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Quality Assurance Review  
 
The review team, comprising of host school leaders and visiting reviewers agree that 
evidence indicates these areas are evaluated as follows: 

School Improvement Strategies GOOD 

Outcomes for Pupils GOOD 

Quality of Teaching, Learning and 

Assessment 

GOOD 

Area of Excellence  
 
Previously accredited valid Areas 
of Excellence 

ACCREDITED 
 
N/A 

Overall Estimate GOOD 

 
Please note that a Challenge Partners Quality Assurance Review is not equivalent to 

an Ofsted inspection, and agreed estimates from the review are not equivalent to 

Ofsted judgements. 
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1. Context and character of the school 

● Astrea Academy Dearne is an 11-16 school which joined Astrea Academies Trust 
(AAT) in February 2019. AAT was awarded ‘northern hub’ government funding to 
boost standards in ‘challenging and disadvantaged areas.’ The school moved into 
purpose-built premises in 2011 which provides an outstanding learning 
environment.  

The school serves an area of significant deprivation where aspirations and 
parental confidence in the school have traditionally been low. Due to the school’s 
work in this regard, it is growing in popularity such that Years 7, 8 and 9 are 
currently full.  

The principal has been a year in post. In recent years, the school has undergone 
significant staffing changes. The predecessor school (The Dearne Advanced 
Learning Centre) received its second ‘Requires Improvement’ judgement following 
its Ofsted inspection in December 2016. The monitoring visit in September 2017 
confirmed that the school is taking effective action to bring about improvements.  

The school is of average-size. The proportion of disadvantaged pupils is well 
above average. Most pupils are White British, with a much lower than average 
proportion of pupils from minority ethnic groups. The proportion of pupils who 
have special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) is well above average. 
The school has a specialist resource base, ‘Athena’ offering an alternative 
curriculum for pupils who have SEND. 

 

2.1 School Improvement Strategies - Progress from previous EBIs 

● Not applicable as this is the school’s first quality assurance review. 

 

2.2 School Improvement Strategies - What went well 

● Over the past few years, there has been a significant change in the culture and 
ethos of the school. Expectations of staff and pupils have been heightened and 
both now have a genuine pride in the school. The school is rapidly improving.  

● The school is very well led by the principal, supported by committed and talented 
senior and middle leadership teams. They share a passion for the school’s 
success, characterised by a relentless positivity. Pupils and staff are very 
supportive of the school’s leadership and appreciate the changes that have been 
brought about. 

● There is a tangible collegiate feeling across the school. Relationships are warm 
and trusting and staff feel valued and supported. Staff are committed to the 
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community the school serves and helping pupils to aim high.  
● Leaders know the school well and have a clear vision for its future. The self-

evaluation document is concise, honest and accurate and areas for improvement 
are clearly articulated and regularly evaluated.  

● There is a firm focus on teaching and learning, and curriculum development. 
Leadership of these areas is very strong. A good deal of work has been done to 
ensure pupils are following an ambitious curriculum which develops their 
knowledge, skills and understanding. 

● The school’s work on careers education, advice and guidance is particularly 
effective. Pupils from Year 7 onwards benefit from a range of opportunities such 
as work shadowing, work experience and talks from local employers. As a result, 
pupils are increasingly accessing a range of post 16 providers which better meet 
their needs and aspirations. 

● School leaders, rightly, have focussed on pupils’ literacy development since many 
pupils enter the school with weak skills in this area. Leaders can point to 
considerable success in Year 7 catch-up pupils’ progress in reading. In addition, 
all pupils read widely and often in tutor time and ‘keystone’ words and extended 
writing opportunities are becoming firmly embedded in lessons.   

● Teachers and leaders are held robustly to account for the progress pupils make.  
Leaders are not afraid to tackle any areas of underperformance. They offer 
support and challenge in equal measure to ensure pupils get the very best 
experience of learning.  

● School leaders have worked hard to engage parents and win the trust of the local 
community, with considerable success. For example, the school has been 
awarded the national ’Leading Parent Partnership Award.’ As a result, the 
reputation of the school is growing and increasing numbers of parents are 
choosing the school for their children.  

● The comprehensive programme of continuous professional development is 
helping to enhance teachers’ skills. Teachers are eager to learn from each other 
and the impact of this training can clearly be seen in improved practice in the 
classroom. Teachers spoke enthusiastically about the opportunities they have to 
access training tailored to their individual needs. 

