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Introduction 
 
The inspectors would like to thank the governors, headteacher, staff, pupils and parents for their co-
operation over the conduct of the inspection. The lead inspector spent 1 day in school and the 
associate 2 days.  They visited sixteen lessons and one assembly, and carried out 6 interviews overall 
with school staff, pupils and governors. Other evidence was gathered from contacts with parents 
through a questionnaire, scrutiny of a sample of pupils’ work, observation of pupils in and out of 
lessons, examination of school documents, and attendance at religious services where possible. 
 
The Inspection of St. Columba’s College Preparatory School, St. Albans, was carried out under the 
requirements of the Education Act 2005, and in accordance with the Framework and Schedule for 
Section 48 Inspections approved by the Archbishop of Westminster.  The inspectors are appointed 
by Archbishop.  The  inspection  reviews  and  evaluates  how  effective  the school  is  in  providing 
Catholic education.  This process begins with the school’s own self-evaluation.    
 
Description of School 
 
The preparatory school is a two-form entry< (with three forms in years five and six), independent 
school in the county of Hertfordshire and the locality of St. Alban’s, founded in 1939 and re-founded 
by the Brothers of the sacred Heart in 1955 at the invitation of the Westminster Diocese.  The 
school serves the parishes of St. Batholomews, St. Alban and St. Stephens and others in 
Hertfordshire. The proportion of pupils who are baptised Catholic is 38%.  The proportion of pupils 
who are from other Christian denominations is 40% , from other faiths 11% and from no faith 
background 11%. 
 
There are 275 pupils on roll, with no pupils with statements of Special Educational Need.   The 
proportion of pupils from ethnic minority groups is below average. The number of pupils speaking 
English as an Additional Language is below average.  There are no families claiming free school meals.   
 
Key for inspection grades:   Grade 1*: Outstanding;  

Grade 1: Very Good;  
Grade 2: Good;  
Grade 3: Requires improvement;  
Grade 4: Causing Concern. 
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A.  Classroom Religious Education 
 
How religiously literate are pupils in the teachings and traditions of the Catholic faith and how well do they 
know, understand and appreciate the importance of religious faith and practice in everyday life? 
 

                                                                                 
What is the overall effectiveness of classroom religious education in 
developing pupils’ religious literacy?  

Overall Grade: 2 
The overall effectiveness of classroom religious education in developing pupils’ religious 
literacy is good in the preparatory school.  
 
The Curriculum Directory forms the basis of the religious education taught. The senior 
leaders of the preparatory school outlined to the inspectors how lessons are planned through 
the Way the Truth and the Life programme. They are also linked to the liturgical cycle.  The 
member of staff leading the liturgy, which was observed during the inspection, confirmed 
how these links are woven into the scheme, for example to celebrate key events such as 
Advent and Lent and the role of Our Blessed Lady. This evidence, as well as evidence from 
discussions with the head of the prep and the academic deputy, through the scrutiny of the 
work in the books, exploration of learning over time and the typicality of teaching, 
demonstrated that there are some differences within year groups and across the school in 
how the content is delivered. The school has begun to track pupil progress over time in 
religious education against the levels of attainment. The leadership team in the preparatory 
school is committed to establishing the essential systems and structures to ensure quality 
planning to inform assessments and progress across the phases, to meet the needs and 
abilities of all pupils. This is in line with the Diocesan model of moderation and assessments, 
against the levels of attainment. 
The influence of the Brothers of the Sacred Heart tradition and ethos is evident in every area 
of school life and shines through the daily lives of the pupils. The school is committed to 
promoting and realising Gospel values in an environment of academic endeavour and 
personal discipline. A holistic approach to education ensures the school’s distinctive charism 
is intrinsic to all aspects of school life. 
 
 
 
What has improved in classroom religious education since the last inspection and    
what should the school do to further improve in classroom religious education? 
  
This is the first diocesan inspection undertaken at the college. 
 
