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Summary of inspection findings
1. Governors, leaders and staff work successfully to promote pupils’ wellbeing. Boarding provision 

creates a welcoming environment both for full-time and flexi-boarders. Leaders provide appropriate 
facilities, such as the theatre and the generous outdoor space, which enable pupil to access a wide 
range of sports and activities outside of the taught curriculum. 

2. The curriculum has been designed to meet the ages and aptitudes of the pupils. It is adapted to suit 
individual needs where necessary. The prep curriculum, based on exploratory study, is particularly 
successful in engaging pupils’ interest and linking academic disciplines effectively. Pupils’ future 
aspirations could be further supported by extending the range of subjects available in the senior 
school. In many subjects, teachers are highly knowledgeable and the warm relationships between 
teachers and pupils foster classroom behaviour that is conducive to learning. Teachers use resources 
effectively to enhance progress. 

3. Teacher feedback in many subjects is comprehensive and constructive and pupils are confident in 
their understanding of how to act on it. Pupils throughout the school are encouraged to review their 
own work and attitude to learning, which leads to them being confident in understanding next steps. 
Consequently, they make good progress.

4. The relationships and sex education (RSE) programme is taught through personal, social, health and 
economic education (PSHE) lessons and is age-appropriate, regularly reviewed and in line with 
statutory requirements. However, the delivery of the tutorial programme, which supplements the 
taught PSHE curriculum, is not always suited to the needs of older pupils.

5. There is an effective anti-bullying strategy, and minor conflicts are addressed promptly. Pupils’ 
behaviour throughout the school, including in the early years, contributes to a purposeful, learning 
environment. 

6. Throughout the school pupils understand and exhibit the fundamental values of tolerance and 
respect and these are highlighted daily by staff through chapel and assemblies. Visiting speakers and 
live online talks from specialists encourage pupils to explore the wider world safely and develop a 
sense of self. Pupils are encouraged to take responsibility for themselves and others and in doing so 
they are prepared for a positive and active role in the wider world.

7. Leaders implement effective and robust safeguarding policies and procedures. Staff receive regular 
update training and understand how to report concerns. Pupils understand how to access support 
from members of the safeguarding team who meet regularly to discuss individual pupils, implement 
action plans and recognise patterns. Governors have thorough oversight of safeguarding practices, 
including the safe recruitment of staff.

8. Leaders provide a wide range of information and policies through the school website and other 
documentation, but at the start of the inspection they had not included the contact information for 
the chair of governors. This was rectified during the inspection.



4

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2025 Denstone College – November 2025

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 all required information is consistently provided or made available to parents

 increase the range of subjects available to older pupils to support their needs and aspirations

 ensure that the teaching of personal, social, health and economic education (PSHE) topics within 
the tutorial programme is consistent in quality.
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Section 1: Leadership and management, and governance
9. Leaders ensure that the aims and ethos of the school are woven through all areas of school life so 

that pupils’ wellbeing is consistently promoted. Leaders have the requisite skills and knowledge to 
ensure Standards, including those for boarding schools, are met. Governors hold leaders to account 
through the council and a range of committees which also provide support to leaders when 
necessary. 

10. Governors and leaders have implemented a comprehensive self-evaluation process across all areas 
of the school. This has identified, for example, the need to improve boarding facilities and aspects of 
teaching that could be developed further. Leaders and governors ensure that self-evaluation 
involves gathering the opinions of staff, parents and pupils. This is in addition to quality assurance 
processes employed by senior leaders to ensure consistency of policy implementation and the 
sharing of identified beneficial practices. Leaders have identified the senior school curriculum as an 
area for development and have recently addressed the improvement of boarding and other 
facilities.

11. Leaders implement the requirements of the early years foundation stage (EYFS) framework in order 
to promote children’s wellbeing. They ensure that staff working in the early years receive 
appropriate training and possess the necessary qualifications.

12. Leaders consult effectively with professional organisations and charities to support pupils’ wellbeing. 
They report pupils leaving or joining the school at non-standard transition points to the local 
authority as required. 

13. The school’s website provides wide-ranging information to parents of current and prospective pupils 
about policies and procedures and leaders have implemented extensive reporting systems to inform 
parents about pupils’ progress. Leaders report to the local authorities on the annual review for 
pupils who have an education, health and care plan (EHC plan) to ensure that appropriate provision 
is in place. At the start of the inspection, the name and address of the chair of governors was not 
provided to parents as required by the Standards. This was rectified during the inspection.

14. The values of tolerance and equality are promoted in curricular lessons, co-curricular activities and 
within the pastoral care systems. Leaders satisfy the requirements of the Equality Act 2010. They 
implement an effective accessibility plan that covers facilities, education and the provision of 
information. 

