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NACE lead assessor NACE support assessor 

Christabel Shepherd Heather Clements 

 

School context 

Highcrest Academy is a highly successful 11 to 18 comprehensive school in High Wycombe, 
Buckinghamshire with approximately 1200 pupils on roll - this includes almost 180 Sixth Form 
students.  
Highcrest is an ‘All Ability Academy’ operating a fair banding process for admissions. As a result, 
the school’s demographic is truly comprehensive encompassing the full range of ability levels 
and socio-economic backgrounds. 36% of pupils are in receipt of Pupil Premium funding which is 
above the national average, and 16.5% have special educational needs or disabilities. Several of 
these pupils are multi-exceptional (being both more/exceptionally able and having a special 
educational need).   
43% of pupils do not have English as their first language and this reflects the school’s culturally 
diverse student population. 
The Sixth Form offers over 20 subjects - both academic and vocational. In Year 12, students study 
either three or four Level 3 courses (either BTEC L3 or A Level) or two Level 2 courses.  
Highcrest is a UNICEF Rights Respecting School, currently holding the ‘Gold Award’. It was the 
first school in Buckinghamshire to achieve this award recognising the school’s commitment to 
the UNICEF Rights of the Child Agenda. 
In February 2020, Ofsted once again judged Highcrest Academy as Good.  
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Summary statement 

The leadership of Highcrest Academy is ambitious and aspirational for every student and this is 
reflected in pupils’ own high aspirations.  
Policy and provision for the More Able and Talented is led by a highly skilled and experienced 
MATCo who works alongside a recently appointed Challenge Coordinator. Both work with 
passion and rigour to continuously develop this aspect of the school’s provision, providing CPD 
around More Able identification and provision for all teachers across the school. 
This work has the full support of all senior leaders and staff.  
Those pupils that are exceptionally able or demonstrate multi-exceptionality are extremely well 
supported. 
Highcrest Academy’s pupils are warm, open, welcoming and articulate. The MAT pupils 
interviewed during the assessment process, demonstrated high levels of enthusiasm, passion for 
learning and a ‘can-do’ attitude.  
Pupils’ mental health and well-being are central to the school’s work. In this regard, Highcrest 
has its own Forest School provision which aims to improve students’ confidence, problem-solving 
abilities, resilience, team building and physical and mental wellbeing. Character development is a 
central focus of the school’s work.  
A wide range of abilities and talents are identified, deliberately nurtured and celebrated. These 
include skills such as leadership and entrepreneurship. 
The school prides itself on providing something ‘for every child’ both in terms of academic and 
vocational opportunities as well as personal (spiritual, moral, social, and cultural) and character 
development. For example, in addition to a broad range of academic subjects, the school 
provides a range of vocational courses including Horticulture, Hair and Beauty, and Rocket 
Science.  
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Progress towards previous identified key action points The assessor notes that, despite the 
pandemic, very good progress has been made against all identified key actions.   
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 Continue to have a central focus on increasing the proportion of pupils achieving at the highest 
levels. 
The More Able cohort has been restructured into three subgroups: High Prior Attainment (HPA), 
Most Able (selected by department staff) and More Able (20% of students in every class). The 
school’s aim was to raise the profile of the MA cohort and increase the motivation/challenge for all 
and among the wider school community. The restructuring has exposed many more students to a 
challenging environment and given them an opportunity to excel in the areas and ways previously 
unavailable, which is leading to a higher proportion of students achieving at the highest levels.  
The More Able agenda is part of SDP and all departments identify and track these students to ensure 
they are making the best possible progress. HODs can see the gaps in learning and make strategic 
