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1. Introduction and context: what, where and why?  

1.1. Understanding the selected region: key characteristics  

The West Midlands region includes the densely populated city of Birmingham, which is 
the largest urban area in England outside London, as well as beautiful areas of remote 
countryside within the counties of Herefordshire and Shropshire. It contains areas of high 
deprivation, particularly in Birmingham, Coventry and Stoke-on-Trent, but also contains 

very prosperous areas like Solihull, south Warwickshire and Evesham. 
 

 
Figure 1. The map of West Midlands 
 
The region:  

▪ saw an 11 percentage points decline in manufacturing jobs from 22 per cent of 
the workforce in 1996 to 11 per cent in 2010, although this is still one of the 

highest regional percentages; 
▪ has the highest proportion of the working-age population having no qualifications 

among all the English regions;  
▪ has the largest non-White regional population outside of London. ‘Asian or Asian 

British’ is the ethnic group that makes up the biggest non-White proportion of the 
West Midlands population (estimated at 8.5 per cent in 2009); has the highest 
total fertility rate of all the English regions at 2.08 births per woman in 2008; 

▪ has the highest infant mortality rate of all the regions and countries in the UK – 
6.0 per 1,000 live births in 2009 compared with 4.6 for the UK.  

1.2. Getting to know the schools selected for the field study: brief profile  

1.2.1. School 1 - President Kennedy School, Holbrooks, Coventry 

Information about the locality served by the school President Kennedy School 
 
Holbrooks is a residential area of Coventry, West Midlands, England. Holbooks is situated 
some 3 miles (5 km) north-west to the city centre and was largely developed for private 
and council housing during the 1950s and to replace the many homes destroyed during 
the Second World War. Children in Holbrooks now have fewer places to play as various 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coventry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Midlands_(county)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_World_War


 

 

pockets of land are being swallowed up by housing in-fill. Although there is a large park 

on Holbrook Lane, the area is of a largely dense population. 
 
Information about the school  
President Kennedy School is a state secondary school, with pupils from 11 to 18 years 
old, established by Coventry Local Education Authority in 1965. It became an Academy1, 
under the auspices of ‘The Futures Trust’ (a Multi-Academy Trust)2 in October 2013. It 
has 1460 pupils, 103 teaching staff, 84 support staff – (employed by The Futures Trust, 
and this will also include people that work across the Trust rather than just President 
Kennedy School)3.  
The main characteristics of the school are the following:  

▪ There is an above average proportion of students eligible for the pupil premium 
(additional government funding for students entitled to free school meals, who are 
looked after by the local authority or whose parents are in the armed forces).  

▪ There is a much higher proportion than in most schools of students who come 

from minority ethnic backgrounds or whose first language is not English. 
▪ There are much higher than average proportions of students with special 

educational needs supported through school action and the proportion who are 
supported at school action plus4 or who have a statement of special educational 
needs.  

▪ The proportion of students who join or leave the school other than at the start of 

Year 7 (the start of the secondary school, when children turn 11 years old) and 
the end of Year 11 (the final year of secondary school) is much higher than in 
most schools.  

▪ The school has specially resourced provision for students with special educational 
needs. There are 10 students with speech and language difficulties (OFSTED, 
2013)5.  

 

The school was recommended to the expert by the Director of Research at the Centre for 
the use of Research and Evidence in Education (CUREE).  It has a strong reputation as a 
school which has transformed students’ performance and attitudes to learning. It serves 
a relatively disadvantaged community, yet it clearly places no limits on the aspirations of 
its students, and indeed it positively encourages them to achieve at the highest level in 
all aspects of educational and personal development. In 2014, the school was recognised 
by the Minister of State for Education as ‘one of the 100 top-performing non-selective 

state schools in England, based on a ‘value-added measure’ of improvement in student 
performance6. 
 

                                         
1 Academy schools are state-funded schools in England which are directly funded by the 
Department for Education and independent of local authority control. Most academies are 
secondary schools. However, some primary schools, as well as some of the remaining first, middle 
and high schools, are also academies. Academies are self-governing non-profit charitable trusts 
and may receive additional support from personal or corporate sponsors, either financially or in 
kind. They don't have to follow the National Curriculum, but do have to ensure that their 
curriculum is broad and balanced, and that it includes the core subjects of mathematics and 
English. They are subject to inspection by Ofsted. 
2 An academy trust that operates more than one academy is known as a Multi-Academy Trust 
(MAT).  
3 The school’s website is www.pks.coventry.sch.uk 
4 School Action Plus was a former government programme providing extra support for 
disadvantaged pupils.  
5 OFSTED Inspection report: President Kennedy School and Community College, 10–11 July 2013 
6 This represents the improvement in student performance between their test scores at age 11 ans 
their examination performance at 16. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State-funded_schools_(England)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Department_for_Education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_authority
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secondary_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primary_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/High_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-profit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charitable_trusts_in_English_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Curriculum_for_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ofsted
http://www.pks.coventry.sch.uk/
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BOX 1. OVERALL PERFORMANCE OF THE SCHOOL AND “IMAGE” IN THE COMMUNITY  

The government inspectorate (OFSTED) Report in July 2013 for parents and pupils stated: This is 
an outstanding school:  

▪ Leaders, staff and governors share a passionate commitment to raise the aspirations and 
achievement of all the students who attend the school.  

▪ The headteacher and senior team have a very clear vision of good teaching and learning 
and have used this to drive up standards of teaching in all areas. Nearly all the teaching in 
the school is consistently good or outstanding.  

▪ The school has made exceptionally good provision to help improve the reading, writing and 
speaking of students, so that their literacy skills do not hold back their learning in other 
subjects. The results are impressive, and most students can talk confidently about their 
learning.  

▪ Very challenging targets are set for students when they join the school. The progress of 
each student towards their target is monitored regularly, and action is quickly taken if 
anyone looks to be falling behind.  

▪ The leadership of the headteacher has been clear, firm and inspirational. He is very ably 
supported by excellent leaders in the senior team and by those who lead departments and 
other aspects of the school. The impact of governance is outstanding.  

▪ The school now enjoys a high reputation in the local community. Student intake has risen 
from 150 to 300 per year, indicating a very strong parental preference for their children to 
be educated at the school. 

 
Main school goals (key focus) and measures to achieve them 

According to the School Development Plan (2016-2018), the main goals of the school 
are:  

▪ Raising Standards in areas of social and economic deprivation and/or educational 
underachievement; 

▪ Building Brighter Futures. 
 

The action plan for achieving the above stated goals consist of the following: 
▪ Improving upon school’s OFSTED rating of Outstanding by becoming Exceptional; 
▪ Improving academic achievement and well-being of the students: 

• Students are making outstanding progress at Key Stage 4 (ages 14-16) that 
places the school consistently in the top 2% in the country;  

• Students make progress in post-16 education (ages 16 to 18) that is 
outstanding by September 2018 

• Students are confident, well rounded, of strong character and have a clear 
and strong purpose in life;  

▪ Ensuring that teaching and leadership are outstanding and sustainable; 
▪ Ensuring that staff are clear about their responsibilities and are motivated, 

recognised and rewarded appropriately; 
▪ Engaging current and prospective parents effectively via a well thought through 

marketing plan; 

▪ Developing an extensive and competitively successful enrichment, sports and 
performing arts programme; 

▪ Implementation of the new school build project; 
▪ Working with partner schools within and outside of The Futures Trust; 

1.2.2. School 2 - Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Information about the locality served by School 2: Willenhall Community 
Primary School7 

                                         
7 The school’s website is www.willenhallprimary.org 

http://www.willenhallprimary.org/


 

 

Willenhall is a suburb of Coventry in the West Midlands of England. It was originally a 

small village that was absorbed into the city as it expanded. During the Second world 
war the Chace National Service Hostel was built in the area to accommodate the influx of 
munitions workers to the City. After the war the estate became established with the 
building of a large number of council houses. Willenhall is a community with very real 
social problems, including high levels of drug abuse, domestic violence and child sexual 
abuse. 
 