Leaders in the preparatory school are aware of the need to review curriculum provision, (as 
acknowledged in their self-evaluation document), including addressing the need to challenge 
the more able pupils and the use of assessment systems more effectively.  
While inspectors found elements of The Way, Truth and Life programme is matched to the 
Curriculum Directory, the differences in the ways in which the topics and units planned are 
delivered across year groups and across the phases, is recommended to be reviewed.  
 
The preparatory school religious education team should now take the following steps to 
further improve classroom religious education: 
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 Review  the curriculum  coverage of the content of the Curriculum Directory, to 
incorporate appropriate aspects of the liturgical year and the content of religious 
education to be delivered across and within all year groups  

 Further develop moderation practice, processes and procedures, to ensure teachers 
have the skills and confidence to better judge rates of pupil progress in religious 
literacy against the levels of attainment; to inform them on the next steps for their 
pupils and provide challenge for the more able.  

 Further develop pupil tracking systems, so that the data recorded about pupils is 
used by teachers to measure their rate of progress in their classes and across all 
classes, so that all pupils make the best possible progress and attain well. 

 
 
How well does the content of classroom religious education meet the requirements of 
the Curriculum Directory?                                                                                                                               

Grade 2                                                                                                                             
In the preparatory school the judgement is good overall. The Curriculum Directory forms the 
basis of the religious education taught. The school is following the Way the Truth and the 
Life scheme of work.  One year group is introducing the Year of Faith units as a trial, with 
emphasis on creation and stewardship. The liturgical cycle is supported through a planned 
pastoral programme, with mapped links to the Curriculum Directory. There is some evidence 
of creative links within the areas planned and a variety of resources are used to good effect. 
The pupils are exploring Advent and how the role of Mary is significant in the story of the 
Incarnation. The senior leaders, who shared the observations and discussions with the 
inspectors throughout the day, explained how the lessons are planned through support from 
them and the ministry leader. The school acknowledges that planning and monitoring of 
planning are carried out termly. Where evidence of religious literacy is strong, the content 
has included opportunities for wider reflection, research and more open-ended development 
of the areas of learning. The school combines their Religious Education programme with 
PSHE and their commitment to promoting and realising Gospel values in an environment of 
academic endeavour and personal discipline.  
 
 
Pupil achievement (as well as attainment and progress) in religious education 
                                             Grade 2 
 
Achievement is good overall in the preparatory school. The school is using the Agreed 
Understandings to assess the levels of attainment across the phases. Since the summer 
term 2013, the results are being mapped onto a recording grid, There was evidence that 
sound progress was being made. Where the pupils were challenged through scaffolded and 
well planned questioning and a clear pace, progress is very good. The scrutiny of pupils' 
work in the books and discussions with pupils, indicate that more able pupils require 
challenge to ensure they are enabled to achieve the higher levels of attainment by the end of 
Key Stage 2. Evidence from the scrutiny of pupils’ work in their books, reveals some 
unfinished and unchallenged areas of learning. There is also inconsistency within year 
groups of tasks set, marking and challenge to next steps in learning. The tracking of 
progress has begun. The school agrees that further links with the Deanery and the 
moderation sessions offered by the Diocese would support the confidence and skills of the 
teachers. This can also apply to their already close links with other Catholic independent 
schools, within the Diocese. Carrying out shared external moderation and moving pupils 
further forward, will inform their next steps in further developing their religious literacy  
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The quality of teaching 

                                  Grade 2 
The typicality of teaching is good overall in the preparatory school.  While the impact on 
progress and standards is in line with the Agreed Understandings, this is variable across the 
phases and within year groups.  There is a lack of structure in the planning and assessment 
of pupils’ learning needs, so as to inform the “next steps” in meeting the higher levels of 
attainment. Where teaching was less than good, the tasks were not well matched, pupils 
were disengaged, lacked challenge and were not motivated to participate.  Where teaching 
was good, pupils were actively engaged, reflective and thoughtful.  In these lessons there 
was a planned structure and pace, which inspired and motivated the pupils. Where evidence 
of religious literacy is strong, the content has included opportunities for wider reflection, 
research and more open-ended development of the areas of learning. When pupils are 
challenged, in lessons and through tasks planned to their ability levels, progress is very good 
and the more able pupils are supported to achieve the higher levels of attainment. This was 
evident in the work on Creation, where the pupils were moved on in their learning through 
global links and their responsibility for justice and fairness, through key historical people. 
There were constant references to the learning objective and the success criteria, which 
promoted their learning. There was evidence of knowledge and understanding from those 
pupils who were encouraged through well planned questioning and active participation. 
Talking Partners was used to recap earlier learning. This strategy empowered those pupils 
to move forward in their learning, and supported their progress.  Pupils were directed as to 
how they can improve their work to attain the higher levels of understanding, for example, 
how key historical figures have influenced the “kingdom values of justice and fairness” in our 
world for those who suffer, particularly refugees and the plight of the people in the 
Philippines. Class sizes provide many opportunities for focussed support, especially for 
those pupils new to the school or with additional needs.. 
 