decision on how address the needs of the cohort and all underperforming students. 
The school makes exceptionally good use of data to set aspirational targets for all pupils, track their 
progress/‘fight path’ across each subject, and identify gaps in learning and underperformance 
ensuring the correct level of challenge and progression through focused support such as Period 
Zero, Period 6, Saturday School, Super days, and residential visits etc.  
Regularly review the impact of the “blue book” system. Pupils commented that there was some 
inconsistency in how teachers used the books in lessons.  
After careful review of the strengths and weaknesses of the ‘Blue Book’ system and the resultant 
suspension of their use since 2017, the school is planning to reintroduce this resource in a slightly 
different form during the second phase of the Challenge Maps roll out, using them as a means of 
communication between Most Able students, parents and Assistant Heads of Learning (HOLs). 
Build on the current work on the development of metacognition in pupils so that they develop 
independent learning skills. 
The school has developed and embedded a range of strategies to develop pupils’ metacognitive 
skills and independence. The school delivers continuous training for Assistant HOLs and HOLs with 
regards to metacognition and coaching for their 1:1 meetings. The staff at the frontline of coaching 
Most Able students follow a structured programme of delivery of skills supporting metacognition 
and independence.  
In addition, the staff CPD programme includes a focus on students’ independent and autonomous 
learning and approximately 20% of CPD mini-twilights are dedicated to areas related to 
metacognition. As a result, the wider learning environment and quality first teaching have further 
developed to support independence: Help Desks, Challenge Boards, 3BM, 80%-20% are some of the 
embedded strategies. Since September 2021, 86% of lessons have highlighted challenge to impact 
clear or exceptional learning and progress. 
Recently, the school has also introduced the Buy Your Own Device scheme in Year 9 to encourage 
the use of IT as an independent study tool. 
Highcrest is increasingly giving KS4 and KS5 students more opportunities to develop their 
interpersonal skills through metacognition, identifying 12 pupils as Subject Ambassadors whose role 
is to support departments in running House competitions, Open Evenings and other events; this 
allows them to further their skills in a realistic environment and contribute to the school 
community. 
IEPs (Individual Educational Plans) are in place for Most Able students and these are linked to the 
provision of Challenge Maps which provide a range of structured extra-curricular opportunities that 
are linked directly to curriculum areas. These give most able learners the opportunity to further 
master their talents by taking ownership for their own learning.  
Further opportunities for pupils’ independent learning are embedded in the Sixth Form. For 
example, through Independent Study Periods.  
Continue to work actively with feeder schools on ensuring a smooth transition for more able 
pupils, including engaging primary schools with promoting ambitious career aspirations from 
early stages.  
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A Primary Liaison Officer has been appointed which has improved links with local feeder primary 
schools in an attempt to support Y6 students with the transition to secondary school. A range of 
strategies have been developed including events such as a STEM tournament for Y6 students, 
Summer School offered free to all incoming Year 7 students, and an Easter Holiday Camp to provide 
Year 7, Year 8 and future Year 7 pupils with the opportunity to experience a range of Sports and 
Arts activities available at the school. These give pupils insight into secondary school life and 
improve the subsequent transition as well as providing an opportunity for early identification of 
abilities and talents.  
Systematically monitor the impact of the wide range of strategies used to improve able pupil 
achievement to ensure resourcing is being used most effectively.  
As stated above, the school has introduced a wide range of interventions aimed at improving MAT 
pupils’ achievement. A range of highly effective approaches are in place to track and evaluate the 

