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Last month’s general election and its result-
ing hung parliament provided some focus on 
education, particularly on the state of school 
budgets, but in my opinion not enough. Head-
teachers and governing boards have had to 
make very difficult decisions about staffing. I 
am a chair of governors – we have balanced the 
books, by seeking funding from local business 
and paring the staffing to the bone. But there is 
no contingency funding. The three-year fore-
cast is a nightmare. 

At SSAT we’re looking for ways that we can help 
schools to generate income and savings, and we 
will be writing to you as soon as we have finalised 
agreements. Do look at our publication, Triumph in 
Adversity: it was sent to every member school and 
has some excellent ideas for generating income and 
making savings.

There are also serious concerns about workload. This 
has not been addressed at all in the general election 
debates, but I can see more work being dumped on 
schools without much thought on the implications 
for workload. On 30 June 2017 we held a conference, 
Reducing Workload, Creating Time which provided 
practical solutions and ideas for reducing workload. 
We will be circulating the outcome to members. We 
are losing too many good people from the profession, 
who are simply worn out, and fed up by the lack of 
recognition.

I am constantly amazed by the quality of the teaching 
workforce. As a judge for the Teaching Awards – Life-

time Achievement Award – I have visited five schools 
to hear about the work of the nominees. It has been a 
wonderful experience to meet the five teachers who 
are as passionate about their work now as they were 
on the day they started. The motivation for them all 
is the young people they teach. Hearing the evidence 
from children is an emotional experience – teachers 
make lives. Parents tell us that teachers give them the 
support they need to support their child. The new 
government needs to recognise the contributions of 
the profession and praise their achievements.

We have held three Educational Outcomes Awards 
events, which have enabled us to recognise schools’ 
successes. It has been a pleasure to present the certif-
icates to representatives of the schools, who are keen 
to say that it is a team effort. I would like to thank you 
for all the hard work you do with the young people 
in your care. We know it’s not just about providing 
high quality teaching in the classroom – it’s taking 
the time to listen to students, organise activities and 
trips… and doing your utmost to ensure that every 
child has the opportunities they need to succeed. It is 
also about developing the next generation of leaders.

Recently we also held the first event for the 125 teach-
ers in our SSAT Leadership Legacy Project. It was an 
inspirational day. I am confident that we had 125 
future headteachers in the room. We are already 
considering how we can extend this programme in 
the next academic year.

Have a great summer holiday – we look forward 
to working with you next year. 

Welcome
Sue Williamson, 

Chief Executive, SSAT
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Tom Middlehurst sorts the meaningful state-
ments from the blather

Following the election result in June and the subsequent 
minority government, what can we expect from Sanctu-
ary Buildings over the coming months? The mainstream 
press has been quick to point out that many of the Tory 
educational manifesto pledges were dropped from the 
Queen’s Speech – noticeably new grammar schools 
and scrapping infant free school meals for wealthier 
families – but arguably it’s not quite so simple.

In the main body of the Queen’s Speech, only two 
sentences were afforded to education – highlighting 
three policy areas – ‘good schools’ for every child, 
‘fairer funding’ for schools, and a ‘major reform of 
technical education’. 

So what can we tell about what was in the speech, 
and moreover, what wasn’t?

Good schools – free schools 
The government have reiterated their aim of opening 
new schools in order to create more school places, 
through the free school programme. Toby Young, chief 
executive of the New Schools Network, which advocates 
the development of free schools, has upped the target 
of new schools from 500 to 750 by 2020. And the prime 
minister, weak though her position may be, has been 
championing the concept of free schools since as early 
as 2001, when she was shadow education secretary. 

More school places are needed, but whether opening 
new schools is the most efficient way of creating more 
system capacity is debatable. The principle of MATs 
with good and outstanding schools opening new 
schools is likely to be continued by this government.

… and grammars
So what of the future of new grammars? On the one 
hand, they were noticeably absent in the Queen’s 
Speech. Even with DUP support (Northern Ireland 
is fully selective), enough Tory MPs have publicly 
spoken out against grammars (including ex-SoS 
Nicky Morgan) that the government would struggle 
to get legislation through the Commons. 

Yet in the policy document that accompanies the 
Queen’s Speech and gives more detail about the poli-
cies, the language is interesting – and familiar. When 
talking about good school places for all, the document 
describes a ‘great meritocracy’ in which ‘everyone has 
a fair chance to go as far as their talent and their hard 
work will allow’. This is the language of the previous 
green paper, Schools that work for everyone – and does 
not feel like a departure from the ambition for increased 
selection. Indeed, the green paper talks about new ‘cen-
tres of excellence’ within MATs, which – although not 
operating exactly as grammars do – could bring in new 
grammar-style schools without primary legislation.

A report released in June by social research institute 
NatCen showed that just over half (53%) of the public 
support the expansion of grammars. Therefore a pol-
icy that would not require legislation to get through 
a (tricky) parliament, but that is supported by most 
of the electorate, would be an attractive proposition 
for the government.

The reaction from MATs has been mixed; with some 
already trialling centres of excellence, some coming 
out firmly against the ideas, and others in a Cold War 
situation of not acting first, but feeling pressured to 
if one opens in their area. So the future of increased 

The future of education policy:  
analysing post-election language

Tom Middlehurst, 
SSAT
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THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION POLICY: 
ANALYSING POST-ELECTION LANGUAGE

selection may lie less in the hands of policymakers, and 
more in the hands of those leading the academy system.

Funding
It has been widely acknowledged that the joint 
campaign for sufficient school funding – started 
in West Sussex and supported by (among others) 
SSAT, the Heads’ Roundtable and the unions – has 
been a great success in raising public awareness and 
making school budget cuts a key issue in the election. 
Tory campaigners reported difficult questions on the 
doorsteps about education spending, with the party 
line of ‘more money than ever before’ unconvincing in 
areas where teaching assistants have lost their jobs, 
parents are increasingly asked for contributions, and 
schools are threatening one-day closures. 

There is therefore a widespread belief that the govern-
ment will increase school spending. However, again 
the language used in the policy document is telling: 
‘since 2010 the schools budget has been protected in 
real terms. This government has committed to increase 
the school budget further.’ There is no concession that 
flat cash per pupil has meant real term cuts. 

So what does the government’s ‘commitment’ mean in 
reality? The Tory manifesto pledged £4bn to schools 
– but it remains unclear where this will come from 
and where it will be allocated. Under a new funding 
formula, this will likely be used to cushion schools 
losing out, meaning that no school will actually lose 
cash – but it is unlikely to plug the gaps already there 
or meet future costs. By some estimates, with costs 
continuing to rise, this would lead to cuts in real 
terms of 3% between 2017 and 2022.

And what of fairer funding? The government are 
committed to introducing the new formula, but with 
the election delaying the response to the consulta-
tion; it remains to be seen how this will look. While 
there is much to celebrate about the success of the 
campaigns so far, we must not allow complacency, or 
for discussions of ‘fairer’ funding to replace a focus 
on sufficient funding for all.

Technical education
With schools policy relatively light in the policy 

document, the largest sector for reform is likely to 
be the skills and technical sector. The government 
will be keen to look at the most successful UTCs and 
encourage more schools to work in partnership to 
raise the status and profile of technical education. 
We will also have implementation of the Sainsbury 
Review and the introduction of T-levels. 

Any technical education reform should be linked to a new 
industrial strategy, with courses that meet the require-
ments of local and national employment opportunities.

However, as the government is also championing 
the Ebacc for all (although not as a formal target), a 
cohesive approach to technical education may prove 
difficult. The impact of Ebacc subject entries will 
gradually begin to affect A-level and T-level choices. If 
performance measures discourage secondary schools 
from offering a range of technical GCSEs, how can 
we increase their take-up post-16? As with grammar 
schools, the government will need to think through 
how these two different focuses work.

A period of calm and stability?
As we have often pointed out at SSAT, just last aca-
demic year the then secretary of state Nicky Morgan 
promised headteachers ‘a period of calm and stability’ 
in educational policy. I think we can all agree this 
hasn’t happened… but might the absence of new ed-
ucation legislation actually bring in this period now?

So much about the future remains uncertain. But 
right now, we have: a government which can’t bring 
about legislation that doesn’t attract a broad majority; 
no primary legislation on education for two years; 
an education secretary who was largely welcomed 
back by the profession for her focus on school im-
provement; and an inspectorate keen to dispel myths 
about inspection, thereby empowering school leaders 
to make autonomous decisions aimed at improving 
their schools and the education system. 

The time has never been better for the profession 
itself to really lead the direction of travel, to have its 
demands met by central government, and to make 
the school-led system a reality. 

Tom Middlehurst is head of policy and public affairs at 
SSAT. He regularly gives policy updates in person to groups 
of headteachers, governors, senior and middle leaders. To 
book, please email Tom on tom.middlehurst@ssatuk.co.uk.

Tom also facilitates various SSAT member headteacher, 
principal and senior leaders’ collaborative email forums. 
To sign yourself and your staff up the forums, please email 
your SSAT relationship manager or RMTeam@ssatuk.co.uk.



The thing is, not until my col-
league and her son had pointed 
it out to me had I realised how 
significant this is for our staff. I 
then began to reflect upon this 
and other things which we’re try-
ing to do and began to umbrella 
all of it under the buzz phrase 
‘recruitment and retention’. What 
are we doing to retain great staff?

Sarah Ledger, Assistant Head-
teacher, Teaching and Learn-
ing, Acklam Grange School, 
Middlesbrough, explains the 
approach that improved qual-
ity – and retention – through 
staff autonomy

On a recent Thursday evening I 
was shopping and bumped into a 
colleague and her son. I was intro-
duced to the boy as ‘this 
is Sarah, mam’s friend 
from work’ and within 
seconds of this introduc-
tion the child turned to me 
and said: ‘We’ve just been 
out for tea. I’ve finished my 
SATs today and mam won 
teacher of the week. Did you 
know that?’ The answer was that 
of course I knew. We discussed 
the winner in SLT and in fact I had 
nominated the colleague. What 
she had won was our ‘Geek of the 
week’ which is a weekly trophy 
that SLT present to any member 
of staff for something we or a fellow 
colleague believes deserves recog-
nition and celebration. 

How ‘the geek’ helps us build  
wellbeing and autonomy

Sarah Ledger, 
Acklam Grange School
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HOW ‘THE GEEK’ HELPS US BUILD WELLBEING AND AUTONOMY

We take a real pleasure in digging into the 
brilliance of our staff and deciding who 
should win ‘Geek of the week’

‘The geek’, as we like to call the 
trophy, was introduced by our 
deputy head a few years back and 
it’s presented every Thursday in 
whole-staff briefing. He is handed 
over and then the recipient spends 
the week dressing him up to reflect 
them, their subject, their hobbies 
or just to generally have some fun. 
The thing about it though is that 
choosing the recipient is often the 
longest agenda item at SLT the 
evening before! We discuss the 
nominations at length and take 
a real pleasure in digging into the 
brilliance of our staff and deciding 
who should win. This highlights 
an interesting development: it is 
getting more and more difficult 
to choose because our staff are 
getting stronger and stronger. 

One of my personal objectives in 
the development of teaching staff 
is to lessen ‘teacher variability’. 
Now, this isn’t about watering 
down creativity, or a whole school 
didactic approach to teaching and 
learning, far from it! It’s ensur-
ing that the overall quality of all 
teachers is of the highest standard 
possible, so every child is guaran-
teed a quality education regard-
less of whose classroom they’re in. 

So how do we do that? Apart from 
‘the geek’, how are we focusing 
on quality while also ensuring 
we retain and recruit strong staff 
without squeezing the creativity 
out of them?

How we aim to retain staff 
through personal and 
professional development
Our development programme, 
called AGS Inspire, is the engine 

that drives all staff development. It 
is run every Tuesday between 3.15-
4.00pm and 4.00-5.00pm, offering 
teaching and other staff a variety 
of voluntary development oppor-
tunities. The SLT T&L team publish 
the calendar, and staff simply sign 
up to what they feel they would like 
to develop, gaining credit points for 
their appraisal as they go. 

The programme for AGS Inspire 
tends to follow national, school and 
personal development priorities. 
The personal development priori-
ties strand is the trickiest to design, 
but arguably the most important. 
The calendar is closely linked to the 
whole school quality assurance cy-
cle, meaning that teachers’ individu-
al development points are reviewed 

and then a package is offered to sup-
port these developments. Teachers 
partake in various sessions and then 
their progress is reflected upon via 
the next QA cycle. 

A recent development, in terms 
of staff retention, has been our 
coaching programme, which again 
is aligned to the QA cycle. Most 
colleagues who have signed up 
for coaching have done so volun-
tarily; staff have seen the benefits 
of these structures and have re-
quested them.

Keeping T&L at the heart of 
everything
The essential faculty and year team 
meetings, also mapped out on the 
QA calendar, have a key T&L focus 
which the faculties themselves de-
cide upon. The school priorities are 
presented, but the faculty leader 
has full autonomy in the content, 

delivery and makeup of those Mon-
day sessions with only one speci-
fication – information giving is at 
an absolute minimum; everything 
where possible should be given out 
beforehand, to allow for pre-read-
ing and thought; T&L investigation 
is the one priority. Frequently there-
fore our Monday faculty meetings 
are filled with questions based on 
the pre-reading or TLR postholders 
delivering on such topics as spaced 
repetition and interleaving in Eng-
lish while lead practitioners might 
address vocabulary developments 
in maths.

To ensure quality, the middle lead-
er and SLT link person discuss the 
content and delivery calendar, en-
suring that TLR postholders, lead 
practitioners and ‘AGS shining and 
rising stars’ are actively involved in 
the planning and delivery of each 
session. So while SLT have taken a 
step back to develop middle leader 
autonomy, the next step is to begin 
ensuring personal development, 
accountability and autonomy of 
the next layer of leadership.

Personal development is not just 
about the development of our 
teacher pedagogy and approach; 
also our understanding and mind-
fulness of ourselves and our own 
health and wellbeing. The idea, 
appeal and importance of ‘clinical 
supervision’ was something new to 
me before joining Acklam Grange 
(which shows the rarity of this ap-
proach to personal development as 
this is my fifth school). Recently, our 
headteacher and HR department 
have introduced ‘clinical supervi-
sion’ for staff, giving opportunity 
to spend vital time focusing on our 
own needs and talking through how 
to fulfil them. I had my first session 
recently: from a leadership point of 
view it energised me, and has since 
made me more productive.

5
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How can I evaluate the quality of the school’s 
provision if I haven’t evaluated the ideas, 
needs and passions of my colleagues?

is the journey we have travelled) 
it makes sense for the SLT team 
to keep a firm hold of quality as-
surance. While we were on this 
journey, SLT undertook all faculty 
observations and gathered every 
book and scheme of learning for 
close scrutiny.

The process at this stage of our 
development had to be thus. But 
while it ensured rigour and pur-
pose, and lessened variability, 
the one thing it neglected was 
middle leader autonomy and de-
velopment. If the middle leader 
is the engine room of the school 
– the production force that turns 
SLT policy into practice – then 
to be successful they must be 
equipped and healthy enough to 
achieve, and feel valued. There-
fore, once we had received the 
seal of ‘good’ from our inspector 
friends, the first area we chose 
to develop in order to enhance 
the health of our middle leader 
engine room was the quality as-
surance of teaching and learning.

Accountability, quality assurance 
– and autonomy
At a recent meeting I attended, a 
speaker cited a study showing au-
tonomy as the number one reason 
why people stay in any organisa-
tion. This makes sense, doesn’t 
it? All human beings want to feel 
in control of their own destiny, 
and any educated being has the 
need to be listened to, and to see 
that their desires and opinions 
are catered for. But this clearly 
isn’t happening in some schools. 
Whether it be the accountabil-
ity processes, uncertain expec-
tations, ever-changing curricula 
or an authoritarian approach to 
school leadership… teachers, in 
some institutions, are clearly feel-
ing they lack autonomy. So, what 
are we doing at AGS to try and 
combat this?

One of the struggles of an account-
ability environment is how best to 
balance the need to ensure quality 
and lessen teacher and leadership 
variability while also ensuring the 
wellbeing, health and autonomy of 
all staff within a school. Successful 
and empowering accountability 
structures ultimately lead to the 
job getting done – everyone knows 
what’s expected of them and how to 
get there safely and securely. How-
ever, accountability (or rather, the 
way it is implemented) often has 
a bad reputation for stifling crea-
tivity and limiting productivity; it 
can be the biggest sticking point 
in staff recruitment and retention. 
(Ask yourself this: would you like to 
stay in your school with the current 
accountability structures in place?)

