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CONTEXT 

• Oastlers School is a 94 place secondary school (11-19 years) catering for pupils and 
students whose prime areas of need relate to social, emotional and mental health 
needs. There are currently 86 learners on roll, all of whom have education, health 
and care plans. 

• The review was undertaken by a team comprising an external consultant (Liz 
Godman), a peer headteacher (Rachel Stirland) and the school’s senior leaders.  

• The review team held meetings with the school’s senior and middle leaders. They 
looked at a range of documentation provided by the school. The documents seen 
included the most recent Ofsted inspection report, development plan, and self-
evaluation.   

• Learning walks were undertaken jointly with the school’s senior leaders. Classes 
covering the school’s age range were visited.  

• A meeting was held with the chair of the governing body.  
 

OVERALL SUMMARY 

• The review found all aspects of the school’s work to be highly effective. 
• The provision made for learners with social, emotional and mental health needs is of 

a very high standard. This contributes very well to highly positive outcomes and to 
excellent personal, social and emotional development. Learners are exceptionally 
well prepared for the next stages in their lives, from what are often very challenging 
starting points and backgrounds. There is no doubt that the school has turned 
around the lives of the young people who attend it.  

STRENGTHS AND AREAS FOR DEVELOPMENT 
Leadership and management 

• Leaders at all levels ensure that there is a culture of very high expectations and a 
highly positive ethos. This is the result of exceptionally strong leadership. 

• Relationships are exemplary and modelled very well by staff so that this is also 
reflected in the response of learners to one another and to adults, whether known 
staff or unfamiliar visitors. 

• The culture of continuous improvement means that no one rests on their laurels and 
all are searching constantly for ways to make the school even better.  

• Progress continues well in academic learning and is exceptional in terms of personal 
and social development. 
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• The impact of the strong multi-agency team work is highly positive. There is a good 
range of therapists on-site, with training assisted by strong links with universities. 
These include a counsellor, and therapists for rebound, relaxation, art and music. A 
more therapeutic approach has been developed as time has gone by. 

• Leaders have also ensured that learners have access to safe spaces, including 
Sanctuary, Reflection, Play Space and literacy and numeracy rooms. 

• Governors are involved in the life of the school, including in monitoring its 
effectiveness. Governors base their understanding on first-hand experience, so that 
they know the school’s strengths, areas for development and the impact of spending 
on provision and outcomes. The chair of the governing body visits on a weekly basis 
to discuss any concerns or current issues, as well as to support the work of the 
school more generally. 

• Leaders have an exceptional understanding of the school, knowing it extremely well. 
The school development plan is clear, strong and appropriate. 

• However, the self-evaluation (SEF) document is very long and, due to its frankness 
in places, suggests that progress might not be as good as it actually is. It is 
suggested that the school considers the development of a short summary SEF to 
give clear judgements in its text, and to show the impact and success of all that has 
been undertaken. 

• CPD for staff is provided in line with leaders’ evaluations, and to sustain 
improvement and a high quality of provision. Consequently, teaching is highly 
effective in meeting learners’ needs. 

• The impact of the school’s work on a day-to-day basis is so positive, that it is not 
immediately apparent to visitors that this is a school for learners with social, 
emotional and mental health needs. The multi-professional teamwork results in 
highly personalised provision on a daily and longer-term basis.  

• The SENCO makes a very strong contribution to ensuring that individual needs are 
identified and catered for very well. These needs are kept under close review and 
provision and plans are adjusted as necessary.   

• Staff are highly motivated and encouraged by leaders to take risks and to try things 
out.  

• The curriculum is inspiring and themes are chosen to engage the learners. There is 
a good balance between the academic, vocational and personal elements. Subject 
leaders have undertaken work on how their subject areas match to intent, 
implementation and impact, as described in the revised Ofsted framework from 
September 2019.  

• A next step is to summarise this in a whole-school statement of intent, 
implementation and impact, which reflects not only the subject areas, but also 
vocational learning and personal development. 

• Provision for learners’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development is also very 
strong. The school sets its offering on a firm understanding of the learners’ 
backgrounds and experiences. 
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• A focus on equality of opportunity and reflecting and celebrating diversity is central 
to the school’s work and has a very strong and positive impact. Learners said to the 
review team that ‘prejudice is not tolerated’. 

