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Quality Assurance Review  
 
The review team, comprising host school leaders and visiting reviewers agree that 
evidence indicates these areas are evaluated as follows: 

Leadership at all levels Leading 

Quality of provision and outcomes 
 
AND 

Leading 

Quality of provision and  
outcomes for disadvantaged 
pupils and pupils with additional 
needs 

 

Area of excellence Not applicable 

Previously accredited valid areas 
of excellence 

Leading in professional development  

Overall peer evaluation estimate Leading 
 
The Quality Assurance Review estimates are not equivalent to Ofsted grades. 
The QA Review uses a different framework to Ofsted and the review is 
developmental not judgmental.  
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1. Context and character of the school 

St. John's is a larger than average-sized, non-selective 11-18 co-educational academy. It 
is part of the Excalibur Academies Trust, an independent multi-academy trust founded in 
2012. 
 
St. John's is the foundation school of the Excalibur Teaching School Alliance. It 
became a teaching school in 2016. The school leads continuing professional 
development (CPD). The alliance shares expertise from across a partnership of primary 
and secondary schools in Bristol, Berkshire and around Wiltshire. It provides school to 
school support, CPD courses and works with Bath Spa University and Bristol University 
to develop and deliver primary and secondary School Direct ITT programmes. 
 
Most students are of White British heritage, and the proportion who speak English as an 
additional language (EAL) is well below the national average. The proportion of students 
with special education needs and/or disabilities (SEND), and education, health and care 
plans (EHCP) is below the national average. The proportion of disadvantaged students  
is also below average but has been increasing.  
 

 

 
2.1 Leadership at all levels - What went well 

• The executive principal’s vision, determination and strong leadership have 
created a culture of high expectations and a drive for continual improvement. He 
is supported by a strong team of leaders who share the same ambitions for their 
students. Leaders are involved in an impressive range of collaborative initiatives 
with other schools nationally, regionally and within the Trust. 

• The curriculum is ambitious as it is planned carefully to make best use of all 
students’ interests and aptitudes. Leaders have a clear rationale for ensuring that 
students benefit from a wide choice of subjects, both academic and vocational.  

• At Key Stage 3, students follow the national curriculum around a fortnightly 
timetable of 50 lessons and a broad range of subjects. At Key Stage 4, the 
academic curriculum includes five core subjects and four optional subjects leading 
to a total of nine qualifications for most students, including the Ebacc and 
vocational qualifications. The Ebacc entry is growing over time. The introduction 
of Latin in Year 9 will support this further.  

• Post 16, accredited courses include both A levels and Level 3 Applied General 
courses. Tutorials, supported study, the Extended Project Qualification, voluntary 
work and work experience secures students’ readiness for their next stage in 
education or employment.  
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• Leaders keep the curriculum under regular review to make sure that it meets 

students’ needs. For example, a key focus on protected characteristics has raised 
students’ awareness around equality and diversity, thus preparing them well for 
life in modern Britain: “It is ok to be different in our school. Some of our friends 
attend a LGBT+ club which supports their well-being”. All students benefit from 
one well-being session focusing on their personal development.  

• Middle leaders are knowledgeable and play a key role in supporting, guiding and 
motivating their teachers. There is a cohesive approach to planning and delivering 
a curriculum which is accessible to all and removing any glass ceilings for the 
more able. In all subjects, it results in high levels of ambition for all during lessons 
and in books. 

• Excellent tracking systems enable staff to monitor the progress of individual 
students and, when gaps in knowledge exist, subject leaders are quick to modify 
their curriculum intents. A range of support and intervention is available to 
students who are underachieving in a particular subject.  

• The rich variety of extra-curricular activities enables students to develop other 
practical and social skills. A high proportion of students take part in sport 
activities, the school productions and music workshops.  

• Opportunities for professional development are wide-ranging, including 
undertaking research projects. Moreover, high-quality training and support ensure 
that all teaching staff make a significant impact on improving students’ 
performance across the curriculum.  
 

 
2.2 Leadership at all levels - Even better if… 

… senior leaders further increased middle leaders’ opportunities to develop their teams 
around emerging areas of development.  
… leaders further identified strategies to improve:  

(i) students’ academic reading  
(ii) students’ joy of reading.   

 

 
3.1 Quality of provision and outcomes - What went well 

• Exemplary behaviour was apparent throughout the two days. Students are polite, 
open and articulate, making it a pleasure to engage with them. Excellent 
relationships between teachers and students contribute to students growing in 
confidence in their learning.  

• Teachers’ subject knowledge is excellent, and teachers set high expectations for 
students. They ensure that activities are planned skilfully, with a focus on 
increasing the depth of students’ knowledge and understanding, including for the 
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most able. This is the main reason why students make strong progress. This was 
apparent in a Year 12 computer science lesson where learning conversations 
about recursion allowed all students to reach higher order thinking.  

• Teachers employ well-structured learning activities which progressively build skills 
and knowledge. Where these are most effective, activities are well matched to the 
needs of students and result in exceptional outcomes over time. Transitions 
between learning activities are managed very effectively so the momentum of 
learning is maintained and no time is wasted.  