We began to develop and promote 
middle leader autonomy primar-
ily through the quality assurance 
of teaching and learning. When 
driving a school from ‘requires 
improvement’ to ‘good’ (which 

HOW ‘THE GEEK’ HELPS US BUILD WELLBEING AND AUTONOMY

our faculties? How do we make 
an action plan a live document 
focused on individual develop-
ment areas?

How might we further improve 
staff wellbeing?
I think my next step is to listen 
to and evaluate the views of all 
the staff at school, ensuring every 
colleague is heard with a view of 
creating personal development 
profiles which align T&L devel-
opments and appraisals in a more 
fluid form. We have created a cul-
ture in school where staff are open 
and I think feel comfortable to 
speak openly, but this is some-
thing I certainly need to develop. 
How can I evaluate the quality of 
the school’s provision if I haven’t 
evaluated the ideas, needs and 
passions of my colleagues?

We must create schools that nur-
ture and progress everyone within 
them, while also ensuring the best 
academic outcomes. During an 
AGS Inspire session months ago 

I’m sure our QA of T&L is a very 
similar process to those in count-
less other schools around the 
country. But one notable differ-
ence is perhaps that we aligned 
the development of the new sys-
tem to a middle leadership devel-
opment programme. This ensured 
that the middle leaders not only 
had a say in the process, but could 
sign up to a programme dedicat-
ed to developing successful QA 
processes. Examples included: 
how to ensure the curriculum we 
envisage as leaders is happening 
within the classrooms? How do we 
lessen teacher variability across 

I was asked what my moral pur-
pose is. I know a lot of educational 
theory but my response without 
thinking was “To make sure our 
great teachers don’t want to leave; 
and to stop children sticking chips 
up their noses!” 

If we recruit, invest, train and 
retain great teachers, fewer and 
fewer children will find them-
selves sticking chips up their 
noses. And more and more will 
flourish, making sure towns like 
Middlesbrough prosper. 
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Nicholas Robson, Deputy Head, Holland Park 
School, shows how external demands are not 
the crucial factor in teachers’ work-life balance

I have just been introduced to the world of education 
on Twitter and it's not helping my work-life balance. 
Retiring to my bed from the slings and arrows of 
emotional teenagers, impenetrable accountability 
measures, and GCSE exam questions that even I find 
taxing, I just cannot resist the temptation. However 
heavy-eyed I might be, whatever physical craving for 
slumber I might have, just one thumb-flick through 
the wit, wisecracks and research the day has brought, 
I tell myself. I might even find a decent lesson idea 
for tomorrow...

Learning when to switch off has ever been an issue for 
teachers. Unlike surgeons, whose work is complete at 
the final stitching up, or athletes who are given pro-
fessional guidance about the importance of rest, the 
teacher's work is never done. Much blame for this is 
levied at the government, at school leaders or at Ofsted. 
Claims are that reforms, inspection and 
the never-ceasing march towards higher 
standards are at fault and that, instead of 
creating better lessons, teachers are merely 
being required to evidence better lessons. 

Wrestling with  
responsibility:  

a different perspective  
on workload

Nicholas Robson, 
Holland Park School

Some of these claims may 
well be justified, but when 
one high profile figure recent-
ly described marking as being 
'unnecessary administra-
tion', a thoughtful debate 
suddenly became a far-
cical one. We are now 
swimming in guidance 
published by Ofsted and 
the DfE telling us what not to 
waste our time on. Ofsted's 
clarifications mean that 
they seem now to expect 
no documentation from 
the classroom teacher, 
only that we teach. Even the 
word 'marking' has been sidelined 
for the word feedback (which may 
be oral as well as written). 
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WRESTLING WITH RESPONSIBILITY: A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE ON WORKLOAD

For obvious reasons, it is less easy to summarise the 
actions of school leaders (which necessarily vary from 
school to school) but one recent report1 suggested that 
over a fifth of outstanding schools have a committee 
devoted to managing workload. I suppose it would 
be facetious to ask how much time such a working 
group demands of its members.

Questions that challenge us
For me, whatever the external demands on teachers, 
it is that which is inherent in the job that causes 
the greatest strain. The days are long gone (if they 
ever existed) when one might waltz into school 10 
minutes before the bell, only to skip out with the 
children shortly after 3 o'clock and feel the warm 
pleasure of a good day's work. We are confronted 
by a host of questions that challenge us to raise 
our own expectations as practitioners; questions 
that disrupt and disturb ready self-satisfaction. 
Rather than merely being contented by our own 
performance, we are rightly asked:

»» How much progress has been made?
»» How did we create an exciting and inspiring at-

mosphere?
»» What improvement in literacy and numeracy did 

students make?
»» In what sense was the lesson a powerful explora-

tion of themes pertaining to the spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural?

No longer is disruption seen as the result of teenage 
disenchantment: it is the product of our poor man-
agement and relationships. No longer is the limita-
tion of independent study an inevitable function 
of adolescent indolence: the fault lies with our own 
incapacity to inspire, motivate and challenge. There 
is now no such thing as poor parenting: only poor 
schooling – according to this worldview. 

In this world, it is unsurprising that social media is 
awash with concern about workload. Forget paper-
work; it is accountability that causes us consternation. 
Now the institutions that govern us have shrugged 
their shoulders and shown us their spotless hands, we 
have to acknowledge a truth we have probably known 
all this time: it is attitude and expectation (not an 
endless list of tasks or unnecessary administration) 
that prompts our professional travail.

Yet we would be misguided to yearn for anything 
different. To wish for a different world is to regress 
into a world of excuses, where underperformance 
bred by disadvantage goes unchallenged. And not 

only do we need to be careful what we wish for, we 
should also be cautious about the tone of our de-
mands. The recruitment crisis is well documented 
– fewer and fewer graduates are deciding on a career 
in teaching. The disquiet and din of our outcry has 
done little to ease this situation. That is not to say 
we should be unrealistic, but we should be fearful 
of doom-mongering and the effects of ill temper on 
the reputation of the profession.

Harmful headlines

'Demanding workload 
driving young teachers 
out of profession'

The Guardian, 14 April 2017

Workload 'pushing young 
teachers to the brink'

BBC News, 14 April 2017

More than 97 percent 
of teachers say teaching 
is bad for their health

TES, 13 April 2017

An effective response to the matter of workload, 
therefore, needs both to understand that workload is 
perceived to have significance for many in the profes-
sion and also to refuse to compromise on standards 
and delivery for young people.

First, since no whole-school or nation-wide solution 
will sink the workload warship, resolution must 
begin with the individual. Ross Morrison McGill’s 
incisive blog on work-life balance published just a 
few weeks ago2 claims emphatically that work-life 
balance is too important to be left in the hands of 
Ofsted or school leaders. I wholeheartedly agree. It 
has to be up to individuals to organise their work-
loads. Other than the burden of scheduled teaching, 
how marking and planning fits in with one's personal 
commitments should be a matter of individual 
preference and convenience. That is about maturity 
and trust. So long as quality is delivered, it should 
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WRESTLING WITH RESPONSIBILITY: A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE ON WORKLOAD

Individual action, not institutional initiative
At Holland Park, there is a single staff meeting 
scheduled a week (twilight staff development); 
teachers are free to organise their planning and 
marking as suits their commitments.

Those new to teaching, often still in flat-shares 
in inner London, work at school and leave work 
at work; those with other commitments are free 
to dispense their duties straight after school, 
only to pick up those remaining tasks later in 
the evening or at weekends.

A principle of data-entry deadlines at 9am suits 
early risers, night owls and those who prefer to 
leave room for daylight before the due date.

Efficacy, not longevity, is the key 
to quality investment in time

torment. Quite right, says Williams. It was his hand 
at the wheel; his role in the death is different from 
the onlookers who merely witnessed the tragedy. 
Williams claims that the truck driver is not to blame, 
but also that he does not entirely escape regret and 
even responsibility. 

This distinction between blame and responsibility is 
an important one for us as we begin to reflect on our 
attitude to accountability. Teachers have been held 
accountable for a great deal: parenting, engagement, 
behaviour, social, medical, educational needs – even 
radicalisation. 

Not blame, but responsibility
Of course, to demand of ourselves the impossible and 
blame ourselves when the impossible is not realised is 
likely to end only in damage to our professional self-
worth and a connecting decline in our performance. 

And yet, it is true to say that the best of teachers really 
do counteract deeply entrenched social barriers, they 
really do open up young minds to tolerance, justice 
and the wonder and beauty of the world in which we 
live. It is to this standard that we should strive. There 
will be many occasions on which we fall short of the 
highest standards; but on these occasions self-flagel-
lation and censure are unlikely to yield better future 
performance. Instead, regret, reflection and resolve 
– acknowledging the challenge of the situation and 
the fact that different actions from us might have 
resulted in a different outcome – takes seriously the 
weight of our professional responsibility and fosters 
a culture of self-betterment. 

This is a more nuanced perspective of accountability. 
It recognises that even in challenging circumstances 
where blame cannot be apportioned, there is still 
overriding responsibility for the outcomes that 
have been reached. This approach is about taking 
seriously the power and potential of our roles as 
teachers, and about continuing to burn with the 
fervour of ambition for young people’s success. It is 
about being able to switch off from fears and failures 
that haunt us late into the evening and inhibit our 
creativity and confidence. And it is about the belief 
and optimism that makes teaching the exciting and 
dynamic profession we all enjoy. 

not matter where or when the requisite non-contact 
investment is made.

Second, efficacy, not longevity, is the key to quali-
ty investment in time. Long hours of after-school 
teaching are unnecessary if high quality teaching is 
delivered during the school day. Homework clubs that 
not only ensure completed tasks, but also develop in 
students the skills to learn at the local library, have 
a fertile and long-lasting impact beyond the hours 
of the contact time. Michaela School’s Katie Ashford 
is right when she claims longer hours are not always 
the way to express our devotion to students3. Build-
ing in at least a little sacrosanct time where school 
is closed during the holidays allows students and 
teachers to refresh and revitalise the spirits. Locking 
school, switching off emails and preventing work 
at key points during the year assist us all with our 
organisation – and force even the most obsessive of 
us to at least obsess elsewhere.

1  �Teacher Workload Survey 2016: Research Brief February 2017  
goo.gl/9Hc3F1

2  goo.gl/dasPtV
3  �goo.gl/ao9s6E

Third, we need a better perspective on accountability. 
The philosopher Bernard Williams entirely reshaped 
the widest understanding of responsibility in 1981 
when he wrote his classic article Moral Luck. He gives 
the example of a truck driver behind the wheel fatally 
running over a child who walks out into the road 
at the last minute and without warning. So many 
people, Williams claims, would wish to say to the 
driver: it’s not your fault. Yet, despite his comforters’ 
pleas, the truck driver is unable to escape his inner 



British teachers’ perspectives on the compara-
tive efficacy of different work-related learning 
activities provide the basis for a useful toolkit, 
writes Nick Chambers, CEO, Education and 
Employers charity

Over the last generation, various UK governments 
have in different ways encouraged, enabled, even re-
quired state secondary schools and colleges to adopt 
teaching approaches and provide careers activities to 
better prepare young people for working life. These 
examples of work-related learning, ranging from the 
technical and vocational education initiative of the 
1980s to the statutory requirement for work-related 
learning at key stage 4 and the ‘inspiration agenda’ 

Employer engagement:  
meeting the challenges

Nick Chambers, 
Education & Employers

of the current decade have become mainstream el-
ements of British educational experiences. 

However, the type of activities promoted through 
such initiatives have been inconsistently evaluated 
with relatively little distinction, in research or policy, 
between activities and how young people can be 
expected to respond to them. 

A 2016 study, ‘Towards an employer engagement 
toolkit: British teachers’ perspectives on the com-
parative efficacy of work-related learning activ-
ities’ by Education and Employers’ Director of 
Research Anthony Mann and colleagues explores 
professional perceptions of the comparative value 

10
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EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT: MEETING THE CHALLENGES

of different employer engagement activities. It 
explicitly investigates what schools staff think 
about the impact of those activities in terms of 
employability skills, attainment and student pro-
gression. The study is based on two premises: that 
different activities might be used by schools staff to 
achieve different goals for young people; and that 
students can be expected to respond to different 
activities in differing ways.

What 390 secondary school staff think about 
work-related activities
The study explores the perceptions of 390 secondary 
school staff about the value of 16 different work-re-
lated activities that students commonly undertake 
between ages 12-16. The aim was to enable more 
effective use of such resources through intervention 
toolkits. The report asks whether it is possible to 
distinguish between activities which aim to improve 
students’ ultimate success in education and the la-
bour market, and so enable a more strategic approach 
to their use in schools and colleges.

The methodology used to explore these questions is 
unusual. It effectively ‘crowd sources’ the informed 
perspectives of hundreds of secondary school staff. 
The study presented respondents with a list of 16 
common activities and secured their views about 
their comparative value in achieving 10 different 
academic, employment or aspirational objectives. 
It also distinguished between five different types of 
young people: low achievers, borderline achievers, 
high achievers, learners with special educational 
needs, and disengaged and/or unmotivated learners. 

Respondents were asked for their perspectives only 
on activities which took place within their schools. 
The full sample group comprised staff members from 
UK education institutions including non-selective 
state schools, selective state schools and independ-
ent schools. In all, 390 individuals with experience 
of working with students at key stages 3 and 4 com-
pleted the survey. 

The study uncovers a widespread belief that many 
of the activities are effective in achieving different 
outcomes and supporting different types of student. 
All 16 activities were on at least one occasion listed 
among the five most effective activities; 12 of the 
16 activities were endorsed as being an effective 
means of achieving different outcomes, on one or 
more occasion, by 70% or more of respondents with 
experience of the intervention. 

Sustained engagement with the working world

Activities* Felt to be 
particularly 
effective in 
outcomes:

Felt to be 
particularly 
effective for 
students:

Work experience

Community 
volunteering

Mentoring

Self-management

Accessing part-
time work

Low achievers

Borderline 
achievers

Disengaged 
learners

The broad findings included:

»» Effective provision involves use of a variety of dif-
ferent activities – with an emphasis on real-world 
experience (direct engagement with workplaces 
and employee volunteers).

»» Different groups of young people are felt to respond 
in different ways to different types of activity.

»» Different outcomes are better achieved by use of 
different activities. 

Looking specifically at the activities most valued 
by informed practitioners in securing different out-
comes, responses can be clustered around three key 
themes: sustained engagement with working in the 
world; career exploration and recruitment skills; 
enterprise competitions. 

For example, enterprise competitions were felt to be 
especially effective in developing problem-solving and 
communication skills while student volunteering was 
valued most highly in developing self-management. 

Turning to different student types, the study finds 
that different types of young people are felt to respond 
in different ways to different types of activity, with 
responses clustering around two themes. Sustained 
engagement with the working world was perceived 
to be more effective for lower ability students; while 
career exploration and recruitment skills worked 
better for higher achievers.

Advice for practice
The typical young British adult leaves schooling 
having engaged with employers on fewer than two 
occasions over their secondary education (Kashef-
pakdel et al. 2016). The evidence presented in the 
paper suggests that this is not enough. To a strong 
degree, teaching staff believe that participation in 
most of the activities discussed in the study helps 
young people achieve important outcomes within 
and after schooling. The activities can be clustered 
within three primary thematic groups – see below.
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EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT: MEETING THE CHALLENGES

In addition, a fourth category is of activities relat-
ing to teaching and learning (including curriculum 
teaching, learning resources, financial education 
and WRL qualifications). These were highly valued 
individually, but not in a clear pattern in relation to 
particular outcomes or groups of students.

Teachers collectively argue in this survey that stu-
dents should not be treated as a homogeneous 
group. Their differences – notably by achievement 
level – mean they respond to different activities in 
different ways. 

Work experience presents a specific challenge to 
schools, policymakers and researchers: of all 16 ac-
tivities studied, it is by far the most highly regarded. 
Schools’ staff see it as one of the five most effective 
activities across 12 of 15 categories of outcome and 
student type. Indeed, on nine occasions it appears 
in the top three and on five occasions is endorsed 
by more than 70% of respondents with first-hand 
experience of observing its impact on young people. 

Such positive perceptions tally with other published 
data (Mann 2012; QCA 2004) from both teaching staff 

and students. Quantified analysis, however, has only 
in a very limited way been able to identify positive 
impacts from participation in work experience in 
terms of either educational or economic outcomes 
(Hughes et al. 2016). 

Work experience decline
With student participation in work experience at 
key stage 4 declining rapidly since 2010 (Archer and 
Moote 2016; QCA 2004) important questions are 
raised about what may have been lost by young peo-
ple and the extent to which related, less demanding 
activities have been able to take its place. 

With regard to the design and planning of careers 
provision, the consensus of the 390 surveyed British 
teaching staff suggests:

1: �Students should take part in a variety of different 
work-related activities. 

2: �Priority should be given to activities involving 
real-world workplace experience. 