Information about the School  
 
Willenhall Community Primary School is a state primary school, which serves pupils from 
4 to 11 years old. It opened in 2005, when it occupied a brand-new building following the 
closure of two previous primary schools. There is also a Nursery School for children from 
3 to 4 years old. The current head teacher and Chair of Governors have both been in 
place from the beginning. The school has the following characteristics.  

▪ The school is much larger than the average primary school.  
▪ The large majority of pupils are White British. The remainder of pupils come from 

a number of different ethnic groups, with Black African being the next largest 
group.  

▪ There are now an average number of pupils 8who speak English as an additional 

language. This is a very recent increase, with many of these children in the 

Reception class.  
▪ The proportion of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals and for whom 

the school is receiving additional income (the pupil premium) is very high 
compared to most schools.  

▪ The number of disabled pupils and those with special needs supported through 
school action plus or a statement is above average.  

▪ A breakfast club is run by the school every morning. Clubs are also run by the 
school at lunchtime and after school (OFSTED, 20129).  

The school was recommended to the expert by the Head teacher of President Kennedy 
School, as being one where there had been a transformation in pupil achievement similar 
to that which had taken place in his own school. It also serves a similar catchment area 
with high levels of social deprivation – and ‘what they are doing with learning is so 
similar to what we are doing here.’ 
The school is a state primary school, with 414 pupils on roll and a further 46 in the 

Nursery School. There are 26 teachers and 45 support staff. The school was founded by 
Coventry Local Education Authority in 2005. 
 
BOX 2. OVERALL PERFORMANCE OF THE SCHOOL 2 AND “IMAGE” IN THE COMMUNITY  

The Summary of key findings from the OFSTED Report in November 2012 for parents and pupils 
stated:  This is an outstanding school:  

▪ All pupils make excellent progress from their different starting points because the teaching 
is frequently outstanding. More pupils than in most schools reach higher than average 
levels, especially in mathematics.  

▪ Pupils feel safe and enjoy coming to school. Their behaviour and attitudes to learning are 
exemplary, as is their spiritual, moral, social and cultural development. Extremely rare 
incidents of unacceptable behaviour are skilfully managed. Pupils are very mature for their 
age.  

▪ Adults in the school know every child remarkably well. They take great care to ensure that 
every child has an equal opportunity to achieve their best, no matter what their 
circumstances or background, and they do. 

▪ The leadership of the school makes sure that teachers perform to a high standard and that 
the school provides the best education it can for every pupil.  

                                         
8 Average for the country as a whole 
9 OFSTED Inspection report: Willenhall Community Primary School, 7 -8 November 2012 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coventry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Midlands_(county)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
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▪ There has been strong improvement since the last inspection in the quality of teaching and 
pupils’ achievement because of the head teacher’s relentless focus on raising standards.  

▪ The governing body knows the school well and is supportive, highly challenging and 
robust. 

 
The school operates within a federation10 that also includes Whitmore Park Primary 
School. The Headteacher of Willenhall Primary is Executive Headteacher of the 
Federation. Willenhall rose from being adjudged ‘Satisfactory’ in 2008 to ‘Outstanding’ in 

all categories in 2013. Whitmore Park has gone from being a ‘failing school’ in 2013 to 
‘Good with outstanding leadership’ in 2015. 
Willenhall Primary School is now very popular with parents and over-subscribed. 

Main school goals (key focus) and measures to achieve them 

The school’s approach to teaching and learning is based on attaining educational 

excellence and achievement for all pupils – in the context of serving a very 
disadvantaged catchment area – the third most disadvantaged in Coventry. The school 
provides a ‘bespoke’ curriculum, tailored to the needs of the pupils, particularly in 
relation to building their confidence and self-esteem and providing them with a wide 
range of social and cultural experiences.  
The school employs a specialist teacher in art who is also a practising artist, as well as 
specialist teachers in science, music, French and Physical Education. The contribution of 
Physical Education (PE) – including a wide range of very successful sports teams – to 
raising morale and self-confidence amongst the pupils has been very significant. This has 
also engendered a feeling of pride in the school and confidence in the education offered 
amongst the parents and the wider community. There is a designated science area, 
which is well resourced and provides a proper scientific environment, as well as an 
outdoor science area. Extensive school grounds provide important opportunities for pupils 

to explore different habitats. There is also a specialist art room – and excellent displays 
around the school reflect the artistic talent of the pupils. 
The school’s ‘Golden Rules’ (‘Honesty; Kindness; Respect; Community; Growth) are 
prominently displayed around the school – and clearly form the basis for a shared 
understanding of how pupils think of themselves and relate to others. Parents 
interviewed confirmed that their children referred to and followed the rules outside of 
school as well – and that these would stick with them for life. 

  

                                         
10 The power to create  a Federation of two or more schools with a single or joint governing body 
was introduced in September 2003, as collaboration was embraced as a route to raising standards. 
Federations operate under local authority control. The Headteacher is responsible for both (or all) 
schools within the Federation.  
 



 

 

 

2. Two perspectives on the school innovation process: 

what supports and what limits innovation?  

2.1. President Kennedy School 

2.1.1. Presenting the innovative approaches practised in the school 

The school’s philosophy in relation to teaching and learning 

The Headteacher’s view was that in contrast to the government’s concept of the 
knowledge-based curriculum11, the School Improvement Plan is ‘laden with meta-
cognition.’ The reasons for learning and the process of learning are open to the students 
and their active understanding of and participation in the learning process is 
fundamental. The key things the school is focusing on are: 

▪ The students – do they know where they are at? 
▪ Do they know what they are working at? 
▪ Do they know what they need to do to improve? 
▪ Are they demonstrating that they understand the processes of learning they are 

engaged in (meta-cognition)? 
▪ Good learning is generic – not subject –specific. But outstanding learning looks 

different in different subjects. 
 

The school’s curriculum is based on the principles of progression and coherence. The 
Government’s reforms to the curriculum (focusing on increased academic content and 
more traditional teaching) were introduced in 2015 after PKS set up their innovatory 
curricula in Year 7 (The Bridge, which will be the main focus of this report) and Year 8 
(The Gateway). An OFSTED national report in 2010 found that there was a lack of 
literacy (across the curriculum) in secondary schools; therefore, a focus on literacy for 
learning across the curriculum has been fundamental to curriculum development at PKS.  
 