• The Rosenshine’s principles were a common feature of almost all lessons 
visited. For example, in a Sports Studies BTEC lesson, effective scaffolding and 
the choice of resources allowed all students to craft good quality examination 
questions. Teachers are adept at using questioning techniques to maximise 
students’ engagement and to deepen their knowledge and understanding. They 
are used very effectively to clarify misconceptions, challenge students’ thinking, 
demonstrate the use of specialist terminology and to probe and check students’ 
understanding. In a Year 7 mathematics lesson, the teacher’s relentless 
questioning allowed her students to reformulate their answers using accurate 
mathematical language.  

• Retrieval strategies are a common feature of lessons. Links to prior learning are 
facilitated through engaging starter activities: “starter activities allow us to review 
what we have done in our last lesson and get help if we are stuck before we move 
onto the next lesson objectives”.  

• In all lessons, teachers are clear about what students should know and 
remember. A clear focus on tier 2 and 3 vocabulary within subjects allows 
students to consolidate their disciplinary literacy. This resulted in most students, in 
all phases, using the right terminology when reasoning. This was apparent In a 
Year 13 biology lesson where sixth formers could accurately define the concept of 
oxidative phosphorylation.  

• There is a clear programme of regular assessment across the school. 
Assessments are accurate and give a clear indication of the progress students 
have made and the next steps required in their learning. In lessons, ongoing 
assessment ensures that students receive the support they need in a timely 
fashion. 

 

 
3.2 Quality of provision and outcomes - Even better if… 

… leaders, in a minority of lessons, secured more consistency around the 
implementation of their pedagogical key principles.   
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4.1 Quality of provision and outcomes for disadvantaged pupils and 
pupils with additional needs - What went well 
 
 

• Leaders have created a highly inclusive learning environment for all students, 
including those who are have SEND and those who are disadvantaged. They 
address weaknesses with determination to meeting the needs of the most 
vulnerable. As a result of their approach, all students in lessons are ready to learn 
within a supportive and productive setting. 

• Both students with SEND and those who are disadvantaged benefit from the 
same high expectations as their peers. This was very apparent in all lessons 
visited. When facing a problem or a challenge, they demonstrated high levels of 
resilience and a thirst for knowledge. For example, in modern foreign languages, 
the exposure to targeted vocabulary linked to the lesson objectives, together with 
on-going target language, allow all students to remember more, increasing their 
proficiency around listening, reading, speaking and writing.  

• Students who have SEND benefit from additional enrichment and personalised 
support. They are very well supported within the curriculum and strong links with 
parents and agencies further enhance their progress. Regular data drops inform 
the review of their one-page SEND profiles. 

• Effective pedagogies, such as assessment for learning activities ensure that both 
disadvantaged students and those with SEND consolidate students’ knowledge. 
Learning conversations allow them to produce elaborate answers and rehearse 
them with their peers. Teachers’ close monitoring and live feedback also support 
their progress during lessons.  

• Disadvantaged students make strong progress in almost all subjects. This is 
because the pastoral and academic team closely monitors their progress and 
deploys the right interventions where needed. Bespoke interventions such as 
tutoring sessions within subjects and a mentoring programme involving sixth 
formers are highly effective. Students with lower standards of English and 
mathematics on their arrival at the school also benefit significantly from effective 
interventions outside the classroom.  

• Individual students overcome specific barriers to their learning through a wide 
range of enrichment activities. Popular trips include attending plays (An Inspector 
Calls), joining a Spanish exchange programme or taking part in an army work 
experience. Many disadvantaged and SEND students are taking part in this year’s 
school production (Les Misérables). 

• Students with significant needs follow the ASDAN programme leading to a range 
of nationally approved qualifications based around the development of personal, 
social and employability skills. Effective partnerships with local colleges and 
employers (apprenticeship) secure their next steps into education and 
employment. 
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• All students, including the most vulnerable, benefit from an effective careers and 
guidance programme. Consequently, they all progress onto appropriate next 
steps in their education or training. Post 18, a few SEND and disadvantaged sixth 
formers progress onto Russell Group universities.  

 

4.2 Quality of provision and outcomes for disadvantaged pupils and 
pupils with additional needs - Even better if… 

… leaders continued to improve the attendance of the most vulnerable. 
… leaders built more capacity around their phonics provision to maximise its impact on 
the weakest readers. 
 

5. What additional support would the school like from the Challenge 
Partners network, either locally or nationally? 

None at present.  
 
 

Following the QA Review 
 
The review report is primarily for the school's internal use to support the school's 
continuing improvement. However, the main findings will be shared within the 
school’s hub in order that it can inform future activities and CP will collate and 
analyse report content to create an aggregate picture of what is going on across 
the sector each year. 
  
Schools can access the School Support Directory; the Challenge Partners online 
tool that enables schools to connect with other schools in your hub and across 
the national network of schools. 
  
Schools can also attend Sharing Leading Practice events where schools 
showcase excellent and/or innovative practice. Sharing Leading Practice events 
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allow school leaders with specific improvement needs to visit a school or attend 
an online webinar hosted by a school, with outstanding provision in that area. 
  
Both the School Support Directory and the Shared Leading Practice events can be 
accessed via the Challenge Partners website. 
 
 

 


