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Date of inspection:  27 November 2009
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Reporting Inspector: Mrs S Nolan
Description of School

Saint Monica’s Catholic School is a mixed one form entry primary school serving families mainly within the local parish of St. Monica’s but also some from the neighbouring parishes of Our Lady and St. Joseph’s and St John the Baptist. It also occasionally admits a very few pupils from other faiths, currently, one in Year 5 and one in Year 6. There are 222 pupils on roll of whom approximately 99% are baptised Catholics. There are 25 children in the Nursery and 30 in the Reception Year. Of the 16 full and part-time teachers, 43% (8) are Catholics and 4 hold the Catholic Certificate in Religious Studies (CCRS) or other Catholic qualifications. The school’s mission, ‘To welcome and embrace everyone’, is at the heart of its drive to pursue success in learning, high quality care for its pupils, and a secure Christian ethos where all can flourish. The school is oversubscribed in younger years because families in the area appreciate the shared expectations to learn, love, respect, understand, through God and each other’. A much higher proportion of pupils than is typically nationally, around 80%, have a home language other than English. The majority of the pupils have Black African heritages. The proportion of the school population with significant barriers to learning is close to average.  Of these 38 pupils, eight have a statement of special educational need. More pupils than is customary are eligible for a free school meal.  Attainment on entry to the Nursery is below average.
Key for inspection grades

Grade 1: Outstanding;        Grade 2:Good;         Grade 3: Satisfactory;      Grade 4: Inadequate

Overall effectiveness of this Catholic school

Saint Monica’s is a good Catholic school with some outstanding features. Its major strength lies in its very close links with the local parish as it strives, in conjunction with the chaplain and governors, to do the best for its pupils and their families. The impressive teamwork of the leadership group is reflected in the school’s now shared culture of high expectations for pupils, both academically and spiritually. Guided by the very able leadership of the headteacher and deputy, staff, including those who are not Catholics, have a genuine sense of the school’s Catholic mission. This is seen in the respect and understanding with which staff and pupils treat each other. Standards are average overall by the end of Year 6. In 2009, both English and religious education were above average for the first time in a number of years. The overwhelming majority of pupils are achieving well. Teaching is generally good. Religious education is very well planned within the now excellent curriculum. Prayer and worship are an integral part of each school day so that pupils’ spiritual and moral development is outstanding. The school’s success in promoting a truly inclusive Catholic ethos is well reflected in the harmonious relationships between the many groups of pupils from different cultural traditions celebrating together the Church’s feast days. Parents and the local community say they are made very welcome at Saint Monica’s, a result of the school’s superb outreach work. Pupils are helped to understand the Church’s global mission through their support for a number of charities, including helping a maternity hospital in Nigeria, fundraising for the Catholic Children’s Society, CAFOD and the Nelson Mandela fund.  The governing body not only supports the school well but also works tirelessly with the headteacher to ensure that Religious Education is at the heart of Saint Monica’s.

Grade 2
Improvement since the last inspection

Saint Monica’s has made significant improvement since the last inspection. This is especially so with regard to the enrichment of its Catholic ethos in the last two years. The school has also been very successful in raising the pupils’ academic performance; strengthening its practice and procedures for monitoring all aspects of religious education, including the amount of, and quality of, recorded work in pupils’ religious education books. The opportunities for spiritual reflection and for worship have increased significantly. Planning and work surveys are carried out regularly in religious education and the pupils’ spiritual journeys are now recorded at key points in their assessment books. Besides addressing the issues from the last inspection, the school has made real progress in developing the religious education curriculum, in improving resources and in developing the expertise and subject knowledge of staff in Catholic religious studies. There are well-considered plans to involve the chaplain even more in supporting the subject knowledge of the staff. Pupils are making good progress in religious education as in much of their other academic work.   