The leaders who co-observed with the inspectors acknowledge that opportunities for 
development of moderation of the levels of learning across the phases will be beneficial. 
This will apply in-house across the school and within the wider network of deanery and other 
independent schools, which will support the skills and confidence of the teachers. The 
school has provided a rich range of resources, artefacts and is using ICT appropriately.  
 
 
The effectiveness of the leadership and management of religious education                                      

Grade 2 
Leadership and management of religious education is good. The Head of the Prep and the 
Academic Deputy co-observed the lessons and participated in the scrutiny of the work in the 
books during the inspection. They have a shared focus on further development of religious 
education, notably developing the curriculum to ensure full coverage across the phases and 
within year groups, of the content of the Curriculum Directory. They are committed to 
embedding the essential systems and structures for quality planning, which will inform 
assessments and progress across the phases for all pupils of all ability levels. This is in line 
with the Diocesan model of moderation and assessments using the levels of attainment. The 
Head of the Prep and her Academic Deputy have a clear vision for further developing the 
school’s role in the educational mission of the Church 
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B. The Catholic life of the school 
 
How well do pupils experience the richness of a Catholic way of living and believing through all areas of 
school life? 

 
                                                                                  

What is the overall effectiveness of the Catholic life of the school in 
developing pupils’ experience of the richness of a Catholic way of 
living and believing?  
  

Overall Grade: 1 
 
The overall effectiveness of the Catholic life of the school in developing pupils’ experience of 
the richness of a Catholic way of living and believing is very good in the preparatory school. 
The clear and enthusiastic vision and commitment to the educational mission of the church 
is mirrored in the aims and objectives of the school, within the educational tradition of the 
Brothers of the Sacred Heart 
In the preparatory school the Governing Body is generous in providing a high quality range 
of resources to support and ensure that the Catholic Life of the College is very strong. This 
was borne out during the inspection, by observations of the reverence and respect from the 
pupils during spontaneous and traditional prayers. This applies to all pupils, including those 
of other faiths. Pupils pray the Grace before and after meals. The liturgy ministry religious 
education group is very well supported in planning liturgical worship. These events underpin 
the daily life of the community.  The schedule for termly liturgical celebrations is included in 
the school’s review of the improvement priorities, in particular, the charism and mission of 
the Brothers of the Sacred Heart. This is reflected in the core education of the whole person, 
through “courage, courtesy and compassion”. The high quality religious displays around the 
public areas of the preparatory school and in all classrooms, provide evidence of how well 
the pupils are taught to link the liturgical and prayer life of the school throughout the year. 
Evidence of the high quality liturgical life within the school year, has been drawn from 
interviews with the pupils, parents and staff, including the observation of the Advent Service, 
the religious education lunchtime group, who were participating in reflection and prayer, on 
the theme of “light.” These opportunities empower the pupils to be actively engaged in and to 
develop ownership of their cycle of prayer, reflection and active ministry.  
 
 
What has improved since the last inspection and what should the school do to further 
develop the Catholic life of the school ? 
 
This is the first diocesan inspection undertaken at the college. 
 
