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Summary of inspection findings

1. Leaders possess the skills and knowledge to carry out their responsibilities effectively and
demonstrate a clear understanding of how to promote pupils’ wellbeing. All pupils at the school
have social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs and associated special educational needs
and/or disabilities (SEND). They have typically experienced previous disruption to their education.
They have been assessed as having high levels of anxiety, stress and distress and cannot cope in
other schools. Leaders work effectively to enable pupils to re-engage successfully in school life by
creating a welcoming and suitable learning environment. The school’s use of its setting, emphasis on
learning outdoors, on and off site, and focus on experiencing nature, suits pupils’ needs very well.
The school team, ably led by leaders, builds pupils’ confidence and allows them to progress
educationally and emotionally. As a result, pupils are able to make good progress in relation to their
individual starting points at the school. Leaders promote pupils’ attendance effectively, and
consequently pupils become acquainted with the friendly ethos of the school and look forward to
being present.

2. Leaders have developed an effective, relevant curriculum that gives priority to literacy and
numeracy in order to enable pupils to catch up on these essential skills and thereby study the full
range of subjects offered. Leaders understand how pupils’ emotional happiness and confidence are
important for their longer-term education and futures. There is effective reference to each pupil’s
education, health and care (EHC) plan, the provision of individual education plans (IEPs), clear
programmes of study and accurate assessment of their specific needs. Individual pupils’ learning
programmes are highly personalised and bespoke. Leaders and staff implement the school’s
approach effectively, enabling pupils to compensate for previously lost time in their learning. Extra-
curricular activities during the school day and on extended visits enhance pupils’ school experience,
introducing them to new challenges and promoting personal aspirations.

3. Teaching is typically effective, both in the provision of planned lesson content and in response to
spontaneous opportunities to extend pupils’ learning. However, on some occasions, teaching does
not sufficiently challenge pupils to think and learn for themselves in their academic work.

4. Leaders and staff work cohesively and effectively to promote pupils’ wellbeing. The effective routine
for pupils to have regular outdoor breaks following lessons enables them to manage their behaviour
successfully on a systematic basis. The school team knows each pupil well and relationships between
staff and pupils are positive. The school’s behaviour and relationships policy is implemented
effectively and promotes a culture in which kindness and consideration for others prevails. The
school works in close liaison with parents and carers in the best interests of pupils’ wellbeing.

5. Pupils gain an understanding of healthy lifestyles and access physical education through recreational
activities that boost their confidence and fitness. Consequently, pupils’ physical and mental health
are supported well.

6. Leaders ensure that pupils’ social and economic education inspires pupils to look ahead and explore
future opportunities available to them.

7. The personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) education programme includes effective
preparation for living in a multi-cultural society and reinforcement of the importance of respect for
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people’s individuality and cultural diversity. Pupils engage positively in these areas of learning. They
are keen to contribute to society and respond readily and supportively to community projects.

8. Leadership and governance have a clear understanding of the processes that keep pupils safe. They
regularly review safeguarding arrangements with the safeguarding team and complete an annual
review of the implementation of the safeguarding policy. They give consideration to any lessons
learned through their evaluations. Leaders maintain appropriate links with other agencies and are
vigilant in their response to 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 appropriate 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.

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

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

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

Recommended next steps

Leaders should:

e ensure that pupils are consistently and sufficiently challenged to think and learn for themselves in
their academic work.
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Section 1: Leadership and management, and governance

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

The proprietor, together with senior leaders, has established a specialist provision which meets
pupils’ SEMH and associated SEND needs effectively. The proprietor ensures that all stakeholders
understand the school’s clear aims and principles, including those based upon enabling pupils to
benefit from the natural environment.

Leaders have purposefully provided on-site facilities which allow pupils to experience the natural
world through daily outdoor learning, all year round. They have also developed off-site activities
which further engage pupils in outdoor learning experiences. Pupils respond well to the school’s
emphasis on learning outdoors, as they can find time indoors constraining.

Leaders understand how to help pupils overcome barriers to learning. They enable pupils to learn
how to regulate their emotional responses and engage positively in interpersonal relationships.
Leaders have created and maintain a distinctive learning environment in which pupils who have
previously not coped in more traditional school settings can develop well and make good progress
personally and academically.