Curriculum innovation: ‘The Bridge’ 

The Bridge was established in order to provide a conducive and supportive learning 
environment for students entering secondary education at age 11. in the UK, this is 
referred to as ‘Year 712.’ Learning is project-based, and delivered by teams of teachers 
from different areas of the curriculum. This enables the students to engage with a small 
number of teachers, and to work on clearly defined and cohesive learning objectives. 
Learning takes place mainly in a dedicated area, which has flexible open spaces for 
project work. In recent years, there has been more emphasis on specialist subject 

teaching within the project-based approach, bringing greater rigour to the learning 
process. A major learning point within the Bridge is literacy across the curriculum. 
In establishing ‘The Bridge’ in Year 7, a key development was the appointment of a 
senior teacher with a background in primary education to lead the development, as 
Leader of Literacy & Numeracy in Year 7. She acted as a crucial agent of change, 
particularly in relation to focusing the curriculum on the holistic needs of the individual 
learner. The school year 2010/11 was crucial in relation to changing staff perceptions 

                                         
11 See for example ‘Why knoweldge matters’ -speech by Nicky Morgan, the former Secretary of 
State for Education: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nicky-morgan-why-knowledge-
matters 
12 In England, Key Stage (KS) 1 includes pupils from 5 to 7, KS 2 those from 7 to 11, KS 3 those 
from 11 to 14 and KS 4 those from 14 to 16.   
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nicky-morgan-why-knowledge-matters
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nicky-morgan-why-knowledge-matters
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about learning. The appointee was initially given a blank timetable in order to work with 

staff and build strong relationships with partner primary schools.  
The Bridge was established in 2012 as a ‘school within a school,’ with an Assistant 
Headteacher in overall charge. The teaching team was able to focus on curriculum 
development and learning. This enables them to successfully address the four OFSTED 
outcomes in the new inspection framework: Leadership; Teaching, learning and 
assessment; Personal development, behaviour and welfare; Outcomes for pupils.13 
Students are issued with a dictionary, which they are required to bring with them to all 
lessons, along with basic equipment – and a reading book. They are supported in 
developing appropriate skills in reading and interrogation of text through the DARTS 
programme (Directed Activities Related to Text)14. The school has introduced public 
speaking for Year 7s – working with the local Rotary Club. Students are mentored by 
Year 8 students who were part of the process in the previous year.  
A Year 10 student reflected on his time in ‘The Bridge’: ‘It made you feel really secure. It 
was like a second home.’ 

Teaching and Learning Approaches 

Episodic learning, as practised in many secondary schools, has proved to be not useful 
for students’ development. The Bridge enables a holistic learning process to take place. 
Students in Year 7 and 8 have no more than six or seven teachers.  
Even when there is more of an emphasis on academic subjects, as in subsequent years, 
students are enabled to perceive learning as a holistic process. Equally importantly, 
teachers who have taught in cross-curricular teams in ‘The Bridge’ have a concept and 
vision of learning as a holistic process, which continues to inform their practice at all 
levels. Mixed ability teaching is the norm in the school, though students are set by ability 
in English, Maths and Science.  
The fundamental principle is that the whole development focuses on learning. The 

emphasis is on providing a human scale for the students, in order to enhance their 
learning and social experiences. It gives them a sense of belonging – and ‘wrap-around 
support systems.’ Behavioural issues are dealt with by a member of the support staff, 
leaving teaching staff, led by the Assistant Headteacher in charge, to focus on the whole 
learning experience of the students. The experience of the staff is that the Year7s lose 
any sense of being in large and unfamiliar environment ‘within days’.     
The five principles underpinning the Bridge are: Achievement; Belonging; Celebration; 
Discipline; Enrichment.  
These principles apply to all teaching and learning throughout the school. The students 
are empowered as independent learners – throughout their time at the school – and 
beyond. 
A rewards system enables students to earn points towards prizes at the end of the year. 
This has proved to be a powerful motivator for students. 

The transition from primary to secondary education 

The commitment to the transition process from primary to secondary education has been 
a crucial element in the school’s success – allied to the student-centred approach to 
learning, developed within The Bridge. 

                                         
13 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/changes-to-education-inspection-from-september-2015#new-
inspection-documents 
14 http://oer.educ.cam.ac.uk/wiki/Directed_Activities_Related_to_Text_(DARTs)/Document 
 



 

 

▪ The school seeks to determine the depth of understanding of learning in the 

students – and the developmental process towards full mastery15 of a concept is 
shared with the students themselves.  

▪ Students in year 7 undergo Cognitive Ability Tests (CATs) to know what bias they 
have in learning – for instance towards design and technology, towards the 
expressive arts, or towards languages and/or mathematics. There is a sharing of 
this information with all staff, with parents and with the students themselves, so 
that this information can inform their learning experiences.  

▪ Links with partner primary schools are very strong – and are carefully managed 
and co-ordinated by the Leader of Literacy & Numeracy in Year 7. She speaks 
individually with the relevant Year 6 teacher about every child coming into the 
school. The knowledge gained from this is crucial in ensuring successful learning 
outcomes for the students concerned.  

▪ Dissemination of this information to staff ‘gives control back to subjects’ in the 
school. From this information, a number of programmes are set up: ‘Fresh Start’ 

interventions; maths support; a new writing group for white British boys; a new 
writing group for high attainers. 

▪ The payback from the co-operation with primary schools is ‘immense’. Staff from 
PKS spend a substantial amount of time teaching in the primary schools – and 
students in the upper years of the primary schools are also invited into PKS on 
various occasions. Learning days are organised for Year 6 students about to join 

the school, during the Easter holiday preceding their entry. A week’s Summer 
School is then arranged, free to all students. In addition, transition visits into the 
Bridge are arranged for students who may difficulties relating to learning or 
socialisation. 

▪ The school also ensures that new parents understand the new assessment system 
– and the appropriate routes to high performance at GCSE (age 16). It is worth 
noting that, in the catchment area, many parents have had very negative 

experiences in their own schooling. This creates barriers which have to be 
overcome.  

2.1.2. Main enablers for innovations 

Focus on aspiration 

There is a strong belief in encouraging all students to aim for the highest standards in 
terms of their academic work, their extra-curricular activities and their ambitions for the 
future. The school has looked at best practice elsewhere in order to achieve an ethos of 
confidence, resilience and self-belief. This has included looking at best practice in the 
independent school sector. The school has deliberately put a major effort into sports and 
the arts – and has established strong links with community groups in these areas. It is a 
vital principle that expectations of the students are at the highest level, with no reference 
to the relative deprivation of the catchment area in socio-economic terms. Clubs and 
societies within the school feature as an important part of the school’s enrichment 
programme with a crucial role in learning development.   
For instance, the school has recently won a major national public speaking competition. 
During the observation visit, students from Year 8 were in the final stages of preparing 
their application for ‘World Class School’ status. They had already progressed through the 

regional stage. For the national final stage, they had to prepare a video presentation 
about their school and present this to an audience at the London Institute.  

