Independent
Schools
Inspectorate

School inspection report

30 September to 2 October 2025

Durham High School

Farewell Hall
South Road
Durham

DH1 3TB

The Independent Schools Inspectorate is appointed by the
Department for Education to inspect association independent
schools in England. Our inspections report on the extent to
which the statutory Independent School Standards and other
applicable regulatory requirements are met, collectively
referred to in this report as ‘the Standards’.



Contents
SUMMARY OF INSPECTION FINDINGS ....ccuuuiiiiiiuuiiiiiinnnniiiiiesmsiisimssssisiimmssssssimmssssssstmsasssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssssssnssssssss 3
THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE SCHOOL MEETS THE STANDARDS.........ciittiiiiiiiiniiiiirenisiireesisirssssiissnssssssssissssssssssessssssssesnns 4
RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS .euuvtteiiurteiiisrteesisrteesssatessmstessasseeessnatessssasessamseeesssbasessasaseesbbeeesaaba e e s aab b s e s sab b e e e s anba e e s s abaeeesbbeeesanbaeessanneas 4
SECTION 1: LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT, AND GOVERNANCE........cccciitiiittmniiiiiiieiiiiieniisiesnaesssreeaessssesssssssssssnsssssnns 5
THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE SCHOOL MEETS STANDARDS RELATING TO LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT, AND GOVERNANCE «....vevvenventenuenneeeeneennns 6
SECTION 2: QUALITY OF EDUCATION, TRAINING AND RECREATION ......cccuuiiiriimmniiiriinnniiiiinnniiiienniiiiiessiistiessisiessseee 7
THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE SCHOOL MEETS STANDARDS RELATING TO THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION, TRAINING AND RECREATION ...cevvveveeveeneeeneennns 8
SECTION 3: PUPILS’ PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH AND EMOTIONAL WELLBEING ......cccceuuueeenisiiiiinnnninnnnneeeesssssssssssssssssnns 9
THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE SCHOOL MEETS STANDARDS RELATING TO PUPILS’ PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH AND EMOTIONAL WELLBEING .......... 10
SECTION 4: PUPILS’ SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC EDUCATION AND CONTRIBUTION TO SOCIETY.....cceeviiiiissssssnnnnneneneneesessssssses 11

SAFEGUARDING ......outiiiriiiiieieiineinnteiistesisetesssatesesasesssaaesssa s sessa s et ssaaesesasesssansssssntessssnesesssssesssessssnnesssanessssnsssssssssssnsssssanes 12

THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE SCHOOL MEETS STANDARDS RELATING TO SAFEGUARDING .....uveviitiiteeneeneeteste st st sse s e et sas st s ere s eneenaennenes 12
SCHOOL DETALLS ....cuvttiiietiinietiiinttieittssintsssatesssatesessessesasessssassessanessssassesasassssnsssssatessssnesesssssssssessssasesssanesssssssessssssssnsesssanes 13
INFORMATION ABOUT THE SCHOOL.......citiiitiiiittiiitttiiateisnattssneesesnes s sae e sssanesssanesesnesssnessesasesssanessssnsesssnsesesssesssanasssanesas 14
INSPECTION DETALLS .....eeiieeienitteienttnenttees et et e s et s s et s s sae e e sae e s e s s s s s n e s s e sae e e s an e s e s an e e e s ae e sesasaeasanasessneeassnsesasasensssnansnsnns 15

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2025 Durham High School — October 2025



Summary of inspection findings

1. The proprietor ensures that leaders are effectively supported and suitably challenged. Collectively,
leaders and the proprietor successfully implement the school’s aims and ethos, fully promoting
pupils’ wellbeing and ensuring that the Standards are consistently met. Leaders undertake thorough
reviews of their own effectiveness, routinely assessing teaching quality and seeking pupils’ views.
They use this information to ensure that they take actions that are in the best interests of pupils.

2. There were some gaps in leaders’ administrative oversight at the beginning of the inspection. The
quality and detail of a risk assessment for a high-risk area did not reflect leaders’ thorough practice.
Additionally, the school’s previous inspection reports were not all available on the school’s website.
These issues were rectified before the end of the inspection.

3. Leaders ensure that the curriculum and associated plans are appropriate to pupils’ needs. Pupils
have numerous opportunities in the classroom and through extra-curricular activities to develop
their skills and knowledge in many areas. Pupils receive highly personalised and precise guidance
and feedback, which has a positive impact on their understanding and their continued progression.
Pupils have well-developed study skills. These are typically supported by teachers who promote
discussion and use questioning to encourage pupils to think deeply, which pupils then apply to their
written work with increasing independence.

