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Introduction
Two Additional Inspectors carried out this inspection. The inspectors evaluated the overall
effectiveness of the school and investigated the following issues.

■ To what extent is the school able to demonstrate the good progress it claims that pupils
make?

■ How effective are the initiatives designed to improve standards in writing and mathematics?
■ How effective is the academic guidance given to pupils?

In addition, the inspectors investigated the concerns expressed by a small minority of parents
that communications with the school and pupils' behaviour could be improved.

The inspectors gathered evidence from performance data, observations of teaching, the work
produced by pupils, and observations of the pupils at play and at lunch. Parents' questionnaires
and discussions with pupils, representatives of the governing body and some members of staff
also contributed to the judgements. The inspectors did not investigate other aspects of the
school's work in detail. Where the inspectors found no evidence to suggest that the school's
own assessments, as given in its self-evaluation, were not justified, these have been included
where appropriate in this report.

Description of the school

This is a large primary school, located near to the centre of Abingdon. Almost all of its pupils
are of White British heritage. The proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals is well
below average. The proportion with learning difficulties and/or disabilities is also well below
average. Most of these have moderate learning difficulties or behavioural, emotional and social
problems. The school has the Activemark accreditation for its commitment to physical education
and sport, and the national Healthy School award.

The school's provision for the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) comprises two Reception
classes. In addition, there is a Pre-School and Playgroup which operates from a building within
the school grounds. This is not managed by the school and is the subject of a separate inspection
report.

Key for inspection grades

OutstandingGrade 1
GoodGrade 2
SatisfactoryGrade 3
InadequateGrade 4
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Overall effectiveness of the school
Grade: 2

St Nicolas Primary is a good and improving school. Comments such as 'The staff are dynamic
and forward thinking, and the school is managed well' and 'the school provides a safe, nurturing
environment with lots of stimulating activities' typify the many positive views expressed by
parents. They are right. Securely underpinning all of the school's work is good-quality teaching,
a good curriculum and excellent day-to-day care.

This is a good school because it is effective in ensuring that pupils achieve well. It moves children
from broadly average starting points when they join the Reception classes to attain standards
that are invariably above and often well above the national averages in English, mathematics
and science by the end of Year 6. It does this through good teaching that enables the pupils
to make good progress. The school is good at quickly identifying the specific needs and talents
of its pupils. In the case of those who are more able, additional challenge is provided, for
example in writing, to help extend pupils' skills through work in small groups. Where pupils
have learning difficulties and/or disabilities, skilled teaching assistants help ensure that they
receive effective help in lessons and play a full part in class activities.

The school acknowledges some previous weaknesses in assessing pupils' attainment. These
adversely affected the progress made by pupils. Over the past few years procedures have been
strengthened and assessments are now much more reliable. The robust tracking systems now
in place provide clear evidence of the good progress made by pupils.

The school is constantly seeking ways to improve, and is good at evaluating its own effectiveness
to inform its actions. In recent years it has identified the need to improve pupils' skills in
mathematics, particularly in calculation, and in writing. It has implemented a wide range of
measures, including focused monitoring of teaching and learning, which are having a beneficial
impact. The implementation of regular, structured teaching of letter sounds (phonics), for
example, is improving pupils' confidence and skills as writers in Key Stage 1. In mathematics,
the many successful strategies include the provision of workshops for parents and the
development of a useful booklet about calculation to help parents support their children's
homework more effectively.

A particularly noteworthy feature of the school is the pupils' outstanding personal development
and well-being. The school places a strong emphasis on ensuring that pupils have a clear
understanding of the importance of keeping safe and living healthy lives. Its Healthy School
status and Activemark accreditation recognise the excellent impact of its work in promoting
sensible eating habits and physical activity.