                                         
15 ‘Mastery’ is defined in terms of statements, not levels, now that levels are no longer given to 
students as they leave primary school. Interestingly, mastery is seen as being related to the depth 
of the individual student’s understanding, rather than to an imposed ‘mastery curriculum’ with the 
teacher as the fount of all knowledge. 
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In addition to other sports already played, the school has introduced rugby, with great 

competitive success. Their co-operation with Wasps, a prominent English rugby club that 
has recently moved to Coventry, include a healthy lifestyle programme, work on literacy 
and numeracy and an initiative called ‘On the front foot’, which focuses on building 
character and resilience. Wasps has also supported a STEM (Science Technology 
Engineering and Maths) project, with the car manufacturer Jaguar Land Rover, a 
programme for NEETs16 – and work shadowing at the Ricoh Sports Arena.  Speakers from 
a wide range of outside clubs and agencies take assemblies in school, to very good 
effect. An objective for future development is to enhance the levels of service to the 
community. 
An important principle of the school is that ‘President Kennedy kids can.’ This ‘can do’ 
approach is very much reflected in the attitudes to school and the learning process 
shown by the students encountered during the visit. In particular, they showed a clear 
understanding of issues related to how they learn, what their own learning objectives 
were and how these could be achieved. It was impressive that tutor groups in Year 8, for 

instance, were named after top English universities – and that the university crests were 
displayed on the doors of the tutor rooms. The corridors were full of large photographs 
and other displays relating to outstanding student achievements in examinations, awards 
of degrees to former students, sporting and artistic achievements, etc.  

The management structure of the school  

Crucially, there is no separation of curricular and pastoral functions. The Headteacher’s 
view was that, ‘The biggest weakness in schools is having a pastoral system.’ A 
distributive leadership structure enables each year group to operate as a ‘college’ within 
the school. Each college director has full responsibility for learning and for personal and 
social development for the students in their year group. Each college director develops 
specialist knowledge of the year group (and the appropriate learning issues) for which 

they are responsible. For instance, one Assistant Headteacher had been in charge of ‘The 
Gateway’ (Year 8) for four years. Her responsibilities included developing a coherent 
curriculum across the various subjects. A predominant emphasis in the Gateway is on 
oracy, across the curriculum. A crucial factor is ‘giving the students the tools to describe 
their learning’. The Gateway sees students through the progression from mainly project-
based work in Year 7 to a more subject-focused approach in Years 9 and beyond. 
The results of the innovations in Years 7 and 8 have now come through to Years 10 and 
11 (Key Stage 4). Teachers are realising how knowledgeable the students now are. This 
builds a strong platform for examination success. Crucially, school leaders have a clear 
focus on qualitative improvements in classroom learning. ‘In all subjects, what does 
outstanding learning look like?’ 

Professional leadership 

The appointment of a new Headteacher in 2010 was a crucial factor in bringing about 
positive changes in the management of the school and in teaching and learning practice. 
He had previously been Deputy Headteacher of the school and had therefore developed a 
deep understanding of the needs of the students and of the community – as well as an 
excellent rapport with the staff.  
A strong and cohesive leadership team where all members are fully engaged with the 
learning process has enabled the school to achieve very significant improvements in 
student performance, a highly positive school ethos – and the ability to cope with 
massive changes in the English education system in recent years. These changes have 
related mainly to curriculum content and assessment – curricular innovation is left very 
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much to individual schools. Within this context, President Kennedy School is clearly 

thriving. 
The OFSTED Report of 2010 acted as a stimulus to undertake change, but the relatively 
poor examination results at that time and the low reputation of the school with parents, 
resulting in lower numbers of pupils were at least as important. The educational system 
in England does not provide support in undertaking curricular innovation (see Section 
2.1.3. for more detail).  It is entirely up to the school. 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 

The school is committed to fostering further innovation through Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD). Their approach is based on the expectation that future government 
reforms may not be predictable, or allow sufficient time or resources for adequate 
preparation. In this context, the school aims to ‘be ahead of the game’ and go beyond 
what is likely to be required, in terms of the highest quality of teaching and learning. As 
ever in the UK, examination and test results are crucial. A school that is highly successful 
in these terms can enjoy considerable freedom to innovate – and of course successful 
innovations lead to better learning - and thus better results.   
The Headteacher’s view is that there has to be a major commitment to spending on 
staffing at the lower end of the school, in Years 7 and 8. The intention is that the 
students will then ‘know what they are doing’ by Year 11, when they sit public 
examinations. This constitutes a big risk, financially – but it appears to have led to very 
great success in transforming the performance – and the expectations – of students. PKS 
make all their strongest teachers teach Years 7 and 8 – and all teachers new to the 
school have to teach those year groups. 
One Assistant Headteacher commented that, with the reforms introduced over recent 
years ‘learning became real in our school.’ Previously, ‘we did not have these 
conversations about teaching and learning.’ The Leadership had to take ownership of the 

dialogue about teaching and learning. They actively encourage the teachers to engage in 
research related to their own teaching, through the ‘Developing outstanding practice’ 
programme. All teachers have to carry out research relating to this. Some recent 
examples of this research relate to: The role of Memory in learning; Feedback sessions 
with white British boys; Skills language; Learning habits for independent learning. 
Twenty pieces of this research have been published in a book of good practice. Coaching 
activities for staff are linked in where appropriate to their research. 
Each teacher is paired with a member of the Senior Management Team, in relation to the 
CDP programme and assessment of performance. 90% of CPD however is informal, with 
teachers carrying out peer observation and working together on developing schemes of 
work. 

Developing further initiatives 

The Leader of Literacy & Numeracy in Year 7 commented that ‘Year 6 SATs (Standardised 
Assessment Tests) are now much more demanding. We have to up our game.’ One 
consequence of this is that students at Year 7 are more confident in their approach to 
learning – and louder! In ‘The Gateway’ in Year 8, the focus on oracy has led to much 
productive research – and greatly improved practice, relating for instance to group work. 
Neil Mercer, Emeritus Professor of Education at the University of Cambridge, and Director 
of the study centre Oracy@Cambridge in Talking Points asserts that ‘Group work is 
mainly done badly in school.’ He led some school-focused Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) on this theme at PKS, which has resulted in further developmental 
work in school.  One older student commented on his time in ‘The Gateway’: ‘You’re 
given more freedom. You get to know other parts of the school – and you feel that you 
know what you are doing.’   



 

16 

The success of this work in Year 8 led to much greater emphasis on oracy in the Bridge 

at Year 7, which has had very positive results. It was also impressive that teachers 
routinely challenge (in a positive way) the students’ use of language in explaining their 
activities or in presenting an argument relating to their work in hand – refusing to accept 
circumlocutions such as ‘like I was well pleased with this’, etc. 
Higher achieving students are offered enrichment activities through the ‘Team Brunel’ 
group. This is a group given more demanding academic tasks, in extra-curricular time. 
One Year 8 student gave examples of recent texts studied such as ‘The Iliad’, Antigone’ 
and ‘Dr Faustus’ –and demonstrated a detailed knowledge of Arthur Miller’s ‘The 
Crucible’. 
Curriculum design to meet the new examination requirements for all subjects, with their 
greater emphasis on academic knowledge, has been undertaken by the school. Initially, 
there was no guidance from the government on teaching for the new GCSE examinations 
at age 16. Now there is only a little – and English and Maths courses are already in place.  

School autonomy 

The English system allows for freedom to develop new initiatives – and these are 
necessary to make the learning meaningful to the students – but you have to ‘do it 
yourselves’ – and, crucially, get the results.  

2.1.3. Main barriers for innovations 

Barriers to innovation 

In the English context, schools now operate very much as independent units, expected 
to compete with others and to consistently produce ‘high standards’. Authority rests 
with the Governing Body, formed for the most part from representatives of the 

community (and sponsoring organisations in the case of ‘academies’ state schools which 
are free of local authority control).   
Little or no support is available from local authorities, which have seen their funding 
drastically reduced.  
Academies, such as President Kennedy School, are now responsible to the Regional 
Commissioner for Education (in this case for the West Midlands) but the Commissioner 
has a purely administrative function - and will receive complaints against a school. 
There is pressure on school budgets, which have reduced somewhat in recent years – 
and are likely to reduce much more in the near future.  

