 
	Education

	Support for families 
	Early years 
	Children’s social care 
	Further education 
	Education


	Annex 3: Examples of questions inspectors might ask about vulnerability
	Settings and services 
	Children and learners  
	Parents and carers  


