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Summary of inspection findings
1. Leaders possess the skills and knowledge to carry out their responsibilities effectively, prioritising 

and promoting pupils’ wellbeing. Leaders have created a culture where supporting pupils on a 
successful pathway to adulthood is central to all their work. Pupils, all of whom have special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and many with education, health and care (EHC) plans, are 
well supported to learn and develop, educationally, socially and emotionally. 

2. Pupils experience a well-thought-out and organised curriculum that provides a range of subjects 
leading to appropriate qualifications and accreditation. Teaching is typically effective, well planned 
and accurately matched to pupils’ needs. Extra-curricular activities, trips and visits, enhance pupils’ 
school experience, introducing them to new challenges and aspirations. However, sometimes 
teachers and teaching assistants do not employ the techniques and resources which are effective to 
support pupils’ specific learning difficulties. Consequently, while most pupils work hard, and learn 
effectively, in some lessons pupils do not have this experience. 

3. Leaders ensure that there is regular review of pupils’ learning, development and progress. They 
identify and provide bespoke support to help pupils who need additional help, through lessons and 
regular daily additional sessions for all pupils. Despite these strengths, leaders’ and staff’s short-
term target setting for pupils sometimes lacks precision about what pupils need to achieve next. 
Pupils do not understand and are not involved in the review and target setting processes as well as 
they should be. 

4. Leaders and staff work cohesively and effectively to promote pupils’ physical, mental and emotional 
wellbeing. Relationships between staff and pupils are positive and respectful. Staff, including an 
array of specialist therapists, work effectively together to support pupils’ emotional and mental 
health. Pupils through lessons and recreational activities boost their confidence, fitness and 
awareness of healthy lifestyles. The school works in close liaison with pupils’ families to support 
wider pastoral needs. Pupils value their school community, behave well and treat others with 
respect and courtesy. 

5. Pupils, through the curriculum, learn about diversity in a multi-cultural society and the importance 
of respect for people’s individuality. They are well supported to prepare for their next steps in 
training, education, employment and independent living. Many go on to highly appropriate next step 
destinations in education, training or employment. Many pupils are keen to contribute to the school 
and wider local community, through school council, charity fundraising or events with local care 
homes. However, there are few roles and responsibilities available to pupils, and some pupils do not 
feel that their views about school life are discussed and considered sufficiently well.

6. Leadership and governance regularly review safeguarding arrangements. They maintain appropriate 
links with external agencies and are vigilant regarding any safeguarding concerns. They consider 
carefully the potential contextual safeguarding risks of the school and to pupils. Staff are well 
trained. They understand and follow the school’s safeguarding procedures.
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The extent to which the school meets the Standards

 Standards relating to leadership and management, and governance are met.

 Standards relating to the quality of education, training and recreation are met.

 Standards relating to pupils’ physical and mental health and emotional wellbeing are met.

 Standards relating to pupils’ social and economic education and contribution to society are met.

 Standards relating to safeguarding are met.

Recommended next steps

Leaders should: 

 ensure that they provide better quality small-step target setting for pupils, that supports pupils to 
understand these targets and be fully involved, as they get older, in their learning and development 

 ensure that teachers and teaching assistants consistently employ approaches that support pupils’ 
precise needs so that they learn the intended curriculum effectively

 develop pupils’ opportunities to give their views about how to improve the school and take on roles 
and responsibilities so that they are more actively involved in the school’s development. 
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Section 1: Leadership and management, and governance
7. Leaders and governors have established a specialist provision which ensures that pupils’ full range 

and complexity of needs are provided for appropriately. Leaders have created a culture that respects 
and values pupils as individuals with the potential to achieve well and be successful adults. Staff 
respond conscientiously and skilfully to this clear lead. Leaders and staff work towards the aims of 
the school with a collective and collaborative approach.

8. Leaders have appropriate knowledge and skills and ensure that the requirements of the Standards 
are consistently met. The board of governors maintains effective oversight of the school through a 
range of activities and challenges and supports leaders to ensure they carry out their responsibilities 
effectively. They routinely review what is working well in the school, and act to bring about 
improvements, always prioritising the wellbeing of pupils. For example, they routinely review the 
curriculum to ensure that there is an aspiration and quality to the accreditation and qualifications 
available to pupils. 

9. Leaders are knowledgeable and skilled as to how to help pupils overcome barriers to learning. They 
have established a team of skilled staff who provide timely and effective support for pupils learning. 
Teachers, teaching assistants, therapists and mental health specialists are appropriately trained and 
work collaboratively to meet the particular needs of the pupils. Consequently, pupils experience an 
education that allows them to make progress, develop and learn effectively.