Overcoming the barriers 

The previous OFSTED Report in 2008 had rated PKS as ‘Satisfactory’ only. The school 

did not enjoy high popularity as a school of first choice in the area. There was a clear 
need to: 

- Improve students’ performance; 
- Improve the quality of teaching and learning; 
- Put a much greater emphasis on the learning process, rather than on 

‘firefighting’ problems in student behaviour and disaffection from the learning 
process; 

- Give high priority to meeting the professional development needs of teaching 
staff, particularly in relation to them seeing learning as a holistic process and to 
have as their primary focus the learning of each individual student. 

Within the English system, funding is within the control of the school, and there is a 
culture of self-help. Advice on curriculum and professional development has to be 
bought in from private contractors.  



 

 

The appointment of an experienced teacher with a primary education background as 

Leader of Literacy & Numeracy in Year 7 was crucial in helping staff to focus on learning, 
rather than just on disparate subject knowledge. 
The reform of the pastoral system, so that senior staff involved become responsible not 
just for behaviour, but for teaching and learning, within each segment of the school, 
was also crucial. 
Financial (and in particular staffing) resources were made available to Years 7 and 8, in 
order to facilitate new approaches to learning. The success of the changes in altering 
student and parental expectations and attitudes then resulted in increased student 
numbers, which in turn led to more resources becoming available.   
A deliberate policy of improving student and also parental attitudes to the school 
resulted in a culture and an expectation of success, not just in academic but also in 
sporting and artistic fields.  

2.1.4. Main achievements 

The innovatory approach to teaching and learning 

▪ A strong emphasis on developing meta-cognition. The reasons for learning and 
the process of learning are open to the students and their active understanding of 
and participation in the learning process is fundamental. 

▪ A focus on literacy for learning across the curriculum – in relation to reading, 
writing, talking and listening 

▪ ‘The Bridge’ provides a conducive and supportive learning environment for 
students entering secondary education at age 11. 

▪ Even when there is more of an emphasis on academic subjects, as in subsequent 
years, students are enabled to perceive learning as a holistic process.  

▪ Equally importantly, teachers who have taught in cross-curricular teams in ‘The 
Bridge’ have a concept and vision of learning as a holistic process, which 
continues to inform their practice at all levels. 

▪ The fundamental principle is that the whole development focuses on learning. The 
emphasis is on providing a human scale for the students, in order to enhance 
their learning and social experiences. It gives them a sense of belonging – and 
‘wrap-around support systems.’ 

▪ The school’s annual intake has risen from 150 to 300, since the introduction of the 

innovatory approach to learning. This dramatic increase in numbers has of course 
brought much increased funding to the school, so that new development can be 
properly supported. 

The school’s approach to managing and developing the learning process 

▪ A distributive leadership structure, in which each year group operates as a 
‘college’ within the school. Each college director has full responsibility for learning 
and for personal and social development for the students in their year group. 

▪ The results of the innovations in Years 7 and 8 have now come through two Years 
10 and 11 (Key Stage 4). Teachers are realising how knowledgeable the students 
now are. This builds a strong platform for examination success. Examination 
results, as noted, have improved markedly. 

▪ School leaders have a clear focus on qualitative improvements in classroom 
learning. ‘In all subjects, what does outstanding learning look like?’ 

2.1.5. Sustainability of innovative practices 

Observation of the school in action confirmed the sustainable nature of innovations – and 
the very clear ‘buy-in’ to the school’s ethos both by staff and students. This was also 
confirmed through conversations held with parents of students – and by the many 
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testimonials to the success of the school available on their website. This impression was 

also supported by the OFSTED inspectors in 2013, who commented: ‘The head teacher 
provides strong and highly inspirational leadership. This has empowered other leaders to 
take on responsibility and to gain confidence and autonomy. Leadership is outstanding at 
all levels. A very able senior team provides excellent information to teachers, leaders and 
governors and also regularly checks on the quality of the school’s work. Subject leaders 
and other middle leaders are efficient, hard-working and clear about their areas of 
responsibility and accountability. 
The determination of leaders to tackle disadvantage and promote equality is shown 
through a very rigorous analysis of the progress and achievement of all the different 
groups of students in the school. The school has created its own additional groupings to 
ensure that every form of potential disadvantage is challenged. The evidence of the 
impact of pupil premium funding is clear in the excellent achievement of the students it is 
intended to support.’ 
OFSTED commented, in relation to the governance of the school: ‘Governors have a very 

strong focus on holding the senior leadership team and the head teacher to account. 
Governors have a very good understanding of the strengths of the school and are 
provided with high-quality information on a regular basis so that they can monitor the 
progress of groups of students and the quality of teaching.  
Financial management is strong and the governing body has checked carefully to ensure 
that pupil premium funding has been effectively used and that teachers’ pay is closely 

matched to their performance. All statutory functions are carried out well. The Chair of 
the Governing Body has a clear vision about the development of the school in the future. 
The performance management of the head teacher is highly effective. 

2.1.6. Monitoring, evaluation, learning loops and planning of innovative 
approaches 

The school places a very strong emphasis on monitoring student performance, both in 

terms of examination and test results – and in terms of perceived success in meeting 
broader learning objectives. The Deputy Headteacher has overall responsibility for data 
relating to student achievement. Each ‘college director’ has responsibility for learning for 
their year group, in close co-operation with subject leaders. Regular meetings of teaching 
teams focus clearly on teaching and learning issues. Senior leaders oversee key 
developments, such as ‘The Bridge’ and ‘The Gateway’.  These are subject to continuous 

monitoring, evaluation and review. The role of ‘student voice’ is also key in relation to 
evaluation of curricular developments. 
The school is very strongly committed to fostering further innovation through Continuing 
Professional Development. The research activities mentioned in 2.1.2 above., as part of 
the ‘Developing outstanding practice’ programme, are a means of encouraging and 
formalising reflection on teaching and learning practice, as well as a source of ideas for 
further innovation. The Assistant Head in charge of CPD also commented that ‘90% of 
our professional development activity is actually informal. We work together on 
improving the teaching and learning process, including watching each other teach.’ 
In terms of staff evaluation, each teacher is paired with a member of the Senior 
Leadership Team., who observes teaching performance and engages in an ongoing 
professional discussion with the teacher concerned, in order to achieve the highest level 
of professional competence. A separate staff evaluation scheme exists for the very 
substantial support staff team – many of whom are directly engaged in supporting 

teaching and learning.    
The OFSTED Report commented: ‘The performance management of staff is highly 
effective. Driven by a mantra of „students first‟, where teachers and others are identified 
as not having the „skill‟ to deliver expectations, high quality training and support is 
provided, which staff speak highly of. Conversely, if there is a lack of „will‟ to improve, 
decisive action has been taken. This has included withholding salary progression in some 

cases.  