 

2.3 School Improvement Strategies - Even better if… 

… all leaders in TLR posts worked collaboratively to embed strategic and 
developmental actions that strengthen and enhance their own leadership impact in 
their faculty areas.  

… leaders developed partnerships with other schools to share and develop best 
practice and to enable the school to be more outward facing. 
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3.1 Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment - Progress from 

previous EBIs 

● Not applicable as this is the school’s first quality assurance review. 

 

3.2 Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment - What went well 

● Lessons are characterised by teachers clear routines and high expectations of 
pupils, which is having a marked impact on improving the quality of teaching and 
learning.  

● As a result of these well-established routines, pupils behave well in lessons and 
are motivated and keen to learn. They collaborate well together, demonstrating 
positive attitudes in class, built on very respectful relationships between staff and 
pupils and between pupils themselves. One pupil, when asked what the school 
stood for, summed this up by saying ‘equality.’ There is a warm and welcoming 
atmosphere which results in pupils clearly enjoying their lessons.  

● The calm, purposeful and inclusive climate for learning is contributing significantly 
to the progress pupils make. Teachers know their pupils well and plan work to 
encourage them to raise their aspirations. Pupils engage enthusiastically with 
what they are asked to do and, consequently, the majority of lessons move at a 
swift pace, enhancing learning and progress.  

● Where teaching is particularly effective, such as in English, mathematics, 
languages and the ‘Athena’ provision, teachers tailor the work to the specific 
needs of their pupils, building in high levels of challenge. They are clear about 
what they want pupils to learn and how this fits into the wider scheme of work. 
Teachers check pupils’ understanding frequently through targeted questioning 
and adapt their teaching accordingly. They are skilful in building upon pupils’ prior 
knowledge, carefully sequencing new learning and helping pupils to make links to 
other areas of the curriculum.  

● Pupils’ books are very well presented, and they show a pride in their work. 
Increasingly, teachers are giving pupils the opportunity to write at length across a 
range of subjects which is improving their literacy skills and extending their 
vocabulary.  

● Teachers have good subject knowledge and where teaching is best, they build on 
this to introduce pupils to complex subject-specific vocabulary and concepts. Such 
strategies are helping pupils to develop their literacy skills. 

● Teachers’ planning is thoughtful, and they use a variety of high-quality resources, 
including digital technologies, to stimulate learning and make lessons interesting. 
Leaders ensure pupils are given opportunities in lessons to work independently in 
‘me’ time, and thereby build their resilience.  
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3.3 Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment - Even better if… 

… teachers explicitly taught pupils how to be ‘word rich’ in their subject area, using a 
wide range of language and literacy strategies shared at a whole school level.  

… teachers created opportunities for all pupils to present verbal and written 
responses that specifically demonstrate that pupils are thinking hard and 
expressing themselves in a way that is unprecedented in the school’s context. 

 

4. Outcomes for Pupils 

● Many pupils enter Astrea Academy Dearne with attainment that is significantly 
below average, particularly in reading. As a result of effective and rapidly 
improving teaching, learning and assessment, pupils are making good progress 
from their starting points. 

● Published GCSE outcomes show pupils’ progress from their starting points has 
improved over time, though it remains below the national average. In particular, 
pupils have made major gains in mathematics over the past three years. 
However, progress has remained weak in some areas such as humanities and 
languages, which school leaders are currently addressing. Overall, however, 
pupils’ attainment and progress are on an upward trajectory.  

● In 2018, disadvantaged pupils’ outcomes showed a marked improvement on the 
previous year due to better teaching, close monitoring and targeted interventions.  

● Current pupils in the school are benefiting from higher quality, more stable 
staffing. The school’s assessment information, together with work in their books, 
shows that their progress is solid across year groups and most subjects. The 
current Year 11 are demonstrating even stronger attainment than last year.  

● Increasing numbers of pupils are studying for the English Baccalaureate because 
teachers are encouraging them to raise their aspirations. In particular, leaders 
have been successful in improving the uptake of modern foreign languages.  

● Pupils who have SEND are well supported. Pupils with social, emotional and 
mental health needs who have lessons in the ‘Athena’ provision, receive bespoke, 
targeted support. As a result, these pupils are making particularly good progress 
from their starting points.   