10. Leaders ensure that pupils access a wide-ranging curriculum that also considers how best to develop 
pupils’ language, speech, writing and mathematical skills. They have invested in a range of 
strategies, technologies and therapies, such as speech and language, to help support pupils’ access 
to the curriculum. There is an effective whole-school approach that successfully integrates specialist 
whole-class teaching, tailored one-to-one support and focussed study skills sessions on a daily basis. 
Pupils’ academic and personal development are very well supported. 

11. Leaders take effective measures to identify and mitigate any risks to pupils, related to the site, the 
curriculum, off site activities and individual pupils’ needs. Leaders have due regard for pupils’ 
potential vulnerabilities related to their learning and communication difficulties. They review 
specific concerns and actions to be taken on a routine daily basis and as needed. They correlate all 
information about pupils, including that related to safeguarding, to make sure that they are taking 
account of pupils’ wide-ranging needs. 

12. Leaders ensure that they provide information appropriately. For example, they maintain close 
contact with parents through the annual and termly review process and share regular reports on 
pupils’ progress and wellbeing. Leaders provide relevant information, for example related to 
safeguarding policies, often available on the school website. Leaders work closely with external 
agencies, such as mental health services, when needed. They provide all required information to 
local authorities for pupils who have an EHC plan, including that related to funding and finance. The 
school fulfils the requirements of The Equality Act 2010, through the provision and implementation 
of the school’s accessibility plan. A suitable complaints policy and process is in place. Leaders 
respond to any parental concerns and record these events, in line with this policy.
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to leadership and 
management, and governance

13. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 2: Quality of education, training and recreation
14. Leaders provide pupils with a broad, balanced curriculum that leads to a range of relevant 

accreditation and qualifications. Leaders’ curriculum planning takes account of pupils’ ages and 
needs. It provides pupils with a range of opportunities in lessons, and through extra-curricular 
opportunities, to develop their physical and social needs, alongside their academic development. 

15. Leaders ensure teachers are provided with the specific resources to deliver the curriculum, such as 
visual aids and tactile materials to support pupils with specific needs. Assistive technology, such as 
text-to-speech and speech recognition software, is used appropriately to support reading, writing, 
communication and organisational skills. Pupils are taught to become adept in using these 
technologies across their learning and curriculum experience. 

16. Teachers are typically knowledgeable about the curriculum that they teach and about the ways in 
which to support pupils’ specific needs. They receive suitable training to enable them to incorporate 
specialist teaching approaches and resources in their classroom practice. Teachers mostly work 
effectively with teaching assistants to identify and support pupils who need extra help or guidance. 
On occasion, teachers and teaching assistants are not as adept at supporting pupils’ specific needs. 
When this happens, pupils do not learn as well as they should. 

17. For the small number of pupils who have English as an additional language (EAL), leaders ensure that 
they receive suitable support. Teachers in lessons make sure that they have any additional resources 
or guidance that they need. In addition, appropriate additional intervention is provided, where 
required. Pupils who have EAL are well supported to learn effectively alongside their peers. 

18. Leaders undertake appropriate termly reviews of pupils’ learning and development. Leaders use 
relevant information, for example pupils’ EHC plans, to identify additional support and set targets. 
However, leaders’ approaches to setting targets does not consistently break down long term goals 
for pupils into specific small-step targets that pupils understand. Leaders do not always help pupils 
to understand their progress and to take ownership of their own learning and development, as they 
get older. 

19. Leaders use a range of ways to track and review pupils’ progress and achievement. They ensure that 
pupils receive timely and individualised support, as required. For example, therapists work in close 
collaboration with teaching staff to meet pupils’ individual specific learning needs. Pupils’ 
therapeutic provision is incorporated discretely into regular lesson and tuition time. Individual and 
small group therapy are also in place when needed. Pupils across Years 4 to 8 receive daily one-to-
one sessions to support the development of their skills in writing, touch typing, spelling, reading and 
numeracy. By the end of Year 11, pupils achieve well in a range of qualifications, such as GCSEs and 
BTECs.

20. Pupils benefit from a range of school-based extra-curricular activities which include art, drama, 
music and sport. Trips and visits support classroom learning, including extended residential visits, 
including overseas, which broaden pupils’ experiences.  
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to the quality of education, 
training and recreation

21. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 3: Pupils’ physical and mental health and emotional 
wellbeing
22. Leaders provide pupils with a suitable curriculum that supports their social and emotional 

development. Through the PSHE programme, effective relationships and sex education are taught 
with sensitivity and regard for pupils’ ages and stage of learning. Pupils learn about topics such as 
peer pressure, online risks, consent, and healthy relationships. Through assemblies and subjects like 
history, pupils learn about important social issues. Through events, such as theology day and trips 
and visits, pupils learn about different faiths and beliefs systems and express their appreciation and 
understanding of spirituality through discussions and their artwork. 