Leaders have built a school team of teachers, education and relational support practitioners,
instructors and ancillary staff who have the combined expertise to support pupils’ emotional
wellbeing and enable them to re-engage with school life, receive a suitable education and make
progress. Leaders ensure that all members of the school team are appropriately trained to meet the
particular needs of the pupils and understand the school’s vision and aims. Consequently, pupils
experience a consistently supportive approach from the school team, which provides them with the
security they require and the opportunity to build trusting relationships.

Leaders have appropriate knowledge and skills regarding the requirements of the Standards and
ensure that these are met. The board of governors maintains effective oversight of the school and
challenges and supports leaders to ensure that they carry out their responsibilities effectively.

The school meets the requirements of the Equality Act 2010. The school’s accessibility plan is
implemented effectively in this respect. It has been used purposefully to identify and implement
prioritised aspects of provision from the time of initial planning for the school’s opening in 2021
through to the present date. These include adaptations to the learning environment and the
curriculum and bespoke individualised learning programmes.

Leaders monitor and adapt the curriculum to ensure that it remains effectively designed to
compensate for pupils’ previously disrupted schooling, lack of confidence, anxiety, stress, distress
and neurodiversity. Leaders know that pupils can aspire to be successful both academically and in
the wider areas of their lives. They understand that they need to be given rich and sustained
opportunities to develop and grow. Leaders provide due emphasis on literacy and numeracy in order
for pupils to make up for lost time in gaining these key learning skills. They also enable access to a
broad and balanced range of other subjects. As a result, pupils enjoy school, receive a relevant
education and make progress.

Effective measures are in place to identify and mitigate potential risks in school and when engaging
in school activities beyond the premises. Careful account is taken of specific risk factors associated
with pupils’ outdoor physical activities. Leaders have due regard for pupils’ potential vulnerabilities
related to their SEMH and SEND and discuss any specific concerns and actions to be taken during
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briefings to staff at the start of every school day. Safeguarding receives full focus from the
leadership. Liaison with pertinent external agencies, including children’s services, is well established.
Required contact about any issue is carried out in a timely manner.

17. There is no school website, but leaders ensure that parents and carers are provided with required
information as listed in the school’s online prospectus on request. They maintain close contact with
parents, including about EHC plans, and share regular and annual reports on pupils’ progress and
wellbeing. Leaders provide all required information to local authorities with regard to pupils whom
they fund.

18. A suitable complaints policy is in place. Leaders respond to any parental concerns quickly and
effectively.

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to leadership and
management, and governance

19. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 2: Quality of education, training and recreation

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Leaders ensure that pupils’ education is suitable, with particular regard for their SEMH and SEND
needs. Each pupil has an EHC plan, formally reviewed annually, which provides the basis for termly
IEPs. This planning details well-devised, personalised targets which reflect academic and personal
development objectives. Pupils’ EHC plan requirements are implemented well in their daily life in
school because leaders and staff ensure that pupils’ ILPs consistently support their needs.
Additionally, individual pupils’ particular interests are identified and incorporated into their learning
programmes in order to build their engagement and motivation. The combined impact of these
arrangements results in effective bespoke provision and as a consequence pupils progress well.

Leadership and staff appreciate that, typically, pupils have missed much schooling previously and
treat their need to catch up with literacy and numeracy skills as a priority. They know that pupils are
likely to feel dispirited and under-confident having failed to learn these skills in other settings. Staff
are adept at giving pupils a fresh start to engaging in learning, for example by subtly introducing
reading, writing and number experiences during practical and fun activities, avoiding emphasis on
more formal approaches when they judge that these will not be effective. As pupils gain competence
and confidence in these skills, they are able to apply them increasingly across the broad and
balanced curriculum. The school’s ethos of promoting a love of learning through enjoyable and
engaging activities, many of which take place effectively outdoors, applies across the breadth of the
curriculum. As a result, pupils are usually motivated learners and work hard.

Planning for teaching is thorough and draws on a clearly themed, comprehensive set of programmes
of study and schemes of work. Teaching takes effective account of individual pupils’ specific learning
needs. Lessons provide bespoke educational activities for each pupil. Teachers select and use
resources, including digital facilities, well to meet pupils’ needs. The subject knowledge of staff,
including about SEMH and SEND, is good. There is a positive rapport between staff, who are calm
and kind, and pupils, who follow the behaviour role-modelled by staff. Leaders ensure that the ratio
of staff to pupils is high to enable teaching to be focused and attentive to learning in the moment.
This enables staff to exploit opportunities to extend pupils’ knowledge, understanding and skills
relating to planned steps in teaching and also through spontaneous opportunities that arise. This
approach is effective most of the time. However, opportunities to challenge pupils to think and learn
for themselves in their academic work, including through pertinent questioning, are sometimes
missed.