3: �As a minimum, students should take part in at least 
one activity over KS3-4 in each of the following: 

»» sustained engagement with the working world, 
including work experience, community volun-
teering and mentoring 

»» development of career exploration and recruitment 
skills, including career talks, career fairs, workplace 
visits, mock interviews and job shadowing

»» skill development through enterprise activities 
such as one-day and longer enterprise compe-
titions. 

4: �The needs of higher and lower achievers should 
be considered separately. Students should not 
be treated as a homogeneous group. They are 
different – notably by achievement level – and 
can be expected respond to different activities 
in different ways. 

Career exploration

Activities Felt to be 
particularly 
effective in 
outcomes:

Felt to be 
particularly 
effective for 
students:

Career talks

Career fairs

Workplace visits

Job shadowing

Mock interviews

Psychometric 
testing

Understanding of 
the world of work

Career thinking

Decision making

High achievers

Enterprise activities

Activities Felt to be 
particularly 
effective in 
outcomes:

Felt to be 
particularly 
effective for 
students:

One-day 
enterprise 
competitions

Long-form 
enterprise 
competitions

Learner enterprises

Problem-solving 

Team working 
skills

Any

* �Activities in bold, which routinely give students first-hand 
encounters with workplaces and working professionals,  
are most highly regarded by schools’ staff

The full publication can be downloaded free: 
goo.gl/jsEhSc

More information about the study:  
jordan.rehill@educationandemployers.org

For a free library of research resources related to 
employer engagement in education: 
goo.gl/hWehsC

Follow us: @Edu_EResearch
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David Hopkins, Professor of 
Educational Leadership, Uni-
versity of Bolton, and Professor 
Emeritus, Institute of Educa-
tion, University College London 
and University of Nottingham, 
reflects on his own experience 
of SSAT and its forebears

It seems like only the other day that 
the City Technology Colleges Trust, 
later to become SSAT, was founded 
and unleashed such energy, inno-
vation and leadership across our 
school system. The transforma-
tion of our secondary schools in 
the nineties and subsequently is 
a direct result of the vision of Lord 
Baker and Sir Cyril Taylor in 
the late eighties. It is fit-
ting that we are now 
celebrating their 
signal contri-
bution to the 
reform of 
our educa-
tion system 
some 30 
years on.

System leadership and globalisation:  
two of the ways SSAT is fulfilling  

its 30-year mission
David Hopkins, 

Institute of Education

In offering this personal reflection 
I would like to reflect on two initi-
atives with which I was personally 
involved as a consequence of my 
involvement with SSAT and its 
international offspring – iNet.

The first was the emergence of 
system leadership. In the early 
2000s, as director of the Standards 
and Effectiveness Unit (SEU), I 
was attempting to develop policies 
that continued to raise standards 
but within a systemic rather than 
a top-down context. I was heavi-
ly influenced by the example of 
schools in the SSAT network that 
were leading the system, from 

whence came the term ‘system 
leadership’ and its implications.

John Dunford (now Sir John), then 
the general secretary of the Associ-
ation of School and College Leaders, 
in an address to the SSAT national 
conference captured the essence of 
the argument like this: ‘The greatest 
challenge on our leadership journey 
is how we can bring about system 
improvement. How can we contrib-
ute to the raising of standards, not 
only in our own school or college, but 
in others too? What types of leaders 
are needed for this task? What style 
of leadership is required if we are 
to achieve the sea-change in per-
formance that is demanded of us?’

Because system leadership was 
an ‘emerging practice’, there was 
the danger of confusing the idea 
with more conventional forms of 
activity. So, while most school lead-
ers were involved in some form of 
collaborative activity or network-
ing, this was categorically not the 
same as system leadership. System 
leadership, I began to learn from 
SSAT, implies a significantly more 
substantive engagement with other 
schools in order to bring about sys-
tem transformation. Specifically, 
it is a form of leadership where a 

13
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SYSTEM LEADERSHIP AND GLOBALISATION: TWO OF THE WAYS SSAT IS FULFILLING ITS 30-YEAR MISSION

man beings. While social, economic 
and political factors are the primary 
causes, effective school leadership 
and classroom practices can signif-
icantly ameliorate their negative 
effects on student achievement.

2. Global economic integration 
and the advancement of infor-
mation, communication, and 
transportation technologies have 
shrunk the world into an inter-
dependent and interconnected 
village. Harmony in this village is 
vital to the continuation and fur-
ther prosperity of the human race. 

3. Children are differently talented 
and schools should strive to culti-
vate different talents and help all 
children realise their potentials. 
Our privileged task as educators 
is to help them expand their hori-
zons; their understanding of what 
it is possible for them to achieve.

4. School leaders are at the forefront 
of educational innovation and trans-
formation. They can have a powerful 
impact on the quality of education 
their schools provide for their stu-
dents. Further, working together 
they can transform their systems.

5. Education systems and schools 
in different cultures have developed 
effective practices and policies. 
These practices and policies may 
be unique to their own contexts, 
but are invaluable sources of inspi-
ration for others. Leadership has the 
ability to mould these drivers for 
transformation to the context of dif-
ferent schools and school systems.

The G100 concluded its commu-
niqué by stating the aim: ‘Ensure 

headteacher or principal is willing 
and able to shoulder wider system 
roles and in so doing is almost as 
concerned with the success and 
attainment of students in oth-
er schools as they are with their 
own. These leaders, through their 
involvement with SSAT, began to 
understand that in order to change 
the larger system one has to engage 
with it in a meaningful way.

The second reflection relates to 
SSAT’s commitment to the glo-
balisation of school and system 
reform. I was fortunate enough to 
become the inaugural HSBC-iNet 
Chair of International Leadership 
based at the Institute of Education, 
London. In a nutshell, iNet’s mission 
was to spread these system lead-
ership practices globally. Its influ-
ence, informed by SSAT’s pioneering 
work, spread rapidly. Through iNet, 
SSAT promoted a global policy agen-
da focused on a small number of key 
drivers such as the personalisation 
of learning, increasing the quality 
of teaching, using the pressure for 
accountability more formatively, 
utilising system leadership and 
placing increased emphasis on the 
role of the school (and networks of 
schools) in making the journey to-
wards transformation.

Under the banner of Transforma-
tion and innovation - system leaders 
in the global age, iNet sponsored 
a workshop for 100 outstanding 
principals, known as the G100, 
in Beijing in October 2006. At the 
end of the workshop the principals 
collectively co-authored a global 
communiqué that held the follow-
ing truths as being self-evident:

1. Vast inequality exists within 
schools, between schools, and be-
tween school systems in the world. 
Such inequality is morally unac-
ceptable and practically detrimen-
tal to the common good of all hu-

A booklet with many more 30th anniversary 
greetings and thoughts on SSAT’s contribu-
tion and values, and a timeline of its 30-year 
history to date, is being sent out to members 
with each copy of this SSAT Journal.

that moral purpose is at the fore 
of all educational debates with 
our parents, our students, our 
teachers, our partners, our policy 
makers and our wider community.

‘We define moral purpose as a 
compelling drive to do right for 
and by students, serving them 
through professional behaviours 
that “raise the bar and narrow 
the gap”; and through so doing 
demonstrate an intent to learn 
with and from each other as we 
live together in this world.’

This then is some of the legacy that 
Lord Baker and Sir Cyril have be-
queathed our educational system, 
both nationally and international-
ly. That final quote from the G100 
about moral purpose embraces for 
me the essence of what they were 
striving for. I hope that this reflec-
tion captures a little of what they 
have achieved for our systems and 
indicates my personal gratitude 
to them. It would be inappropri-
ate to end however without also 
acknowledging the contribution 
of Dame Mary Richardson, whose 
vision for schooling found a global 
reach in her inspired leadership of 
the HSBC Education Trust; Eliza-
beth Reid chief executive during 
my association with the Trust; and 
Sue Williamson, then the SSAT 
director responsible for iNet, now 
chief executive of SSAT. They all 
helped translate Lord Baker’s and 
Sir Cyril’s legacy into a living and 
transformational reality. 
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Annie Eagle, Deputy Headteacher, gives the 
detail on how The Romsey School uses learning 
walks as part of its approach to both student 
and teacher development

The Romsey School ethos revolves very much around 
the wellbeing and development of the whole child 
in addition to their achieving the best outcomes 
possible. The school can be described as a true com-
prehensive; despite being in Romsey (an area of 
relative social and economic advantage), it draws 
around 40% of its cohort from less affluent and 
more culturally diverse Southampton. Our students 
collectively speak over 40 languages. We have an 
autistic unit for statemented children on site, and 
the support enables most of these students to be 
included within the main school. 

FLAC: a shared language for teaching
Annie Eagle, 

The Romsey School

Students being deeply 
engaged in learning which is 
meaningful and challenging. 

Overtly teaching students how 
to learn using the language 
for learning in our lessons 
(see our habits of mind).

Students understanding 
‘what great looks like’ in each 
subject. This includes high 
quality teacher questioning 
and excellent feedback. 

Each student is stretched above 
their starting point, using 
higher order thinking skills.

F ocused
learning

L earning  
to learn

A ssessment 
for learning

C hallenge

On appointment as deputy head in January 2014, 
one of my remits was to evolve the school’s own 
language for learning, pursuing metacognition as 
one of its key aspects. Two years on, our language 
for learning includes seven habits of mind (creativity, 
collaboration, self-management, reflection, curiosity, 
empathy and resilience). 

We have now shifted our attention to a shared lan-
guage for teaching. Our vision is to develop a culture 
that constantly reflects on and improves practice; 
very much along the lines of ‘teaching like pros’ (Har-
greaves and Fullan). 

The intervention
As a school we have developed FLAC, a shared lan-
guage showing the essentials for great teaching. FLAC 
encompasses the four broad branches of pedagogy 
which have a strong evidence base of significant 
impact on learning experiences and outcomes:
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FLAC: A SHARED LANGUAGE FOR TEACHING

This FLAC approach has become the broad bedrock of 
our clear expectations for teaching at Romsey School. 
As we are aiming to professionalise the profession, we 
do not tell colleagues how to meet these success criteria 
(we want to avoid the micro-management approach); 
we leave that open to staff creativity. Instead we use 
FLAC as a reflection tool for further improvement. 

We also use this language for teaching: 

»» when planning lessons 
»» as a success criterion for learning walks (details 

below)
»» as a basis from which to set objectives for school 

and department action plans 
»» within the planning for professional learning and 

performance management of individual colleagues.

Learning walks involve informal classroom visits 
of around 10 minutes each. These are drop-in, so 
teachers are not given notice. While there, we show 
positive behaviours by smiling, joining in with the 
learning and not writing notes or using clipboards. 

It is important not to over-
emphasise the paperwork – it 
is the post-lesson discussion 
that offers the most value for 
reflection and improvement

Learning walks must always find more positives than 
areas for development. During the visit, we listen to 
the teacher, talk to students and consider FLAC. This 
is then followed by a reflective chat with the colleague, 
during which we ask the colleague for their reflections 
on how they felt the lesson went. We then agree 
with, or develop, their reflections. We model this as 
a conversation where the colleague leads with their 
own reflections (with roughly 80% of the talk time) 
and we clarify further and question (with roughly 
20% of the talk time). Ultimately, the outcomes of 
the conversations, ideally co-constructed, are three 
positive aspects and one practical idea which would 
improve the lesson. 

Throughout the learning walk process, we endeavour 
to model our own habits of mind, while encouraging 
this in the visited colleague. We use the dialogue 
from the discussion to fill in the learning walk form 
and hand a copy to our colleague (if they choose, 
for their performance management). It is important 
not to over-emphasise the paperwork – it is the 

post-lesson discussion that offers the most value 
for reflection and improvement.

Anticipated impacts of FLAC and learning walks
These new (to us) approaches have not been going 
long enough for thorough assessment yet. However, 
in an initial staff survey, 84% of teachers said that use 
of learning walks based on FLAC were more devel-
opmental than the previous model of observations; 
and had helped them to improve their teaching. 
Over time, these are the benefits we hope to achieve:

»» High staff morale, improved confidence and job 
satisfaction, as teachers' practices are respected 
and colleagues are involved in regular informal 
conversations about learning. 

»» Shared understanding of the important T&L pri-
orities/success criteria across the school, so that 
we are all aiming for the same thing and we know 
what great learning includes over time.

»» Improved practice, bought about in a developmen-
tal manner with a recognition of learning growth 
from the process.

»» Really clear formative and practical targets for fur-
ther improvement (established preferably through 
self-assessment and prompting).

»» Changed expectations and ethos around class-
room visits, so that colleagues enjoy them and 
feel that they want to accept the challenge. It is a 
professional entitlement to have frequent, devel-
opmental conversations about our teaching and 
students' learning; the main business of schools.

»» Development of our own habits of mind, so in our 
conversations we have better collaboration, resil-
ience, creativity, empathy, reflection, curiosity and 
self-management; and these will define our culture.

»» Realignment of the role of the middle leader as 
the lead professional in the faculty. 

»» Over time, distribution of the leadership of learn-
ing throughout the school, to both formal and 
informal leaders (those colleagues and students 
who lead through choice rather than role). 
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ROMSEY’S LANGUAGE FOR TEACHING – AN AIDE MEMOIRE

This is a reflective tool. Please be reminded that there is no 
‘correct’ way to teach these essentials, so please focus on 
the shaded priorities, the other sections are to stimulate 
ideas. [In each case the teacher competing the form has the 
option of noting Yes, Somewhat or No for each category]

»» The teacher intervenes (such as to give more scaffolding) 
when insufficient progress is being made

»» The teacher sometimes gives tests or generates answers, 
even before pupils have been taught the material

»» Self and peer assessment are used when appropriate 

Focused learning	
Pupils are focused and proactively engaged in their 
learning. They are developing a ‘thirst for knowledge 
and a love of learning.’

This is because…
»» The learning is challenging enough to engage pupils
»» Learning is planned to be engaging and meaningful and 

the content to relate to the pupils’ lives
»» Pupils have clear guidance on acceptable behaviours. 

The ‘Level Zero of the Stepped Approach to Behaviour’ 
is used where needed and there are few signs of Low 
Level Disruption

»» Pupils are taught about ‘on task’ talking and how to 
collaborate. Thus the pupils are highly focused and 
accountable for their learning during collaborative tasks 

»» Pupils know that they are held to account for their 
learning every lesson, whether it’s in group work or 
individual learning activities 

Assessment for learning
My pupils know what ‘great’ learning looks like in this 
subject. They know where they are performing in relation 
to this, and they know their next steps for improvement

This is because …
»» The teacher has had conversations with the learners 

about their current attainment, what their target grades 
are and the steps they need to take in order to make 
that progress

»» There are specific written targets in feedback (books or 
files) which outline the ‘next steps’ for improvement

»» Pupils have been given a chance to reflect on and re-
spond to written feedback and to make improvements 

»» Differentiated learning objectives are employed to help 
pupils to know what they are aiming for in this subject. 
These learning objectives are tied to the success criteria 
for the lesson such as ‘what examiners look for’

»» The learners understand the lesson objectives 
»» The teacher asks a large number of questions and I 

check the responses of all students
»» Questioning is effective and includes higher level ques-

tioning (‘Why… What if... How could… How did that make 
you feel… What are the disadvantages of…’ questions 
etc.- See Bloom’s taxonomy) 

»» Questioning is effective and involves as many pupils in 
feedback as possible 

»» AfL techniques are employed to identify misconceptions 
and ‘reflect in practice’ during the lesson 

Learning to learn
Pupils are developing the Romsey School ‘Habits of Mind’ 
in the majority of my lessons; creativity, self-management, 
curiosity, collaboration, resilience, empathy reflection

This is because … 
»» Learning is planned to incorporate some of the ‘Habits 

of Mind’ where possible
»» The ‘Habits of Mind’ are included when explaining Learn-

ing Objectives. Pupils know ‘what they are learning’(sub-
ject content) and ‘how they are learning it’ (Habits of Min

»» The teacher refers to the ‘Habits of Mind’ when giving 
feedback to raise the pupils’ awareness of their learning 

»» The teacher shows very strong quality explanations 
»» There is a balance between teacher talk and pupils being 

actively involved in learning 
»» The teacher avoids giving the learners the answers whenev-

er possible to develop their self-management and resilience 
»» Pupils are given time for learners to talk/collaborate. 

Strategies such as, ‘Think Pair Share’, ‘Learning Partners’ 
‘Sage and Scribe’, ‘Add, Build, Challenge’ ‘Hot Seating’ 
‘Speed Dating’ etc.