15. Leaders have effective oversight of risk management and carefully and thoroughly mitigate risk by 
following an appropriate risk assessment policy. Risk assessments are detailed, up to date and 
include steps to reduce risk which are implemented in practice. Training for staff in risk management 
includes training in the assessment of risk for individual pupils and this training is frequently 
updated.

16. The written complaints policy, describing a three-stage process, is in line with statutory 
requirements and is implemented effectively to address complaints appropriately at the relevant 
stage. A comprehensive complaints log is kept, including detail of resolution dates and stages. 
Patterns relating to complaints are identified and this review forms part of the school’s process for 
self-evaluation. There is an effective process in place for pupils to give their views on school life or to 
raise concerns and a comprehensive log of boarders’ complaints is kept.
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to leadership and 
management, and governance

17. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 2: Quality of education, training and recreation
18. The curriculum in the senior school covers the areas of learning required by the Standards and 

enables pupils to make good progress. However, the range of vocational subjects is currently limited 
and therefore some pupils’ needs and aspirations are not fully met. The curriculum is designed in 
line with the school’s ethos and supports values of tolerance and inclusivity, including through 
taught lessons in PSHE and chapel services. Many schemes of work include opportunities for 
teachers to involve pupils in effective exploration of their understanding of others.

19. Teaching in the senior school enables pupils to review and acquire new knowledge. There is an 
emphasis on pupils taking responsibility for their own learning which pupils effectively demonstrate 
by their independence. Lessons are mostly well planned with appropriate resourcing and pace, using 
prior attainment to inform planning. Activities at the start of lessons are used effectively in a number 
of subjects, for example physics and mathematics, to ensure reinforcement of prior learning. 
Attainment in public examinations is above the national average and pupils make at least good 
progress from their starting points when they join the school.

20. In the prep school, teachers are ambitious in their curriculum planning and collaborate across 
subject disciplines to provide pupils with a rich and stimulating education. The ‘big question’ 
approach to enquiry-led learning is effective in providing pupils with the time and space to engage in 
deeper investigation and research. This occurs seamlessly alongside the learning of core knowledge 
and skills development, for example in English when pupils engaged enthusiastically in a space-
themed historical comprehension or in music where pupils were encouraged to use their 
communication skills to describe a classical piece. Well-planned teaching demonstrates clear subject 
knowledge. Lessons include a variety of tasks which enable pupils to make good progress, often 
above expectations derived from prior baseline assessment. Pupils benefit from a highly engaging 
and exploratory curriculum that caters for pupils’ creativity and curiosity.

21. Teaching in the early years creates an environment for children’s communication and language 
needs to be met alongside a rich array of opportunities to play, explore and experiment. A wide 
range of carefully planned activities such as using modelling dough, painting and drawing enable 
children to develop their fine and gross motor skills whilst experimenting with different pursuits. 
Effective and nurturing relationships between children and staff mean children’s learning needs are 
met and enhanced through high-quality conversations. Through careful questioning and prompts, 
teachers encourage further thinking about language and vocabulary.

22. Leaders reflect on their practice and are effective at identifying areas to improve within their subject 
areas. For example, activities such as work scrutiny help to inform improvements in feedback for 
pupils. Leaders use records of progress made over time to identify pupils whose attainment is below 
expectations. Subject leads use regular and effective assessments to understand the prior 
attainment of pupils, both to support the individual and to identify any attainment patterns. This 
includes reviewing the progress of pupils who have special educational needs and/or disabilities 
(SEND), pupils who speak English as an additional language (EAL) and those who board, so as to 
adjust planning accordingly.

23. Academic work is regularly marked and written feedback given, with departments given autonomy 
around how best to do this in their subject areas. This often includes opportunities for self- and 
peer-assessment. A number of departments use formal feedback sheets which are effective in giving 
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pupils an understanding of their progress in terms of both subject content and skills. Pupils’ 
academic attainment is regularly reported to parents and includes their attitudes to learning. 
Effective feedback procedures encourage pupils to reflect regularly upon the way in which they are 
approaching academic work and what more they need to do to improve. 

24. Leadership ensures that the provision for pupils who have SEND is effectively managed. Resources to 
support learning are effectively deployed and strategies are appropriate to the needs of the pupils. 
Clear records of pupils’ needs are kept through individualised plans that are regularly updated in 
collaboration with pupils and parents. Leaders monitor the curriculum for each pupil who has SEND 
and tracks their academic progress, acting on concerns raised by individual members of staff or if 
academic grades suggest that pupils are under-performing.