4. Relationships between staff and pupils are positive and founded on mutual respect. Staff know
pupils well and support them with kindness and understanding. Teamwork and friendships are
fostered between pupils of different ages, and this contributes to each pupil’s personal development
throughout the school. Behaviour at school is consistently of a high standard. Pupils are respectful
and polite. Leaders effectively manage any incidents of bullying or unkindness. Leaders successfully
promote the importance of community and mutual support. Pupils of all ages mix together and are
respectful towards others.

5. Pupils learn about democracy in a range of ways, including through pupil elections for school
responsibilities. They learn about important concepts such as equality, liberty and respect through
curriculum subjects and pupil-led assemblies. Leaders understand the importance of preparing
pupils for their next stages through effective careers guidance and preparation for life beyond
school. Pupils are encouraged to show initiative in organising charity events, participating in
entrepreneurial challenges and contributing creatively to school productions. Pupils take on
leadership roles across the school, including as heads of school, house captains, mental health
ambassadors and positions on the school council.

6. Staff receive regular certified training in safeguarding and implement the school’s protocols for
reporting concerns. The school’s approach to online safety and personal responsibility creates an
atmosphere of thoughtfulness, alertness and confidence, where pupils feel safe and supported.
Leaders fulfil all their statutory safeguarding responsibilities. They provide timely and effective
support to pupils and prioritise their safety and wellbeing in all decisions that they take.
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The extent to which the school meets the Standards

e 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 required information, such as the school’s previous inspection reports, are readily
available to parents and external agencies through the school’s website

e evaluate the effectiveness of risk assessments so that they fully reflect the practice in the school.
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Section 1: Leadership and management, and governance

7.

10.

11.

12.

13.

The proprietor supports and challenges leaders to ensure that they are effective in supporting the
welfare, wellbeing and academic achievement of pupils. The proprietor body, well supported by the
management board, is knowledgeable and skilled. They undertake a range of activities to check on
leaders’ work. Collectively with leaders, they ensure that the requirements of the Standards are met
consistently.

Leaders know the school’s strengths and areas for development. They use a precise range of
information, including the views of pupils, parents and staff, to evaluate their effectiveness. They
take timely and effective action to bring ongoing improvements to the provision for pupils. For
instance, leaders have carefully planned and implemented their chosen approach to moving towards
introducing male pupils to the school. They have comprehensively considered the needs of all pupils
in implementing this change. Leaders implement policies and procedures with care, always
prioritising and fully supporting pupils” wellbeing.

Senior leaders have identified a range of strategies to successfully oversee the provision of teaching
and learning across all subjects. Leaders use an appropriate range of data, observations of teaching
and effective discussion with subject leaders to assess the strengths and areas for improvement in
teaching. They use this knowledge to provide staff with continued professional development and
share best practice between staff.

Leaders’ knowledge and understanding of how the youngest children learn and develop in the early
years is substantial. They are ambitious to ensure that children benefit from a rich curriculum that
has been designed to aid their development in all areas, including in developing their understanding
of technology, music and art and outdoor learning. Children are very well supported, well prepared
and ready for the next stage of their education.

There are an appropriate array of policies and procedures in place, in line with the requirements of
the Standards, which are implemented effectively. For example, the complaints policy is
comprehensive and appropriate. Leaders implement this policy appropriately, maintaining and
reviewing their detailed complaints log. There is a wide-ranging accessibility plan in place that fulfils
the requirements of the Equality Act 2010. This explores methods to improve the accessibility of the
school site, the education provided to pupils and the information it provides to parents. Leaders
regularly review this to ensure that their plans support all pupils.

The school chooses to use its website to provide a range of information about policies and
procedures to parents, pupils and external agencies. At the start of the inspection, some information
related to the school’s previous inspection reports was not available on the website. This was
rectified during the inspection.

Leaders provide parents and external agencies with appropriate information related to individual
pupils, when needed. Parents receive regular reports on their child’s learning and progress. Leaders
provide appropriate information to the local authority about pupils who have an education, health
and care plan (EHC plan), including information related to finance and funding. Leaders inform the
local authority about pupils who join or leave the school at non-standard transition points, in line
with their statutory responsibilities.
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14. Leaders work closely with relevant external agencies to ensure pupils obtain effective specialist
support if required. They also utilise specialist expertise to develop their own provision for pupils.
For instance, the support for pupils who have special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) is
a priority in staff development. Annual training is delivered to staff through external specialist
professionals. As a result, staff are equipped with skills and strategies to support pupils’ learning and
developmental needs effectively.