23. Leaders ensure that pastoral arrangements to promote pupils’ wellbeing are effective. Leaders work 
closely with pupils and their families, to ensure that any concerns are shared and dealt with quickly. 
Pupils who need additional support receive this in school through the mental health support, or 
through timely referral to external specialists. Pupils particularly enjoy their contact with the 
school’s therapy dog. Pupils appreciate that staff care for their wellbeing.

24. The school’s behaviour policy is understood by staff, pupils and parents and implemented 
effectively. It promotes a positive approach to helping pupils behave appropriately, including by 
helping them regulate their behavioural responses. Adults trained in emotional literacy provide 
support for pupils on a one-to-one basis, enabling pupils to recognise, understand and manage their 
emotions. Leaders and staff apply sanctions effectively on the rare occasions they are needed. There 
is little serious misbehaviour. 

25. Leaders’ approach to anti-bullying policy is effective. Pupils are well supported to understand, 
through their curriculum, how to recognise bullying and how to report it. Some pupils struggle to 
interact successfully with their peers socially. Leaders support pupils through activities such as 
weekly social skills group sessions which help pupils to understand their own and others’ emotional 
needs in everyday interactions. Consequently, pupils make friends, engage positively in social 
activities, and when isolated instances of difficulty occur, recognise and seek help if they are 
concerned. 

26. There is a well-planned physical education (PE) curriculum that supports pupils to enjoy sports and 
engage in exercise. Pupils engage in regular activities, including extra-curricular sport, that promotes 
their physical development. Pupils receive clear guidance and understand the benefits of healthy 
living, through PSHE, PE and science lessons.  

27. Leaders maintain appropriate admissions and attendance registers. They act quickly and effectively 
where they have concerns about pupils’ attendance. They work with the local authority 
appropriately, including informing them of any admissions and transfers to and from other settings 
at non-standard times in the year. 

28. The premises are well maintained. Pupils are well supervised. Health and safety arrangements, 
including fire safety procedures are effectively administered. First aid is administered in a timely and 
competent manner. There is an appropriately furnished medical room and suitable toilet and 
washing facilities. 
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to pupils’ physical and mental 
health and emotional wellbeing

29. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 4: Pupils’ social and economic education and contribution 
to society
30. Pupils learn about the importance of values, such as equality, in a range of ways. Through the 

curriculum, pupils learn about respect for the diverse characteristics of other people, lifestyles, 
faiths, beliefs and cultures. They develop a positive regard for valuing the differences between 
people. Staff role-model treating others with respect and valuing differences, through their daily 
interactions with pupils. Pupils readily contribute to the positive ethos and cheerfulness of the 
school. They value the diverse school community, are eager to help each other and welcome those 
new to the school. 

31. Pupils learn about the importance of contributing positively to their local community, and wider 
society. They discuss issues in the wider world, such as the causes of war, famine and economic 
exploitation. Pupils consider carefully the issues of those who are experiencing hardship or trauma 
in their lives. They enjoy taking opportunities to raise funds for charities. Pupils also enjoy 
contributing to the wider community, such as when they sing in the town square at Christmas or 
visit residents in a local care home.

32. A well-developed careers programme supports pupils to learn about and prepare for their pathway 
to adulthood, including information related to further education, training or employment. The 
curriculum is enhanced by visiting speakers, visits to careers events and interactive careers software 
that pupils use to form a view of the array of opportunities available to them. Pupils receive 
appropriate independence guidance about their individual choices and career pathways. Leaders 
support pupils well for their next steps when they leave the school, including preparation for 
independent living. 

33. Through their learning in the curriculum, including through PSHE, pupils learn about economics and 
personal finance, including topics such as budgeting and banking, and the potential tensions which 
can arise within relationships because of conflicting money management. Additional activities, such 
as fundraising for charities, introduces pupils to the social and humanitarian dimensions of economic 
activity.

34. Leaders and staff provide pupils with clear, consistent guidance regarding the rule of law, public 
services such as the police and court system, and the importance of right and wrong. Pupils 
understand the consequences of the decisions that they make, and how to make the right decisions 
in difficult situations. Staff support pupils by providing guidance to help pupils understand and think 
through decision-making. 

35. Pupils are taught about democracy, parliamentary processes and British institutions. They 
experience democracy in school, including through mock elections, school council meetings and 
questionnaires about school life. Some pupils take on roles and responsibilities as head boy, head 
girl or school council representative. However, only a small number of pupils are actively involved in 
these opportunities. Some pupils do not feel that their ideas about how well the school works are 
adequately discussed or followed up. Consequently, some pupils feel that pupils do not have true 
influence on the way the school develops. 
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to pupils’ social and economic 
education and contribution to society

36. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Safeguarding
37. Leaders ensure that the school’s safeguarding policies and procedures are effective and reflect 

current statutory guidance. Leaders are well trained. They are vigilant regarding pupils’ safety and 
wellbeing, and the needs of pupils, including those who need greater support to communicate their 
worries and concerns. Governors oversee leaders’ work, through regular visits to the site, meeting 
with pupils and staff, and review of documentation related to safeguarding. They ensure that 
leaders consider and act on trends or lessons to learn from safeguarding information. 