• Safeguarding is at the heart of all that the school does. Learners are protected very 
well from radicalisation and extremism. Consequently, pupils say that they feel very 
safe.  

• The work of the safeguarding team is exceptionally strong and is underpinned by 
thorough and regular communication, procedures and records. The team members 
have great expertise, excellent knowledge of the learners and their families, and 
wide-ranging links with external agencies.  

• They have built a strong culture of safeguarding which pervades the work of all 
members of the school staff, who are highly vigilant and act swiftly on any concerns.  

• There is range of highly relevant education for both parents and their children on 
issues such as CSE, drugs, on-line safety and knife crime.   

• Procedures at the start of the day also secure learners’ safety. A search is 
undertaken, but learners welcome this, understanding how it helps to keep them 
safe. 

• The provision in Churchill is very effective and provides a great resource for learners 
who need a focus on emotional needs and a more experiential approach. While only 
a relatively new development, its impact is already highly positive. 

• Leaders at all levels are strong. This includes the middle leaders who work well 
together to bring a culture of ambition and further development to their work. As well 
as leading in their own subject areas, they have school-wide responsibilities, such as 
links with other schools, academies and colleges. They work closely together on 
cross-curricular skills and on thematic planning for key stage 3.  

The quality of teaching, learning and assessment  

• Teachers and teaching assistants have a very secure subject knowledge and 
crucially an understanding of learners’ needs. Consequently, they are very skilled in 
engaging and enthusing the learners.   

• Ongoing dialogue with the learners and questioning of individuals is very good and 
highly personalised. In so far as it is possible to tell, from the small snippets of 
lessons that were seen, there may be scope to further develop targeted questioning 
during whole class discussion to enhance the engagement of those not as involved. 

• Planning of activities, the pace of lessons and the use of time are all highly effective. 
• All staff have very high, but realistic, expectations, so that learners are very clear as 

to what is expected of them. 
• Behaviour management is exceptionally strong and is underpinned by highly 

consistent approaches across the school. This aids learning greatly. 
• Work is well matched to the learners’ needs and there are good opportunities to 

practise reading and writing. This is also assisted by prompts on the walls. Drop 
Everything and Read (DEAR) is also having a positive effect and has resulted in 
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learners telling the review team that they think their spelling has improved alongside 
this. 

• The reviewers did not see many occasions when discussion among peers took place 
in lessons, although there were some good examples, for example, in Churchill, PE, 
citizenship and reading booster. The limited number of examples seen may just be 
due to the timing of the visits to lessons. 

• In the main, feedback given to learners is very strong. It is personalised and 
appropriate in lessons and in learners’ books. Very occasionally, there are examples 
of repeated comments about repeated mistakes in a very few books, where the 
marking has not had the required impact.  

• The vast majority of learners’ books include a table in the front showing the 
relationship between steps and GCSE grades. These give a clear indication of the 
progress that learners are making. There are plans from September 2019 to move 
towards steps to GCSE, rather than the current more complex conversion tables. 
This will tie in with an approach to the curriculum and assessment linked to GCSE 
grades from Year 7 onwards. It is likely that the school will break GCSE grades 
down into smaller steps and there is potential to include Entry Level grades as well. 

• The teaching of reading, writing, maths and communication across the curriculum is 
clearly evident. Leaders have identified that this is an area the school is working on 
and it can be seen in the environment, books, lessons, and in the ‘tweets’ that 
learners write. Good examples of maths were seen in geography books, and of 
writing in a number of different subjects. 

• Numerous strengths were seen in the foundation subjects, which the school values 
as much as the core, not least because of the contribution these subjects make to 
learners’ engagement, social skills and vocational learning. Highly positive examples 
were seen in lessons in drumming in music and in technology, in folders for food, art, 
and hospitality and catering, and in books for the humanities subjects. 

• Displays and the learning environment are very strong in classrooms and around the 
school and promote a culture of learning and high expectations. 

• All staff are very encouraging to the learners and model the expected behaviour. 
Staff are helping the learners to build resilience. 

• Relationships with parents are strong and the pastoral leader contacts every parent 
once a fortnight. This helps to promote a consistent approach reflected in the 
excellent learning and behaviour observed during the review. 

• Staff play a key role in challenging any stereotypes or discriminatory behaviour. 
There was no evidence of any such behaviour during the review, confirmed by what 
the learners said also.    