15. Leaders’ oversight of risk management is typically effective. Risk assessments are detailed, up to
date, and include steps to reduce risk which are well implemented in practice. Training for staff in
risk management is appropriate and frequently updated. However, at the start of the inspection,
there were gaps in leaders’ written risk assessment of one area of the school site, which had not
been identified by leaders’ own quality assurance. This was not reflective of the high-quality
practical approaches to risk management in place. The gaps in the risk assessment were rectified
during inspection.

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

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

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

The curriculum has been designed to provide pupils with a full range of subjects that helps develop
their knowledge, skills and understanding. Leaders routinely review the curriculum to bring
improvements for pupils. For example, leaders have implemented a wider range of qualifications in
line with pupils’ abilities, interests and aspirations. Leaders and teachers ensure that there are well-
planned links between subjects, such as those between history and personal, social, health and
economic education (PSHE) in Year 6. This cross-curricular approach ensures pupils explore themes
such as family and culture in a broader context, which develops a richer understanding of societal
issues amongst pupils.

Positive teacher-pupil relationships produce a beneficial classroom environment. In many subject

areas, teachers are highly knowledgeable and use effective resources to deliver the curriculum. A

wide range of teaching methods are used, including interactive starters, visualisation, debate and

practical activities. The variety of approaches adopted by teachers successfully engages pupils and
enables them to learn effectively.

Typically, teachers provide pupils with lots of opportunities to develop and apply their learning in
more complex ways. Pupils are articulate and curious, asking questions to clarify understanding and
actively engaging in class discussion and debate. They apply knowledge and develop critical thinking
skills. Some teachers use questioning effectively to help pupils improve their independent thinking
skills, but this is not yet a practice that is used across all subjects, particularly in the senior
department.

Leaders regularly use performance information to identify and support any pupils who need
additional help. Teachers use assessment information to support pupils in lessons and through
additional guidance and feedback. Pupils are encouraged to review their own work and
understanding in a range of ways. For example, the use of video feedback in textiles and art enables
pupils to receive detailed, personalised guidance, which helps them to improve their work and apply
their learning in more complex ways. As a result, pupils achieve very well in national examinations
and transition to appropriate next steps in education, training and employment. The school’s overall
attainment at the end of Years 11 and 13 has been above national averages in terms of GCSE and A-
level performance since the previous inspection.

Pupils who have SEND have their needs identified and met so that they learn and achieve well.
Leaders provide staff with precise strategies, resulting in focused support, including adjustments, in
lessons. Leaders routinely review pupils’ progress and learning to ensure that they are being well
supported to learn, develop and achieve effectively alongside their peers.

Pupils who speak English as an additional language (EAL) benefit from targeted support in lessons
and more individualised support and small-group teaching, adapted to their needs, when needed.
Pupils who speak EAL acquire appropriate linguistic skills, and this enables pupils to access the
curriculum with increasing effectiveness and ultimately attain well.

In the early years, a well-designed curriculum promotes children’s learning, particularly in their
communication and language skills. Children learn through a range of planned and play activities
that have been chosen with the children’s interests in mind. Leaders have identified the phonics
curriculum as one that requires further development and are implementing change to improve
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children’s development. Children develop effective communication, language, literacy and
mathematical knowledge and skills through well-planned and structured teaching. They are well
prepared to transition into Year 1.

24. A wide range of extra-curricular activities and visits gives pupils of all ages diverse opportunities to
enhance their learning in lessons and develop skills. This includes musical and dramatic
performance, team and individual sports and other creative activities such as robotics and
photography. An extensive programme in the early years setting includes karate, ballet and
construction club, which allows children to develop skills beyond the classroom and helps prepare
them for the next phase of their educational journey. Sixth-form pupils engage positively with the
extra-curricular programme, often organising and leading activities for younger pupils alongside
taking the lead in school productions and sports teams.

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.

Through everyday activities and the curriculum, leaders prioritise the wellbeing of pupils.
Collaborative, positive relationships between pupils and staff throughout the school community
support academic success and pupils’ wellbeing. Staff help pupils to develop strategies to build
confidence and self-esteem, for example through assemblies in which pupils are encouraged to
celebrate the traits they value in others, such as kindness and caring.