Pupils’ stages of academic development vary widely. Continuous, close tracking of progress from
their individual starting points is in place. Leaders make effective use of digital software to generate
data and support their objective assessment of pupils’ progress and development of key skills, also
informed by teachers’ own professional judgements. Leaders collect and record comprehensive
evidence about pupils’ overall academic and personal development achievements over time. These
measures enable leaders to make quick adjustments to pupils’ bespoke learning programmes to
ensure they stay on course for aspirational outcomes.

The school provides pupils with a suitable range of off-site, extra-curricular training and recreational
activities, including lakeside and farm-related experiences. On site, pupils develop their skills in
cooking, singing, gardening, bird watching and poultry care. These activities boost their skills
development, self-esteem and confidence. Leaders and staff identify individual pupils’ particular
interests and enthusiasms and enable them to achieve related AQA awards in these activities.
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to the quality of education,
training and recreation

25. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 3: Pupils’ physical and mental health and emotional
wellbeing

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

Leaders provide staff with effective training to meet pupils’ SEMH needs. This includes enabling staff
to understand and implement findings from neuroscience in relation to helping pupils manage their
own behaviour. There is appropriate focus on pupils’ development of sensory integration as a
component of their wellbeing. Pupils make secure progress in overcoming any mental health issues
and develop their self-knowledge and self-confidence because leaders and staff implement the
school’s intended approach consistently and conscientiously.

The school’s relationships and behaviour for learning policy is understood by staff, pupils, parents
and carers and is implemented effectively. It promotes a positive approach to helping pupils behave
appropriately. Leaders and staff apply sanctions effectively on the rare occasions they are needed.
There is little serious misbehaviour. The anti-bullying policy is effective. Because pupils could be
particularly susceptible to bullying as a result of their vulnerabilities, they are taught to understand
and recognise the ways in which they could experience it and be harmed. They learn to seek help
immediately if concerned and any isolated instances are dealt with effectively.

Pupils are supervised effectively and are reassured by this. Staff stay near to pupils throughout the
day and ensure they are looked after well. Staff and pupils relate well with each other. Pupils know
that staff care for their wellbeing and are consistently kind and respectful to them. As a result,
school life is predominantly calm and pupils behave well.

Facilitation of regular access to the outdoor areas following each classroom-based lesson helps
pupils to regulate their own behaviour. Leaders and staff understand that pupils can become restless
if indoors for too long and this arrangement allows pupils to enjoy a welcome break from any
emotional discomfort they may be experiencing.

The emphasis of leadership on pupils experiencing being in nature enables them to directly
appreciate the beauty of their immediate rural surroundings and consequently develop respect for
the non-material aspects of life and spiritual understanding. The school extends pupils’ sensitivity in
these regards by teaching them about the ways in which different religions and cultures value and
approach spirituality.

Leaders ensure that pastoral arrangements to promote pupils’ wellbeing are effective. Staff
communicate well with each other regarding pupils’ overall needs and also about issues that might
arise daily. Concerns are shared immediately, including with parents and carers when appropriate,
and dealt with quickly. As a result, pupils are cared for well and their mental and physical health is
consistently supported.

The physical education (PE) programme and extra-curricular activities such as horse riding,
paddleboarding, mountain biking and boxing develop pupils’ physical skills and coordination and
promote their mental health. Pupils gain a good understanding of the value of physical activity and a
healthy lifestyle.

Staff encourage healthy eating at lunchtimes and through the curriculum. Pupils learn about
nutrition in food technology lessons and develop their understanding of the importance of a
balanced diet.
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34.

35.

36.

37.
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Admission and attendance registers are maintained in line with current statutory guidance. The
school maintains effective contact and support for pupils who cannot cope initially or temporarily
with attending school. The majority of pupils who are settled in school have high attendance.
Leaders investigate all absences immediately and follow up with appropriate actions to ensure
pupils’ optimum presence in school. They apply admission criteria consistently so that pupils
admitted to the school are selected on the basis of provision that matches their specific needs.
Admissions and transfers to and from other settings at non-standard times in the year are
conducted with due information provided to and in close collaboration with the relevant local
authorities.