»» Students are challenged to identify the reason why a 
learning activity is taking place in the lesson to develop 
their reflection and self-management 

Challenge
All my pupils are stretched above their starting point and 
they use higher order thinking skills in their learning

This is because … 
»» Pupils’ progress data (starting points and their current 

progress) are known intimately
»» The teacher is aware of their students in specific cohorts 

(PP, High Attaining, SEN, EAL, CiC etc.) 
»» Each learning activity is planned to stretch pupils above 

their current progress/starting points
»» Differentiation is included to challenge and engage 

all learners through appropriate content, materials, 
questioning, grouping, assessments, targets, choices etc.

»» The teacher has a profound knowledge of the content 
that they teach and uses this to stretch pupils to think 
at high levels 

»» The pupils are thinking at the top of Bloom’s taxonomy 
of learning 

»» Pupils know what a great learner looks like in this subject. 
The teacher challenges pupils to think like [Geographers, 
Historians, Linguists, Scientists, Mathematicians etc.] so 
thinking in patterns and developing ‘mastery’

»» Other  
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It’s not performance management, it’s perfor-
mance development. The standard approaches 
to performance management and PRP are not 
the answer, writes Janice Allen, headteacher, 
Falinge Park High School

Taking on my first headship in 2015 I faced a signif-
icant challenge. From my experiences as a deputy 
head in two schools I knew the best way to improve 
outcomes for pupils was to focus on the professional 
development of all my staff and to have one simple 
objective: to create a compelling learning experience. 

The way that I hoped to achieve this was through be-
lieving in people and creating positive relationships. 
Between securing the position in February 2015 and 
taking up the post in September, I intensively studied 
the research and evidence on leadership and was 
encouraged to be brave in my approach, particular-
ly through the work of Professor Rob Coe on what 
makes effective teaching and John Tomsett’s writing 
in his books and blogs. I knew from spending time 
listening to staff on my weekly visits to the school 
that the focus of my first year had to be on leadership 
and learning; and that I had to make the most of the 
honeymoon period that a new headship brings. My 
challenge however in this professional culture I was 
hoping to create was the statutory deadline that was 
looming for October 31: performance management 
and performance related pay.

PRP: fair? Evidence based?
I had long struggled with the concept of performance 
related pay, particularly through my work as a dep-
uty in an inner-city school with over 50 languages 

Performance development for high trust 
and high professional responsibility

Janice Allen, 
Falinge Park High School

spoken by pupils. I had come to the conclusion that 
using data to measure their success and to set perfor-
mance management targets was significantly flawed. 
The progress pupils with English as an additional 
language make is much more nuanced than a flight 
path would suggest. It should take into account their 
levels of fluency; the progress of pupils whose reading 
ages were below age nine (many of my pupils had 
needed much finer interrogation than we as a team 
could apply at that time); we would be setting data 
targets when we had no idea what A8 and P8 would 
look like. It didn’t seem fair or based in evidence to 
set a crude data measure as part of the performance 
management targets.

We had also decided to focus on the long term and de-
velop our practice at key stage 3 rather than just going 
for the quick win with year 11. I received a number of 
odd looks over the course of the year when I said we 
wouldn’t be doing Saturday sessions – or ‘boot camps’ 
as they’d been called – and that if we focused on KS3 
then KS4 would in due course look after itself. It would 
have been disingenuous therefore for me to say these 
things and then set a PM data target for a group in year 
11 based on their GCSE outcomes.

I was also struggling with the performance man-
agement observation cycle I had been used to and 
had indeed driven in some other schools. I wanted 
the teachers at Falinge to be consistently good and 
consistently looking to create compelling learning – 
not just three times a year. However, this deadline was 
looming and I had to make some decisions with my 
team which would set the tone for the way we were 
going to develop the school.



19

It really didn’t matter if 
something went wrong; what 
mattered was the conversation 
that happened afterwards

Give it time to build trust
The first thing we did was agree to set some thinking 
time aside. This wasn’t a morning, this would be a 
period of one term before we made any decisions. We 
agreed with the staff and their union representatives 
that we would complete the review of targets based 
on the information we had in school as we were 
statutorily required to do, but we wouldn’t set any 
targets until the following January. We would make 
sure that any targets we then set would be limited to 
the period January–October 2016. 

This was a risky decision in the sense that we needed 
to be able to hold our own if Ofsted came knocking 
early. But we were determined as a team that we 
wouldn’t do anything just for Ofsted. This approach to 
performance management could actually be the cat-
alyst for teachers to build their trust in the leadership 
team of the school; and for them to invest personally 
and professionally in their future development. 

The breathing space we created developed a dialogue 
across the school about what compelling learning 
looked like and how we could achieve a compelling 
learning experience. We built the learning hubs to ex-
plore professional learning from each other and research 
into effective teaching. And we held true to our promise 
that when we reviewed learning, we would provide 
feedback through an exploration of strengths rather 

than a deficit model. It really didn’t matter if something 
went wrong; what mattered was the conversation that 
happened afterwards. It’s easy to be critical when we 
observe a lesson; but it can be destructive when that’s 
all we hear. We needed to find a way to improve teaching 
from the bottom up rather than through a tick box. And 
I needed to make sure our performance management 
complemented our approach.

It possibly all sounds a little cuddly so far doesn’t 
it, and as if that first term was just a lot of chat and 
pats on backs? I’d argue against that presumption 
(and I’ve had to argue the value of our performance 
management many times). What we were doing was 
creating a culture of high trust and high professional 
responsibility. There was an expectation that every-
body should fulfil their bread and butter of the job: 
plan, teach and mark. There was an expectation that 
you should look to developing your teaching style in 
response to the professional development culture and 
the responsiveness of the pupils. While we didn’t have 
a set way of teaching or marking (the high trust) we did 
expect that we would always be aiming for compelling 
learning (the high professional responsibility).

It made sense therefore that when we came to set 
our performance management targets they were 
focused on learning. Each member of staff, including 
senior staff, had to identify what they would do for 
three broad areas – four for those members of staff 
with a TLR or on UPS:

1.	 Create a compelling learning experience: this could 
be through engagement with the learning hubs, 
contributing to teaching and learning briefings, 
observing others teach and sharing their thoughts.
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2.	 Fulfil the teacher standards: identifying a specific 
area for development.

3.	 Contribute to effective assessment research and 
practice.

4.	 On Leadership or UPS: a defined role from an area 
of our school development plan – for example, 
building cultural capital with a targeted group of 
pupils; leading maths sessions for high attainers; 
pupil premium at key stage 3.

This system still has teeth
The teeth of the system (which we are always having 
to defend) comes from the interim reviews, the work 
of the hubs, the faculty reviews and the professional 
conversations we have built in along the way. 

The first year worked well and there started to be a 
sense that, actually, performance management was 
worth doing because it related to your purpose as a 
teacher. In terms of contributing to the objective of 
creating compelling learning, we were demonstrating 
we were learning and refining through staff feedback. 
It wasn’t perfect, though, and we still had staff in July 
who went into a panic for their interim review when 
they realised it was actually harder than just produc-
ing a good lesson three times a year and producing a 
nicely coloured graph of their children’s progress or 
print something from SISRA analytics.

The strengths of our practice at Falinge were recog-
nised in an audit by the Teacher Development Trust 
in the June of that year. The auditor commented: 

‘Falinge Park High School have created a developmental 
and supportive culture for staff, where professional 
learning is prioritised. It was evident on the day that 
there is genuine enthusiasm amongst staff for the new 
compelling learning vision and the collaborative learn-
ing culture, and there is definitely buy-in. The changes 
to performance management are hugely developmental 
and links well with CPD…. It was … genuinely exciting 
to see such passion for teaching and learning and CPD.’

We’ve refined the process for this year to create a com-
pelling learning experience through undertaking two 
cycles of lesson study where staff use the work in the 
learning hubs to establish their targets. We’ve also used 
individual pen portraits of teaching to support the 
progress over the year. There is a synergy between what 
we are developing in CPD, the practice in the classroom 
and how this contributes to performance management 
– or performance development as we call it. If it doesn’t 
have an impact on compelling learning, we don’t do it.

Pupil outcomes
So, what are the outcomes for pupils? Quite clearly 
removing data targets and formal lesson observa-
tions did not have a detrimental effect on teachers’ 
motivation to get good outcomes for pupils. Oddly 
enough they didn’t suddenly become lazy and stop 
trying, they didn’t become worse at teaching – in 2016 
we achieved a positive P8, our disadvantaged pupils 
achieved better than ‘national others’ in English and 
maths, and for the first time we were in line with 
national average for English and maths. 

Of course, our good set of results could be changed 
this year as we all blindly go into the examinations 
not knowing where any of us will land. But if we 
don’t do as well this year, we’re not going to knee 
jerk and change our approach when there are clear 
improvements in teaching and learning at key stage 
3 and staff morale is strong. Sometimes it needs a 
little courage and belief.

Data has to come in somewhere, though, and luckily 
we do have a member of staff with a list of long data 
targets based on meaningless information that are set 
externally. Yes, that’s me. And, naturally, the reason I 
get out of bed in the morning is because I am driven 
by my data targets to do well. Do I use them all the 
time, are they useful, do they make me become a 
better leader? Well, what do you think? 

PERFORMANCE DEVELOPMENT FOR HIGH TRUST AND HIGH PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITY



Destinations: the new frontier for 
measuring school performance – and 
how to make your data work for you

Alex Kelly,  
Unifrog

In most schools, in parallel 
with the joy and agony of re-
sults day someone is recording 
students’ destinations. This 
process can get ridiculous. I’ve 
witnessed a head of year trying 
to catch a year 13 who’d scaled 
a fence to avoid returning his 
destinations slip.

In my view the big problem with 
destinations is that after schools 

submit their data to the local au-
thority, they wait two and a half 
years before they get back – very 
summarised – information. It is 
too old and too high level to be 
useful for school management. 

At Unifrog we have developed 
a new tool to help schools cap-
ture and analyse their students’ 
destinations. It has four key  
elements:

1. Collection
We’ve spent most of our develop-
ment time making students’ inten-
tions (where they think they want 
to go), and also their destinations 
(where they actually go) blissfully 
easy for you to record. Students 
and teachers can enter the nec-
essary information in a few sec-
onds in a lovely mobile optimised 
interface.
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2. Analysis
How do you know whether a par-
ticular destination is ‘good’ for a 
particular student? This is always 
going to be subjective, but to give 
insight we’ve created a ‘Destina-
tions Value Add’ score to tell you 
how impressive each student’s 
destination is compared to all the 
other students with the same re-
sults and destination.

And to allow you to do more gran-
ular analysis we have integrated 
students’ destinations information 
with their characteristics (gender, 
pupil premium, EAL, etc), and built 
a powerful management dashboard.

3. Actual requirements
Noticed a disconnect between 
published entry requirements 
and what students actually get 

in with? The tool records every 
student’s actual qualifications, 
subjects and grades at the point 
of them leaving school, and the ex-
act programme they are entering, 
whatever and wherever it is in the 
world. This means that when your 
students use Unifrog to compare 
any programme, they can see the 
academic profiles of students who 
have previously progressed into 
this programme.

4. Alumni
The tool securely stores alumnis’ 
contact details, and you can con-
tinue to update students’ destina-
tions after they have left you. The 
database is also easily searchable 
so you can quickly contact exactly 
the type of ex-students you want 
to get in touch with. 

Our new tool aims to make 
your destinations data 
work for you. If you are in-
terested in benefiting from 
it please get in touch now –  
www.unifrog.org/contact.

DESTINATIONS: THE NEW FRONTIER FOR MEASURING SCHOOL PERFORMANCE



The journey to becoming a  
multi-academy trust

Anne Campbell, 
Parkside Federation

tus in 2004 and a foundation trust had been set up, 
which owned the land and buildings. The federation 
with a nearby secondary school was completed in 
2005. A sixth form had been added to the school in 
2011 and both schools had converted to academy 
status in 2011. The foundation trust had also been 
awarded the contract to construct and operate a 
new secondary school due to open in 2015. All the 
schools were within walking and cycling distance of 
each other, which allowed and encouraged common 
administration systems and sharing of resources and 

That journey can be long and tortuous – but 
worth it, as Anne Campbell, Chair, Parkside 
Federation Academies MAT Board, explains 

On becoming a school governor again in the autumn 
of 2012 after many years absence, I felt a sense of 
elation and excitement. What is more, I had been 
appointed as a community governor to a secondary 
school (now a federation) with which I had many 
connections. My early career as a teacher saw ser-
vice there; my three children attended the school; I 
had four grandchildren at the school and I had had 
various contacts with the principal, staff and many 
of the parents over the years. 

Of course, a great deal had changed since I was last 
involved. The school had adopted foundation sta-
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THE JOURNEY TO BECOMING A MULTI-ACADEMY TRUST

common timetabling. By these means, the schools 
could be much more efficient than they would have 
been as small stand-alone secondary schools.

My first impressions were that not much had changed 
in management since the conversion to academy 
status. The academies were still organised very much 
as a federation, with middle leadership spanning both 
schools, and an executive principal who oversaw both. 
A new headteacher had recently been appointed at 
one of the academies, though lines of accountability 
were not clear. The governing body had not been re-
formed on academy conversion, and comprised four 
foundation governors, seven parent governors, four 
staff governors, four community governors and an 
executive principal. The size of the governing body 
made it difficult to reach meaningful decisions. As a 
result an executive group, formed of the chair of gov-
ernors, the committee chairs and executive principal, 
was taking some of the important decisions between 
meetings. This had led to resentment from governors 
excluded from this inner body, which exacerbated 
the divisions that had arisen during the course of 
conversion to academy status.

In the summer of 2012 both schools had experienced 
a drop in GCSE examination results, which led, in 
early 2013, to Ofsted inspections regrading one school 
from outstanding to good and grading the other in 
the new category of ‘requires improvement’. 

Shortly after these inspections, I was elected as chair 
of governors. I had previously been a non-executive 
director on the board of a commercial technology 
company, and I had set up not-for-profit and char-
itable companies. My previous position had been a 
seven-year stint as chair of an NHS foundation trust. 
In my experience, governance is much better devel-
oped in the NHS than in the education sector: I could 
see that there were huge gaps and that governance 
was not effective for the academies. In those early 
days it was difficult to know where to start.

Persuading that change was needed
The first step was convincing both governors and 
staff that change was necessary. I attended senior 
leadership team meetings to discuss the changing 
role of governance, while at the same time trying to 
repair relationships that had broken down and were 
adding to the lack of functional governance. Joint 
training sessions between governors and the senior 
leadership team did much to improve understanding 
of respective roles. 

The basic operation of governance needed improv-
ing – clerking was inefficient, resulting in late papers 
being tabled at meetings. This ultimately led to the 
appointment of a full-time, qualified clerk who has 
just been upgraded to governance manager. Gov-
ernor behaviour needed to be tackled too and the 
introduction of a code of conduct made expectations 
much clearer. 

In order to provide a greater impetus for change, 
however, I felt we needed an external input. 

At the time reviews of governance were not as es-
tablished as they are now, but we were able to secure 
two consultants, both trained Ofsted inspectors, to 
carry out a review of governance and leadership of 
the academies. Their report recommended significant 
changes in the structure of both staffing and govern-
ance to move the organisation from a federation to 
a multi-academy trust.

A small working party was set up to look at the rec-
ommendations and the best way of implementing 
them. Essentially, we needed to make much clearer 
the respective roles of the trust and that of the indi-
vidual academies, and so we proposed the creation 
of a trust board. Through this we could carry out the 
statutory and legal functions while supporting and 
developing our academies and local governing bodies, 
which could work on school improvement and act as 
a critical friend to the headteacher. 

The recommendations of the working group, presented 
to a meeting of the full governing body, met with a very 
mixed response. There was no majority in favour of 
the necessary changes, and many of the old tensions 
resurfaced. Parent governors in particular were worried 
about being side-lined and did not wish to relinquish 
their status as directors and trustees. It meant we 
had to return to the drawing board and redesign the 
representation of the academies on the MAT board. 

At the second attempt the vote in favour was unan-
imous – but this was because the opponents, still 
unpersuaded, absented themselves from the deci-
sion making meeting. There was clearly some work 
still to do.

Leadership was also restructured, to make the acade-
mies more autonomous while still using core adminis-
tration services and common systems for monitoring 
student progress. Each academy now benefited from 
its own headteacher and senior and middle manage-
ment, although there was always plenty of opportunity 
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to share good practice and collaborate to achieve the 
best results. The executive principal became the chief 
executive officer, to emphasise his role as a business/
education manager rather than a principal. An execu-
tive board was formed, which comprised headteachers 
and senior trust staff, including the business and fi-
nance director of the MAT. It makes decisions on the 
strategies for effective implementation of MAT policy. 