Grade 1
The capacity of the school community to improve and develop

The school has a strong capacity to improve and develop further because of the determination of the headteacher, ably supported by the school chaplain and the deputy, to give every child the best possible opportunities both academically and spiritually. Their commitment and dedication, working closely with the governors, parish and parents, is reflected in the strong teamwork among teachers and support staff. The school’s regular and full involvement with the local parish is evident in the parents’ high level of support for the school’s distinctive Catholic ethos. Significant improvement since the last inspection has been demonstrated in all areas. There is clear evidence of on-going developments to sustain the good quality of teaching in religious education. Well-considered resources empower ever greater numbers of pupils to participate as best as they can in the prayer life of the school. The determined senior team, very well supported by all staff, has rightly identified the strengths of the school and those areas that require further improvement. The school is clear as to the importance for its future of developing the expertise of its Catholic teachers through the CCRS qualification. It already has in mind the development of central tracking of students’ attainment and progress in religious education to match that of English. There is a desire to involve every member of staff as fully as possible in the Catholic life of the school. In the time since the last inspection, Saint Monica’s has demonstrated just what it can do. It is ready at all levels of the school to build on this solid foundation and strive for excellence.
Grade 1
What the school should do to improve further

· develop central recording systems to check on the pupils’ attainment and progress in religious education to match those in place for English
· strongly encourage more teachers to strive for accreditation such as the CCRS
· build further the confidence and knowledge of all staff so that they can play a greater part in planning the weekly liturgy and in portraying Catholic practice and traditions for the pupils in lessons.

The Catholic Life of the School

Leadership and Management 

St Monica’s is outstandingly well led and managed. The headteacher’s excellent leadership of this Catholic community is ably supported by governors and the senior leadership team. They have a real understanding of their community and have generated a common sense of purpose in promoting the Catholic identity of the school. The local parish, an Augustinian foundation, is at the heart of the school’s religious worship. The senior team work very closely with the school chaplain to regularly plan and celebrate mass for staff, pupils and parents. The governor with responsibility for Religious Education both supports and challenges the work of the school co-ordinator. High expectations are at the heart of the school’s improvement since the last inspection. The excellent links with parents, the parish and other external agencies help the school to keep in touch with the many groups within the community. Enrichment activities, family learning and after-school clubs are much valued by pupils and their families. Lines of accountability are clear and the school has a very accurate understanding of the impact of its provision for the advancement of this Catholic community. It knows its strengths and areas for improvement very well and has rightly identified areas for further improvement. It has taken on board the issues raised during the diocesan review earlier this year.
Grade 1
The Prayer Life of the School

The prayer and the liturgical life of the school contribute exceptionally positively to the pupils’ spiritual and moral development. All children are encouraged to participate in the liturgy and in the day-to-day school prayers as best they can. The overwhelming majority respond very positively with pupils taking responsibility to prepare masses, assemblies and other collective worship. Pupils, for example, helped prepare all aspects of the liturgy for the school’s celebration of the blessing of its new classrooms. Prayers throughout the school are both formal and informal. Each classroom has a prayer table, dressed in the liturgical colours. Others have prayer books to which the children and their families contribute. There are periods of reflection built into the school day, sometimes using music or visual materials to aid concentration. Pupils use their many talents to express their worship, singing, reading or altar-serving. Daily collective worship, regular assemblies and masses both in school and in the parish church mean that pupils have excellent opportunities to become very familiar with the responses so that they can participate comfortably. Assemblies are of good quality and during the inspection, pupils, although quiet and reflective, really enjoyed the efforts of the Reception class to show their understanding of ‘getting ready’ for the feast of the Nativity of Our Lord. Display in classrooms and around the corridors along with interesting resources all remind pupils of their Catholic identity and provide stimulus for thought and reflection. The statue of Saint Monica, for example, matches that in the parish church. The advent calendar and wreath form a communal focus in the lead up to Christmas. The calm engendered in prayer times is reflected in the good behaviour in lessons and around the school. The school recognises that its prayer life could be even further strengthened by encouraging further opportunities for traditional and seasonal devotions and by increasing the pupils’ awareness of saints’ feast days associated with other parts of the United Kingdom.

Grade 1
How effectively does the school promote community cohesion?
The impact of Saint Monica’s work and commitment to promoting community cohesion is clearly evident in the way parents feel at home in the school. Large numbers of parents, for example, from a range of minority ethnic groups, attend the Friday sharing assemblies. A real strength of Saint Monica’s is its determination to include all pupils and their families as fully as possible. For example, pupils from a wide range of ethnic groups in play and lessons reflected the harmonious relationships seen in the school. Pupils have excellent opportunities to enhance their knowledge of other faiths also, both in lessons and through visits to other places of worship, not least through drawing on the knowledge and experience of some staff from other than Christian faiths. Pupils’ understanding of the Church in the wider community is helped through the links children have with their families’ roots in their countries of origin. Those within the school community from other faiths are encouraged to share their beliefs and customs as well as to take part in the prayer life of the school.  