Leaders ensure that links with local authority provision are effective. EHC plans are suitably
administered by the school, in liaison with local authorities. The school refers pupils to other
agencies providing mental health services when required. As a result, pupils receive the support they
need.

The premises are well maintained and health and safety arrangements and fire safety procedures
are effective, such as regular checks of security lighting, fire alarms and fire evacuation procedures.
There are security locks at the entrance to the premises and elsewhere, and perimeter fencing is in
place, helping pupils to feel safe in school. First aid is administered in a timely and competent
manner. There is an appropriately furnished medical room and suitable toilet and washing facilities.

The school provides suitable relationships and sex education (RSE) relevant to the ages of the pupils,
and it is sensitively taught with regard to pupils’ SEMH and individual sensitivities. Pupils gain the
information they need, such as that regarding peer pressure, online risks, consent and healthy
relationships.

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

38.

All the relevant Standards are met.
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Section 4: Pupils’ social and economic education and contribution
to society

39. Leadership implements a suitable PSHE programme which enables pupils to learn about social and
economic issues relevant to their own lives as they mature and develop. Pupils receive helpful
information about careers and economic considerations, including from visiting speakers. Pupils
develop a sense of purpose regarding their futures, the jobs they may do and the associated
financial benefits. Leaders and staff know each pupil well and are alert to pupils’ expressed
aspirations. They actively support them in pursuing their goals. For instance, staff encourage pupils’
sustained involvement in relevant activities such as animal care and horticulture when they display
interest in these areas. Ambition is fostered so that, for example, any pupils’ passion for working in
aviation is supported by visiting an RAF museum. Pupils are helped to define realistic longer-term
goals and what they need to do academically and in terms of personal development to fulfil them.

40. Pupils’ learning with regard to respect for others is not only reinforced in planned lessons on themes
such as tolerance and appreciation of cultural diversity but is fostered as an intrinsic part of
everyday school life. Leaders and staff consistently model respect between themselves and with
pupils, speaking and acting with care and consideration, kindly and calmly. Pupils respond well and
display similarly appropriate social behaviour when relating with each other and with adults most of
the time. On those occasions when pupils’ interactions are less successful, leaders and staff help
them to understand the importance of awareness and consideration for others’ feelings and views in
maintaining harmonious relationships in their personal lives, and in future educational, community
and employment settings.

41. Leaders and staff have discussions with pupils relating to cultural and personal identity, with positive
regard for the value of diversity. Pupils listen well during such conversations and reflect and share
their thoughts. They demonstrate that they are establishing a sense of fairness in their attitudes to
others who may be different in appearance, or have alternative beliefs, lifestyles or backgrounds to
their own.

42. Leaders extend pupils’ development of interpersonal and social skills and positive regard for others
through planned experiences in the local community. The school involves pupils in activities such as
litter picking and assisting at the local food bank and dog rescue centre. Pupils organise activities to
support fundraising for charities. Pupils increase their confidence and competence in coping in
different settings. They gain an awareness of the community around their school and better
understand the challenges faced by others in the real world.

43. Leaders ensure that pupils develop their understanding about fundamental British values. Specific
values, such as respect for different community and cultural groups, the rule of law and institutions
of justice, are taught in PSHE education. Activities such as visits to places of worship help pupils to
better appreciate the diversity of religious beliefs and communities in modern Britain. In these ways,
pupils gain insights into a wider world and become more aware of the multi-cultural nature of British
society. PSHE and spiritual, moral, social and cultural education permeate all aspects of the
curriculum. As a result, pupils receive an education relevant to their needs and are well prepared for
life in British society.

44, Leadership ensures that the curriculum and school ethos emphasise the importance of distinguishing
between right and wrong. The school’s emphasis on respecting and valuing nature and caring for the
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natural world supports pupils’ learning about the broader ethical issues related to the environment,
locally and globally. This provides pupils with a firm grounding in discussing and considering ethical
and moral issues in other contexts.

45. The school develops pupils’ understanding of the democratic process, including about elections and
the role of Parliament. Pupils’ views are taken seriously by leadership and pupils have a genuine
voice regarding aspects of school life. As a result, pupils gain an understanding of being influential,
appropriately assertive and responsible for the potential outcomes of their expressed views and
opinions. Any discussions with political themes are conducted impartially.

