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Inspection outcome 

The school has requested a material change to increase its overall capacity from 123 to 240 pupils and 
change the age range from 6 to 17 years to 6 to 19 years. The request includes a proposed change in 
school premises with the use of an additional building.

The school is likely to meet the relevant independent school Standards if the material change is 
implemented. It is recommended that the material change be approved.

Inspection findings

Part 1. Quality of education provided 

ISSR paragraphs 2, 2A, 3 and 4

1. Leaders ensure that a written curriculum policy is in place, supported by appropriate plans and 
schemes of work. The curriculum for the new Year 12 pupils has been planned with care to ensure 
there is appropriate breadth and content. Leaders have considered the extra-curricular programme, 
ensuring older pupils will have access to an appropriate range of activities.  

2. Leaders provide a suitable personal, social, health, and economic (PSHE) education that reflects the 
school’s aims. Appropriate plans to teach PSHE to older pupils are in place. Curriculum plans pay 
particular attention to promoting mutual respect across all subjects, including PSHE, and consider 
the protected characteristics outlined in the Equality Act 2010.

3. Pupils participate in a structured careers programme that includes appropriate opportunities for 
work experience. Leaders have considered relevant changes to the programme in advance of the 
admission of pupils into Year 12. The current programme encourages pupils to make informed 
choices about a broad range of skills and career options, and leaders plan to enhance this aspect 
further for older pupils if the material change is approved. 

4. Leaders provide an appropriate curriculum for relationships and sex education (RSE) tailored to the 
individual needs of pupils and their different ages. Leaders consult with parents regarding RSE. 
Leaders have carefully considered what they want older pupils to learn within this curriculum and 
are updating the schemes of work accordingly.

5. Lessons are well planned and effectively taught. Staff use teaching methods that best match the 
pupils’ range of needs and stage of development. For example, they carefully structure timetables 
and adapt resources to help pupils achieve good progress. Pupils’ behaviour in lessons and around 
the school is effectively managed. Staff demonstrate sound knowledge of the subjects that they 
teach. Leaders have planned appropriate staffing arrangements for older pupils.

6. An appropriate assessment framework is in place. Leaders ensure that the curriculum and teaching 
enable pupils to make good progress. Systems already in use will be extended to ensure suitable 
assessment of older pupils.

7. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented. 

Part 2. Spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of pupils 

ISSR paragraph 5

8. Leaders ensure that there is a suitable programme in place to promote pupils’ spiritual, moral, social 
and cultural (SMSC) development, which actively promotes fundamental British values. Pupils 
develop self-confidence and an awareness of their strengths and needs in response to the support 
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and encouragement of adults throughout the school. Leaders have successfully devised a curriculum 
to help pupils transition smoothly to the next stage in their lives.

9. Leaders have created a tailored personal development programme (PDP) which helps pupils have a 
clear understanding of their responsibilities towards others and of right and wrong. Staff guide 
pupils to reflect on their behaviour, and pupils are supported in learning from real-life situations 
they encounter. Staff use tutor times, assemblies and lessons for focused learning that relates to real 
life.

10. The school is a community in which all forms of diversity are respected. Pupils are supported to 
develop their understanding of different perspectives and views. Pupils understand the nature and 
impact of laws which govern British society and learn about public institutions and services in 
England during lessons and through trips and visits. 

11. Throughout the curriculum, leaders ensure that pupils learn about different cultures, faiths and 
traditions in school and in the wider world. Pupils show respect towards others and demonstrate an 
understanding of and empathy for how people’s lives are different. 

12. Leaders work closely with pupils and their families to ensure that any concerns are shared and 
addressed promptly. Pupils who need additional support receive this in school through mental 
health support, a range of therapists or through timely referral to external specialists. 