Clarifying accountability
It became clear that we had not fully defined the roles 
of local governing bodies, and this led to confusion 
among the headteachers about their accountability. 
This was clarified by making the CEO accountable 
to the MAT board and giving him line management 
responsibilities for the headteachers. Local governing 
bodies have delegated responsibilities to improve 
their academies, which they do by challenging and 
supporting the head. They also participate in the 
CEO’s appraisal of the head’s performance and advise 
on performance related pay. However, it is now clear 
that headteachers are accountable to the CEO and he 
is advised (but not dictated to) by the local governors.

The federation governing body had consisted of many 
people with expertise, some of whom had been gov-
ernors for a long time. All of them wanted what was 

best for the academies though they had very different 
views on how best to achieve it, so there was little 
unanimity about the strategic direction. On the re-
tirement of two or three of the more long-standing 
governors, I found some great people with business 
expertise and persuaded them to apply to become 
governors. One of them in particular, with expertise 
as a financial director of a major company and later 
CEO of one of their subsidiaries, has been extremely 
useful. His skill-set has been invaluable in guiding 
and helping to lead the trust through to its current 
position. We were able to inject some new blood and 
new skills, and at the same time benefited from the 
experience and knowledge of our existing governors.

The need to persuade some of our more reluctant 
governors that this was the best way forward for 
the trust led to some compromises that were ul-
timately judged to be unwise. As we had only two 
local governing bodies, we invited each of them 
to nominate one of their members to become a 
director. We later modified that to specify that 
nomination should be by the chair of the LGB; we 
found that improved the communications between 
the different levels of governance. We also made 
the headteachers of the academies directors. Al-
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though the directors of the MAT made efforts to 
prioritise the business of the MAT over their own 
academies, we struggled to get the focus we needed. 
The headteachers in particular both wanted and 
needed to prioritise their time to improving their 
own academies, and did not have the capacity to 
fully participate in the business of the MAT board 
and its committees. 

So we recruited new directors to replace the head-
teachers. We seemed to be adjusting and modifying 
our structures every year!

With a governing body that was more experienced 
in governance we set about putting in place some 
of the essential tools to improve our governance. A 
risk register was high on the priority list. Our newly 
appointed business and finance director worked 
closely with the chair of audit and risk to compile 
a list of our top risks, and actions we could take to 
mitigate them. The CEO now reports on the five top 
risks at each of our board meetings. 

An issue that had been picked up by our consultants 
in their review is that it was not clear where decisions 
were taken. The restructuring of both governance and 
staffing certainly improved this. However, a scheme 
of delegation was essential, so that we were all clear 
which decisions were made by the members of the 
trust, by the MAT board, by the executive board and 
by the local governing body. Without this, I am not 
sure how MATs can function at all.

Business plans for schools
School improvement plans have been in common 
use in schools for some years, but business plans are 
a much more recent introduction. With a declining 
budget and a need to expand, a three-year business 
plan updated annually is now seen as a vital tool 
in the MAT’s armoury. Business expertise among 
governors was an important element in getting 
this right. We are further cementing the unity of 
purpose among our governors and staff by revising 
our vision, mission and values and ensuring that 
all our governors, staff, students and parents are 
consulted. This will then drive our future strat-
egy and enable us to produce a business plan to 
describe how we realise our aspirations over the 
next period of time.

A further impetus to change came last year when 
we became a sponsoring MAT, which required yet 
another new look at our constitutional arrangements. 
Ensuring that our MAT board directors were all se-

lected on the basis of their skills and expertise meant 
that we were unable to continue the arrangement 
whereby the chairs of the LGBs automatically became 
directors. This was not an easy change to implement. 
It has made us think again about the communication 
strategies we should put in place to ensure that each 
layer of governance is fully aware of decisions and 
policies pursued by others. 

We also reconstituted our membership, which now 
comprises three members nominated by our foun-
dation trust and the chair and vice chair of the MAT 
board. They now have a much more focused and 
active role. 

In common with many trusts we are expanding. The 
incorporation of two additional schools into our MAT 
will also involve some changes to our articles, since 
one of them is a university technical college and we 
strongly wish to preserve this designation. 

As we expand, we are continuously re-examining 
our staffing structures, both to keep central costs 
as low as possible, and to ensure that we have the 
wide range of skills we need to become a successful 
business. The challenge of working within very tight 
financial constraints is one which occupies the board 
and puts to good use the business skills which are 
now an essential part of our team.

Our governance structure has been built to endure. 
I feel confident that we have the right people round 
the table and a high standard of leadership from peo-
ple who have sometimes honed their skills in other 
sectors. We have tried and tested our structures and 
although they have been subject to many changes, I 
believe they are now fit for purpose and will enable 
further expansion as opportunities arise. 

Staff are often under pressure, but they feel supported 
and more confident. Their opportunities are enhanced 
by being part of a wider community of schools, and 
they appreciate the support from other academies 
in the group. 

Students are able to take advantage of facilities at 
all academies within the trust, and benefit from a 
wider curriculum than that which could be offered 
in a stand-alone school. 

What is really satisfying however, is that our results 
get better, our academies improve and more and 
more students are able to benefit from the top class 
educational experience which we offer. 
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Principal Philip Sanderson 
outlines his experience of the 
benefits of challenges at Kings 
Priory School 

Kings Priory School is an all-
through academy with pupils 
from reception to year 13, spon-
sored by Woodard Academies 
Trust, which has the ethos and 
vision to inspire young people to 
make a difference. It came into 
existence in September 2013 as 
a result of an independent school 
conversion of the former Kings 
School, Tynemouth and a merger 

An all-through school:  
benefits and challenges

Philip Sanderson, 
Kings Priory School

with the local authority Priory Pri-
mary School. Kings Priory School 
is the highest performing state 
school in the North East of Eng-
land, securing 96% A-C in English 
and maths and 92% A*-C.

There are 45 Woodard schools, 22 
of them wholly owned by Woodard, 
while representing a diverse range 
of schools: maintained, independ-
ent, academies, prep, senior, day, 
boarding, co-ed, single sex. This 
means that Woodard has a very 
broad knowledge of education 
currently on offer across the UK.

An all-through school is rather 
different to any other, not only 
because of the range and diversity 
of its intake, but also it represents 
continuous accountability with 
respect to outcomes, as it faces 
five points of scrutiny: EYFS, key 
stage 1, key stage 2, key stage 4 
(GCSEs) and key stage 5 (A-levels). 

For us this is a superb opportunity, 
so long as the collaboration and 
multiphase working (discussed 
later) are actually happening in a 
productive and professional way. 
That said, striving for the highest 
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of standards across the board also 
means that the success of each 
phase sets the next phase up for 
a greater challenge. For example, 
the better the results in year 6, the 
more difficult it is to demonstrate 
progress between end of key stage 
2 tests and the GCSE results. 

Similarly if everyone has been 
in the culture of working hard to 
ensure their GCSE outcomes, it 
puts immediate pressure on the 
key stage 5 (A-level) outcomes, as 
the average point score per pupil 
at GCSE lays down immediate 
and numerical expectations for 
A-level. As you can see, this cycle 
is never ending. 

Christian values
One thing that makes a signif-
icant contribution to the out-
comes mentioned above is the 
culture of our all-through school, 
which is genuinely borne out of 
strong Christian values that we 
not only promote, but aim to live 
out in all areas of the school. This 
is largely to do with how we all 
behave and how we treat each 
other. The same values, such as 
celebrating difference, kindness, 
leadership, honesty, fairness, and 
compassion, are often described 
in different places in the school – 
but using different language and 
with different examples. These 
will depend on the phase and de-
partment, and include not only 
all teachers and learners but all 
staff and members of our com-
munity. 

Whether you are senior leader, do-
mestic worker, teacher, accountant, 
site worker or caterer, the same 
high expectations and behaviours 
apply. We aim for all staff to look 
after little things from the word go 
– manners, uniform, appearance, 
attitude, politeness – in the most 
pleasant and caring way. We are at 

a point where this has become nor-
mal and our values are all-through, 
which sets the backdrop for devel-
oping deep learners.

Make or break
One of the key developments, 
of course, is ensuring that the 
leadership works. This is what 
will make or break an all-through 
school. If it does not work – that 
is, leaders do not see their con-
nection and role within the en-
tire enterprise and really buy 
into the school values, vision 
and ambition – then there is a 
dysfunctional service and poten-
tial disaster. Leaders who do not 
promote and engage with the all-
through aspect set up potential 
division of loyalties, line man-
agement and expectations, which 
can be negative hurdles in the 
strive for unification. But when 
leaders do engage it is amazing. 
A culture of support and nurture 
establishes quickly: staff realise 

Leaders are accountable from reception to 
year 13: this fosters, if not forces, the fact that 
they are the glue and catalyst that inspires all 
phases to work together to raise standards.

that their work is not restricted 
to recognition from a small few, 
but is seen through the lens of 
the whole organisation. 

As with any change, this does not 
happen overnight. The benefits of 
all-through for most, including me, 
had to be seen and understood. 

From a senior leadership perspec-
tive an all-through environment 
allows the impact, expansion and 
sharing of talents of the strongest 
leaders and governors throughout 
the school. For example, to have 
leaders responsible for data, teach-
ing and learning, timetabling, CPD, 
performance management, SEND, 
behaviour, human resources, fi-
nance, administration, to name 
but a few, throughout the entire 
school is wholly beneficial. This 
is not about economies of scale, 
but rather economies of efficiency 
and utilisation of expertise, both 
from an educational perspective 
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and from a business point of view 
– in that the resourcing, procure-
ment and targeted spend are more 
sharply focused. 

Leaders are accountable from re-
ception to year 13: this fosters, 
if not forces, the fact that they 
are the glue and catalyst that in-
spires all phases to work together 
to raise standards.

Specialist staff, whether teaching, 
administrative or financial,are 
effectively shared across phases 
and in all areas, cultivating real 
curriculum expertise as well as an 
infrastructure to support it. This 
culture and structure then lends 
itself wholly to a cost effective 
and highly specialised profes-
sional development programme, 
which should be able to address 
prioritised areas of school im-
provement rapidly and sensibly. 

Effective collaboration and perfor-
mance management with all phas-
es can raise educational standards 
quite quickly. A clear working un-
derstanding of what comes before 
each phase, and what comes after, 
is critical in ensuring not only ex-

cellent preparation is made for all 
pupils’ next steps, but also regres-
sions do not occur when moving 
from one phase to the next. For 
example, the standard of English 
required in year 6 continues in year 
7 and is promoted and continued 
in all subjects.

Better transition
Being all-through has also allowed 
us to improve our transition ar-
rangements between phases. 
Kings Priory School sits in an 
area of the North East of England 
that has both a two-tier system 
(primary and secondary) and a 
three-tier system (first, middle 
and secondary). Our school has 
the three-tier system within it, so 
the largest transition our pupils 
make is from year 4 to 5, as it in-
volves a move from the first school 
to the middle school (which is also 
the only change of site). 

A range of transitional activities, 
days and events starts early in the 
summer term to prepare pupils for 
the next phase of their education. 
One of the areas we are continu-
ally trying to improve is for pupils 

joining the school either in-year or 
externally into a year group. For ex-
ample, we have some places avail-
able in year 7 for external pupils. 
Our aim is to attempt to make their 
transition from another school as 
smooth as possible, by offering a 
similar programme to that for our 
internal pupils, so as to make faces 
and places as familiar as possible 
before a September start. 

Another significant challenge is 
the fact that the school operates 
across two sites. They are only 
a few minutes’ walk apart, but 
there are still catches and glitch-
es that can get in the way of true 
‘all-throughness’. Two sites means 
two entrances, two receptions 
(and receptionists), a transition 
time for staff to leave one site and 
get to the other. Scheduling the 
timetable is not that easy. 

Ordinarily you might expect sixth 
form option blocks to drive the 
shape of the timetable. However, 
the same staff teach throughout 
the senior school and the sixth 
form, but also teach in the first 
school at fixed times. This seri-
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ously reduces the scheduling pos-
sibilities in the subject-specialist 
senior school.

Providing specialist teaching to 
classes in the middle school re-
duces the teaching commitment 
of those class teachers by far more 
than their expected PPA. This can 
be an advantage, in that those staff 
can then teach core subjects to 
years 7 and 8 and prevent the 
traditional year 7 regression. Yet 
from a timetabling perspective 
it can make setting in those year 
groups challenging; it makes the 
first, middle and senior schools in-
separable. Constraints can quickly 
appear in one area due to seem-
ingly unrelated changes in other 
parts of the school.

Shared curriculum benefits
There are many benefits, how-
ever, which can be realised by 
timetabling a shared curriculum 
across an all-through school. The 
very fact that some teachers and 
support staff work across both 
primary and secondary phases 
means younger pupils get access 
to specialist teaching that they 
do not usually get in a primary 
or first school. In our first school, 
each class has a class teacher for 
core subjects, but for languages, 
music, art, PE and some science 
the curriculum is delivered by sub-
ject specialists from the senior or 
middle schools.

Similarly pupils in years 5 and 6, 
who in another school would be 
taught their full curriculum in the 
same classroom and by the same 
teacher, have an entirely different 
experience. They too benefit from 
specialist teaching in modern for-
eign languages: something which 
many primary schools would find 
difficult to staff. Being taught on 
the same site as senior pupils 
means that they can also access 

specialist teaching facilities in 
science, art, computing and de-
sign technology. Acclimatising to 
this environment at an earlier age 
helps pupils to quickly overcome 
the transitional barriers which 
can sometimes exist when pupils 
move into secondary school. 

Younger pupils also benefit great-
ly from the leadership, support, 
coaching and often friendships 
and guidance from older pupils. 
Many older pupils enjoy hearing 
younger pupils read and gener-
ally helping out. We also have a 
bespoke leadership programme 
for older pupils (usually years 10-
13) to run organised clubs such 
as maths club, STEM club, lan-
guages events, musical events and 
rehearsals, sports programmes 
and technology-related activities. 
Sixth form pupils often support 
local educational visits and take 
assemblies. 

Our programme offers a series of 
specific roles within the student 
leadership programme to build 
leadership capacity and responsi-
bility, helping prepare our young 
leaders for their later lives. 

All-through schools can use their 
facilities to house and have the 
appropriate setting to deliver par-

ticular activities, such as science 
in a science lab, or cookery in a 
food technology room. And min-
ibuses for example, which many 
primary schools do not have, can 
be used across the entire school, 
making learning outside of the 
classroom easier and safer. 

Knowing a pupil from age four and 
being able to profile each cohort 
enables an all-through school to 
plan for and deliver a cost-effec-
tive but appropriately broad cur-
riculum to respond to pupil needs. 

It also, therefore, strengthens the 
pastoral care that the school can 
provide. For example, if we know 
at an early age that a pupil has a 
specific educational need, that 
can be shared effectively with 
staff who are part of the same 
school at points of transition 
and progression. An all-through 
school has the potential for staff 
to constantly improve its inclu-
sive nature. 

The above is only a very brief 
whistle-stop tour of our journey 
of all-through school education, 
much of it still in the category of 
research project. However, I am 
pleased to report that everything 
seems to be going, at this point 
in time, in the right direction. 

AN ALL-THROUGH SCHOOL: BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES



Steve Rippin, Assistant Headteacher, Tapton 
School, Sheffield, describes their approach to 
supporting student and staff mental health 
and wellbeing. 

We were becoming increasingly aware of a small but 
significant cohort of students who underachieved 
compared to their predicted grades because of known 
mental health issues. 

Anything we could do as a school was seen as a 
positive. It was time for Tapton School to live up to 
its ethos, ‘valuing everyone, caring for each other, 
achieving excellence’ to do the very best possible 
for its students.

Tapton School’s focus on mental health: 
how it’s working

Steve Rippin, 
Tapton School

Teachers lacked confidence
However, many teachers did not feel qualified or con-
fident and were not comfortable supporting students 
with mental health issues. We had to provide training 
for staff and develop a whole-school approach. And 
it was important hey felt their emotional health and 
wellbeing was also being given due care and attention.

When an opportunity came up to be involved in a 
national schools and CAMHS link pilot we jumped at 
it. Working alongside CAMHS, Tapton has set about 
a cultural change. We firmly believe this will have a 
positive impact in attendance, attitudes to learning, 
behaviour, attainment, achievement and progress. I 
took the role of mental health lead.
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TAPTON SCHOOL’S FOCUS ON MENTAL HEALTH: HOW IT’S WORKING

Raising awareness
As a school, our first challenge was to raise aware-
ness and destigmatise mental health and wellbeing, 
through a carefully planned programme of assem-
blies, form discussions, PSHE lessons and newsletters. 
Events are spread throughout the year, rather than 
having a big launch which then fizzles out. Assem-
blies allowed for the delivery of a core message to all 
students and form tutors, and linked it to a number of 
initiatives offering support to students within school. 