Personal development, behaviour and welfare 

• Learners show high levels of confidence, which is quite remarkable when their 
backgrounds and educational histories are taken into account. 
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• They show excellent attitudes to learning and are very proud of their school and their 
work. This is reflected in their behaviour, dress, work books and conversation. 

• Learners show high levels of respect for one another and for adults. They are helped 
to debate ideas, for example, through the Sanctuary. This helps to develop their 
understanding and response to issues such as race and diversity. 

• Careers guidance is developing very well, but is still work in progress. The school is 
looking at the Gatsby benchmarks. Links with colleges and employers are 
developing positively, particularly at post-16. The consideration is: ‘what’s out there?’, 
‘what’s realistic?’ and ‘what steps are needed to secure it?’ 

• The staff are aspirational for the learners, so that preparation for work is very strong. 
This is resulting in securing learners’ confidence, behaviour, positive attitudes, 
independence, understanding of staying safe and aspirations. 

• Attendance levels are very high for a school of this type. Learners like coming to 
school and absences are followed up. 

• Conduct and behaviour are impeccable upon arrival at the start of the day, in 
lessons, at breaks, while moving around the school and at lunchtime. Transitions 
within lessons and at different times of the day are smooth and contribute to the 
excellent attitudes to learning.  

• Behaviour in the dining room is excellent, particularly as the whole school comes 
together in one room. The room is quiet and all learners stop what they are doing 
and listen when asked to do so by staff at the end of the lunch. Behaviour at 
lunchtime is considerably better than would be found in most mainstream schools 
and is quite exceptional for a school for learners with SEMH needs. 

• The behaviour of individual learners improves considerably over time from the point 
that they join the school. 

• Learners are adamant that there is no bullying in the school. They say that if there 
were to be any, staff would sort it out. 

• There is a very strong culture of ensuring learners’ safety and well-being. Learners 
have access to relevant information and help in relation to on-line safety, drugs and 
alcohol, for example. They know who to go to for help and do so if necessary. 

• Preparation for the next stage in their lives and for becoming active and engaged 
citizens is very strong. The learner voice is clear; they feel listened to and cared for. 

Outcomes 

• Regular data trawls ensure that careful track is kept of learners’ progress. Strong 
progress is sustained and there are no differences in outcomes between different 
groups. This is the result of the high degree of personalisation. The good and better 
progress of individuals is shown clearly on their flight paths. 

• The data suggests a slight dip in progress in Year 9, but that this picks up again in 
Years 10 and 11. The school has analysed this closely and has concluded that this 
marks the transition from a primary thematic approach in Years 7 and 8 to a GCSE 
curriculum where there is work to do to acquire specialist vocabulary and literacy 
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and to extend learners’ knowledge and understanding of the wider world beyond 
Bradford. The school is tackling this clearly and to very good effect.  

• Communication is highly age-appropriate. There is a clear and suitable focus on 
wide reading and development of learners’ vocabulary. 

• Overall progress from different starting points is strong in both core and foundation 
subjects. The school offers a ‘mainstream’ offer of GCSEs. There is a 100% pass 
rate at levels 1 and 2. Most learners in the past gained the old grades B, C or D and 
most gain between five to eight GCSEs.  

• The school’s Attainment 8 and Progress 8 scores compare reasonably well with 
those of mainstream secondary schools. However, when Progress 5 and Attainment 
5 scores are taken into account and compared to other SEMH schools, these are 
exceptionally positive and show a markedly higher score than the average for 
schools of this type. The validity of using these measures has recently been agreed 
by the DfE. 

• Throughout the entire history of the school, all learners have gone on to further 
education, training or employment. There have never been any NEETs. In the sixth 
form all learners have gone on to level 2 courses. 

• As a result, learners are exceptionally well prepared for the next stage in their lives. 
This is a huge achievement from their starting points. 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NEXT STEPS 

• Consider adjusting the self-evaluation document (SEF) so that there is: 
- a concise summary document available for external scrutiny 
- clear information about the excellent impact of the school’s work.  

  
• Develop a whole-school curriculum statement which takes into account the 

information in the intent, implementation and impact statements for each subject.  
 

• Consider recording explicitly leaders’ evaluations from lessons of: questioning, peer 
discussion and the impact of marking, as these features may not always be seen in 
brief learning walks during external scrutiny. 
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