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PREFACE
This inspection report follows the ISI schedule for intermediate inspections, focusing 
primarily on compliance with the National Minimum Standards for Boarding Schools (NMS).  
The inspection occurs over a period of two and a half continuous days in the school.

The Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI) is the body approved by the Secretary of State 
for the purpose of inspecting schools belonging to the Independent Schools Council (ISC) 
Associations and reporting on compliance with the Education (Independent School 
Standards) (England) Regulations 2010, as amended.  From September 2011 the 
inspection of boarding welfare forms part of the inspection process.  This inspection focuses 
on the school’s compliance with the National Minimum Standards for Boarding Schools.  It 
comments on the progress made by the school in meeting the recommendations set out in 
the most recent statutory boarding inspection.  Boarding inspections were previously carried 
out by the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted), Children’s Services and Skills.  The 
relevant Ofsted report refers to an inspection in November 2010 and can be found at 
www.ofsted.gov.uk.

The inspection of the school is from an educational perspective and provides limited 
inspection of other aspects, although inspectors comment on any significant hazards or 
problems they encounter which have an adverse impact on children.  The inspection does 
not include:

(i) an exhaustive health and safety audit
(ii) an in-depth examination of the structural condition of the school, its services 

or other physical features
(iii) an investigation of the financial viability of the school or its accounting 

procedures
(iv) an in-depth investigation of the school’s compliance with employment law.

Inspectors may be aware of individual safeguarding concerns, allegations and complaints 
as part of the inspection process.  Such matters will not usually be referred to in the 
published report but will have been considered by the team in reaching their judgement.
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INSPECTION EVIDENCE
The inspectors conducted formal interviews with boarders, held discussions with senior 
members of staff and with governors, observed a sample of the extra-curricular activities 
that occurred during the inspection period and attended registration sessions.  Inspectors 
visited the boarding house and the facilities for sick or injured pupils.  The responses of 
parents and boarding pupils to pre-inspection questionnaires were analysed, and the 
inspectors examined regulatory documentation made available by the school.

Inspectors

Mrs Deborah Forbes Reporting Inspector
Mrs Diane Riley Team Inspector for Boarding

(Head of Boarding, Society of Heads school)
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1. THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SCHOOL
1.1 St Francis’ College is a day and boarding school for girls aged from three to 

nineteen.  It aims to provide a modern education based on Christian principles.  The 
school seeks through boarding to provide a safe, stimulating and supportive 
environment in which all young people have the freedom and opportunities to fulfil 
their unique potential academically, socially, culturally, physically and spiritually.  It is 
run by an educational trust and has a board of governors.

1.2 The school was founded in 1933 by the Sisters of the Charity of Jesus and Mary, a 
congregation of Roman Catholic sisters.  They ran the school until 1983, when it was 
transferred to the trust.  The school became multi-denominational but continues to 
follow Christian principles.  Set in the middle of Letchworth Garden City, the school 
occupies a seven-acre site.  The boarders are accommodated in the Broadway 
Building, which is the main entrance to the school.  Pupils may begin boarding in the 
upper part of the prep school.  Boarders share rooms up to the sixth form.  Those in 
Year 12 are either in single or double rooms, while Year 13 boarders have individual 
study bedrooms.  Since the previous inspection, all boarding house staff are new in 
post.

1.3 The school comprises a senior school, a prep school and a pre-prep school.  There 
are 429 pupils overall, with 22 pupils in the Early Years Foundation Stage, 120 
pupils in Years 1 to 6 and 287 pupils In Years 7 to 13.  Of these, 71 pupils are 
boarders.  Some boarders come from the United Kingdom but most are from a 
number of European and Far Eastern countries.  Eleven different nationalities are 
represented.

1.4 The school has identified 19 pupils as having special educational needs and/or 
disabilities and provides specialist learning support for 17 of them.  One pupil has a 
statement of special educational needs.  English is an additional language for 53 
pupils, 37 of whom receive support for their English.