38. Staff receive appropriate training, including about online safety and risks posed by radicalisation and 
extremism. Staff support pupils’ needs so that pupils are confident and able to report their concerns. 
Staff are alert to any signs of concern and report issues to the safeguarding team quickly and 
appropriately, including any that may arise about staff or other adults. Leaders and staff 
communicate very effectively through regular meetings where there are ongoing concerns about 
pupils, which provides effective oversight of pupils’ safety.

39. Leaders ensure that information sharing is efficient and timely. Leaders liaise effectively with 
relevant external agencies when concerns arise. When required, leaders make timely referrals to 
safeguarding partners such as children’s services, health services, and the local authority designated 
officer (LADO). They seek guidance and support from services to secure ongoing help for pupils and 
their families, when they need it. 

40. The school teaches pupils how to keep themselves safe, including when online. Leaders use the 
PSHE and RSE programmes to reinforce pupils’ understanding. Lessons provide pupils with 
reminders about keeping safe and ways to inform staff if they have any concerns. Consequently, 
pupils are confident to confide any worries. They know they will be taken seriously and that 
appropriate actions will be taken on their behalf. Appropriate filtering and monitoring of online 
activity and on school devices are in place and tested regularly. Leaders act swiftly to address any 
issues that arise and prioritise the safety of pupils. 

41. The school carries out all required recruitment checks on adults that work with pupils, including 
staff, contractors and governors, before they commence working at the school. Leaders maintain an 
accurate single central record of these appointments.

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to safeguarding

42. All the relevant Standards are met.
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School details
School The Unicorn School

Department for Education number 931/6109

Registered charity number 1070807

Address The Unicorn School
20 Marcham Road
Abingdon
Oxfordshire
OX14 1AA

Phone number 01235 530222

Email address office@unicornoxford.co.uk

Website www.unicornoxford.co.uk

Proprietor The Unicorn Trust

Chair Mr Andrew Strivens

Interim Headteacher Mr Matt Small

Age range 6 to 17

Number of pupils 120

Date of previous inspection 30 June 2023
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Information about the school
43. The Unicorn School is a co-educational day special school for pupils who have SEND. It is located in 

Abingdon, Oxfordshire. The school is a charitable foundation overseen by a governing body. In June 
2023, the Department for Education (DfE) commissioned ISI to conduct a material change 
inspection, following the request from the school to increase their capacity from 108 pupils to 120 
pupils. Following this inspection, the school was granted permission from the DfE to increase their 
capacity from September 2024. Since the previous inspection, the former headteacher has been 
appointed as the executive headteacher and an interim headteacher is in post at the time of the 
current inspection. There has also been a change to the chair of governors.

44. The school has identified all 120 pupils as having SEND. Ninety-six pupils in the school have an 
education, health and care (EHC) plan.

45. The school has identified English as an additional language for a very small number of pupils. 

46. The school states its aims are to equip pupils with the necessary skills and confidence to become 
independent learners, so that they can recognise their personal strengths and communicate their 
individual needs, goals, and values as they take on the next chapter.
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Inspection details
Inspection dates 18 to 20 March 2025

47. A team of three inspectors visited the school for two and a half days.

48. Inspection activities included:

 observation of lessons

 observation of registration periods

 observation of a sample of extra-curricular activities that occurred during the inspection

 discussions with the chair and other governors

 discussions with the headteacher, school leaders, managers and other members of staff

 discussions with pupils

 visits to the therapy support area and facilities for physical education

 scrutiny of samples of pupils’ work

 scrutiny of a range of policies, documentation and records provided by the school.

49. The inspection team considered the views of pupils, members of staff and parents who responded 
to ISI’s pre-inspection surveys.
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How are association independent schools in England inspected?

 The Department for Education is the regulator for independent schools in England.

 ISI is approved by the Secretary of State for Education to inspect independent schools in England, 
which are members of associations in membership of the Independent Schools Council.

 ISI inspections report to the Department for Education on the extent to which the statutory 
Independent School Standards, the EYFS statutory framework requirements, the National 
Minimum Standards for boarding schools and any other relevant standards are met. 

 For more information, please visit www.isi.net.

Independent Schools Inspectorate

CAP House, 9-12 Long Lane, London, EC1A 9HA 

For more information, please visit isi.net