 

 

2.1.7. Stakeholders’ engagement 

The active involvement of students in the learning process and their understanding of 
that process is key to the school’s ethos – and to its success. Students understand 
concepts such as ‘mastery’ and ‘deep learning’. They know why they are constantly 
challenged to construct coherent arguments and use appropriate vocabulary. The 
importance of ‘student voice is mentioned in 2.1.6 above.  
The school makes great efforts to explain the curriculum and their approach to learning 
to parents, through the ‘Parent Partnership’. Special meetings are held for Year 7 

parents, for instance – and also for parents of high achieving students who are members 
of the school’s ‘Team Brunel’ for their most able students.  
Both parents interviewed had daughters who had gone through the school prior to the 
recent changes – and also daughters who were currently at the school and had 
experienced the new curriculum. Both were keen to emphasise that their own and their 
daughters’ experience of the new curriculum at PKS had been highly positive. One said 

that, for his eldest daughter, PKS had not been the first choice, but that their experience 
of the school had been so positive that he and his wife had no hesitation in choosing PKS 
as first choice for their second and youngest children. Their youngest daughter had been 
in the second cohort in the Bridge. It was so noticeable that she would usually come 
home ‘with a smile on her face.’ The school had ‘improved the educational offer very 
much.’ Also, the school had involved him very considerably as a parent. ‘I love coming 
here. I’m never away!’ 

Both parents spoke very highly of the positive, caring attitude of the teachers – and were 
confident that, if there was ever a problem, it would be quickly resolved. Both were very 
enthusiastic about the ‘World Class School’ competition, in which their daughters were 
both involved. One parent commented, ‘My elder daughters say they wish they had had 
the opportunity (to take part in the Bridge and the Gateway) when they were here.’    
PKS has excellent community links – an example being that with Wasps Rugby Club 
explained in 2.1.2 above. Many outside speakers from community groups address the 

students in assemblies and also work with them on specific projects, both within the 
formal curriculum and also within the broader (and very extensive) enrichment 
programme of extra-curricular activities.  The area of service to the community is one 
which the school is currently seeking to address for further development. 

2.1.8. Mainstreaming and transferring innovations 

Sources of the innovations in the school 

The innovative approaches to teaching and learning were conceived and developed within 
President Kennedy School. The Headteacher has played a key role in relation to the 
development of The School’s Vision. 
In relation to the Headteacher’s own professional development, he had read widely in 

educational development literature and also trained as an OFSTED inspector. He had 
found an SSAT (Schools, Students and Teachers Network) course for ‘Aspiring Head 
teachers’ very useful, in helping him to think about vision, and also about technical 
issues, such as how to hold teachers accountable. Also, the experience of being Deputy 
Head of two very different schools had been a seminal learning experience. His own 
career had encompassed both subject-based and pastoral responsibilities, which gave 
him a useful overview. He had become convinced that the separation of the academic 
and pastoral aspects of school life was a major barrier to learning. The school has to be 
fundamentally a learning institution.  
The current school philosophu follows the principle ‘Decisions in a school have to reflect 
the values of the school’. The principle is that the students come first, so discussions 
about a course of action are centred on what is best for the students. The Senior 
Leadership Team engages in dialogue about learning. CPD is focused on important 
learning outcomes. Teachers engage in research in relation to actual practice. This is far 
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more effective than sending teachers on stand-alone courses. The coaching model is best 

to enable teachers to develop.  
The key thing is that, in order to be successful, students leaving the school should be in 
the fullest sense literate and numerate – and have the qualities of character to continue 
to learn throughout their lives. They have to have access to the language of thinking. 
School should give them a sense of belonging – and of their own potential. They should 
be able to have high ambitions – and dream dreams. They are then much more likely to 
achieve.  
A competitive approach is very important, which is often serves as inspiration for 
innovation. ‘Why shouldn’t we be the best?’ This is why the school uses external experts 
wherever possible for sports coaching – and for artistic activities. The school needs 
motivational people – and it is an important role to give students access to them. 
Performance gives the students real experience of self-presentation and working with 
others. When things –inevitably – don’t go to plan, they learn how to cope with difficulty. 
They learn resilience. Character is formed by experience. The school is deeply committed 

to equality of opportunity – and a belief that ‘kids from this background will perform. 
’Teachers have to understand that (potentially) ‘we are the barrier as to why they do not 
perform.’ This is a starting point for development as a school. ’What do we have to do to 
help them succeed? 

Mainstreaming to other schools 

The main vehicle for sharing the good practice of the school is the Multi-Academy Trust 
(MAT), in which PKS is the lead school. However, the trust is at an early stage of its 
development. A finance and a human resources director work across the two schools 
currently involved in the MAT. The MAT may well expand to take in more schools, based 
on its current successful reputation. Funding is drawn from the participant schools, but 
management costs are kept to a minimum. The principle is that there is (marginal) 

overstaffing – and then teachers with a developed expertise in a certain area can go 
where they are most needed within the MAT.  
A MAT can act as an effective vehicle for disseminating best practice, though the 
experience of schools as members of MATs will inevitably vary. Some are more effective 
than others. This process could not however be described as ‘mainstreaming’ since there 
is no mechanism for mainstreaming good practice across the educational system in 
England. 
The other means by which good practice from PKS is shared is via the work of staff from 
the school working in co-operation with partner primary schools, which is substantial (as 
detailed in 2.1.5 below). This includes work within the context of the role of the school as 
a ‘Teaching School.’17 

Conditions for transferability 

The good practice observed in the school is absolutely transferable to other contexts 
(other schools, localities, regions and indeed other countries) provided proper account is 
taken of contextual factors – and providing other schools wishing to work in a similar way 
are able to build their meanings and understandings of the complex learning process in 
which those schools need to be involved. Each school would need to take ownership of 
the learning process in a similar way to that described above, with clear leadership vision 
from the Headteacher and her/his senior colleagues being a key factor. 

                                         
17 In 2011, the UK Government’s began to establish a national network of ‘teaching schools’ as part 
of the policy aim of developing a self-improving school system where “many more schools access 
great leadership development and learn from and developing ‘sustainable approaches’ to teacher 
and leadership development across the country (Department for Education, 2010: 23). 



 

 

2.2. Willenhall Community Primary School 

2.2.1. Presenting the innovative approaches practised in the school 

The school’s approach to teaching and learning is based on attaining educational 
excellence and achievement for all pupils – in the context of serving a very 
disadvantaged catchment area – the third most disadvantaged in Coventry. The school 
provides a ‘bespoke’ curriculum, tailored to the needs of the pupils, particularly in 
relation to building their confidence and self-esteem and providing them with a wide 
range of social and cultural experiences.  
The school’s ‘Golden Rules’ (‘Honesty; Kindness; Respect; Community; Growth) are 
prominently displayed around the school – and clearly form the basis for a shared 
understanding of how pupils think of themselves and relate to others. Parents 
interviewed confirmed that their children referred to and followed the rules outside of 
school as well – and that these would stick with them for life.  

The school seeks to provide its pupils with an understanding of the learning processes in 
which they are involved (meta-cognition) – and to build their self-belief. The provision of 
specialist teaching in certain subject areas (science, music, art, physical education) is a 
key element in this process, as is the development of maths teaching throughout the 
school, under specialist leadership. The teaching of philosophy to all pupils is also a vital 
element in developing pupils’ thinking skills, resilience and self-confidence. 