Leaders promote inclusion, tolerance and respect for difference. These values are embedded in the
school culture, resulting in an accepting and harmonious school community. Through assemblies,
religious studies lessons and the PSHE curriculum, pupils learn about those who have characteristics
that are protected by law. They learn about those who have different beliefs, faiths, cultures,
sexualities and lifestyles. Pupils are encouraged to be self-reflective in their lives and consider their
own identity and challenges carefully. Leaders ensure that pupils are given a wide variety of
opportunities, including opportunities to celebrate their own heritage and culture. The introduction
of activities such as ‘pride club’ demonstrates a responsive approach to pupils’ feedback and a
secure understanding of the importance of inclusion and representation.

Leaders have put appropriate behaviour and anti-bullying policies and protocols in place. Pupils’
behaviour throughout the school, including in the early years, supports the purposeful and calm
learning environment. Pupils are confident and respectful with their peers and with adults. They
engage positively with their peers during the school day, including at lunchtime, when pupils sit
happily together and talk in a sociable manner. Minor conflicts are addressed promptly by staff.
Pupils understand the procedures put in place and report any concerns that they have. Pupils are
aware of recent changes to pupils’ use of mobile phones that are intended to improve behaviour
and reduce bullying throughout the school. Occasionally, staff are quick to act where issues occur,
but do not consistently ensure that pupils are able to resolve minor conflicts themselves.

The PSHE curriculum and relationship and sex education (RSE) programme are well planned and
effectively taught. Pupils are taught about important topics such as consent, healthy relationships
and mental health through dedicated PSHE lessons and the cross-curricular programme. Sixth-form
pupils have been involved in shaping the personal development programme for older pupils, which
has led to a curriculum that is relevant and responsive to their needs. The curriculum is age-
appropriate and in line with statutory requirements.

The physical education (PE) curriculum enables pupils to improve their physical health through a
range of activities that encourage participation and fitness. Leaders regularly review the way in
which they teach PE and how they can widen pupils’ access to new opportunities such as archery,
which reflects the school’s commitment to promoting physical wellbeing and engagement in sport
for older pupils. Pupils also learn through PSHE and PE about the importance of nutrition and
healthy eating. This learning is enhanced by the healthy options available to pupils at break and
lunchtime. Initiatives such as ‘nourish to flourish’ help pupils understand the importance of healthy
eating and supporting their mental health.

Children in the early years engage in a range of activities which promote their physical, personal and
emotional development. The curriculum is well planned to support children’s early fine- and gross-
motor skills, using a range of activities, tools and resources, including play apparatus. The outdoor

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2025 Durham High School — October 2025



10

areas have been adapted to encourage independence in children’s physical play. Children also learn
about taking care of themselves, eating healthily, communicating how they feel and caring for
others.

32. Admission and attendance records are kept in line with statutory guidance and leaders understand
their responsibilities to report longer term absences to the local authority. Leaders report to the
local authority all pupils who join or leave the school at non-standard transition points.

33. The school site is well maintained. Leaders have systems in place to ensure that health and safety,
including fire safety, throughout the school is robust. Pupils are well supervised during on-site and
off-site activities. There are appropriate medical facilities, including suitably trained staff and well-
kept records.

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

34. All the relevant Standards are met.

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2025 Durham High School — October 2025



11

Section 4: Pupils’ social and economic education and contribution
to society

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

Pupils throughout all sections of the school learn about the difference between right and wrong.
They understand the connection between their own actions and consequences. They have a
thorough understanding of the wider legal implications within society of poor choices, and the roles
of important public services such as the police and courts. This learning starts in the early years,
where teachers establish clear routines that allow pupils to learn right from wrong and kindness is
strongly encouraged using play as a delivery mechanism.

Pupils learn about democracy and law and order through the curriculum and school events. House
and sports captains, for example, are appointed through a voting system and classes write and vote
on class rules at the beginning of each academic year. Pupils are confident in discussing societal
issues, which results in a well-informed understanding of differing perspectives and values. In PSHE
and history lessons, pupils explore the importance of laws and rules are important in supporting
democracy, equality and peace. Pupils show insightful understanding of British institutions and
political awareness of global issues, linking current affairs to historical events, as demonstrated in
the pupil-led politics society.

There are many opportunities within the school for pupils to demonstrate leadership through a
variety of responsibilities. Older pupils enthusiastically engage in opportunities to support younger
ones. The school council meets regularly to discuss matters raised by pupils and form
representatives report back to their peers on the discussions. Occasionally, pupils would value more
explanation from leaders when issues are unresolved.

The careers programme starts with the youngest children in the early years and prep department,
where pupils learn about the jobs that people are employed to do. Beyond the well-planned careers
curriculum, pupils also benefit from numerous external speakers, skills events and preparation for
work experience and work-related learning. As they get older, pupils experience individualised
advice and guidance about their future pathways and careers. Pupils are well prepared for the next
stage in education, training and employment, and are supported to make informed choices about
their future.