effectiveness of these strategies. For example, underperforming pupils receive Pupil Passports 
the introduction of which has meant that targeted pupils are tracked and their progress 
reviewed half termly so that any gaps in learning are swiftly addressed. 
Continue to develop teachers’ skills so that all teaching is at least consistently good in all lessons.  
INSET and staff meetings focused on Quality First Teaching and ‘challenge’ provision take place 
throughout the year. Training is focused on areas for improvement highlighted through Highcrest’s 
‘Connect’ observation process, and led by the teaching and learning lead to share best practice. As 
a result, improvements in the quality of teaching practice have been observed particularly as 
regards student autonomy and independence, classroom management, AFL and marking.  The 
school is continuing to focus on further developing differentiation for different learner groups, 
including excelling students, and students with SEN needs. 
In addition, the school’s Teaching and Learning Bulletin regularly shares a range of ‘quick wins’ and 
teaching strategies with all teaching staff. These have included a focus on effective stretch and 
challenge. 
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Summary of strengths for provision and outcomes 
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 The school’s vision - Aspire and Achieve - permeates the learning environment and is regularly 
referenced in lessons by teachers and pupils, underpinning the curriculum and wider 
opportunities across the school. 

 Teachers have invested hugely of their time and skills to ensure that students are effectively 
supported and that lost learning due to Covid is effectively addressed, alongside any other gaps 
student have in their learning. This was reflected in the feedback from more able students who 
were highly appreciative of the support they receive  

 The school continues to strive to further improve its more able and challenge provision and is 
proactive in this regard. Pupil voice within subject ‘deep dives’ includes an explicit focus on 
challenge. Staff have responded to feedback from both teachers and more able pupils and 
continues to seek to innovate through research, focused action planning and the provision of on-
going and well-targeted CPD.  

 The climate for learning is positive and engaging. Teachers know their pupils well and, as a result, 
pupils are very well-behaved and have particularly good relationships with their teachers and 
each other. For example, pupils are confident in questioning their teachers and challenging 
others. 

 The school’s focus on metacognition is apparent both in the ways pupils are taught but also in 
their awareness of their own learning skills. For example, MAT students identified both their skills 
as learners as well as their subject strengths automatically without being prompted during 
discussions with NACE assessors. 

 The curriculum is broad, balanced and designed to meet the needs and aspirations of all pupils 
and is kept under constant review. The school exploits opportunities from engagement with 
research and networks to grow and develop the curriculum.  

 Staff encourage MAT pupils to participate in a wide variety of extra-curricular activities such as 
becoming a Highcrest School Reporter, entering competitions - such as the Young Enterprise: 
Dragon’s Den, and accessing the rich range of before, during and after school clubs in order to 
use, apply, discover and further develop their abilities and talents. Skills such as leadership and 
entrepreneurial and collaborative skills are valued by both the school and the students and their 
development supported in lessons as well as through these extra-curricular opportunities.    

 Provision to ensure that abilities and talents are identified and nurtured includes, for example, 
the Subject Ambassador programme, Mental Health Champions, house competitions, after school 
clubs, a wide range of trips and visits, and a student tutoring programme which creates a positive 
role model for younger students. 

 Highcrest staff work hard to raise learners’ aspirations and increase ambition. Through the 
school’s university and industry links, pupils are encouraged to take part in university visits and 
taster days and work with worldwide corporations such as Johnson & Johnson and Bosch. MAT 
pupils were also keen to explain how access to Uni-Frog -which gives them access to university 
taster courses - is supporting their learning as well as their decision-making about courses and 
careers. The school is developing strong links with its alumni and volunteers in order to 
strengthen this approach further. This recently included mini Zoom calls with a junior doctor. As a 
result, MAT pupils’ horizons are broadening as evidenced through an increase in applications to 
Russel Group universities and degree level apprenticeships.  

 The impact of the student-led tutoring scheme is highly positive both for the tutors and tutees. 
For tutors it is consolidating learning and developing leadership and mentoring skills, whilst for 
tutees it is closing learning gaps, further extending their learning and providing positive role 
models. 

 The Barriers and Bridges approach for disadvantaged learners - including MAT disadvantaged -
ensures that underachieving learners are rigorously tracked and, at each half term, teachers 
identify any barriers and bridge that gap through focused interventions such as extra-curricular 
activities, referrals, extra tuition, and mentoring 
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 Case Study: The Challenge Map project is aimed at increasing the engagement of MAT students 
through focused opportunities for independent project work. It encourages students to take 
responsibility for their own learning journey by fostering autonomy through challenging tasks. 
MAT pupils spoke about this enthusiastically, explaining that it was supporting their learning 
beyond the classroom and helping them to ‘push beyond the boundaries.’  

 Current attainment and progress data demonstrates the positive impact of the range of focused 
interventions and activities that have been implemented to address any gaps or 
underperformance identified through the mock GCSE examinations. Leaders are confident, 
therefore, that this year’s results will be equivalent to or slightly better than 2019 outcomes 
which were broadly in line with other schools nationally. 
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Summary of strengths for teaching and learning 

A range of lessons were observed across the school from Years 7 to 12, and included the following 
subjects: History, English, Science, Geography, Engineering, Music, sociology, PE and engineering 

 Pupils demonstrate excellent attitudes to learning. They are keen to learn and enjoy 
supporting the learning of others.  

 High levels of pupil engagement were evident in all lessons observed. 

 Teachers know their pupils really well and have identified their strengths and areas for 
development in detail, explaining how these will be developed or addressed, respectively, 
during the lesson. Highly effective, bespoke support - to increase the level of challenge or 
scaffold the learning - is provided in a timely fashion.  