Pupils' outstanding spiritual, moral, social and cultural development underpin all aspects of
school life. Pupils work and play together very well. They told inspectors that they feel safe at
school and that instances of bullying are generally rare. The school's consistently high attendance
rate reflects pupils' real enthusiasm for all aspects of school life. When asked to identify what
they like best about school, pupils listed a wide range of choices. The school is particularly
good at promoting pupils' social awareness, and pupils make an excellent contribution to the
community. Within school, the oldest pupils appreciate the responsibility of helping younger
ones. At lunchtime, for example, pupils in Year 6 help with the service of meals by running the
'salad bar' or providing drinking water. A number of charities regularly benefit from the pupils'
excellent fund-raising efforts.
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While a large majority of parents have overwhelmingly positive views about the school, there
is a small but significant minority which has concerns about quality of the school's dialogue
with them and another group which is concerned about standards of behaviour. The inspectors
investigated both of these areas thoroughly. In most cases the school has been very successful
in developing an effective partnership with parents. The school's communication with parents
is generally better than is often found, and staff fully subscribe to the school's 'open door'
policy. A particularly noteworthy feature is the home learning project for Year 6, which involves
fortnightly telephone conversations about pupils' progress and attitudes. Nonetheless, in light
of the views expressed, the school recognises that more needs to be done to further improve
its partnership with parents by ensuring that they feel that their views are fully considered.
With regard to behaviour, the school acknowledges that there are sometimes instances in which
pupils with identified emotional and behavioural needs are unable to cope with the demands
of working cooperatively with others. The pupils confirm this, but sensibly view the outbursts
by these pupils as 'part of growing up'. Overall, behaviour is good. In closely supervised
situations, such as when pupils enter or leave the hall for assembly, it is impeccable.

Pupils benefit greatly from the many interesting and exciting activities, which are enriched
through a wide range of extra-curricular clubs and visits to places of interest. When asked about
their favourite aspects of school, a number of pupils said how much they enjoyed their work,
particularly the 'focus' weeks which promote more creative activities. The school is rightly proud
of its provision in music, where the pupils benefit from specialist teaching, including instrumental
tuition in violin or cello for all pupils in Year 3. The standard of singing, heard in assembly, is
high. The headteacher is building on the well-established systems for managing the school and
is working on an initiative to further improve the quality of information on which monitoring
depends. This is the development of a better system for recording the teachers' ongoing
assessments of their pupils' achievements. Although only recently introduced, the system
provides much clearer information about the progress beingmade by each individual. At present,
its impact is yet to be seen in terms of more focused interventions where pupils are found to
be underachieving.

Teachers know their pupils well and relate well to them. In lessons the good dialogue between
teachers and their pupils, based on the teachers' skills in questioning, often makes a significant
difference to the quality of learning. Teachers' assessments of their pupils' attainment are
accurate; consequently they are good at pitching work to reflect different levels of ability.
Pupils' eagerness to learn and their love of being at school are key factors in the good progress
they make. They enjoy challenge, and the good teaching that they receive generally ensures
that they are not disappointed. On some occasions teachers do not provide clear enough
instructions for their pupils or do not manage time well enough; consequently lessons lose pace
and direction and learning slows.

The academic guidance provided for pupils is inconsistent. Teachers generally mark pupils'
work thoroughly and provide useful pointers as to what needs to be improved. However,
corrections are not always used well enough as a tool for improvement. All pupils have targets
to achieve in literacy and numeracy, but the effectiveness of systems for setting and reviewing
these targets vary considerably.

The school takes excellent care of its pupils because procedures are diligent and thorough.
Proper security checks are made of all adults who come in frequent contact with pupils.
Behaviour is closely monitored and any persistent or serious misbehaviour is managed well.
Good use is made of the expertise of outside agencies.
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The reason for the school's success is the good quality of leadership at all levels. In particular,
the headteacher gives clear direction for the work of the school and receives good support
from the committed and highly professional staff and governors. Together they ensure that
the school constantly look for ways to improve even more. The school shows a commitment to
promoting cohesion within and outside the school community.The accuracy of the school's
self-evaluation, together with the ambition shown to improve academic standards while providing
pupils with a broad, well-rounded education is a clear indication of its good capacity to improve.

Effectiveness of the Early Years Foundation Stage

Grade: 2

Children in the EYFS make good progress to reach levels that are above average, because
activities are well planned and develop their interests and skills. Children are very well cared
for and are extremely well behaved. They are encouraged to be kind and to help each other.
They learn to take turns and accept responsibility when sharing equipment and resources in a
happy and stimulating environment. They are praised and rewarded, which further boosts their
self-esteem. This, combined with good teaching, which employs very effective systems for
planning and assessment, enables children to make good progress, particularly in their personal
development. Activities are well balanced between those chosen by the children and those
which are led by adults. The recently adopted 'key person' system is working well in ensuring
that children's individual learning is closely monitored and supported. Leadership and
management are good, and have been responsible for securing good improvements. There is
a clear view of how to improve the provision and everyone's contribution is valued. Some
developments, including the establishment of a close working partnership between school and
the pre-school staff, are yet to impact fully on provision.