Two key innovations observed: Mathematics and Philosophy 

Mathematics 
The Year 6 (age 10) maths lesson observed had two aspects. The first was the different 
varieties of angle and the second was number sequences. The pace was fast and the 
lesson content was stimulating. The teacher made every effort to engage the whole 
group and check that they had all grasped the concepts. He valued the pupils’ opinions 

and let them work out the principles for themselves. They correctly deduced that 
someone producing a correct answer had worked on a ‘trial and improvement’ basis, and 
that they needed to move on to grasp the principle involved. 
The two maths team leaders had jointly led maths development at the school for some 
years. They had worked substantially on staff development, to build the confidence of 
other teachers in teaching the subject. A long-term plan had been developed, based on 

research and on analysis of pupils’ performance. They found for example that the pupils’ 
degree of understanding of fractions at Key Stage 2 (7 to 11 years) was a reliable 
indicator of their future performance at GCSE (at 16 years). 
A major focus currently is on problem-solving and reasoning. This is in fact consonant 
with the demands of the new Maths curriculum. Material produced by Nrich@Cambridge 
University has been used. This provides problem-solving resources and training, with a 
view to the pupils being able to develop higher order thinking skills. Materials from the 

National Curriculum Excellence in Teaching Maths project has also been used.  The team 
leaders simplify the materials for use with non-specialist colleagues. 
The team adopts a collaborative approach to maths teaching, where the pupils are fully 
involved in and confident with the learning processes, as was observed in the Y6 lesson. 
A key text that contributes to the school’s approach is The Elephant in the Classroom – 
Why maths is at the heart of ‘character’ development (Prof Jo Boaler). 
The maths team leaders visited New Zealand, to observe and learn from the New 
Zealand maths curriculum, which is very much based on contextual mathematics in a 
community context. Some of the strategies have been adopted at Willenhall, though 
always with the understanding that contexts and attitudes to learning are inevitably very 
different, especially as much of the work observed during the visit took place in relatively 
isolated communities, sometimes with a high proportion of Maori pupils. They have also 
drawn examples of good practice from maths curricula in Singapore (bar modelling – 
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representing problems through diagrams) and China (mastery teaching, through rich text 

books) – and looked at successful maths teaching elsewhere in the UK.  
In the schools’ approach to maths, there is less emphasis on getting the right answer and 
more on the thinking process which goes on. Every opportunity is taken to link maths 
skills to other parts of the curriculum and to real world learning. Examples include 
entrepreneurial activity, costing of PE equipment and sportswear, involvement with the 
weighing and height measurement of Y6 pupils for their health check and the School 
Council’s costing of changes to the school’s rewards system. The team has developed its 
own principles of mathematics teaching, which are appended in Annex III. 
 
Philosophy 
The school has a specialist teacher and leader of philosophy, who also leads on the 
teaching of Religious Education (RE) and Personal Social and Health Education (PSHE).  
He leads class teachers who deliver the RE and philosophy curriculum. Philosophy is 
taught to pupils throughout the school, by use of discussion questions alongside RE 

content in key stage 1 (ages of 5-7_ and bespoke philosophy lessons as part of the RE 
scheme of work in key stage 2 (ages of 7-11). The project has been running for four 
years. The approach to the subject is based on the work of the Philosophy Foundation, 
though materials have been tailored to the needs of the pupils at the school. The focus is 
on developing philosophical skills and on thus providing support for the pupils’ 
development. There has been a dramatic effect on the pupils’ skills in concentrating, 

asking questions and reasoning.  
The team found that RE was often being taught in a rather tokenistic way – and was 
failing to engage the pupils’ interest. Pupils now look at a range of issues and problems 
from the perspective of different religions. There has been a major impact on the pupils’ 
ability to cope with mathematical concepts. Pupils have learned to rehearse arguments in 
their written assignments, to make coherent statements and to come to logical 
conclusions. Teachers have consistently commented that they have heard the quality of 

talk improve. The children understand the link between their learning in philosophy and 
the rest of the curriculum – they practise the skills. 
The teaching of philosophy has had a very positive impact on children’s behaviour – in 
relation to solving conflicts and understanding the point of view of others. This is in the 
context of a school where children ‘feel really safe’ and thoroughly enjoy school. Through 
the philosophy curriculum and in other ways, they learn the importance of resilience and 
persistence in their learning. This is exemplified for instance in the very positive attitude 

displayed to their learning of French in Years 5 and 6. The school is very aware of the 
psychological and emotional aspects of learning – and this plays a key role in its success.   

2.2.2. Main enablers for innovations 

The Headteacher’s initiative in recruiting specialist teachers in Science, Art and PE has 
been crucial in building pupils’ skills and positive attitudes to learning. The availability of 
specialist staff in addition to the class teachers has meant that the latter are able to have 
half a day per week for planning together in year group teams – and for addressing 
issues relating to the social problems of the catchment area. A ‘carousel of activities for 
pupils includes Music, Art, PE and Science with specialist staff – and in years 5 and 6 
French. It also means that external supply staff are hardly ever used to cover for staff 
who are absent.  This has a very positive effect on continuity of learning and on pupils’ 
behaviour.  Class teachers are relieved of having to plan lessons in these subjects, which 

reduces their workload. Staff absence is very low. This constitutes very efficient use of 
staffing resources. 
The school practises ‘differentiation through challenge’. The more able help the less able 
–and they benefit hugely from the process of explaining to and supporting others. The 
Headteacher points out that ‘The research says don’t set by ability,’ – though in Maths 
the school has found it expedient to do, in Year 6, in order to help the pupils achieve the 



 

 

highest possible levels of expertise. A key concept is that of ‘learning to learn.’ Pupils 

need to know that ‘finding it difficult is OK.’   
The programme of Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural and Development (SMSC) is 
central to the pupils’ personal development and to their learning. An Assistant 
Headteacher leads this curriculum area across the Federation (with Whitmore Park 
School). Teachers regularly receive training in this area of the school’s provision (either 
internally or externally provided) and understand the central role it plays in preparing 
children for life beyond school.  Assessment activities are included in their Personal Social 
and Health Education provision so it is possible to track pupils’ progress. A long-term 
plan for this area was developed– and all teachers have received full training and 
support, so that the SMSC programme can be delivered by class teachers. Assessment 
activities track pupils’ progress. This work is undertaken very much with the 
understanding that Willenhall is a community with very real social problems, including 
high levels of drug abuse, domestic violence and child sexual abuse. 

2.2.3. Main barriers for innovations 

A view expressed by curriculum leaders was that there was little if any support from the 
broader educational system for curricular development – unless the school could afford to 
pay for particular courses. However, the professional needs of staff were being met, 
owing to the high quality of professional leadership within the school and the ability of 
the school to facilitate internal – and where appropriate external – CPD relevant to the 
needs of the staff.   
One major issue is that the government does not directly support innovation through 
CPD for teachers. This is very heavily dependent on the budgets and the priorities of 
each individual school. Schools are in competition for pupils – and so they tend to be less 
willing to share best practice. Subject Leaders of Education (SLEs)18 and Multi-academy 
Trusts can provide support, but schools have to be able to pay for it. In the view of the 
maths lead teachers interviewed, ‘The market-based approach thus limits collaboration 

and sharing of best practice. Also, progress measures being used to judge the 
performance of schools means that there is little incentive for schools in different phases 
to work together, as showing the greatest degree of progress from a low base is – in one 
sense – in a school’s interest. Despite this, of course, some very fruitful co-operation 
does occur, but not consistently.   
In terms of barriers to innovation, the greatly reduced budget available to schools was 

also mentioned, though this school makes best use of its resources in a variety of 
imaginative ways.  Because of this, the school may possibly have to revert to class 
teachers teaching science instead of specialists, but this will be avoided if possible. The 
comment from governors that the school foresees likely changes in educational policy 
and prepares for their impact in advance is indicative of the school’s ability to plan for 
and manage change. 

