
 
 

 
 

North Devon Personalised 
Learning Service 
 

Springfield Court, Fishleigh Road, Barnstaple, EX31 3TD 

 

Inspection dates 26−27 November 2013 
 

Overall effectiveness 
Previous inspection: Satisfactory 3 

This inspection: Requires improvement 3 

Achievement of pupils  Requires improvement 3 

Quality of teaching Good 2 

Behaviour and safety of pupils Good 2 

Leadership and management  Requires improvement 3 
 

Summary of key findings for parents and pupils 

 

This is a school that requires improvement. It is not good because: 

 Students with medical needs do not achieve 
well enough because arrangements for 
making sure they receive sufficient education 
are unclear. 

 In some lessons learning targets are not 
precise enough and students get too much 
help from adults. 

 Procedures for recording attendance and 
behavioural incidents lack rigour.  

 

 The management committee does not provide 
sufficient challenge to the headteacher and 
senior leaders and does not check some 
aspects of the service’s performance 
thoroughly enough. 

 Some senior leaders have assumed their 
responsibilities recently and do not yet monitor 
fully all areas of the service’s work. 

 

 

The school has the following strengths: 

 The range and quality of the work-related 
courses are of a very high standard. These 
courses help most students find suitable 
destinations when they leave. 

 Good teaching is characterised by high 
expectations and the skilful management of 
behaviour. As a result students feel safe, 
valued and their behaviour is good. 

 

 The headteacher and her senior leadership 
team demonstrate drive and ambition. Since 
the last inspection, they have brought about 
marked improvements in students’ behaviour 
and in the quality of teaching and learning.    

 Links with the wider community are used well 
to meet the individual needs of students.  

 Parents and carers appreciate the work of the 
service and the supportive approach of staff. 
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Information about this inspection 

 Inspectors observed lessons on all of the service’s sites and visited one of the alternative 
education providers and a community centre used by the service.  

 Thirteen lessons were observed, taught by nine teachers.  

 Meetings and discussions were held with the headteacher, senior leaders, staff, the Chair of the 
Management Committee and a representative from the local authority. 

 The inspector met with a group of students and held informal conversations with others. 

 The views of parents and carers were gained by holding telephone conversations with a small 
number of parents and carers, and through the analysis of the service’s own questionnaires it 
gave out to seek the views of parents and carers. The views of staff were gathered from their 
questionnaire returns. 

 A range of documents were looked at, including the service’s plans for improvement, information 
on students’ progress, lesson plans, work in students’ books and records relating to behaviour, 
attendance and safeguarding. 

 

Inspection team 

Andrew Redpath, Lead inspector Her Majesty’s Inspector  

Ann Sydney Additional Inspector 
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Full report 

 

Information about this school 

 The North Devon Personalised Learning Service has three sites. The main site is in Barnstaple 
and provides education for students at Key Stage 4 who have been excluded or are at risk of 
exclusion from mainstream schools. A second site in Bideford, approximately eight miles away, 
provides education for primary-aged and Key Stage 3 students with similar needs. A third site in 
Barnstaple provides education for students with medical needs.  

 A small number of students have a statement of special educational needs for behavioural, 
emotional and social difficulties. About one third of students have medical needs. 

 The proportion of students eligible for the pupil premium (additional government funding for 
students known to be eligible for free school meals, those who are looked after by the local 
authority and children of service families) is broadly in line with the national average. No 
students qualify for the Year 7 Catch-up premium. 

 The proportion of students from ethnic minority groups or who speak English as an additional 
language is well below the national average. 

 The service uses part-time alternative education provided by: The Whole Life Project, based at a 
smallholding; Wings motor vehicle workshop; and Yard One music project. It also uses local 
community centres to teach a few students with more complex needs who are unable to work in 
a larger group.  

 The service provides outreach support to secondary schools in the area. 

 A new headteacher was appointed in January 2012 and the service moved to new premises at 
the same time. 

 

What does the school need to do to improve further? 

 Improve the achievement of students with medical needs by working with other schools and 
health professionals to make sure that all students have a suitable programme of education. 

 Strengthen teaching and learning further by making sure that in all lessons: 

 learning targets provide the right level of challenge by building clearly on what students 
already know 

 adult help is used carefully to make sure students have enough opportunities to work on their 
own and develop independent study skills. 

 Improve leadership and management by: 

 making sure senior leaders monitor all aspects of the service’s work, particularly in relation to 
the provision for students with medical needs and the procedures for recording attendance 
and behavioural incidents 

 increasing the involvement of the management committee in understanding and challenging 
the service’s performance. 
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Inspection judgements 

The achievement of pupils requires improvement 

 Almost all students join the service having had interruptions to their education which have 
resulted in underachievement and lower than expected levels of reading and writing. While 
attending the service, a majority of students narrow the gap between their achievement and 
that of their peers.  

 The majority of students re-engage with learning and leave having gained GCSE or equivalent 
passes in English, mathematics, science and information and communication technology. They 
also gain a good range of work-related qualifications, including in hair and beauty, construction, 
hospitality and catering, land-based studies and motor vehicle maintenance.  