PSHE overhaul
Coupled with this was a complete overhaul of the 
PSHE programme. Instead of covering mental health 
and wellbeing in a few lessons, we encompassed 
mental health and wellbeing elements into a wide 
range of units of work such as: 

»» transition and friendships
»» internet safety
»» options
»» relationships and sexuality. 

This made the links with mental health much clearer, 
better connected to the topics and more relevant to life. 

Signs and symptoms
We shared with students the signs and symptoms of 
poor mental health and wellbeing – sleep issues, lack 
of focus, etc. In this way, students are better able to 
identify at an early stage when they may be at risk 
of developing a mental health and wellbeing issue.

Seek support early
Many young people know they have mental health 
and wellbeing issues, but lack the confidence to speak 
with someone who is able to help them. Children and 
young people need to have confidence to engage with 
people who can help them. 

CAMHS support
Developing and delivering a planned 
programme to raise awareness and 
destigmatise mental health and well-
being across school needs support 
from the headteacher and leader-
ship team. Overhauling the PSHE 
programme requires some thought 
and planning, and possibly training. 
Support and guidance from CAMHS 
at points was gratefully received. 

Linking up and working with other 
local schools, sharing ideas and re-
sources can be very supportive, and 
help to keep up the momentum.

Wide-ranging survey
While we were busy launching our mental health 
programme, we were also working on a student, staff 
and parent/carer survey in conjunction with CAMHS. 
This was to gain a baseline measure and discover 
stakeholders’ viewpoints on mental health. A section 
of the survey allowed for free text, which proved in-
teresting reading. The student survey was completed 
in May 2016 by a sample of students from all years 
just before final exams. We will repeat the survey this 
May: I can’t wait for the results.

The survey was very informative, giving us a measure 
of mental health and wellbeing and highlighting key 
areas to focus on and develop. Some points raised 
were as expected: for example, exam pressure and 
stress being the number one cited cause of mental 
health issues. Others were more surprising, such as 
sleep deprivation/patterns.
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TAPTON SCHOOL’S FOCUS ON MENTAL HEALTH: HOW IT’S WORKING

The staff survey confirmed that many didn’t feel qual-
ified and were hesitant to give mental health support 
for fear of giving the wrong advice and making the 
situation worse. This led us to invite CAMHS to de-
liver a bespoke staff workshop to increase staff skills 
in specific areas identified. We included all teaching 
and non-teaching staff. 

Tuning into students’ feelings
The training helped to allay staff fears and promote 
the idea of ‘attunement’ – tuning in to students’ feel-
ings – which is very powerful and links into a number 
of behaviour management techniques. It also encour-
aged staff to engage in conversations with students 
that asked how they are on a more regular basis. 

From this training a number of staff across all areas 
of school volunteered to be mental health champions, 
who students could go to if they wanted to chat things 
through. The beauty of this is that students have a 
wide choice in who they speak with. Also having post-
ers with pictures of these staff around school gives a 
very strong message that we take mental health and 
wellbeing seriously and are here to support students. 

However, a recent review of the number of students 
who have approached staff mental health champions 
has shown that this is not as high as we would like. 
We are looking at how we can foster greater uptake 
through prompts and recommendations by pasto-
ral staff. We also ask mental health champions to 
make the first contact with students who we know 
are struggling with emotional health and wellbeing. 

Guidance and links on school website
Students’ responses to the survey showed they want-
ed greater support in school, and in particular staff 
to be available to help; also, they would like more 
signposting of information. This led us to add an area 
to the school website offering tips and guidance for 
self-regulation and management of mental health 
and wellbeing, as well as links to further information 

and support out of school. The key to this is that it is 
available 24/7 and gives more choice. 

I am looking to make this area much more promi-
nent and easily accessible, providing information for 
students, staff and parents/carers. We are currently 
exploring linking to locally known support groups 
out of school. With all of this, CAMHS support has 
helped greatly, as they can enable us to ensure links 
are to reputable sites and organisations.

Form time extended 
To promote the whole-school approach and to foster 
learning from the CPD we organised an extended 
form time focusing on mental health and wellbeing, 
for every form from year 7 to year 13. 

‘Epic friends’
Complementing the staff mental health champions, 
we developed a small group of students titled ‘epic 
friends’, who have advised us on developments and 
supported us in the development of ideas. 

Students said that they just 
wanted to be asked “how are 
things going?” by staff

We have also looked to offer a self-help support group. 
We tried to extend this and offer lunchtime sessions 
on specific topics such as bereavement and exam 
stress. However, this was not well attended. Students 
would rather have the opportunity to speak with 
peers on a more informal basis, which is something 
we are looking into. I am keen when we do this that 
it is sustainable and supportive. 

No emails at evenings and weekends
Staff mental health and wellbeing is also taken seri-
ously. As well as reducing reporting and departmental 
meetings, we took the notable decision to change our 
email protocol: the server is now switched off between 
7pm and 6am Monday to Friday, and at weekends. 
Many staff have commented on the positive impact 
this has had on their mental health and wellbeing. 

There is still a way to go in our approach to supporting 
students’ and teachers’ mental health and wellbeing, 
but we feel we are at the forefront of developments, 
and are pleased to share our experience with others. 

To find out more, please do get in touch:  
srippin@taptonschool.co.uk



Member discounts
As SSAT, we're committed to helping our members get value for 
money. A range of our partner organisations offer SSAT member-only 
discounts: you can find details below. 

Show My Homework is an 
award-winning online homework 
software which enables schools 
to easily and effectively manage 
the homework process.

Working with one in three secondary 
schools, the company is on a mission 
to save teachers time while improving 
homework quality and ensuring that 
time spent completing it is always 
worthwhile. Show My Homework have 
eliminated homework excuses and 
revolutionised the way that students 
and parents engage with home-learning.

showmyhomework.co.uk

SSAT member schools are 
entitled to a 10% discount 
on the price per pupil.

For more information contact Paul 
Monney on 020 7197 9550 or 
paul@showmyhomework.co.uk

Sound Training uses fast, focused and 
fun multi-sensory teaching methods 
to ensure students are fully engaged 
in active learning. It significantly 
boosts vocabulary development and 
literacy skills, with dramatic, sustained 
improvements in reading ages. Sound 
Training opens up access to the entire 
curriculum and has impacted on student 
attainment across subjects as well as in 
SATs and GCSEs. It also has very positive 
effects on student confidence and self-
esteem. 

soundtraining.co.uk

SSAT member schools are 
entitled to a 10% discount on 
all programmes.

For more information contact Sound 
Training on 01642 424 298 or 
enquiries@soundtraining.co.uk

Unifrog is the complete destinations 
platform. Entirely online and optimised 
for computers, phones and tablets it's 
easily accessible for students, teachers 
and parents at any time.

•	 The platform empowers schools to 
plan, implement and record all of their 
careers guidance.

•	 Students can then choose their next 
steps in life, easily contrasting and 
comparing every option.

•	 Once they've found the right 
opportunities for them, Unifrog has 
all the tools they need to create high 
quality applications.

•	 Schools can then easily record all 
student destinations, build an alumni 
network and review their guidance.

unifrog.org

SSAT member schools are 
entitled to a 7.5% discount on 
the first year of their Unifrog 
subscription.

For more information contact Daniel 
Keller on 020 3372 5991 or  
daniel@unifrog.org

Career guidance 
partner

Leading literacy 
partner

Online learning 
partner



Member discounts and offers

FutureDJs are an education focused 
agency offering full DBS screened highly 
qualified DJ and music production tutors 
to key stage 3 and 4 students. 

In line with the new AQA GCSE 
specifications which allow the 
use of turntables and CD decks in 
performances and ensembles, FutureDJs 
can help your students learn industry 
standard skills in both DJing and music 
production.

futuredjs.org

Exclusive free ticket offer  
to SSAT members for  
BPM | PRO 2017 on  
23 October at the NEC.

FutureDJs are delighted to partner with 
SSAT to invite every member school 
FREE to join FutureDJs at BPM | PRO 
2017 for an amazingly exciting and 
inspiring school trip with a difference! 
BPM | PRO is the UK’s largest event 
dedicated to the entertainment 
technology industry. With a whole 
host of opportunities to chat with the 
best in the industry while watching 
performances in a large-scale club 
within the event, there is so much to be 
inspired by at BPM | PRO 2017.

Book tickets now on 0800 358 0058 or 
email groups@theticketfactory.com. 
Quote FutureDJs for an exclusive 
free pass for all the class and 
supporting teachers!

For more information contact Joe 
Marsden on 020 8242 1674 or  
joe@futuredjs.org

Music education 
partner

Are your school’s community lettings 
not at full capacity? Is the amount 
of time spent on lettings affecting 
other projects? Are you still using Excel 
spreadsheets and a manual calendar 
to manage your lettings? If the answer 
to any of the above questions is yes, 
then look no further than SchoolHire, 
an online system that takes all the 
hassle out of hiring out your facilities, 
allowing you to increase your revenue 
whilst at the same time decrease the 
administrative time and burden spent 
on lettings. 

schoolhire.co.uk

SSAT member schools are 
entitled to a significant 
discount on SchoolHire's 
services.

Contact David Nevies at SchoolHire  
on 020 8371 0967 or  
davidn@schoolhire.co.uk

Community  
lettings partner

We know that when it comes to 
vocational solutions you want the 
best for your pupils and that with the 
amount of government changes and 
the variety of vocational qualification 
subjects, it can sometimes be difficult 
to work out which qualifications best 
suit your students' and school's needs. 
This is why NCFE developed dedicated 
qualifications for schools, including V 
Certs and a range of both performance 
and non-performance point carrying 
qualifications.

So whether it’s to provide your pupils 
with a viable and robust alternative 
to GCSE qualifications or a short 
qualification to support your PSHE or 
other extra curriculum programmes, 
NCFE have the solution to help you. 

ncfe.org.uk

For more information call  
0191 239 8000 or email  
service@ncfe.org.uk

Vocational 
qualifications partner
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Martyn Reah, Eggars School, describes the 
spread of this approach to teacher wellbeing 

In December 2014 I presented at the SSAT Teachmeet 
and launched #teacher5aday. After experiencing a 
toxic work environment, I wanted to give something 
back to the profession I am so proud of being a part 
of. The temptation to use my newly created blog to 
write negatively was huge: to expose the wrongdo-

Teachers’ ‘5 a day’ can improve their 
performance and students’ outcomes

Martyn Reah, 
Eggar’s School

ings of a new breed of ‘educators’ who in my opinion 
ripped the heart out of a school and a community I 
had worked hard to be part of.

Two and a half years later many things have changed. 
The results at my old school went down despite 
the new breed’s promises of a ‘better’ education. 
In fact, the new-broomers soon went, leaving a 
neighbourhood school in terminal decline. Great 
local teachers also left a school that they truly cared 
for. Some left the profession altogether. Thankfully 
some managed to move schools and, like me, work 
for a rare breed of headteacher who spends his time 
looking after his staff. 
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TEACHERS’ ‘5 A DAY’ CAN IMPROVE THEIR PERFORMANCE AND STUDENTS’ OUTCOMES

#Teacher5aday has also changed in many ways from 
its original inception.

On a rainy Thursday night in Manchester, just be-
fore Christmas 2014, the original idea I proposed 
was one of self-care [bit.ly/uked16aug01] – to look 
after your own wellbeing despite or maybe because 
of the environment you find yourself in. Based 
on the work of the New Economics Foundation 
(NEF) and their research on wellbeing, I invited 
teachers using Twitter to #connect, #exercise, 
#learn, #notice and #volunteer. Inspired by Mark 
Healy @cijane02 I asked them to think about their 
wellbeing, using the five subtitles, as the flip side of 
the coin of student wellbeing. That is, to consider 
the possibility that spending some more time on 
themselves might improve their performance in 
school and consequently improve the outcomes 
of their students.

Teacher wellbeing is the flip side 
of student wellbeing: spending 
some more time on themselves 
can improve teachers’ 
performance and their students’ 
outcomes

for teachers to share their non-school based adven-
tures. A simple search on Twitter will show how this 
community has developed [wp.me/p4VbxY-iE].  

2016 continued in the same vein. Great professionals 
based in schools working with students on a day-
to-day basis have continued to pledge their support 
as well as developing more #teacher5aday based 
monthly themes and ideas. The concept of the five 
areas for wellbeing has been translated into a school-
based activity and is taking shape in the form of 
#student5aday introduced at her school by Jenna 
Lucas @JennaLucas81. 

Invariably not everything has been positive in the 
world of wellbeing. The toxic environment I was ex-
posed to unfortunately has become more of the norm 
than I had realised. I’ve heard many teachers sharing 
their stories about how they have been treated in this 
‘caring’ profession. Hopefully, there is now a network 
not confined to your immediate workplace where 
support is available. In this free market economy of 
education some organisations, in my opinion, are 
trying to push their products to provide the solution 
to the recruitment, retention and workload issues. 
Beware the snake oil seller.

2017 has flown by and links continue to develop. 
Partnership work with SSAT as part of #LeadPchat 
has provided an interesting new style of discussion 
for lead practitioners old and new. Every holiday, an 
extended slow chat over a week has proved popular, 
with the most recent venture completed in partner-
ship with the Chartered College [wp.me/p4VbxY-pd]. 
A #teacher5aday article has even been featured in 
the TES.

On reflection I’m very pleased that I decided to put 
my energies into something that helps teachers rather 
than on the negativity I experienced. To get involved 
simply follow the #teacher5aday hashtag on Twitter. 
To meet some of #teacher5aday team face to face, 
and to continue the conversations, come along to 
#PedagooHampshire17 [wp.me/p4VbxY-pi], a free CPD 
event for teachers by teachers. Perhaps happy teach-
ers and happy students do equal improved results. 

I consider Twitter the best CPD I have taken part in 
over the last eight years of my professional life. As Ste-
phen Tierney @leadinglearner puts it, ‘Martini CPD’. 
It has also provided me with a fantastic opportunity 
to network with others, as well as a tool to recruit 
new staff to our fantastic school (www.eggars.net if 
you are interested). In January of 2015, 66 teachers 
wrote and posted their pledges to improve their well-
being using #teacher5aday as a framework. This was 
repeated by another group of professionals in 2016  
[bit.ly/uked16aug02] and has continued to grow into 
2017 [wp.me/p4VbxY-mI]. Other tweachers, from Feb-
ruary 2015, then started sharing their #teacher5aday 
based activity in 140 characters extolling the virtues 
of self-care for very busy professionals.

In 2015 the ideas behind the hashtag developed in 
many ways. From an exhibition of the talents of teach-
ers taking part in their 5-a-day activities, to many 
presentations at a variety of teachmeets, a personal 
invite to a bloggers breakfast and a #teacher5aday 
team slot to present at BETT which has now become 
an annual event.  Each month there are now themes 
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Former SSAT operational 
director and now chief exec-
utive of the Sixth Form Col-
leges Association, Bill Watkin, 
challenges former colleagues 
with a well-argued piece (be-
low), in which he unsurpris-
ingly champions sixth form 
colleges as the best place for 
students to study A-levels. 

He makes some valid points, which 
many schools without sixth forms, 
and those struggling with small 
sixth forms, will ruefully recognise. 
However, schools with sixth forms 
will be aware of significant argu-
ments to be put on the other side. 

We think this article offers a good 
opportunity to debate the factors 
that make up an excellent sixth 
form. Despite all the recent and 

Key factors in effective  
A-level delivery: a debate

Bill Watkin, 
Sixth Form Colleges Association

Funding levels are so low that 
sixth form providers are faced with 
some invidious choices about cur-
riculum breadth, student support 
services, leadership capacity and 
extracurricular activity. Schools 
are closing their small sixth forms 
because they cannot afford to keep 
them open, at almost the same 
rate that other schools are working 
out if it makes sense to open a 
sixth form. So experts in the field 
have to address two specific ques-
tions: can we make our sixth form 
provision financially viable? And 
can we find a better way to secure 
ever higher standards?

The government’s industrial strat-
egy has focused attention on the 
new T-levels and apprenticeships, 
with additional funding promised 
in this year’s budget. It is clear that 
if the strategy is to work – and it 
must do, if we are to remain glob-
ally competitive – we will indeed 
need more young people with suit-
able skills, whether in the work-
shop, the salon or the factory floor. 
But we will also need more scien-
tists, engineers, mathematicians 
and managers; in short, those who 
have followed an academic path-
way from A-levels to university. 

ongoing controversy, there’s much 
more to it than funding (vital 
though that is) and numbers.

See what you think.

Where should we teach 
A-levels? Size does matter  
Bill Watkin
In an interesting development 
in Wales, one county council has 
decided to close all its English 
medium sixth forms and move 
students to a new £20m centre of 
education. This new centre would 
become home to all AS and A-lev-
el education in Torfaen, as well 
as offering Welsh Baccalaureate 
and level two and three vocational 
qualifications.