25. Pupils who speak EAL are identified and supported through a range of individualised activities, and 
their progress is tracked by leaders to ensure they achieve in line with their peers. Teachers 
collaborate with pupils who speak EAL by providing material in advance of lessons and using subject-
specific word banks across all subjects. Individual support is provided to pupils who speak EAL and 
the level of support consistently monitored for its effectiveness. 

26. Leaders encourage older pupils to engage with additional, non-curricular academic extension 
opportunities with the aim of developing broader intellectual skills and preparing pupils more 
effectively for their transition to higher education. The ‘Food for Thought’ programme has been 
designed to give intellectually curious pupils a space to explore broader topics, discuss ideas and 
develop their thinking skills.

27. Pupils benefit from a wide range of co-curricular activities as part of a structured programme. These 
operate on a carousel in Years 7 and 8 and then pupils choose options in Year 9 and above. The 
range of activities is broad and includes, for example, jujitsu lessons, robotics club and climbing, all 
of which develop a range of skills whilst enhancing teamwork. Two annual musicals enable pupils to 
experience acting, playing music and singing in a collaborative environment or to take charge of the 
technical side of the production. Pupils in the prep department benefit from a wide range of 
activities and options at breaktimes, including zip wires, hollow logs and a tree-climbing area. This 
allows pupils to develop healthy habits and independence through exploration, play and 
companionship. The activities provided for sixth-form pupils are appropriate to their needs.

28. Leaders with responsibility for boarding provide boarders with the opportunity to develop their 
academic studies alongside a wide range of activities in the evenings and during the weekends. 
Boarders, whether boarding full-time or flexibly, are able to take part in a wide variety of different 
sports, including swimming, as well as creative activities. At weekends, there is the opportunity to 
participate in a variety of trips including snow tubing, visiting a local amusement park and shopping.

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to the quality of education, 
training and recreation

29. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 3: Pupils’ physical and mental health and emotional 
wellbeing
30. The ethos of the school is rooted in the teachings of Christianity and the faith-based approach of 

many activities has a positive impact on pupils’ wellbeing. Pupils have set up an ‘Alpha club’, a 
vehicle for interesting and enjoyable discussions about faith. Leadership provides opportunity for 
communal worship, which encourages pupils to share common values and celebrate kindness and 
charity. Pupils respect chapel services due to the clarity with which the values and ethos associated 
with worship and the chapel space are communicated. Through leaders’ recognition of acts of 
kindness and courage, pupils are able to develop their self-esteem and self-confidence.

31. Leaders ensure that pupils’ wellbeing is formally supported through the structured and well-taught 
PSHE programme that runs throughout the prep school and in most year groups in the senior school. 
The taught PSHE lessons are supplemented by a tutorial programme during registration periods. 
However, the quality of delivery of this programme is variable, particularly for older pupils and this 
leads to lower levels of engagement with the material provided and subsequent discussions.

32. Relationships and sex education is taught in a progressive spiral curriculum that builds upon 
previously taught knowledge and skills. This enables pupils to reference prior learning that helps to 
support them to recognise and avoid unhealthy relationships. The use of scenarios provides an 
opportunity for pupils to put theory into practice. 

33. There are many opportunities for pupils to engage in a range of physical activities in curriculum 
physical education (PE) lessons and as part of the co-curricular programme. The sports provision is 
extensive and the rationale behind the selection of particular sports is to maximise participation and 
enjoyment of sport. Pupils have structured games sessions in which the focus is on participation and 
building character, alongside skills development. There are many opportunities to take part in 
competitive fixtures, and pupils are given the opportunity to direct the sporting activity programme, 
for example in proposing the introduction of co-educational tag rugby. The sporting provision and 
the promotion of physical and mental health help pupils develop healthy habits and further both 
their self-knowledge and self-esteem.

34. Children in the early years have many opportunities to develop their physical abilities through 
activities such as climbing and playing in the outdoor play area, learning to ride a balance bike or 
swimming. Behaviour routines are taught and reinforced as a particular focus at the start of the 
academic year, with pupils being given a weekly job such as class captain or water bottle monitor. 
The values of ‘ready, respectful and safe’ are displayed with helpful picture diagrams to help the 
children understand these concepts. Leaders ensure that staff supervise early years children 
effectively and that the staff-child ratios are in line with statutory requirements.