 Achievement is not yet good because some students with medical needs are also on the register 
of a mainstream school and the service only monitors progress in the part-time sessions 
delivered by the service. There are some individual examples where students have gradually 
increased their attendance at the service. However, the range of subjects offered by the service 
is limited and it is unclear whether additional education is provided by the mainstream schools. 

 The service’s information on students’ achievement shows that almost all groups are achieving 
equally, including those who are eligible for free school meals or have a statement of special 
educational needs. 

 Many students who have been excluded from mainstream school following behavioural incidents 
make better progress due to the individual learning programmes, careful use of different settings 
and the provision of work-related courses.  

 The service has used its pupil premium funding to train staff and to provide targeted support for 
reading and writing. It has also recently introduced a new reading and writing policy and there is 
useful guidance for teachers on how to help individual students with particular difficulties. It is 
too early to evaluate the impact of this work.  

 Students’ achievement shows a trend of improvement over the past three years. In 2013, almost 
all Year 11 students who left the service moved on to places in further education or training. The 
service follows up placements to check that students are succeeding. 

 

The quality of teaching is good 

 Teaching is good because teachers have high expectations and a secure knowledge of their 
subjects. This is particularly evident on the work-related courses where staff use their 
experience of industry to good effect. 

 There is usually a calm and purposeful atmosphere in lessons. Teachers use praise and good 
humour effectively which helps students to work hard.  

 Teachers introduce topics which often draw on students’ own interests. Good examples were 
seen in work-related courses, where one student had designed and made a table, and another 
was building his own bicycle.   

 Teachers’ planning sets out clearly what students are expected to learn and lessons generally 
give students the right level of challenge. However, occasionally, learning targets are too broad 
and do not build closely on students’ current levels of skill, which limits progress, particularly for 
the less capable students. 

 Teaching assistants often support learning well, taking responsibility for working with students 
individually and in small groups. Occasionally they give help too quickly, which limits students’ 
ability to work on their own and solve problems for themselves.  

 Teachers have developed good systems for checking and recording students’ work against levels 
of the National Curriculum. Marking was identified as an area for improvement by the last 
inspection and it is now used effectively to help students improve their work. It is usually 
detailed and in the best lessons includes opportunities for students to comment on their work.   
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The behaviour and safety of pupils are good 

 Students’ behaviour in lessons and around the service is good and there is a pleasant 
environment for learning. 

 Students generally get on well with each other and respect each other’s differences. They report 
that they feel safe and that there is an absence of bullying. In the words of one student, ‘It’s 
such a small school, everyone has to get on.’ 

 Occasional incidents of inappropriate behaviour do occur, but they are managed well by staff 
and do not disrupt the generally calm atmosphere in the service.  

 The use of exclusion is measured and it has declined steadily over the past three years. The 
service is creative in using community centres for students to work for short periods away from 
the group. This arrangement can help diffuse difficult situations and allow students time to 
reflect while carrying on with their work. 

 Students like the way their efforts and achievements are recognised through the ‘white slip’ 
system which enables them to earn vouchers and small rewards. 

 There are no formal arrangements for students to contribute to the service community, for 
example through a school council. However, students report they can talk freely with staff and 
have their views considered. Some reported that they felt ‘more mature’ since attending the 
service. 

 The personal and social development programme helps to promote students’ understanding of 
how to lead a safe and healthy lifestyle. A relevant range of topics includes dealing with different 
types of bullying, building self-esteem and forming positive relationships. Students draw up 
personal action plans in individual tutorial sessions which help them prepare for leaving. 

 Attendance is below average but shows a trend of improvement. The attendance of most 
students improves once they join the service. Many students persevere in making long journeys 
from their home to the service. A small number of students display erratic attendance and staff 
work closely with parents and carers and the education welfare service to tackle absence. 

 The service completes the necessary checks on the alternative providers to ensure students are 
safe. 

 

 

The leadership and management require improvement 

 The headteacher and her senior leadership team demonstrate a strong commitment to raising 
the achievement of students and they have brought about several improvements to the service 
since the last inspection. They monitor the quality of teaching and learning regularly and have 
successfully raised the quality of teaching from satisfactory to good.  

 The service has established on-site provision, supplemented by provision in the community, for a 
wide range of work-related courses. These courses are very effective in engaging students who 
like working in a practical way and in providing a pathway to further training. The service has 
gained national recognition for excellence in this area. 

 Senior leaders have a good grasp of most areas of the service’s work and use information on 
students’ attainment effectively to check how different groups of students are achieving. 
However, leadership and management are not yet good because the monitoring of some day-to-
day procedures is not robust enough.  

 Incidents of bullying and significant misbehaviour are recorded. However, the information is 
stored electronically and it is not clear how soon after the occurrence of an incident, it is written 
up. Also, paper records are not kept in a way which shows a clear sequence of incidents. 
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 Attendance registers are kept on each site. Where students attend off-site provision, there is 
sometimes delay in information being telephoned to the service to confirm a student has arrived. 

 The number of students with medical needs, for whom the service provides part-time education, 
has shown a marked increase in the past two years. The service has not yet developed its 
knowledge of how to meet the needs of these students fully. Work to monitor students’ 
independence and social progress and to provide a coordinated programme with other 
professionals is underdeveloped.   