School leaders should now take the following steps to further develop the Catholic life of the 
school: 

 Ensure pupils receive their weekly entitlement of 10% curriculum time for religious 
education from Key Stage 1- 2  
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The place of religious education as the core of the curriculum – time, staffing, 
accommodation, resources, budget 

Grade 1 
The place of religious education as the core of the curriculum is very good in the preparatory 
school.  
The Governing Body is generous in ensuring that a high quality range of resources is 
provided, including specialist music teachers for leading liturgies. The Chapel is used by the 
preparatory school and the reservation of the Blessed Sacrament in the newly refurbished 
prayer room is the focal point for the religious education group to meet and share their 
reflections. However, the timetable is still to meet the 10% requirement of the Bishop’s 
Conference in Religious Education and is currently 9%. 
 
 
The experience of Catholic worship – prayer and liturgy – for the whole school 
community.                                                                                 

Grade 1* 
The experience of Catholic worship in the preparatory school is outstanding. 
 
The inspectors found that prayer and worship are central to the life of the school and a key 
part of every school celebration.  The charism, ethos and mission of the Brothers of the 
Sacred Heart influences all aspects of the school’s Catholic identity and is a great richness. 
Daily prayer is an essential component of school life of all in the school community.  The 
school’s comprehensive tutor programme articulates clearly the ways in which all are 
required to live out the gospel message. 
The richness of worship across the liturgical cycle and within the daily life of the preparatory 
school is characteristic of it as a living worshipping community.  The pupils are most 
confident in participating in the range of liturgical and daily worship. They are actively 
involved in the planning and preparation, in particular the very prayerful Advent service. This 
included personal reflection, role play and witness to their faith. The influence of the religious 
Brothers is very effective and there is a rich range of icons and religious symbols. All pupils 
are encouraged to use their prayer books, or printed prayers in their books, when 
participating in class prayer. This is especially helpful for those pupils new to the school. The 
Chamber Choir supported the singing during the Advent service in a poignant and reflective 
way. The Eucharist is central to the termly worship programme, including class Masses and 
opportunities for pupils to receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation, which are planned and 
led with the pupils. 
 
 
The commitment and contribution to the Common Good – service and social justice.
                                             Grade 1* 
 
The inspectors agree with the school’s own evaluation that in the preparatory school, the 
commitment to action for social justice is outstanding.  
 
The preparatory school has global connections through the Brothers of the Sacred Heart, in 
particular, their partner school in Zambia. The generosity of the school community, its links 
with local charities, including nationally, through CAFOD, its fundraising initiatives and 
Diocesan commitment to the Good Shepherd funds, are all examples of the systemised 
schedule for ongoing service to those less well off than themselves. This illustrates the depth 
of understanding and commitment by the whole school community to be “stewards of God’s 
Creation”. It was also reflected in some of the work in the pupils' books and was borne out 
by interviews with a group of pupils interviewed and those spoken to informally during the 
day, and staff.  The boys are articulate, confident, thoughtful and courteous, growing into 
young men who have a well-developed sense of themselves and of their values as unique 
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human beings The ethos and mission of the school includes the opportunity for staff to 
benefit from visits to the different communities of the Brothers of the Sacred Heart. These 
experiences are then shared at first hand with the pupils to inspire their commitment to 
support their global missionary communities. 
The school pastoral programme includes the key links of their call to justice, supporting the 
“Open Door” homeless project, nationally, through the Catholic Children’s Society, and 
globally through one of their international partner schools, Robert Shitima School in Kabwe, 
Zambia. This includes filling and shipping a container to their school, exchanging prayers for 
each other’s communities, and sending eight members of staff to visit the school in Zambia. 
The pupils, who are great ambassadors for their school, and through the nurturing ethos, 
develop a commitment to caring about others, a willingness to take personal responsibility 
and an appreciation of God’s world.  They outlined their deep level of understanding of their 
role and responsibility as members of their school community and as global citizens. The 
encouragement of the school for pupils to “live their lives as in the image of Christ” through 
the Columban Charism, within the school’s mission statement, is based on their founder, 
Andre Coindre’s mission of, “courage, courtesy and compassion.” This underpins all aspects 
of the life of the school community 
 
 
 
Enabling the authentic partnership between parents, school and parish as an integral   
part of the Diocese, particularly through its relationship with the Diocesan Bishop and 
those acting on his behalf;                                                                                  Grade 1 
                                                                                                                                 