Pupils engage positively with self-directed charity work which provides extensive opportunities to
develop social awareness and compassion for others, including foodbank collections and fundraising
for overseas service trips. Initiatives and events to raise money occur throughout the year such as
the school’s ‘tenner challenge’. Pupils’ learning about societal need also supports the positive
development of pupils’ social and economic skills.

Pupils learn about finance and economic education through their PSHE lessons. This curriculum is
enriched by further opportunities for pupils to gain experience in applying this learning in practice.
The ‘future business magnets’ competition, for example, helps pupils to grow in confidence and
develop economic understanding through practical engagement in a competitive environment.

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

41.

All the relevant Standards are met.
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Safeguarding

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

Leaders ensure that safeguarding arrangements are effective and that there is a proactive
safeguarding culture throughout the school. All staff receive suitable training on safeguarding issues
and reporting safeguarding concerns, which begins at their induction to the school and is refreshed
regularly. This training includes updates to local and national contextual risks to pupils. Staff
understand how to report any concerns, including about adults should they arise, and fulfil their
responsibilities fully.

The safeguarding team responds effectively to any safeguarding concerns that are raised. They
consult with relevant external agencies and refer concerns on to the appropriate safeguarding
partners when required. Leaders with responsibility for safeguarding maintain suitable and detailed
safeguarding records that are securely stored. Leaders monitor and review these records alongside
other information, such as details relating to behaviour, to ensure that they are vigilant to any wider
trends relating to concerns that need addressing.

Leaders ensure that they provide pupils with a range of regular information about how to keep
themselves safe, and how to report their worries. Pupils know how to raise concerns and are able to
identify a range of trusted adults with whom they feel comfortable to talk. Some pupils also use the
anonymous reporting button on school software that has recently been introduced. Pupils know
where to seek help when they need it.

Pupils are taught how to keep themselves safe, including online. They are confident in how to keep
themselves safe online and know what to do, and who to speak to, if they encounter any
inappropriate content. Robust filtering and monitoring of the internet and digital devices are in
place. Leaders ensure that any concerns are dealt with effectively and in a timely manner. The
systems for internet filtering and monitoring are also tested and evaluated frequently.

Leaders are trained in safer recruitment and oversee all recruitment processes. All pre-appointment
checks required by statutory guidance are carried out appropriately, and recorded accurately, in a
suitable and well-maintained single central record (SCR) of appointments.

The proprietor maintains oversight of the school’s safeguarding policy and procedures. They
undertake a range of activities to check on the effectiveness of leaders’ actions. The proprietor
ensures that safeguarding arrangements and recruitment procedures are appropriate and in line
with statutory guidance.

The extent to which the school meets Standards relating to safeguarding

48.

All the relevant Standards are met.
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School details

School Durham High School
Department for Education number 840/6004
Address Durham High School

Farewell Hall

South Road

Durham

DH1 3TB
Phone number 01913 843226
Email address headmistress@durhamhighschool.com
Website www.durhamhighschool.com
Proprietor Durham Education Limited
Chair Mr Nicholas Grenfell-Marten
Headteacher Mrs Michelle Hill
Age range 3to 18
Number of pupils 274
Date of previous inspection 11 to 13 October 2022
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Information about the school

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

Durham High School is a co-educational independent day school. It is owned by Durham Education
Limited. The proprietor body is supported by a management board. The school consists of a pre-
prep department for children in the early years and pupils in Years 1 and 2, a prep department for
pupils in Years 3 to 6, a senior department for pupils in Years 7 to 11 and a sixth form for pupils in
Years 12 and 13. A new headteacher was appointed in October 2023.

There are 19 children in the early years, in one Nursery and one Reception class.

The school has identified 64 pupils as having special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND). A
very small proportion of pupils in the school have an education, health and care plan (EHC plan).

The school has identified 25 pupils as speaking English as an additional language (EAL).

The school states its aims are to create a friendly, caring community based on Christian principles
where every individual is valued, to develop the potential of every child in all areas of their life and
to encourage academic excellence and a life-long love of learning.
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Inspection details

Inspection dates 30 September to 2 October 2025

54. A team of four inspectors visited the school for two and a half days.
55. Inspection activities included:

e observation of lessons, some in conjunction with school leaders

e observation of registration periods and assemblies

e observation of a sample of extra-curricular activities that occurred during the inspection
e discussions with the chair of the proprietor body

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

e visits to the learning support area and facilities for physical education

e scrutiny of samples of pupils’ work

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

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