1.5 National Curriculum nomenclature is used throughout this report to refer to year 
groups in the school.
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2. SUMMARY
(i) Compliance with regulatory requirements

2.1 The school meets all the National Minimum Standards for Boarding Schools 2013.

(ii) Recommendations for further improvement

2.2 The school is advised to make the following improvements.

1. Adjust the times during which younger boarders are able to contact their 
families.

2. Ensure that sanctions are clearly set out and that boarders understand them 
fully.

(iii) Progress since the previous inspection

2.3 The previous boarding welfare inspection was undertaken by Ofsted in November 
2010.  The school was recommended to ensure the continuing review and 
development of its catering provision.  It has since employed new caterers, and a 
healthy eating policy is in place and practised.



St Francis’ College 3

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2014

3. COMPLIANCE WITH NATIONAL MINIMUM STANDARDS

3.(a) Boarding provision and care

3.1 The school meets all of the NMS under this section.

3.2 Boarding staff, academic staff, experienced boarders and detailed information 
booklets enable new boarders to establish themselves in the boarding community.  
During interviews, boarders confirmed that they are able to express concerns to 
various members of boarding staff.  An independent listener is known to the 
boarders, and details of external contacts, including the Children’s Rights Director, 
are displayed within the boarding handbooks and on notice boards.  [NMS 2]

3.3 Arrangements for the care of sick boarders are usually managed by the 
housekeeper within the boarding house during the day, and by boarding staff at 
other times.  For more serious medical complaints, boarders can be isolated in the 
health centre.  Boarding staff are aware of and follow a set protocol for administering 
and recording both prescribed and non-prescribed medicines.  All boarding staff 
have relevant first-aid qualifications.  Boarders are assisted and escorted where 
necessary to medical appointments.  A qualified nurse visits three times a week to 
oversee the health and well-being of the boarders and to assess their ability to self-
medicate.  She is on call overnight.  [NMS 3]

3.4 Boarders are able to communicate with family and friends by landline telephone, 
mobile telephone or email.  Younger boarders hand in their mobile telephones 
overnight, and they reported in interviews that it can be difficult to find an appropriate 
time to speak to their parents if the times zones are significantly different.  [NMS 4]

3.5 The boarding area is warm, clean, well lit and efficiently maintained.  Toilet and 
washing facilities are sufficient in quality and quantity and provide appropriate 
privacy.  Boarders can each personalise a large pin-board if they wish with posters 
or photographs.  There is a variety of common rooms providing spaces for games 
and cooking.  Younger boarders are supervised at prep by academic tutors in a 
communal area, and private study spaces are provided in the older boarders’ rooms.  
The library is available for private study until bedtime.  [NMS 5]

3.6 A small number of boarders responding to the pre-inspection questionnaires 
expressed dissatisfaction with the food provided.  Inspectors found the menus to be 
varied, and that nutritious meals are provided three times a day, prepared in the 
school kitchens under hygienic conditions.  Boarders can communicate their 
preferences to the catering department.  Dietary needs and special occasions are 
catered for.  Boarders are able to make themselves hot or cold drinks.  In pre-
inspection questionnaire responses a very small number of boarders expressed 
dissatisfaction with the availability of snacks outside mealtimes.  Inspectors found 
that fruit and toast are always available.  [NMS 8]

3.7 Laundry arrangements have recently been improved and clean clothes and bedding 
are delivered to each boarder’s bed.  Boarders are able to purchase personal items 
in the nearby local shops at specified times. They have use of a lockable cabinet in 
their rooms for money, and other valuables and personal possessions.  [NMS 9]

3.8 Boarders are able to participate in school activities at lunchtime and after school.  
Further activities are provided for them in the evenings and at weekends, including 
opportunities to participate in trips outside the school.  They have access to national 
and international news from newspapers, television and the internet.  Safe 
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recreational facilities, both indoors and outdoors, are available to boarders.  NMS 
[10]

3.(b) Arrangements for welfare and safeguarding

3.9 The school meets all of the NMS under this section.

3.10 A comprehensive health and safety policy is implemented effectively.  Governors 
have involvement in the health and safety committee, ensuring that protocols are 
appropriately observed.  The policy is reviewed annually and all required checks on 
equipment are completed. The school provides a safe environment for staff and 
pupils to live and work in.  Risk assessments are in place for all areas of the school 
site, as well as for activities such as trips or outings outside the school.  [NMS 6]

3.11 The school has a policy on fire risk and the fire risk assessment is regularly 
reviewed.  Procedures, testing and fire drills are all recorded, and boarding house 
staff have a thorough understanding of their responsibilities in the event of a fire.  
Fire drills are held regularly, including some in boarding time.  Notices, fire exit 
signs, fire blankets and extinguishers are prominently displayed and suitably 
maintained.  [NMS 7]