This makes sense, socially, educa-
tionally and financially.
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KEY FACTORS IN EFFECTIVE A-LEVEL DELIVERY: A DEBATE

Both routes are essential and of 
equal importance, and we must 
not overlook an academic sixth 
form offer in our rush to boost 
technical education.

Most T-level teaching will happen 
in general FE colleges: large insti-
tutions with specialist expertise 
and the workshops, resources and 
lecturers needed. There, young peo-
ple’s opportunities to experience 
work placements and gain practical 
knowledge will be best served. Be-
cause that’s what GFE colleges do.

Most academic teaching will hap-
pen either in a school sixth form, 
or in a sixth form centre or college. 
And this is the issue that they are 
addressing in Wales. Is it better 
to have several small, costly and 
narrow sixth forms in schools, or 
to replace them with one sixth 
form centre, which can be more 
cost-effective, offer a broader cur-
riculum and have more special-
ised teaching, targeted specifically 
at sixth formers?

The advantages of a specialist 
sixth form centre are well known 
and well supported by evidence. 

1.	 If you close school sixth forms, 
you create additional capacity 
in the system for the growing 
population of under-16s. As our 

population grows, we need more 
school places to accommodate 
the growing number of children. 
At the moment, we are danger-
ously close to system overload 
– we need more school places. 
One solution is for secondary 
schools to send their students 
at the end of year 11 to a sixth 
form centre or college, freeing 
up classrooms and teachers to 
take on more 11-16 year olds.

2.	 A school with a small sixth 
form of some 200 students 
may be forced to ‘borrow’ 
money intended for its younger 
pupils, just to keep the sixth 
form afloat, so younger pupils 
suffer. It also has to offer only 
a small number of subjects, so 
students suffer from a limited 
choice of courses. 

3.	 School teachers are, on the 
whole, busy teaching pupils in 
key stage 3 and key stage 4, with 
only limited, if any, opportuni-
ty to teach sixth formers; their 
priorities are with the younger 
pupils and that’s where they 
develop, quite rightly, their ex-
pertise. In fact, there is often a 
further layer of specialisation, 
with teachers becoming most 
skilled at teaching, for exam-
ple, the most able pupils, the 

lower sets, or the younger year 
groups. This specialisation is 
essential if young people are to 
get the best out of their teach-
ers. As a French teacher in years 
gone by, I was probably best 
suited to key stage 4 classes of 
below average ability and my 
timetable reflected my skill-
set. And that is how it should 
be with sixth form teaching. 
A-level teachers need specialist 
expertise, in-depth knowledge 
of the course content, the exam 
specifications and the subject. 
They need a team of colleagues 
with whom they can exchange 
ideas, problems, solutions and 
resources. They need experi-
ence and expertise in the peda-
gogy that is best suited to 16-19 
year olds. They are much more 
likely to get all this in a dedicat-
ed sixth form centre or college.

4.	 A large sixth form centre will 
be able to sustain, by virtue 
of its numbers, some of those 
subjects on the curriculum 
which many schools are hav-
ing to cut (modern languages, 
design technology, drama and 
others). It will have teams of 
subject teachers who can de-
velop best practice together, 
while in many schools there 
will be just one teacher, per-
haps two, with A-level classes 
in a particular subject.

5.	 Large sixth form centres act as 
a bridge between school and 
university, with students given 
greater responsibility for their 
own learning behaviours and 
more independence. Universi-
ties comment on how college 
students tend to be better pre-
pared for undergraduate life 
than school leavers. And, of 
course, sixth form centres have 
a wealth of experience in giving 
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careers and UCAS advice, and 
in making choices and prepar-
ing applications.

6.	 Entry level requirements for 
school sixth forms tend to be 
more demanding than for a 
sixth form college. This means 
that students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, many of 
whom have no less ability but 
have had fewer advantages 
earlier in life, are less likely to 
get in, or even apply to get in. 
Sixth form colleges, on the oth-
er hand, act as a vital lever for 
social mobility, opening doors 
to an academic pathway for 
more vulnerable learners.

There are those who argue in fa-
vour of small school sixth forms. 
Some are concerned that to close 
them could lead to teacher redun-
dancies, or to longer journey times 
for some students. Others worry 
that the school’s pastoral care or a 
student’s continuity of education 
could be lost. Schools sometimes 
worry about their ability to recruit 
and retain the best teachers if they 
cannot offer sixth form classes. But 
these concerns tend to be borne of 
long-held memories of school sixth 
forms, and very limited experience 
of larger sixth form providers. 

During a recent college visit, 
I was struck by the quality of 
pastoral support available to 
students. In a dedicated wing of 
the building was a team of tutors 
whose sole function was to be an 
expert tutor, offering regular 1:1 
sessions with tutees, monitoring 
academic progress and attend-
ance, liaising with the family and 
supporting UCAS applications. 
This wing also housed counsel-
lors, careers advisors and med-
ical practitioners, working as a 
co-ordinated team to offer wrap-
around care for every student. 

The evidence points to a better 
and broader experience for young 
people in dedicated sixth form 
learning environments. It points 
to better use of local resources, 
greater cost-effectiveness, more 
specialist expertise in teaching, 
more social mobility for young 
people, better destinations, more 
subject choices and a wider range 
of extracurricular opportunities.

Back in Wales, Torfaen Council 
leader Cllr Anthony Hunt said 
learners would have more choice 
under the proposals. “It’s realistic 
to expect that 35 to 40 Level three 
courses will be on offer by combin-
ing sixth form provision in one lo-
cation, and this will make courses 
less susceptible to cancellations 
due to low enrolment numbers.”

Executive Member for Educa-
tion Cllr David Yeowell added: 
“The economies of bringing all 
sixth forms into a single centre 
will ensure a wider curriculum, 
remove unnecessary duplication 
and the cost associated with small  
class sizes.”

SSAT comment:
So that’s the case for sixth form 
colleges, well put by Bill Watkin for 
the Sixth Form Colleges Associa-
tion. Schools without sixth forms 
and with no plans to open one may 
feel reassured by Bill’s arguments. 
But those with sixth forms – even 
if they are battling against severe 
odds to keep them viable in the 
current financial climate for ed-
ucation – may reasonably take it 
as a challenge. 

They may, for example, question 
whether his following points 

Over to you: are you a head with a strong 6th form provision who 
does not agree that sixth form colleges are the best route? If so we’d 
really like to hear from you: RMTeam@ssatuk.co.uk

apply to their schools, and if so 
what to do about them: having 
to ‘borrow’ money intended for 
younger pupils, just to keep the 
sixth form afloat; inability to pro-
vide the full range of skills and 
knowledge needed for teaching 
16+ students or to offer an appro-
priate range of subjects; and their 
students failing to develop a more 
mature approach to learning as 
they approach tertiary education, 
training or employment. 

While it is true that a very small 
sixth form may not be viable, 
many secondary schools with 
sixth forms are well aware of these 
issues and have successfully ad-
dressed them, for example by en-
suring that the offer is broad and 
strong enough to attract a good 
number of students. 

So yes, size does matter in sixth 
forms: but so do a number of other 
factors. And in fact schools are 
best placed to deliver, for exam-
ple: a family atmosphere where 
students of different ages work 
together and share challenges and 
celebrate successes; and opportu-
nities for students to develop both 
themselves and younger students 
through peer mentoring. In addi-
tion, evidence from our members 
and teacher training institutes 
indicates that 11-18 schools of-
ten find it easier to recruit high 
quality staff. 

For the future, as MATs develop 
the sixth form ‘number issue’ 
might be resolved with one sixth 
form, or shared courses, for a 
number of schools. In effect, their 
own sixth form college. 



Dr Nash Popovic outlines a personal and social 
development programme that helps students 
gain greater control over their psychological 
processes and behaviour

There is a striking imbalance in present education 
between the amount of time, resources and atten-
tion dedicated to the study of the world on the one 
hand, and to topics that relate to personal life and 
experience on the other. 

Young people have opportunities to learn about 
mathematics, literature, science, history and other 
subjects, but little chance to learn about themselves 
and the ways they can experience and relate to their 
environment. In the 14 volumes (over 8000 pages) 
of the International Educational Encyclopaedia, 
for example, there is not a single entry on either 
personal or social education, and there are only four 
pages on moral education. Such an attitude may 

have served the purpose of education in the past, 
but its inadequacy in the modern world is becoming 
increasingly apparent. 

Arguably, we have never had it better, and yet we 
don’t seem to cope that well. According to the World 
Health Organization, by 2020 depression is set to 
become the world’s most pervasive serious illness 
(more widespread than heart disease and cancer); 
every 40 seconds somebody commits suicide and 
many more make an attempt (Deurzen-Smith, 1994). 
In the UK one in four visits to a doctor is due to a 
psychological problem (the most frequent reason 
after flu and cold). Alcohol and drug abuse, as well 
as antisocial behaviour are also widespread. 

The complex and ever-changing nature of our soci-
ety, the greater cultural diversity, and the pluralism 
of values have increased choice and allowed more 
freedom, but they have also increased personal re-

The happiness of pursuit,  
not the pursuit of happiness

Dr Nash Popovic, 
University of East London
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sponsibility, insecurity, anxiety and confusion. Many 
young people have difficulty in finding their way in 
the maze of modern life, and are highly susceptible 
to peer pressure, the influence of media as well as 
other elements of society that may not have their 
best interest at heart. 

Not surprisingly, school counsellors are more and 
more in demand, but as professor van Deurzen-Smith 
suggests, ‘Although it is a good thing that counsellors 
are here to help those who have got lost on the way, 
it would be much better if we could get to a position 
from where prevention and education were the order 
of the day rather than crisis intervention and cure.’ 
(1994, p.20-21). 

young people's lives (such as learning how to manage 
emotions, motivate themselves, make decisions, 
cope, communicate effectively, resolve conflicts) is 
no longer a luxury but a necessity.

What has been done
Since 2008, our mission at Personal Wellbeing 
Centre has been to develop a programme that will 
address the above challenge by introducing per-
sonal and social education as an individual school 
subject to secondary schools and sixth form colleg-
es. The programme has since been implemented 
in the third sector (with young offenders, single 
mothers with disabled children, refugees, HIV+, 
the Muslim youth and the unemployed) as well 
as in mainstream education (London Park School, 
Haberdashers Askes, Tower Hamlet College, Univer-
sity of East London). In this paper we will mainly 
focus on our experience of working in inner-city 
secondary state schools, highlighting some of the 
key challenges and successes, and outlining what 
has been learned so far.

Main challenges and how to overcome them
The main challenges we have encountered when 
implementing the programme in secondary schools 
were: maintaining sufficient discipline in the class-
room, motivation, and a lack of teachers' time for 
preparation. 

Maintaining a minimum level of discipline in the 
classroom was one of the major issues in inner-city 
schools. When the presenters had at least a few un-
interrupted minutes to explain what the session or 

The programme has been 
implemented in the third sector as 
well as in mainstream education

This is not to say that we need this sort of education 
only to prevent what may go wrong. Personal quali-
ties are also becoming more and more important for 
employment, relationships and other aspects of life. 
A conclusion of Hopson & Scally, the pioneers of PSE 
in the UK, still seems relevant: '…we are living through 
a period of transition – and the demands on young 
people and adults will be similar. People will need to 
be adaptable, flexible, and more personally competent 
than at any other time in our history' (1981, p6). 

In a nutshell, education that is focused on, broadly 
speaking, psychological and behaviour elements of 
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activity was all about, most pupils would find it in-
teresting and engage. However, in some occasions, it 
was difficult to secure even these initial few minutes. 
In fact, some of our trainers have given up for this 
reason. As one summarised, 'it felt like being thrown 
into a lions' den'. 

In conversation with our colleagues involved in com-
parable projects, it transpired that this was a common 
problem. We noticed though that it was somewhat 
easier to maintain discipline when an in-house mem-
ber of staff was involved. This was probably because 
school teachers had higher status, already knew the 
students, and had greater leverage. So we first exper-
imented with having a member of staff to deal with 
behavioural issues while our trainer was delivering. 
This worked much better, but appeared not to be cost 
effective for schools. 

So, even if delivering the programme by our own 
trainers had many advantages, we decided to switch 
to training the teachers who are already in the school 
to do so. This, however, created a new challenge. 

Many teachers didn't feel confident to deliver a 
programme that is not in their field – and almost 
all reported that they didn't have enough time for 
preparation. We therefore had to adapt the mate-
rials to minimise preparation time: in the latest 
version a teacher's presentation never takes more 
than five minutes and is followed by an activity that 
would usually give them enough time to quickly go 
through what they need to say next. This does not 
mean that no preparation is needed at all, but it is 
substantially reduced. 

Addressing teachers’ lack of confidence to engage 
with ‘psychological’ topics, we assured them that 
they did not need to be all-knowing. If somebody has 
a question, they could ask other students what they 
think and encourage them to share their experienc-
es. The point is not necessarily to come up with the 
right answer, but to consider various possibilities. 
For example, if the issue is dealing with anger, the 
teacher may bring up some suggestions from the 
materials, but it’s equally important to discuss with 
students what has already worked for them in this 
respect and examine suggestions that they may have.

In the political climate that sees education as a 
primarily instrumental activity (as a means to an 
end) it is not surprising that most young people are 
largely motivated by instrumental aims, namely, 
passing their exams. Consequently, those subjects 
that are not examined acquire lesser status, and 
motivating students can be a challenge. To counter 
this, we have tried to employ all the major categories 
of motivation on the intrinsic-extrinsic spectrum: 

43



44

It was easier to maintain 
discipline when an in-house 
member of staff was involved

enjoyment, competence, relevance and reward. So, 
the materials are designed to include activities that 
young people generally enjoy and that appeal to 
their sense of competence. Each topic starts with 
discussing with students why it matters, why it may 
be relevant to their everyday lives. At the Univer-
sity of East London we also introduced extrinsic 
motivation. Upon the completion of the course 
and their personal development journal, students 
received 30 credits. This was received well and the 
module was consistently one of the most popular 
among undergraduate students.

In conclusion, the above strategies appeared helpful, 
but we are mindful that vigilance is needed. Modify-
ing and improving the materials has been an ongoing 
process for the last several years.

What has been learned from the experience?

Education rather than crisis prevention
The main lesson we have learned is that programmes 
of this kind should primarily be about education 
rather than 'crisis prevention'. Learning about how 
to handle one's emotions, how to resolve conflicts 
with others and motivate oneself is certainly no less, 
indeed perhaps more important and relevant than 
other things that young people learn in schools. 
Such education should be for all students, not just 
'vulnerable' ones or low achievers. And it deserves its 
own time in the school timetable. PSE (personal and 
social education) often has low status among pupils 
and teachers because it is treated like the Cinderella 
of the curriculum: there is no justification for that.

Autonomy rather than wellbeing
So we need to re-examine our assumptions, aims and 
practices, and most importantly to shift focus from 
an end goal to the process. Focusing on an end goal 
would go against the grain of liberal education as a 
whole (Suissa, 2008). 

When we teach literacy and numeracy we do not have 
an end goal in mind. We are not concerned whether 
the pupils will use their knowledge or skills to write 
books or ‘cook the books’. We simply believe that 
every child has a right to learn to read, write and 
count. The same should apply to PSE. 

To give a somewhat crude analogy, learning to drive 
is about learning to drive well, safely and with consid-
eration for other drivers. It is not about a destination. 
No driving instructor is concerned with where you will 
drive once you learn how to do it. The point is to learn 
to drive well enough so that you can go anywhere 
you want. Young people have a right to learn how to 
be, so to speak, in the driving seat of their own lives, 
without imposing on them where they should end up 
(which is implied in wellbeing or happiness goals). 

Of course, such programmes should, as everything 
else, contribute to their wellbeing, but this cannot 
be the goal. Rather, the focus should primarily be on 
developing autonomy or self-regulation – helping 
students to gain greater control over their psycho-
logical processes and behaviour. If this point is taken, 
namely that we should teach students how to navigate 
through their lives rather than where to arrive, such 
lessons may appear more relevant and less indoc-
trinatory. We use the term personal development 
education (PDE) in order to emphasise the process. 
The specific time designated for pupils and students’ 
personal development can be immensely beneficial 
as long as it is about the happiness of pursuit rather 
than the pursuit of happiness.

A systematic and comprehensive approach
In order to provide proper education in this respect 
and achieve the above goal, projects need to be com-
prehensive and systematic, rather than a hotchpotch 
of unrelated topics. Our programme for secondary 
schools and sixth form colleges, for example, has 
224 lessons that can be delivered across the span of 
seven years. In years 7-9 we focus on contributors 
to a flourishing life (such as character strengths 
and emotional intelligence), while in years 10-13 we 
cover all the major topics relevant to personal and 
social development, from self-awareness to intimate 
relationships. 