 Teachers have strong subject knowledge and use high-level vocabulary accurately, expecting -
in turn - its use by pupils. 

 Pupils’ planners are used effectively to support Assessment for Learning (AfL) and provide a 
means for learners to signal when support is required. 

 Teachers have invested a great deal of thought in producing detailed planning to support 
effective teaching and learning. 

 The SIR marking and feedback system provides focused formative feedback to promote 
further learning. 

Where teaching and learning was good or better, many notable features were evident including:  

 Teachers’ high expectations of and ambition for learners. Pupils were constantly reminded to 
aim for the highest level of learning and choose the most challenging tasks because they were 
‘all capable of this’. 

 The use of targeted, open-ended questioning to promote deep thinking and cognitive 
challenge. 

 Opportunities for pupils to present their learning in a wide and varied manner which both 
deepens their understanding and increases confidence and articulacy. 

 Self-directed learning opportunities where pupils negotiate their own route to arrive at a 
solution or meet the learning objective. 

 Personalised and bespoke provision to effectively challenge and meet the needs of learners 
who are multi-exceptional. 

 Skilful, ongoing-monitoring and assessment of pupils during lessons to ensure that they are 
appropriately supported and asked challenging questions to promote further thinking through 
the use of strategies such as mini-plenaries.  

 Evidence of teachers’ investment in detailed planning. 

 The provision of ‘models of excellence’ and clear success criteria for pupils to aspire to in 
terms of the quality of their work. 

 The use of resources to support pupils’ independent learning, including displays, ‘Help Desks’, 
dictionaries and thesauruses, and challenge areas. 

 A breadth of opportunities for collaboration and discussion including paired talk and ‘teach 
your partner’ activities. 

 Pedagogical approaches ensured that challenge was inherent within the task   

 Effective use of time to ensure an appropriate pace of learning and maintain learner focus and 
engagement. 
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Areas for development 

 Revisit learning objectives to ensure that they are always challenging and aspirational, active 
and observable. To support this, consider planning for more able pupils first and then 
modifying the learning opportunities to allow all pupils to access the learning objectives, 
ensuring that more able learners have the opportunity to engage in higher order learning 
from the outset.  

 Ensure that the enduring concepts are the key focus rather than the learning tasks.  

 Post-Covid, teachers need to consciously drive the learning agenda to promote collaborative 
and student-led learning, increase learner autonomy and improve learner resilience and risk- 
taking.   

 Further develop questioning so that it enables pupils to articulate their own answers fully 
through opportunities for: 

 Increased reflection time 
 Increased opportunities for paired and group talk  
 Higher expectations of the use of appropriate transactional language  

 Ensure that all teachers understand what independent/self-directed learning means and the 
ways in which this can be embedded in classroom practice. 

 Further enhance the quality of teaching for cognitive challenge by sharing the pedagogy and 
approaches seen in the best lessons.  

 Develop the use of subject specific criteria for identification through departmental meetings  

 Develop opportunities for more flipped learning, and collaborative projects -consider linking 
these with the Challenge Maps  

 Strong lines of communication with parents ensure that pupils are effectively supported 
academically and pastorally at school. This now needs to be further developed includes the 
provision of parent workshops and guidance enabling them to understand the characteristics 
of More Able pupils and know how to support their children effectively at home.  
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Key issues  

Key action points:  
to be included on the school’s Key issues matrix 

 Revisit the school’s approach to Learning Objectives to ensure that these make the highest 
level of learning the goal for all pupils, providing appropriate scaffolds and success criteria to 
enable them to attain that goal.    

 Continue to further develop the quality of teaching and learning for More Able pupils, 
ensuring that challenge is embedded throughout the lesson through a focus on enduring 
concepts and an increase in planned opportunities for independence, deep thinking, 
collaboration and risk-taking 

 Further develop the use of the Challenge Maps as an opportunity for flipped learning and 
collaborative work for More Able pupils.    

 Provide information and support for parents to ensure they understand the characteristics of 
More Able Learners and can provide or access appropriate support for their child as required   

 
 

Date of Challenge Award reaccreditation  NACE lead assessor signature 

19th May 2022  
 
 

Date Challenge check-in due 
(+ 18 months) 

Deadline for next reaccreditation 
(+ 3 years) 

November 2023 May 2025 

 