The preparatory school is very good in enabling authentic partnerships between parents, 
school and parish as an integral part of the Diocese, through its relationship with the 
Diocesan Bishop and those acting on his behalf.  
Preparatory school staff participate in Diocesan training. They ensure the school is involved 
in the annual Good Shepherd Mass at the Cathedral, including providing altar servers.   
There are strong links with the local parishes, in particular the local parish priest who 
regularly visits the school and supports the liturgies. The Head of the Prep School and her 
Academic Deputy discussed with the inspectors how they have identified the need to 
develop closer network links within the Deanery and the Diocese, .including sharing 
moderation and good practice. They also plan to develop closer networks with other Catholic 
independent prep schools for their moderation of levels of attainment in religious education. 
The school engages its parents in all aspects of the Catholic life of the school.  All pupils, 
regardless of their faith background participate fully in the Catholic life and religious 
education programmes. The group of parents and a grandparent who met the inspectors, 
outlined how “the ethos of the school is threaded through it,” where the school is a “happy 
place filled with love.” They discussed how the school is most welcoming, especially to non 
Catholic parents and encourage them to participate fully in the Catholic and liturgical life of 
the school. 
 
Parents are also invited to take part in a number of events including the carol service and 
readings at Christmas and the Founder’s Mass of St Columba.  There is an excellent 
relationship with parents and they are kept informed through regular bulletins and letters 
from the school.  The 83 responses to the parental questionnaire indicate an outstanding 
endorsement of the work this Catholic school is doing on behalf of their sons. Work 
continues to actively involve greater numbers of parents to share the mission of the school in 
the education of their children. 
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The effectiveness of the leadership and management in promoting the Catholic life of 
the school.                                                                                  

Grade 1 
 
The effectiveness of the leadership and management in promoting the Catholic life of the 
preparatory school is very good.  
 
The Governing Body, through the Brothers of the Sacred Heart, as Trustees, share a strong 
vision of their mission in the Church.  Leadership demonstrates a strong commitment to their 
Catholic vision and mission within the charism of the Brothers of the Sacred Heart and 
articulated through the Governing Body Strategic Plan. The preparatory school works in 
close partnership with the senior school as a whole school mission and vision, in partnership 
with the governing body, including the pro-active involvement of the link governor to support 
the Catholic life of the school.  
 



 
 

 
St. Columa’s Preparatory School, St. Albans 

 
Date of inspection:  2nd-3rd December 201   Reporting Inspector: Mrs. Tina Cleugh 
           Associate Inspector: Miss Tracey Peters 
 
Key for inspection grades:   Grade 1*: Outstanding;  

Grade 1: Very Good;  
Grade 2: Good;  
Grade 3: Requires improvement;  
Grade 4: Causing Concern. 

 
A.  Classroom Religious Education      
 
What is the overall effectiveness of classroom religious education  
in developing pupils’ religious literacy?      Overall Grade 2 
 
How well does the content of classroom religious education meet the  
requirements of the Curriculum Directory?       Grade 2 
 
Pupil achievement (as well as attainment and progress) in religious education  Grade 2 
 
The quality of teaching          Grade 2 
 
The effectiveness of the leadership and management of religious education  Grade 2 
 

 
B. The Catholic life of the school     
 
What is the overall effectiveness of the Catholic life of the school  
in developing pupils’ experience of the richness of a Catholic way  
of living and believing?         Overall Grade 1 
 
The place of religious education as the core of the curriculum –  
time, staffing, accommodation, resources, budget                                                 Grade 1 
 
The experience of Catholic worship – prayer and liturgy –  
for the whole school community                                 Grade 1* 
 
The commitment and contribution to the Common Good –  
service and social justice.                   Grade 1* 
 
The partnership between parents, school and parish as an integral part of  
the Diocese, particularly through its relationship with the Diocesan Bishop 
and those acting on his behalf                                             Grade 1                                                           
         
The effectiveness of the leadership and management in promoting the Catholic life  
of the school.                                                                                                        Grade 1 
 