● Disadvantaged pupils, who make up a significant proportion of the school’s 
population, are making strong progress. Focussed interventions and higher quality 
teaching is paying dividends. Leaders evaluate the effectiveness of strategies on 
a regular basis, and swiftly make changes when needed.    

● The most able pupils, who have been a focus for the school this year, are making 
better progress than in the past. However, some are not making the progress of 
which they are capable because teaching in some areas is not challenging them 
sufficiently well.  
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5. Area of Excellence  

‘Athena’: Alternative provision for pupils who have SEND   

Accredited 

 

5.1 Why has this area been identified as a strength? 

This is a significant area of strength in a school with a high proportion of pupils who have 
SEND. Many of these pupils enter the school significantly below age-related 
expectations and have additional social, emotional and mental health issues. The school 
has developed a bespoke, high-quality provision, taught by subject specialist staff, for 
these most vulnerable pupils. Currently this alternative curriculum is offered to a group of 
20 Year 7 and 8 pupils who are not yet Key Stage 3 ready. The model is designed to be 
short term and supports children back into mainstream where they can thrive. The 
success of the unit in its first year of operation has led to an expansion of provision for 
Year 9 pupils from next September, with plans for a further expansion into Key Stage 4 
the following year. Significant interest in the model has been generated, with several 
other local schools developing a similar model in their own settings. 

 

5.2 What actions has the school taken to establish expertise in this 

area? 

A strong, morally driven philosophy underpins ‘Athena’. Expectations of what pupils can 
do and achieve are high. The focus is on academic success and the development of 
personal skills to enable pupils to be independent learners.  
 
Pupils follow a thematic curriculum and 50% of their lessons are taught by a primary-
trained special educational needs coordinator (SENCO) in the specialist unit. The focus 
is particularly on developing pupils’ English and mathematics, to enable them to become 
‘mainstream ready’, but all pupils study every national curriculum subject so they do not 
fall behind their non-SEND peers. Pupils have lessons in the unit taught by specialist 
mainstream teachers in subjects such as languages and humanities. In order to ensure 
pupils do not become dependent on ‘Athena’, pupils join their mainstream peers for all 
other national curriculum subjects. 
 
The Athena Leadership team meets fortnightly to review the academic, social and 
emotional progress of each pupil and make recommendations on next steps, additional 
support, further intervention and to plan reintegration into mainstream with precision. 
When pupils are deemed ready, they follow a carefully planned programme which 
phases them into mainstream lessons, before officially ‘graduating’ into mainstream 
classes on a full-time basis. 
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Beyond school, leaders have spread best practice in this area of its work through hosting 
a number of colleagues from local schools who are developing a similar model. Astrea 
Academy Dearne staff have supported these schools in implementing their plans and 
providing an extensive array of support materials such as curriculum plans, assessment 
documents and advice on how to work with feeder primary schools to allow for a smooth 
transition and early identification.  

 

5.3 What evidence is there of the impact on pupils’ outcomes? 

In only its first year of operation, the following are indicators of the significant impact the 
provision has had on the school’s most vulnerable learners. 
 

• Two pupils have already ‘graduated’ back into mainstream classes. One of these 
pupils is now working at a level in line with her peers, having entered the school 
with very low scores.  

• Five pupils are currently on their reintegration programmes back into mainstream.  
Leaders expect to meet their 50% graduation target by the end of the academic 
year. 

• A third of the Year 8 Athena pupils have improved attendance this year when 
compared to Year 7 when Athena was not offered. 

• A third of the Year 8 Athena students have improved their in-class learning hours 
by up to 20 hours when compared to Year 7 when Athena was not offered. 

• Parental feedback has been extremely positive. Two parents said the following: 
‘I am so pleased with how well x is doing at school. He is happier than he has 
ever been.’ 
‘X comes home every day in such a positive mood.’ 

 

5.4 What is the name, job title and email address of the staff lead in 

this area? 

Name: Angela Moore 

Title: Assistant principal: closing the gap for pupils with SEND 

Email: amoore@thedearnealc.org 

 
6. What additional support would the school like from the Challenge 
Partners network, either locally or nationally? 

Leaders would appreciate visiting other Challenge Partner schools who have expertise in 
Astrea Academy Dearne’s priority areas. School leaders plan to use the Challenge 
Partners directory to identify schools that may be able to offer support.  
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This review will support the school’s continuing improvement. The main findings 

will be shared within the school’s hub in order that it can inform future activities. 

 


