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School context 

Mrs Ethelston’s is smaller than the average sized school with 185 pupils on roll. The majority of pupils are of White 

British heritage. The proportion of pupils with Special Educational Needs or a disability is below the national average 

as is the proportion who receive pupil premium funding. Most of the current staff joined the school in the last three 

years. Since November 2014 the school has been part of a multi academy trust (MAT). It shares an executive 

headteacher and board of trustees with three other church schools and two community schools. It has its own local 

governing body.   

The distinctiveness and effectiveness of Mrs Ethelston’s as a Church of England school are 
outstanding 

 The very high priority given by leaders to developing the outstanding Christian character of the school has 

ensured that improvement has been sustained.  

 Skilful and consistent teaching of Christian values has ensured that pupils understand them well, talk 

naturally about them and put them into practice.  

 Frequent whole-school worship in church and a strong ethos of team-work amongst the staff provide pupils 

with a vibrant experience of Christian community. 

 The school’s Christian character has created a welcoming environment in which pupils’ spiritual 

development is nurtured.  

Areas to improve 

 Ensure the school’s planning for religious education (RE) allows pupils sufficient time to learn about, explore 

and reflect deeply upon theological concepts in order to develop a thorough knowledge and understanding 

of Christianity. 

 Review and improve marking and recording in RE to ensure expectations are consistent across the school. 
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The school, through its distinctive Christian character, is outstanding  

at meeting the needs of all learners 

The degree to which Christian values are embedded in this school is remarkable. A core set of values – celebrating 

life, good choices, friendship, perseverance, peace and love - underpins everything which takes place in this 

successful and popular school. The values, each with its clear links to the Bible, have been well taught and constantly 

reinforced so that all members of the community are clear as to what is important in this school. Staff describe the 

values as second nature. According to parents, the values make a significant difference because children ‘really get 

them’.  They give numerous examples of values in action beyond the school day. One pupil talked about what he 

called, ‘taking peace home,’ by, ‘not inflicting sadness on your family’. Another said that she was prompted to 

practise the values when she thought about the cross on the worship table. School systems are structured so that 

collaborative working is the norm, for example with staff planning together and leading worship in pairs. This helps 

to develop relationships and it creates a safe culture in which all can learn. Everyone is valued. Children in Reception 

and others who join the school later receive a ‘good settling’ certificate. New staff and those returning from 

maternity leave speak of the school as a place of nurture and welcome, describing it as a very special place to work. 

The school’s Christian character can be seen in the creative and personalised ways it works with families to improve 

attendance.  Staff notice pupils putting into practice different values in their learning. Pupils show an increased 

willingness to receive feedback from staff and from their peers and they develop the ability to critique positively the 

work of other children. Good manners are a feature of this school and parents attribute this to the core values. 

Frequent spontaneous, ‘thank yous,’ punctuate the day. Behaviour is extremely good and expectations are high. The 

behaviour policy makes simple links with the school’s values, in particular the making of good choices, although it 

does not make explicit a Christian rationale for its approach. Relationships are excellent and adult visitors comment 

on the care shown to them by pupils. Pupils also take the initiative in praying for adults, for example when they 

prayed for their teacher’s upcoming exams. The welcoming and supportive atmosphere, underpinned by Christian 

values, helps to equip pupils with a mature understanding of inclusion and the ability to respect the different learning 

needs in a class. Staff talk about pupils embracing difference positively. The impact of good RE teaching is evident in 

the way pupils talk respectfully and with excitement about their recent learning about Judaism and Islam. Pupils 

show a good awareness of Christianity as a global faith, and of different denominations within Christianity. Many 

opportunities exist to support pupils’ spiritual development, including prayer spaces in classrooms and a spiritual 

garden, both of which are well used by pupils in each class. Governors monitor some aspects of the school’s 

provision for spiritual development including a recent initiative to introduce mindfulness and meditation. Pupils 

describe spirituality in different ways, such as recognising that there is something bigger than themselves, or as being 

kind or, ‘letting God just rush through you’. The current staff team has only recently begun to implement formal 

plans for spiritual development and so, whilst provision is rich and exciting, the school’s shared interpretation of 

spirituality is still being developed.  

The impact of collective worship on the school community is outstanding 

Highly inclusive acts of worship which follow a simple Anglican structure ensure that pupils of all ages can join in. 

Pupils help to welcome everyone to worship, they lead prayers and they act and read with confidence. Adults take 

an active part, partnering with children or other staff during moments of paired talking. The staff sing well and, as a 

result of their example and encouragement, the quality of whole school singing, both unison and part-singing, is very 

high. As the school has no hall, most acts of worship take place in the church which is adjacent to the school. Adults 

and children alike acknowledge that starting the week together in church makes a significant difference to the life of 

the school. One teacher explained, ‘The Monday worship centralises things.’ The termly communion service is 

another key moment where something special occurs. Pupils describe the quality of silence as a number of staff, 

governors and trustees receive communion saying, ‘It’s like a religious silence. You don’t want to make a noise.’ 