13. As part of the PSHE curriculum, pupils explore the concepts of democracy, equality and respect for 
all. Teaching of PSHE is further enhanced through assemblies and PDP. In addition, carefully chosen 
trips, such as to Warwick Castle, help pupils understand the role of the monarchy and the 
democratic process. Staff are swift to challenge pupils around respect and often conduct restorative 
conversations where inappropriate language or behaviour has been used. These incidents are 
effectively and appropriately communicated, allowing staff to follow up in the regular one-to-one 
sessions that all pupils have and find useful.

14. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented. 

Part 3. Welfare, health and safety of pupils

ISSR paragraphs 7(a) and (b), 11, 12, 14, 16 (a) and (b) 

15. Leaders, including governors, are committed to maintaining effective safeguarding policies and 
practice that align with current statutory guidance. They remain attentive to the safety and 
wellbeing of all pupils, including those who need extra assistance to voice their worries and 
concerns. This vigilance creates a supportive environment for all pupils within the school 
community.

16. Safeguarding leaders have been appropriately trained, are suitably knowledgeable and co-ordinate 
their work effectively. Safeguarding leaders ensure that staff receive appropriate training, including 
at induction. Staff are provided with weekly updates about safeguarding issues and procedures. Staff 
know how to report concerns regarding pupils in their care and act promptly and effectively when 
required.

17. Governors are appropriately trained and actively oversee the school’s safeguarding procedures. 
They regularly visit the school, meet with pupils and staff, receive reports, and review policies and 
documentation. They continue to ensure that leaders consider and act on trends or lessons learned 
from safeguarding information.

18. Leaders maintain an effective partnership with several local authorities and other services. Referrals 
to external agencies are made in a timely and appropriate manner. Leaders monitor attendance 
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carefully, which enables the early identification of potential issues, timely interventions, and tailored 
support to enhance engagement, ultimately promoting pupils’ academic progress and wellbeing. 
They inform the local authority, as required, of changes to the admission register. 

19. Leaders ensure that appropriate internet filtering and monitoring is in place. Pupils learn how to stay 
safe, including when online. Pupils are confident that they have a trusted adult to speak to if they 
have any worries, and know that prompt action will be taken to support them.

20. Leaders recognise that some pupils may feel anxious about moving to a new location. To address 
this, they have set up pupil meetings and filmed a tour of the building to be shown to pupils in 
advance of the move, thereby easing any worries they may have. They have also considered 
additional risks associated with the change of premises, such as supervision, and have established 
suitable plans to ensure that safety arrangements remain effective.

21. The school adheres to applicable health and safety regulations by developing and executing an 
appropriate health and safety policy. Leaders ensure records are kept up to date and that 
maintenance, and health and safety checks, are carried out systematically and appropriately.

22. The fire risk policy in place is both appropriate and effective. Leaders ensure that fire safety 
equipment is serviced regularly, and fire drills are conducted and documented. Leaders have begun 
staff training to prepare for upcoming modifications to fire evacuation procedures. They have also 
developed plans to educate pupils about health and safety at the new location, including evacuation 
procedures for the new building.

23. Leaders effectively deploy staff to ensure appropriate supervision of pupils. The current systems for 
pupil supervision work well throughout the school, and leaders have devised suitable plans for the 
new premises and a proposed increase in pupil numbers.

24. Leaders are proactive in recognising, evaluating and managing risk. They have established a 
thorough risk assessment policy that includes detailed assessments, which they review on a routine 
basis. They ensure that staff responsible for creating and reviewing these assessments are well 
trained and implement effective measures to mitigate and manage risks. 

25. Leaders have conducted a thorough evaluation of the risks associated with acquiring additional 
premises and the educational provision for the older pupils who will use it. This includes detailed 
assessments of risks associated with the proposed increase in age range. They understand the 
importance of remaining vigilant in identifying and assessing any potential new risks that may 
emerge.

26. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented. 

Part 4. Suitability of staff, supply staff, and proprietors 

ISSR paragraphs 18 to 21

27. The school’s recruitment process is rigorous. All required pre-employment checks are completed 
before any adult begins work at the school. An appropriate single central record of appointments is 
accurately maintained. 

28. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented.

Part 5. Premises of and accommodation at schools 

ISSR paragraphs 22 to 29
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29. Leaders have acquired new premises to accommodate the proposed increase in numbers and age 
range. Assessments and plans carried out by leaders indicate that facilities, once completed, will 
enhance accommodation and continue to meet pupils’ needs.

30. Leaders ensure that suitable toilet, changing and shower facilities are provided on both the current 
premises and those to be used next year. An appropriate area on the new site has been set aside to 
accommodate the care of pupils who are unwell or who are injured.

31. The up-to-date specification for lighting and acoustics on the new site means that accommodation is 
suitable for teaching purposes. External lighting is in place to enhance the visibility of pathways and 
entrances. Drinking water is readily available and is suitably identified across both sites. The hot 
water systems are checked regularly and regulated to prevent scalding.

32. Physical education and play areas are appropriate, including on the new site. Current facilities are 
well maintained and regularly inspected. The premises and accommodation are maintained to a 
standard commensurate with health and safety requirements.

33. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented.

Part 6. Provision of information

ISSR paragraph 32(1)(c)

34. The information regarding the arrangements for safeguarding pupils, which meet statutory 
requirements, are published on the school’s website.

35. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented. 

Part 8. Quality of leadership and management of schools

ISSR paragraphs 34(1)(a), 34(1)(b), 34(1)(c), 34(2) 

36. School leaders, including governors, demonstrate good skills and knowledge. They fulfil their 
responsibilities effectively.

37. Leaders and governors carefully consider the needs of pupils. They have taken proactive measures in 
planning for the school’s move into additional premises, which will accommodate the older pupils. 
They have planned effectively for the gradual increase in pupil numbers which will primarily be due 
to providing a sixth form pathway. Leaders have planned with suitable care for the proposed 
increase in the number and age range of pupils. They have considered the physical, emotional and 
educational requirements for the small number of older pupils who will remain in the school for Year 
12 or who will, in time, join from an alternative provision.

38. Leaders have carefully assessed and addressed potential risks, including those associated with 
providing specialist provision, working across a split site and extending the age range. Ensuring that 
the current facilities continue to meet the needs of pupils is a priority for leaders and governors, 
alongside planning suitable new environments for pupils in Years 12 and 13. Leaders have evaluated 
a wide range of factors, including necessary staffing levels and therapy needs. They have put in place 
procedures which prioritise pupil wellbeing, ensuring that their needs remain consistently met.

39. The school is likely to continue to meet the Standards if the material change is implemented. 
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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

Headteacher Mrs Alison Woodworth-Sturla

Age range 6 to 17

Number of pupils 120

Date of previous inspection 18 to 20 March 2025
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Information about the school 

40. The Unicorn School is a co-educational day special school for pupils who have special educational 
needs and/or disabilities (SEND). It is located in Abingdon, Oxfordshire. The school is a charitable 
foundation overseen by a governing body. Since the previous inspection, a new headteacher has 
been appointed.

41. The school has identified all 120 pupils as having special educational needs and/or disabilities. 
Ninety-six pupils in the school have an education, health and care (EHC) plan.

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

43. The school states that 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.

Purpose of the material change inspection

Inspectors carried out this inspection following an application made by the school to the Department for 
Education to make a material change to the school’s provision. The purpose of the inspection is to 
advise the Secretary of State for Education about whether the school is likely to meet the Independent 
School Standards if the material change is implemented. 
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Inspection details

Inspection dates 27 June 2025

44. Two reporting inspectors visited the school for one day.

45. Inspection activities included:

 scrutiny of a range of policies, documentation and records provided by the school and 
information available on the school’s website

 tour of the school including the new site to assess the standard of the premises and 
accommodation

 discussions with the chair of governors 

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

 discussions with pupils
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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