3.12 The policy for safeguarding and promoting the welfare of all pupils is well known to 
staff and governors.  Every individual who works or volunteers on the site is made 
aware of the procedures, and given induction training, as well as regular updates, to 
ensure that awareness of and responsiveness to potential concerns are 
responsibilities shared by all.  Child protection procedures are carried out with due 
regard for current guidance, and governors undertake spot checks to satisfy 
themselves that any concerns are correctly addressed.  [NMS 11]

3.13 The school has the requisite policies to encourage good behaviour as well as setting 
out sanctions for misbehaviour.  In interviews, boarders reported that there is no 
bullying but should it occur they would have no hesitation in seeking the help of a 
member of staff.  Boarders are given information and support in relation to the 
prevention of cyber-bullying.  A few boarders felt that sanctions for misbehaviour are 
applied unfairly.  The inspection team found that staff and boarders have different 
perceptions of what constitutes a sanction.  The school keeps records of more 
significant sanctions and they are monitored by senior members of staff.   [NMS 12]

3.14 The school operates safe recruitment procedures, and carries out and records all 
necessary checks on staff and volunteers, having regard to official guidance.  
Visitors to boarding accommodation are supervised by staff and no unauthorised 
individual is able to gain access.  [NMS14]



St Francis’ College 5

© Independent Schools Inspectorate 2014

3.(c) Leadership and management of the boarding provision

3.15 The school meets all of the NMS under this section.

3.16 A statement of the school’s boarding principles and practice is available to staff, 
parents and boarders in information booklets and on house notice boards, and this is 
seen to work in practice.  [NMS 1]

3.17 Governors are supportive of the boarding experience and include its development in 
the strategic plan devised in conjunction with the school’s leadership team.  There 
are clearly defined lines of management within the boarding staff.   Links between 
the boarding and teaching staff are maintained through shared access to the 
school’s management information system and the appointment of academic tutors 
whose role includes liaison with the teaching staff.  Records are kept appropriately 
and are monitored by senior staff.  [NMS 13]

3.18 All boarding staff have job descriptions setting out their duties.  Senior boarding staff 
are experienced and trained for their roles, and are instrumental in ensuring that new 
members of staff receive a thorough induction to their duties.  They all receive 
regular reviews of their practice as well as opportunities to reflect on and share the 
most effective practice.  Opportunities for training and continued professional 
development within boarding are available to all boarding staff.  Outside teaching 
time, the boarding house is well staffed in order to ensure appropriate supervision of 
the boarders and their activities.  At all times boarders are under the responsibility of 
an identified member of staff who knows their whereabouts.  Staff know and 
understand the procedure to be carried out should a boarder be missing.  At night, at 
least three members of staff, and more usually four, sleep in the house and the 
boarders reported that they can contact them easily should the need arise.  Staff 
have suitable accommodation, separated from that of the boarders, and access to it 
by pupils is strictly controlled.  [NMS 15]

3.19 Boarders are well supported in the house for any aspect of their lives should the 
need arise, and with English as necessary.  They do not experience any 
discrimination and enjoy the benefits of close integration within the house.  [NMS 16]

3.20 The school has a complaints policy that sets out the procedures for parents to make 
complaints both formally and informally.  In practice, the school responds quickly to 
any concern raised by parents, and resolves the situation as quickly and effectively 
as possible.  No complaint has reached the panel hearing stage.  [NMS 17]

3.21 In pre-inspection questionnaire responses, a very few boarders said that they felt the 
school does not listen to their views.  However, boarders reported in interviews that 
their views are listened to and acted upon, and were able to give examples of 
changes that had been made because of their requests.  Although there are formal 
systems in place they said that they are happy to speak to house staff if they are 
dissatisfied in some way or if they have a suggestion to make.  They value the 
system of ‘corridor‘ prefects, who listen to their views and pass them on to staff.  
[NMS 18]

3.22 There are prefects of all ages within the boarding house.  Their role is not a 
disciplinary one and they do not give sanctions.  Their responsibility is to support 
and help their peers as well as to assist with organising aspects of community life.  
[NMS 19]

3.23 The school does not arrange lodgings for boarders.  [NMS 20]