Grade 1
____________________________________________________

Religious Education

Achievement and Standards in Religious Education

Pupils make good progress in Religious Education by the end of Year 6. Standards in 2009 are above average in both Religious Education and in English. In discussion, and in their workbooks, pupils show a sound understanding and knowledge of the Catholic faith but also of the traditions of other major religions. Pupils’ written work is of a good standard in older classes and pupils of all age groups and abilities engage well in learning. Key vocabulary is well promoted. Pupils in Year 1, for example, were familiar with the account of the Annunciation and were able to link it to the forthcoming preparation for Christmas. Pupils, at their own levels, know the pattern of the liturgical year, are familiar with the scriptures, and are clear as to what is expected of a Catholic community. They are helped by the prayer tables in each classroom, always in the season’s liturgical colours. They are also helped by a growing awareness of traditional devotions such as the rosary during the month of October and the May procession in honour of Our Lady.
Grade 2
Teaching and learning in Religious Education

The quality of teaching and learning in religious education is good.  Relationships between pupils and teachers are excellent and contribute greatly to pupils’ willingness to take part and in their enjoyment in learning. Teachers and teaching assistants mostly have a sound knowledge of the Catholic faith. Lessons are planned jointly in year groups with the coordinator to ensure that all staff have a sufficient understanding and knowledge of the areas to be taught. The way the headteacher and deputy model and demonstrate planning for Catholic practice and teaching is proving increasingly effective. However, there are some aspects of teachers’ understanding and  knowledge of the Catholic faith that are not yet fully secure. Generally all staff enable pupils to reflect on their own progress. Well-targeted questioning, together with a classroom ethos that encourages queries and explanations, also supports pupils’ language and communication skills.  In a Year 6 lesson on ‘Jesus as the Messiah’, pupils were encouraged to read and consider the account in Luke’s Gospel and to explain their understanding, for example. Marking is generally helpful and regular and pupils clearly know how to improve their work.  Again, a very good example in Year 6 showed pupils replying in writing to the teacher’s helpful comments.  In all lessons, pupils are very well supported by the teaching assistants.
Grade 2    

Quality of the Curriculum

The quality of the curriculum is excellent. The time allocated is well within the diocesan recommendations and is supplemented daily by assemblies and prayer times.  Schemes of work are carefully constructed to ensure progression through the year groups. Work is well matched to pupils’ earlier learning and contributes very effectively to promoting not only their Catholic faith but also to their basic skills. Within the ‘Here I am’ scheme of work, the school is working assiduously to ensure assessment procedures are well matched to topics. All pupils are taught to respect other faiths and cultures and pupils reported that they particularly appreciate the opportunities to show their traditional dance and other customs. The curriculum also supports pupils’ outstanding spiritual, moral, social and cultural development well. They express this through their work on the school council, through the way they look after each other, and through their thoughtfulness for others less fortunate than themselves. Resources are good. The school does have interactive materials to bolster the published scheme but it rightly recognises that more are needed to bring aspects of the curriculum to life. The excellent display around the school is well related to classroom topics and current projects at home and abroad. 

Grade  1
Leadership and management of Religious Education

There is very good leadership and management of religious education. The recently appointed deputy headteacher is acting as co-ordinator for religious education. She is building very effectively on the work of the headteacher and is exceptionally well supported by the headteacher, by the senior team, by governors and the chaplain. The quality of provision in religious education is a high priority in the school. Senior staff care deeply about their pupils’ spiritual development and are very supportive of other teachers in developing their understanding of the school’s vision for the curriculum. The co-ordinator is increasingly successful in developing the knowledge of the Catholic faith of the many non-Catholic teachers in the school. Monitoring and evaluation of the subject area is at the heart of the school’s excellent progress since the last inspection. The subject leader has a strong sense of the Church’s educational mission and shares this with all staff who display a genuine sense of spiritual purpose in their day-to-day work. In the very well kept learning environment, the subject leader ensures that resources and staff are deployed as effectively as possible so that all pupils are included fully in the religious life of the school. 
Grade 1
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