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

46. All the relevant Standards are met.
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Safeguarding

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

The school’s safeguarding arrangements are effective and reflect current statutory guidance. The
school’s safeguarding policy is suitably tailored to pupils’ specific needs and the school’s
characteristics and is implemented effectively. The safeguarding culture of the school is highly
developed, and pupils are supported very well in the event that they are affected by any
safeguarding issues.

Leaders know each pupil well and understand that pupils who have experienced severe trauma in
their lives are typically more likely to be vulnerable to potential safeguarding risks than their peers
who have not. Because of this enhanced probability of risks, leaders are especially vigilant in
applying safeguarding procedures. They ensure that all members of staff are suitably trained so that
they view safeguarding from the perspective of the increased vulnerability of the pupils, with due
regard for their SEMH and associated SEND. Staff receive appropriate safeguarding and child
protection training, including about online safety and the risks posed by radicalisation and
extremism. As a result, staff understand how to recognise and report a safeguarding concern,
including any that may arise about staff or other adults. Staff implement the staff code of conduct
effectively.

Because the school is a relatively small community of pupils and adults, and staff work very closely
with pupils in small groups and on an individual basis, leaders impress upon staff the importance of
maintaining clear professional boundaries in their working relationships with them. Staff are
required to report any situations that have, or might have, compromised these boundaries, to the
designated safeguarding team. This includes self-reporting if there is any risk of a member of staff’s
interaction with pupils being perceived or regarded as inappropriate.

Leaders emphasise the importance of staff listening to pupils, keeping alert to any signs of concern
and being ready to report issues to the safeguarding team. They ensure that pupils understand that
the school is entirely committed to their wellbeing and that they are actively encouraged to share
any concerns with members of the school team. This results in effective and trusting communication
between pupils and staff so that pupils are confident to share any worries, knowing they will be
taken seriously and that appropriate actions will be taken on their behalf.

Leaders with designated safeguarding responsibilities liaise effectively with relevant external
agencies when concerns arise. When required, leaders make timely referrals to safeguarding
partners such as children’s services, the local authority designated officer (LADO) and the police.

Leaders and governors oversee the school’s safeguarding policies and procedures effectively,
including consideration of any lessons learned from previous safeguarding concerns that may have
arisen.

The school teaches pupils how to keep themselves safe, including when online. Appropriate filtering
and monitoring of internet usage is in place and tested regularly.

The school carries out all required safer recruitment checks on staff, contractors and proprietors
before they commence working at the school. Leaders maintain an accurate single central record
(SCR) of appointments which records the checks made.
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The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to safeguarding

55. All the relevant Standards are met.
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School details

School
Department for Education number

Address

Phone number
Email address

Website

Proprietor

Chair
Headteacher
Age range
Number of pupils

Date of previous inspection
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Shropshire Academy and Learning Trust
Mr Laurence O’Dwyer

Ms Sarah Morgan
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Information about the school

56. Acorn Wood is a co-educational independent special day school located in rural Shropshire. Places
are available for pupils who have social and emotional difficulties, attachment difficulties and those
who have experienced early childhood trauma. Pupils are allocated to classes based upon their
social, emotional, developmental and communication stage rather than by age. Pupils are referred
to the school by several local authorities. The school is overseen by the Shropshire Academy and
Learning Trust.

57. The school has identified 12 pupils as having social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) difficulties
and associated special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND). All pupils in the school have an
education, health and care (EHC) plan.

58. The school has not identified English as an additional language for any pupils.

59. The school states its aims are to enable pupils to be truly inspired, motivated, included and engaged,
in both life and learning. It intends to have high expectations for all.
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Inspection details

Inspection dates 4 to 6 March 2025

60. A team of two inspectors visited the school for two and a half days.
61. Inspection activities included:

e observation of lessons

e observation of a sample of extra-curricular activities that occurred during the inspection
e discussion with the chair of governors

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

e visits to the classrooms and outdoors learning facilities

e scrutiny of samples of pupils’ work

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

62. The inspection team considered the views of members of staff and parents who responded to ISI’s
pre-inspection surveys.

63. The previous inspection of the school was by Ofsted. This is the first ISl inspection of the school.
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How are association independent schools in England inspected?

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

e |Slis 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.

e [Slinspections 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.

e 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
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