We are well aware though that it is not possible for 
all schools to implement such a programme in its 
entirety. Thus, we have been working hard to develop 
packages of shorter duration while still keeping to the 
ideal of a systematic and comprehensive approach 
as much as we could. So we now have blocks lasting 
4 years, 3 years and 1 year, as well as intensive short-
term interventions spanning from 6 weeks to one 
school term.

Young people can deal with complex issues if we help 
them with the building blocks. 

THE HAPPINESS OF PURSUIT, NOT THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS
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In our experience, we cannot deal successfully with 
complex issues and challenges if their components 
are not addressed. To give just one example, the 
attitude of young people towards drugs involves sev-
eral basic areas: the relation to one’s body, courage, 
pleasure, assertiveness, susceptibility to influence, 
etc. Education on drug abuse will have a minimal 
effect if they are not all tackled. We conjecture that 
forming bad habits are widespread among adoles-
cents, despite numerous initiatives in this respect, 
because these underling building blocks are not 
addressed. It is clear that only one weak link is often 
enough for failure.

How schools might benefit from following a 
similar course
Even with all the challenges outlined above, our 
research has consistently showed positive effects of 
the programme. In a study at Tower Hamlets College 
(N = 58) the biggest improvements were observed in 
positive outlook, confidence and emotional control 
scores. Although these results were very encourag-
ing, it is not possible to attribute them solely to the 
programme, due to the lack of a control group. Our re-
search at Haberdashers Askes schools demonstrated 
positive difference in comparison with a control group 
in self-actualisation and satisfaction with friends as 
well as significant increases in life satisfaction.

More recently, a one-year programme in a secondary 
school in Belgrade (Serbia) produced statistically 
significant results (see appendix).
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Example of results from Haberdashers Askes research: pilot 
year results – satisfaction with friends (blue: participants; 
red: control group)
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Aggregate results for one-year pilot in a secondary school 
in Belgrade (Including controlling emotions, recognising 
emotions of others, satisfaction with life)

There is no doubt that other subjects and the school 
as a whole would also benefit if their students could 
be more in charge of their emotions, could deal 
constructively with intra-personal and interpersonal 
conflicts, and could focus better. For example, many 
students told us that it is not that they do not want 
to focus in their lessons and achieve more, but that 
they don't know how. If we do not provide education 
in this respect, we are failing young people, no mat-
ter how successful the other aspects of education 
might appear to be.

We have an ongoing commitment to work with 
schools that recognise the value of this sort of ed-
ucation, and are keen to work in partnership on 
further research into its benefits and the quality 
of delivery. For further information: info@person-
alwellbeingcentre.org 
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Headteacher Ray Henshaw explains how Min-
sthorpe Community College is developing to the 
advantage of the individuals and the school

An apprenticeship is a combination of employment 
and training for anyone above the age of 16. Employ-
ers train individuals within the context of their organ-
isation, so apprentices contribute to the organisation’s 
productivity while developing their own skills. There 
are more than 240 apprenticeship frameworks across 
the UK, covering most occupations and sectors. So for 
schools and colleges,apprenticeships are a perfect fit 
as places of both learning and employment.

Growing our own workforce
At Minsthorpe Community College we see appren-
ticeships as a unique way to grow our own workforce; 
they combine on-the-job training in our organisa-
tion with off-the-job learning. The learning takes 
place in context and provides a real understanding 
of the working world, combining practical skills 
with theoretical knowledge. They thus offer a career 
route and an invaluable opportunity to grow the 
skills we need, now and in the future. 
Apprenticeships can also help to 
improve our organisation’s staff 

Apprenticeships in schools: why bother? 
For some very good reasons

Ray Henshaw, 
Minsthorpe Community College
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retention and engagement, as they can be used to 
further develop our existing workforce. Appren-
ticeships are for employees of any age and we use 
them to upskill our staff, putting those who we see 
as future leaders through a Level 5 team leading 
apprenticeship.

From April 2017 schools, colleges and academy 
chains with a wage bill of over £3m will be required to 
pay in to the new Apprenticeship Levy and to employ 
more apprentices. Some schools are simply viewing 
this as an extra tax and have no plans to develop an 
apprenticeship programme. At Minsthorpe, while 
we appreciate the problems that the levy might 
cause, we also see this as an opportunity to use a 
planned apprenticeship programme to enhance 
the college – both educationally and in terms of 
workforce development.

Apprenticeships offer learning a profession 
in the workplace, with the benefit of 
acquiring knowledge from experts. 
For Minsthorpe this means we can 
pass down the skills and knowledge 

from our most able workers to incoming or existing 
members of staff, keeping our skills in-house and 
passing them from one generation to the next. Ap-
prentices are fully employed, so at the same time 
we can entrust them with tasks that contribute to 
our organisation’s productivity and success.

Of course, this means that we have to adjust some of 
our normal employment practices. Apprentices rarely 
come with the developed skillset of more experienced 
candidates; so we look to employ them in roles that 
they can grow into, while developing themselves. For 
example, two years ago we took on a business admin 
apprentice to provide support in our general office. 
However, within weeks it became clear that she had 
a real aptitude with numbers and data, so we decided 
to redeploy her in our data management team. She 
has never looked back and we took her on as a per-

manent employee once she had completed her 
apprenticeship. This illustrates the value 

that apprenticeships offer the college: 
the big advantage for us is that we can 

inculcate the workplace habits that we 
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want in the apprentice from day one, and can truly 
grow our own.

What we look for in an apprentice
We look for potential in candidates and appreciate that 
they will be a work in progress in the early days, not the 
finished article. Thus we have to bear in mind during 
the interview that the apprentice has a dual status: 
learner and junior employee. We look for a willingness 
to learn and for a skill set that can be developed as 
opposed to one that has already been demonstrated, 
so we look for examples of character skills- resilience, 
team working, problem solving through the appren-
tice’s school history, work experience and hobbies.

Minsthorpe is also part of the steering group that is 
looking to develop the new QTS Teaching Assistant 
Apprenticeship. We are working with City & Guilds, 
ILM, Kineo, The Oxford Group, Digitalme, e3Learning 
and the Buckinghamshire Consortium of Schools on 
the new apprenticeship standard. If the standard gets 
the green light, we intend to incorporate it into the 
school-centred initial teacher training provision that 
is centred at the college.

It is also an opportunity for us to develop our post-16 
offer. Schools are significant employers in their own 
right. Minsthorpe aims to work with schools and 
colleges in the Wakefield area in order to develop a 
pool of apprenticeship talent designed by schools, 
for schools. These will include:

»» teaching assistants

»» PE and school sport

»» office administration

»» IT support

»» receptionists

»» premises support.

We intend to develop this area first, but not just 
for schools and colleges. Many of these areas are 
also suitable for businesses as well. For us, this is 
a way that we can extend our post-16 provision 
and offer alternative progression routes for our 
students, in addition to the traditional academic 
and vocational ones. 
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Nurturing team spirit and 
collective ethos helps to tack-
le workload-related stress, 
as Steve Taylor, Executive 
Headteacher, Robin Hood 
MAT, explains 

There is no finer or better career 
to go into than educa-
tion. Teaching is 
not a job, it’s a 
vocation, a 
way of life, 

a calling. Many jobs offer better 
financial rewards but there is no 
job quite like teaching that ticks 
the moral compass side of things. 
Influencing children’s lives is an 
absolute honour and pleasure and 
the ultimate reason that people 
head into education. 

Yet we are in the 
middle of a cri-

sis within the 
profession. 

Last year more teachers headed 
abroad than passed through the 
teacher training route. This means 
only one thing… a shortage of 
teachers and a strain on schools. 

So, if teaching is such a fantastic 
career, why are we in the position 
that teachers are leaving the pro-
fession, or heading off to foreign 
lands to ply their trades? It real-
ly comes down to one main and 
unavoidable reason – workload. 
You see, there has never been 
a tougher time to work in edu-
cation be it as a teacher, senior 
leader, deputy or headteacher. 
Whatever the role, the reality is 
that increased accountability, 
pressures on schools to achieve 
improved data, and a tougher 
curriculum all flow directly into 
one outlet – increased workload.

At Robin Hood Multi-Academy 
Trust we have been looking for 

some time at the issue of high 
workload among the teach-
ing staff and the negative 
affects it has had on our cul-
ture and ethos. When you 
have a collective staff who 
are dedicated, talented and 
extremely hard working, 
the great downside can be 

How ‘No pen Friday’ is easing  
workload issues

Steve Taylor, 
Robin Hood MAT
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HOW ‘NO PEN FRIDAY’ IS EASING WORKLOAD ISSUES

that if you aren’t careful that team 
ethos and spirit within the group 
can begin to erode. 

This isn’t because people don’t get 
on. It isn’t because people aren’t 
valued. Quite simply, as workload 
increases small things start to 
take hold; staff stop going to the 
staffroom, they eat their lunch in 
class while marking, they arrive 
earlier, stay later, have less free 
time in the evenings. This natu-
rally begins to erode morale and 
the very fabric of the organisation. 

It’s at times like these that new 
thinking is required.

When thinking about workload, 
we looked at several key factors to 
determine how we could make a 
change to have a positive impact 
on staff. We considered:

»» How do we ease workload with-
out compromising standards?

»» How do we maintain our ethos 
and culture?

»» What elements of reduced 
workload would teachers val-
ue the most?

»» How can we cut workload but 
increase the educational expe-
rience for our children?

»» How can we consistently work 
towards reducing workload: 
one step at a time?

Mindfulness and mental health
Our first steps along the workload 
journey have taken two phases. 
The first is beginning to tackle 
work-related pressures through 
mindfulness and mental health. 

On ‘No pen Fridays’, the staffroom is a hub 
of activity and there is a buzz and energy 
about the school

We thought long and hard about 
these questions and how we 
could improve the organisation 
as whole while recognising that in 
many ways the last 20 years have 
institutionalised us within the 
profession. Ofsted now don’t have 
an opinion on marking – they did. 
Ofsted now don’t judge lessons – 
boy, they did do in the past. When 
you’ve been working to such rigid 
systems as ever- changing Ofsted 
frameworks, behaviour and ac-
tions become deeply engrained. 
Shifting the focus within an or-
ganisation takes time and careful 
planning.

We’ve been fortunate to partner 
with a number of universities in 
the West Midlands to tap into 
their expertise in this area. And 
we are also lucky to have one of 
our staff who is not only a teach-
er but in her previous job was an 
assistant psychologist. This has 
enabled us to deliver mindfulness 
and mental health training to the 
staff to help with their own wellbe-
ing and also that of the students. 

We are only at the start of the jour-
ney, but we have already created a 
mindfulness/mental health team 
of dedicated professionals across 
our schools who want to make a 
difference. Over the course of the 
next year we aim to ensure that 
the mental health of our pupils 
and staff remains at the forefront 
of what we do. By creating a dedi-
cated team we are committing to 
driving change in this area.

‘No pen Friday’
The second phase for us was to 
look closely at workload and 
link this directly to staff morale. 
We sampled and tried a number 
of initiatives but in the end the 
one that we committed fully to 
was ‘No Pen Friday’ which takes 
place on the second Friday after 
the start of a new term and the 
penultimate Friday before the 
end of a term. We chose these 
Fridays carefully to ensure that 
they are at the right points during 
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a half term to reduce stress and 
workload. During ‘No pen Friday’ 
we have an expectation on staff 
that they do not record any work 
in their books; we expect them to 
think outside of the box and cre-
ate learning experiences for the 
children that tap into a different 
learning style and approach. We 
still expect staff to teach maths 
and English, and to deliver great 
lessons on these days. But we 
want them to think differently 
about how they take the learning 
to the children. 

The benefits for the staff are that 
in not having to formally record 
the work, they do not have to 
mark and so, twice each half 
term, they have a greatly reduced 
workload. Naturally, as you can 
imagine, the children also gain 
hugely from the experience be-
cause they are able to learn in a 
different way and apply key skills 
in a more fluid manner. Make no 
mistake, we do not expect chil-
dren to get an easy learning ride 

on these Fridays or that they are 
simply given tasks to mark time. 
We expect children to be inspired, 
motivated and to soak up new 
learning experiences. 

After we considered the actual 
workload aspect of ‘No Pen Fri-
day’ we then began to consider 
how we could use it to nurture 
team spirit and further develop 
our collective ethos and culture. 
Over the past two years we have 
seen the number of staff visiting 
the staffroom drop off hugely at 

lunchtimes and so, on ‘No pen 
Fridays’, we lay on a lunch for the 
staff. This is no gourmet banquet, 
but it is a lunch covered by the 
school that the staff don’t have 
to prepare or bring in. We simply 
insist that all staff spend their 
lunchtimes on ‘No pen Fridays’ 
in the staffroom socialising and 
getting to know their colleagues 
that little bit better. On these days 
the staffroom is a hub of activity 
and there is a buzz and energy 
about the school. 
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Enforced early closure
The final piece of the ‘No pen Friday’ jigsaw is that of 
an enforced closure time of the school. Staff within 
Robin Hood MAT are notorious for staying late so 
on these Fridays we’ve put in place a very basic rule: 
all staff are to vacate the premises by no later than 
4pm. This is non-negotiable and means that for two 
Fridays a half term staff are guaranteed to get their 
weekend started that little bit earlier than normal.

The multi-academy trust has seen huge benefits with 
this initiative. Staff have more time for each other, 
children get to learn in a different way and the collec-
tive morale and spirit of the group is vastly improved. 
We would, however, be lying if we were to say that this 
incentive for staff hasn’t come without its challenges 
– some of which we simply could not have predicted. 

One element that surprised us was that a proportion 
of the staff actually found ‘No pen Friday’ more stress-

ful to plan for at the start than a normal day – because 
they had to think in a different way about how they 
would cater for the children and structure the day. 
This led to an initial period of anxiety for some people 
that we had to work through. For the first few cycles, 
we still had staff insisting that children recorded their 
learning in their books. It took a concerted team ap-
proach to ensure that staff thought differently about 
learning experiences for the children. Just because a 
child is not recording their learning in a book does 
not mean that they are not learning. 

The final challenge that we encountered was in actual-
ly getting staff out of the door at 4pm. Some staff take 
a lot of comfort in getting their rooms set up for the 
next day of teaching and actually found this deadline 
more stressful. If we are honest, this is something 
we’ve had to be a little bit flexible over and on some 
occasions, even though it is a non-negotiable, we’ve 
had to compromise and put the time back to 4:30pm 
for the odd individual or two. After all, our aim is to 
reduce their stress and not add to it!

Improving staff workload and reducing stress is an 
ongoing issue across schools and needs a long term, 
nationwide strategy. At Robin Hood we cannot claim 
that we are where we want to be, yet, but we are 
making an effort to step in the right direction and 
make changes that have a positive impact on staff. 
After all, as Mother Teresa once said, ‘I alone cannot 
change the world, but I can cast a stone across the 
waters to create many ripples.’ 

The more schools work to tackle these issues together, 
the greater our chance of invoking meaningful and 
long-lasting change. 

HOW ‘NO PEN FRIDAY’ IS EASING WORKLOAD ISSUES



SSAT National 
Conference 2017: 

Illuminating learning
30 November – 1 December 

Manchester Central

This year’s conference is all about shining a light on what 
happens in our classrooms. As school leaders, you have more 
evidence than ever before about what we know makes a real 
difference to young people’s learning, and about how your 
students are progressing as individuals. How do you make 
sense of this evidence and understanding to improve out-
comes for all learners?

Main stage sessions this year will include:

•	 The formidable Professor Paul Kirchner debunking various 
myths and perceived orthodoxies that persist in education

•	 The new chief executive of the College of Teaching, former 
headteacher Dame Alison Peacock, considering how we 
can build a truly evidence-informed profession

•	Brent Frey, director of education development and 
professional learning at technology giants Apple, giving 
insight into measuring impact

•	Professor Phil Scraton, who led the recent enquiry into 
the Hillsborough disaster exploring how he went about 
uncovering decades-old evidence and why it was a matter of 
social justice to do so

•	 Headteacher Mark Emmerson looking at the concept of 
marginal gains in education

Plus school-led workshops will focus on how you can build a culture 
of evidence engagement and action research across your school, 
how leaders are changing school practices and policies to better 
support learning and outcomes, and innovative solutions to help 
particular groups of students.

SSAT full 
secondary 
member schools 
are entitled to 
one delegate 
pass at the 
conference, and 
discounts on 
additional places.

New for 2017:

Split your member 
conference pass 
and send a different 
representative 
from your school 
for each day of the 
conference

Bring your school 
business manager 
as an additional part 
of your member pass, 
at no extra cost

Lead Partner

Find out more and  
book your places at 
ssatuk.co.uk/nc17
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