What the school should do to improve further
■ Provide pupils with clearer direction by ensuring greater consistency in the practice of setting
and reviewing targets for them to achieve.

■ Build on the good systems already in place to improve the partnership with parents.
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Any complaints about the inspection or the report should be made following the procedures set out
in the guidance 'Complaints about school inspection', which is available from Ofsted’s website:
www.ofsted.gov.uk.
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Annex A

Inspection judgements

School
Overall

Key to judgements: grade 1 is outstanding, grade 2 good, grade 3 satisfactory, and

grade 4 inadequate

Overall effectiveness

2
How effective,efficient and inclusive is the provision of
education,integrated care and any extended services in meeting the
needs of learners?

YesEffective steps have been taken to promote improvement since the last
inspection

2Howwell does the school work in partnership with others to promote learners'
well being?

2The capacity to make any necessary improvements

Effectiveness of the Early Years Foundation Stage

2How effective is the provision in meeting the needs of children in the
EYFS?

2How well do children in the EYFS achieve?

1How good are the overall personal development and well-being of the children
in the EYFS?

2How effectively are children in the EYFS helped to learn and develop?
1How effectively is the welfare of children in the EYFS promoted?
2How effectively is provision in the EYFS led and managed?

Achievement and standards

2How well do learners achieve?
2The standards1 reached by learners

2How well learners make progress, taking account of any significant variations
between groups of learners

2How well learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities make progress

1Grade 1 - Exceptionally and consistently high; Grade 2 - Generally above average with none
significantly below average; Grade 3 - Broadly average to below average; Grade 4 - Exceptionally
low.
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Personal development and well-being

1How good are the overall personal development and well-being of the
learners?

1The extent of learners' spiritual, moral, social and cultural development
1The extent to which learners adopt healthy lifestyles
1The extent to which learners adopt safe practices
1The extent to which learners enjoy their education
1The attendance of learners
2The behaviour of learners
1The extent to which learners make a positive contribution to the community

2How well learners develop workplace and other skills that will contribute to
their future economic well-being

The quality of provision

2How effective are teaching and learning in meeting the full range of
learners' needs?

2How well do the curriculum and other activities meet the range of needs and
interests of learners?

2How well are learners cared for, guided and supported?

Leadership and management

2How effective are leadership and management in raising achievement
and supporting all learners?

2How effectively leaders and managers at all levels set clear direction leading
to improvement and promote high quality of care and education

2How effectively leaders andmanagers use challenging targets to raise standards
2The effectiveness of the school's self-evaluation
2How well equality of opportunity is promoted and discrimination eliminated
2How well does the school contribute to community cohesion?

2How effectively and efficiently resources, including staff, are deployed to
achieve value for money

2The extent to which governors and other supervisory boards discharge their
responsibilities

YesDo procedures for safeguarding learners meet current government
requirements?

NoDoes this school require special measures?
NoDoes this school require a notice to improve?
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Annex B

Text from letter to pupils explaining the findings of the inspection

26 January 2009

Dear Pupils

Inspection of St Nicolas Church of England Primary School,Abingdon,OX14 1HB

On behalf of the inspectors, I would like to thank you for helping us so much when we came
to find out how well you are getting on. We particularly enjoyed visiting your lessons and talking
to some of you.

I agree with your parents that you go to a good school.

There is so much I like about your school that I cannot mention everything, so here is a list of
what I think are the most important things.

■ You make good progress. By the time you leave at the end of Year 6, you are better at English,
mathematics and science than pupils in many other schools. You should be very proud of all
of this.

■ You get on well with each other and your behaviour is usually good.
■ You know a lot about how to be healthy and safe.
■ You learn well in lessons because they are usually good.
■ Your teachers are good at planning lots of interesting things for you to do.
■ All of the adults in your school make sure that you are well looked after.
■ The people who help run your school, such as your headteacher, do a good job in making
sure that you get a good education.

Even in a good school like yours there is always something that could be better. Your
headteacher agrees, and wants your school to be really excellent. To do this, he has already
made lots of improvements. The next thing that the school needs to do is to make your individual
targets clearer and make sure that everyone works towards their targets in the same way. This
will mean that you have to put in even more effort. I am sure that you are ready for the
challenge!

The school is good at making sure that your parents know what you are doing and how to help
you, but it also realises that some of your parents do not think that their views are always
considered. I have asked your headteacher and governors to see what they can do to improve
on this.

I am sure that you will continue to have great success in the future.

Yours faithfully

Mike Thompson

Lead Inspector
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