Acts of worship are carefully structured to provide opportunities for everyone present, if they choose, to reflect on 

a Bible passage or character, to share ideas and then to use their ideas to pray quietly on their own. Some pupils use 

the mindfulness sessions later in the day to reflect further on the Bible stories used in worship. Pupils are familiar 

with responsive prayers and these are often led by older pupils. Teachers often provide opportunities for pupils to 

pray or reflect during the day, such as during a welly walk. Pupils are confident in their understanding of Jesus and of 

the Trinity. Their understanding is shaped and strengthened by the simple liturgy and routines of worship, such as 

the welcome and the lighting of the candle. Along with the vicar and an Open the Book team, all teachers lead 

worship. Pupils benefit from this variety. A pupils’ ethos group plays a significant role in evaluating, planning and 

developing worship. These pupils take their responsibilities seriously. One described her willingness to attend 

meetings during lunchtimes in terms of her loyalty to God and added, ‘He’s much more important than any 

lunchtime!’ Improvements which they have introduced include increasing the repertoire of songs to include ‘more 

fun’ ones, developing prayer spaces in classrooms, and creating and maintaining the spiritual garden.  



© The National Society (Church of England and Church in Wales) for the Promotion of Education 2016   

The effectiveness of the religious education is good 

Standards of attainment overall are in line with national expectations. Progress is good. Pupils enjoy the creative 

ways in which RE is taught and they understand its importance. As one pupil put it, ‘It helps me have a bit of a wider 

mind about what other people believe.’ RE has a high profile in the school and teaching is generally good. Teachers 

promote a high level of subject-specific dialogue in classrooms and their skilful questioning enables pupils to think 

more deeply. The school makes good use of visitors. Pupils show deep levels of reflection in their discussions with 

one another. When considering how they might apply the school value of celebrating life, they challenged each other 

to be content in this life, they talked about heaven and they made good links to appropriate Bible passages. When 

reflecting on prayer in Islam, one pupil made the observation, ‘I think they’re a bit more committed than us!’ 

Governor monitoring has highlighted pupils’ mature ability to discuss the book of Genesis. Pupils have a good 

knowledge of many key aspects of Christianity, the Bible and the main practices and beliefs of Judaism and Islam. 

Teachers know the children well, they track the progress of individual pupils and adapt their teaching accordingly.  

There are some inconsistencies between classes, for example in recording, as pupils’ work in books does not always 

reflect the quality of teaching and learning taking place in classrooms. Effective monitoring by the co-ordinator and 

other senior leaders has led to improvement. Assessment and moderation procedures are currently being reviewed 

and developed further. The co-ordinator has attended initial training on Understanding Christianity and the whole 

school has trialled the materials. Pupils have encountered some key theological concepts, such as salvation, but they 

have not had sufficient opportunity to develop a secure understanding of their significance within the overarching 

Christian narrative. 

The effectiveness of the leadership and management of the school as a church school is outstanding 

The Christian character of Mrs Ethelston’s as an outstanding Church of England school has been sustained and 

developed further during a period of significant change which included academisation and joining a mixed MAT. This 

has been largely the result of the commitment of the executive headteacher, governors and senior leaders to 

protect and celebrate its unique identity. Leaders ensure that the school’s vision, “Deep Christian roots, Nurturing 

strong growth, Flourishing children,” is well known and understood by all. It features in the school prayer which 

even the youngest children know by heart. The vision is rooted in the school’s values which are underpinned by rich 

and varied links with the Bible. Staff are consistent in the way they refer to the values and live them out and as a 

result these values have become part of the school’s shared vocabulary. Leaders are quick to identify examples of 

impact such as improved pupil self-esteem and consequent higher achievement. They describe the curriculum as 

being underpinned by the values, with a very high level of understanding shown by pupils of the difference they 

make. Excellent systems at all levels have ensured that monitoring of the school’s Christian distinctiveness remains 

rigorous. Monitoring by the MAT ethos group, the pupils’ ethos group, and the local governing body complements 

that carried out by the executive headteacher, the head of school and the head of Christian distinctiveness. 

Partnership with other schools in the MAT is a strength. Parents list a number of benefits such as sports, residential 

visits and maths challenges. Staff talk about their own increased understanding of the ethos of a voluntary aided 

school as a result of seeing it in action in the other church schools in the MAT. Governors have witnessed this 

school enriching other schools by sharing its expertise across the MAT in the area of values. Parents also recognise 

the contribution of teachers from other MAT schools during periods of staff absence. Induction systems are strong 

and staff who are new to a church school are soon able to play a full part in contributing to and developing the 

Christian ethos of Mrs Ethelston’s. All teachers are expected to lead worship, for example, and the school’s 

programme of peer support, collaborative working and visits to other schools ensures that this happens quickly. The 

executive headteacher has developed one leader from a community school within the MAT to lead a church school. 

The head of school has established good links with the Exeter diocesan advisers.   Relationships with the church are 

mutually supportive. Pupils know several members of the church, including the Open the Book team. The vicar 

regularly leads worship and the school makes frequent use of the church building. The fortnightly meeting between 

the head of school, the incumbent and a foundation governor is a particular strength. The school shows concern and 

consideration for parents and the wider community in the way it communicates. A number of parents praise the 

way school leaders consulted with the community regarding recent traffic issues.  Parents are involved in the life of 

the school, helping in classes, accompanying visits, attending the parent forum, completing questionnaires and 

running clubs. The arrangements for religious education and collective worship meet statutory requirements. 
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