35. Leaders ensure that boarders know who to talk to if they have concerns and a range of staff, older 
pupils and independent professionals are available for boarders to turn to if needed. Leaders are 
aware of the value of positive mental health and the effects it has on educational outcomes. With 
this in mind, effective procedures are in place, overseen by house staff, which seek to alleviate the 
stresses that boarding might produce. Boarders are provided with sufficient healthy nutritious food 
that is freshly prepared on site. 
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36. Leaders keep appropriate records of any incidents of bullying or poor behaviour, both of which are 
rare and the messages of the anti-bullying strategy are reinforced through the PSHE programme and 
assemblies. The restorative nature of a newly implemented approach to behaviour aims to promote 
a positive outcome for both alleged perpetrators and victims of any behaviour or bullying incidents 
that arise. This is intended to raise the awareness of the effects certain behaviour has on the mental 
health of all concerned, but the reason for the change in approach, away from more punitive models 
of behaviour management, has yet to be understood by all pupils.

37. An established rewards system based around merits and special mentions actively promotes good 
behaviour and pupils acknowledge that initiatives such as the weekly ‘good egg’ award are 
successful in encouraging them to treat each other with kindness and respect. A variety of school 
councils allows specific issues to be addressed through collaboration between staff and pupils. This 
results in the introduction of new initiatives such as a disco for pupils in Year 7, and a boys versus 
girls hockey match.

38. Admission and attendance registers are kept in line with statutory requirements and leaders ensure 
that processes are in place to liaise with local authorities regarding any longer-term absences in 
order to support pupils’ wellbeing.

39. There are robust and comprehensive processes in place to ensure the safety of the school site and 
associated activities. Staff supervise pupils effectively throughout the school day and during 
boarding time. Fire-fighting equipment and alarm systems are regularly serviced and first aid is 
effectively administered by a suitable number of appropriately qualified staff.

40. Boarding accommodation is well maintained in line with the effective maintenance programme for 
the whole school and is designed for pupils to derive maximum benefit from their boarding 
experience. Common rooms in boarding accommodation are used to benefit pupils’ social 
development, and the well-furnished bedrooms can be personalised, contributing to boarders’ 
positive sense of wellbeing and ownership of the house environment. There are appropriate and 
regular fire evacuation drills conducted to ensure boarders understand how to respond to an 
emergency. 

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to pupils’ physical and mental 
health and emotional wellbeing

41. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 4: Pupils’ social and economic education and contribution 
to society
42. Chapel services and individual support offered by staff in tutorial and boarding time contribute to 

the promotion of pupils’ wellbeing and help them to develop a clear moral compass alongside 
tolerance and respect for others. Pupils understand the connection between their own actions and 
wider implications within society. 

43. Leaders ensure a respectful and non-judgemental environment in which pupils’ opinions are 
encouraged, such as in determining the focus of charitable activity. Staff and pupils join together in 
fundraising to support a range of local and national charities through a variety of events, including a 
recent half marathon and non-uniform days.

44. Regular assemblies and chapel services give opportunities for pupils to explore issues and challenges 
affecting others, providing them with an understanding and appreciation of living within society and 
the role they might choose to play in the future. Through thought-provoking lessons in PSHE, English 
and history, pupils develop a profound sense of moral justice and acquire knowledge of, and respect 
for, the law, public institutions and services.

45. There are many opportunities for pupil leadership and pupils who hold positions of responsibility 
have reasonable expectations placed upon them. Positive and warm relationships exist between 
pupils at different stages of the school. Older pupils understand their position as role models and act 
to ensure that they are worthy of their responsibility role. 

46. Pupils in the prep school interact positively with each other in lessons, during breaktime and in co-
curricular activities. They participate collaboratively in organised activities such as the international 
dance event as well as other everyday activities. Prep school pupils acquire an appreciation and 
respect for different cultures through schemes of work across humanities and the arts that promote 
inclusivity and diversity. In these subjects, pupils are encouraged to celebrate and work alongside all 
people, regardless of differences.

47. Opportunities for pupils to experience democracy are numerous, whether through activities such as 
the pupil parliament or within the curriculum such as using the tyranny of Macbeth as a prompt for 
discussion. Through these opportunities, pupils are able to develop respect for the value of 
democracy. 

48. Leaders have implemented a comprehensive careers education programme which includes content 
in tutorial time and PSHE lessons as well as regular events such as a recent careers fair. The advice 
on subject choice and careers is helpful and relevant and it prepares pupils well for the next stage in 
their lives. Pupils in the prep school receive effective careers guidance, for example through the 
‘curious careers’ talks, where parents come in to speak with children about their jobs. All pupils in 
Years 11, 12 and 13 receive individualised support and guidance that helps them to make informed 
choices. Staff are readily available at drop-in clinics and during parents’ consultation evenings to 
support pupils in making choices to fulfil their potential. 