 There is an effective performance management system for teachers which is used by the 
headteacher to link additional salary progression to the quality of teaching, learning and 
leadership.  

 The service is successful in forming a close partnership with parents and carers. In the words of 
one parent or carer, ‘Staff have shown a lot of patience and dedication in helping my child 
improve his behaviour and attitude to learning.’ 

 Students’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development is supported when, for example 
students cook meals for the group and study moral and social issues in English and personal and 
social development lessons. Students’ self-esteem is enhanced particularly well through some of 
the practical activities, for example when a student takes responsibility for a group of younger 
pupils at the smallholding. 

 Senior leaders have worked closely with the local authority and independent education 
consultants to audit the service’s work. This has resulted in helpful advice, particularly on raising 
the quality of teaching and learning.   

 The governance of the school: 

 Reorganisation of the service and plans to become an academy has taken up a large amount 
of the management committee’s time. The committee receives reports from the headteacher 
on students’ progress and on the implementation of improvement plans. However, it has not 
been in a position to challenge the information it receives and to develop a close 
understanding of the service’s work. 

 The management committee makes sure that the budget is managed properly, and that 
safeguarding procedures, including checks on the suitability of staff and child protection 
training, meet requirements.  

 There are suitable arrangements for the performance management of the teachers. However, 
the committee is not closely involved in evaluating the impact of salary progression on raising 
standards.  

 Plans for spending the pupil premium have been implemented, although it is too soon to 
measure the impact. 
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What inspection judgements mean 

School 

Grade Judgement Description 

Grade 1 Outstanding An outstanding school is highly effective in delivering outcomes 
that provide exceptionally well for all its pupils’ needs. This ensures 
that pupils are very well equipped for the next stage of their 
education, training or employment. 

Grade 2 Good A good school is effective in delivering outcomes that provide well 
for all its pupils’ needs. Pupils are well prepared for the next stage 
of their education, training or employment. 

Grade 3 Requires 
improvement 

A school that requires improvement is not yet a good school, but it 
is not inadequate. This school will receive a full inspection within 
24 months from the date of this inspection. 

Grade 4 Inadequate A school that has serious weaknesses is inadequate overall and 
requires significant improvement but leadership and management 
are judged to be Grade 3 or better. This school will receive regular 
monitoring by Ofsted inspectors. 

A school that requires special measures is one where the school is 
failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education and 
the school’s leaders, managers or governors have not 
demonstrated that they have the capacity to secure the necessary 
improvement in the school. This school will receive regular 
monitoring by Ofsted inspectors. 
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School details 

Unique reference number 113055 

Local authority Devon 

Inspection number 427162 

 

 
This inspection of the school was carried out under section 5 of the Education Act 2005.  
 

 

Type of school All-through 

School category Pupil referral unit 

Age range of pupils 4−16 

Gender of pupils Mixed 

Number of pupils on the school roll 47 

Appropriate authority The local authority 

Headteacher Vicky Skelton 

Date of previous school inspection 28 September 2011 

Telephone number 01271 384110 

Fax number Not applicable 

Email address admin@ndpls.devon.gov.uk 



 

 

Any complaints about the inspection or the report should be made following the procedures set out in the 

guidance ‘raising concerns and making complaints about Ofsted', which is available from Ofsted’s website: 

www.ofsted.gov.uk. If you would like Ofsted to send you a copy of the guidance, please telephone 0300 

123 4234, or email enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk. 

 
 

You can use Parent View to give Ofsted your opinion on your child’s school. Ofsted 

will use the information parents and carers provide when deciding which schools to 
inspect and when and as part of the inspection. 
 

You can also use Parent View to find out what other parents and carers think about 

schools in England. You can visit www.parentview.ofsted.gov.uk, or look for the link 

on the main Ofsted website: www.ofsted.gov.uk 
 

The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) regulates and inspects to 

achieve excellence in the care of children and young people, and in education and skills for learners 

of all ages. It regulates and inspects childcare and children's social care, and inspects the Children 

and Family Court Advisory Support Service (Cafcass), schools, colleges, initial teacher training, work-

based learning and skills training, adult and community learning, and education and training in 

prisons and other secure establishments. It assesses council children’s services, and inspects services 

for looked after children, safeguarding and child protection. 

Further copies of this report are obtainable from the school. Under the Education Act 2005, the school 

must provide a copy of this report free of charge to certain categories of people. A charge not 

exceeding the full cost of reproduction may be made for any other copies supplied. 

If you would like a copy of this document in a different format, such as large print or Braille, please 

telephone 0300 123 4234, or email enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk. 

You may copy all or parts of this document for non-commercial educational purposes, as long as you 

give details of the source and date of publication and do not alter the information in any way. 

To receive regular email alerts about new publications, including survey reports and school inspection 

reports, please visit our website and go to ‘Subscribe’. 

Piccadilly Gate 
Store St 

Manchester 

M1 2WD 

 

T: 0300 123 4234 

Textphone: 0161 618 8524 

E: enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk 

W: www.ofsted.gov.uk 
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