49. An on-site café provides pupils with an opportunity to manage their own funds responsibly when 
making purchases. Budgeting and financial education form part of the taught PSHE programme, 
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including the introduction of money management in the prep school, through to planning university 
finances in the sixth form.

50. Children in the early years have opportunities to learn about their contribution to society through 
events such as a sponsored walk with the rest of the school. The chance to debate and vote on 
questions such as whether it is ever right to cheat in a game teach children a sense of right and 
wrong, whilst engagement with topics such as discrimination through Black History Month enables 
them to engage with current themes and issues.

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to pupils’ social and economic 
education and contribution to society

51. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Safeguarding
52. Safeguarding considerations are paramount in leaders’ decision-making and staff consider doing all 

they can to keep pupils safe to be the most important aspect of their work. Staff know and 
understand reporting procedures and effectively use the school systems to inform the safeguarding 
team of concerns promptly. Staff receive regular updates and training on safeguarding themes that 
reflect national and local contextual risks to pupils. Safeguarding is the primary consideration of staff 
in the boarding houses to ensure that they deliver the safest possible experience for boarders in 
their care. Staff are fully aware of how to report concerns about adults, including low level concerns.

53. Leaders ensure that pupils are aware of how to receive support and that key staff on the 
safeguarding team are visible and known to the pupils. Support is available through the health and 
wellbeing centre and information is displayed around school reminding pupils and staff who the 
safeguarding team are and who to speak to if they have a concern. Safeguarding information is 
prominently and appropriately displayed in the early years setting, and pupils have confidence in 
and are trusting of the adults around them. 

54. The oversight of safeguarding by a number of governors is comprehensive and effective. They use a 
variety of experience and expertise alongside appropriate training to support the work of school 
leaders.

55. The designated safeguarding lead (DSL) ensures that safeguarding records are detailed, accurate 
and securely stored in line with statutory guidance and local safeguarding protocols. These records 
are monitored for links with those on pupils’ behaviour so that patterns can be identified. The DSL 
leads an experienced and appropriately trained team that meets regularly to discuss individual cases 
and patterns. The head of learning support is a member of the safeguarding team to ensure that the 
safeguarding needs of pupils who have SEND are taken into account. 

56. Suitable measures are in place to reduce the risk of radicalisation to pupils. Robust filtering and 
monitoring of the internet is in place, and leaders ensure that these arrangements are tested 
regularly. Pupils are educated to keep themselves safe, including online, and can articulate possible 
dangers and methods for avoiding unsafe behaviour.

57. Leaders and governors are trained in safer recruitment and meet regularly to oversee recruitment 
processes. Leadership follows effective protocols in the pre-appointment checks for new staff, 
volunteers and anyone involved with boarding or living on site. No member of staff commences 
work with pupils without the necessary checks being in place. The staff involved in recruitment 
processes are knowledgeable and work together to ensure that appropriate procedures are in place. 

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to safeguarding

58. All the relevant Standards are met.
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School details
School Denstone College

Department for Education number 860/6003

Registered charity number 1102588

Address Denstone College
Denstone
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Staffordshire
ST14 5HN

Phone number 01889 590484

Email address head@denstonecollege.net

Website www.denstonecollege.org

Proprietor Denstone College Ltd

Chair of Governors Professor Nigel Ratcliffe

Headteacher Miss Lotte Tulloch

Age range 4 to 19

Number of pupils 742

Number of boarding pupils 168

Date of previous inspection 15 to 17 June 2022
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Information about the school
59. Denstone College is an independent co-educational boarding and day school. The school is a 

Christian foundation dating back to 1873. It is overseen by a board of governors who are directors of 
the proprietorial body.

60. Casual, weekly, full and flexi-boarding are available for pupils aged eight and over in one of four 
boarding houses. 

61. There are six children in the early years in one class.

62. The school has identified 139 pupils as having special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND). 
Ten pupils in the school have an education, health and care plan (EHC plan).

63. The school has identified English as an additional language for 41 pupils.

64. The school states its aims are to provide pupils with the best possible educational foundation for life, 
while remaining true to its Christian foundation. It seeks to foster in pupils the ambition to explore 
every possible version of themselves and to empower its community to make a difference in the 
world, creating role models throughout the school.
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Inspection details
Inspection dates 18 to 20 November 2025

65. A team of 9 inspectors visited the school for two and a half days.

66. Inspection activities included:

 observation of lessons, some in conjunction with school leaders

 observation of registration periods and assemblies

 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 learning support area and facilities for physical education

 visits to boarding houses accompanied by pupils and staff

 scrutiny of samples of pupils’ work

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

67. 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