2.2.4. Main achievements 

In the Reception science class observed, a lesson based on the class book, We’re going 
on a bear hunt enabled pupils to articulate their awareness of different environments and 
different materials. At one point the children ‘put on’ very big imaginary hats which were 
‘science hats’ and so they became scientists. Their own ideas were constantly included 
and their understanding was thus developed. One boy received a ‘science sticker’ for a 

very good answer.  
In the Enhanced Support Class, the school provides intensive support for children with a 
variety of special needs, most of whom would previously have been in special schools. 

                                         
18 Specialist leaders of education (SLEs) are outstanding middle and senior leaders. They have at 
least 2 years’ leadership experience in a particular specialism (eg maths, school business 
management, initial teacher training). Their role is to support individuals or teams in a similar 
position in other schools. They help others achieve outstanding leadership in their area of specialism. 
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The lesson observed focused on developing both the children’s oracy and their writing 

skills, using material developed by Pie Corbett (Talk for Writing). The pupil – teacher 
ratio is very low and the teacher is supported by a teaching assistant. Pupils from 
different year groups are involved – and the aim is always to get them back into 
mainstream classes when appropriate. Evidence was produced of the remarkable 
progress made by some members of the group during their time in the class. 
In the lesson observed, pupils read together with the teacher, and engaged in talk about 
the story and the vocabulary used. The particular focus was on helping them to use 
adjectives in their stories. They then worked on their own versions of the story, using a 
mixture of words and pictograms. An ‘independent table’ of four pupils were able to use 
written and oral language more confidently, albeit it at their own pace and with much 
support and encouragement. The work of the class centres on learning by heart and 
embedding language – and especially on building self-esteem and a culture of success. 
Assessment is by small stages and through careful observation.  
The programme of Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural and Development (SMSC) is 

central to the pupils’ personal development and to their learning. Pupils learn how to 
cope with feelings, relationships, family issues – and how to see themselves in moral and 
spiritual contexts. The ‘Golden Rules’ referred to in 2.2.1 above are highly relevant. 
Another important aspect of the pupils’ broader development is the range of structured 
play activities offered at lunchtimes. Full use is made of the school’s outdoor learning 
areas and buildings such as a large wooden shelter. Activities include sports, dance, 

reading and board games. Many clubs also meet at lunchtimes. Dedicated areas are 
made available for these – and also for the various games devised by the children 
themselves. In this way, disciplinary problems are minimised and children learn in a 
different context. Bullying is almost unknown.    
Physical Education (PE) also plays a central role in learning and personal development. In 
the Headteacher’s view, PE started the process of building self-confidence and self-
reliance in the pupils. The team of specialist teachers work across the Federation. They 

are very actively involved in getting as many pupils as possible into extra-curricular sport 
and a wide range of sports is offered. PE runs clubs and team practices in the morning 
before school, at lunchtime, after school, and on a Saturday. There are special sessions 
for those who are ‘gifted and talented’ in sports. Emphasis is on participation, pride in 
performance and success. Participation in teams is sometimes used as a behavioural tool. 
If pupils who might want to play for the school, they understand that they have to meet 
high standards of behaviour in school, as well as on the pitch. There is a high level of 

competition to get into teams – and there are also internal school teams which 
‘represent’ different countries in various sports. 
Rugby started at the school some years ago – and has proved very popular and 
successful. Support is offered by Wasps Rugby Club, which moved to Coventry recently. 
A strong link has also been established with a local rugby club, where pupils have joined 
junior teams.  The PE staff have also started their own junior football club, Willenhall 
Wolves, which meets on a Sunday morning and has a number of teams for both girls and 
boys. 
A Year 4 art lesson observed in the art studio demonstrated the high level of motivation 
and involvement of the pupils. It was noticeable that the teacher ended the lesson by 
asking the pupils to share their understanding of what they had learned during the lesson 
with their partner, before a short whole class discussion of what had been learned. This 
technique is clearly in use throughout the curriculum, to very good effect. One pupil who 

had produced a very good Viking face mask was congratulated and was invited to sit in 
the ‘special chair’, whilst the class evaluated her work by means of an image of it on the 
computer screen. ‘What did she do really well? What could she have done even better?’ A 
photo was then taken of the artist with her work of art. 
 
 
 



 

 

The most recent OFSTED report, in November 2012, commented, inter alia: 
The achievement of pupils is outstanding  
• Pupils do well whatever their level of ability or background, including Black African pupils 

and those who speak English as an additional language. No-one is left behind.  
• Pupils make excellent progress in other subjects. Learning is linked across different subjects 

to promote enjoyment and to practise important skills, for example literacy and numeracy 
skills are practised together with history, and mathematics skills are used in science.  

• Specialists are employed to extend the pupils’ learning in physical education, which helps 
pupils achieve well in sporting activities, and in art, which contributes strongly to pupils’ 
spiritual development. Data is carefully analysed to find any gaps in learning including in 
the Early Years Foundation Stage. All pupils are very well set up for the next stage in their 
education.  

 
The quality of teaching is outstanding  
• Teaching is consistently at least good across the school and is frequently outstanding. This 

is demonstrated by the results that the pupils are achieving and by the excellent progress 
that the pupils are making.  

• Pupils are highly engaged in their learning because teachers check on their progress 
throughout the lesson and know their pupils’ needs very well. The individual attention given 
to pupils to ensure that they are making enough progress during every lesson is exemplary.  

2.2.5. Sustainability of innovative practices  

There is every indication that the rapid and significant progress made in pupils’ 
attainment and attitude to learning recorded in the OFSTED report has been maintained 
and that much further progress has been made. This is evident from conversations with 
the Headteacher, her senior staff and curriculum leaders in all the areas which were the 
focus of observation. It was also evident in the high quality of the teaching observed, the 
pace and level of challenge in the lessons – and the positive attitude of the pupils and the 
happy atmosphere around the school.  

2.2.6. Monitoring, evaluation, learning loops and planning of innovative 
approaches 

Fostering further innovation through Continuing Professional Development 

(CPD) 

The Headteacher and Senior Leadership team are very much aware of the nature of the 
catchment area and the limited opportunities for social and cultural experiences that 
many of the children have. There is therefore a strong emphasis on developing skills in 
verbalisation. The school has therefore offered CPD to staff particularly in developing 
teaching and learning strategies in relation to active learning and ‘partner talk’.  There is 
very little teacher talk to the whole class in lessons, and this key to the school’s success. 

Support on this has been provided through external support from an Advanced Skills 
teacher19 based in Coventry. In the Headteacher’s experience, ‘teachers learn best 
through video monitoring.’ This gives them an opportunity to view their own practice and 
discuss it with other professionals – without the presence of an observer in the 
classroom, whose presence would inevitably change the normal situation in the teaching 
environment.   

                                         
19 Advanced Skills Teachers are teachers who have been recognised through external assessment 
as having excellent classroom practice. They are given additional payment and non-contact time to 
share their skills and experience with other teachers and learn from them. 
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Monitoring and Evaluation 

The school has designed its own assessment systems for the core subjects and for 
Humanities, Art and Music. The Philosophy Leader, who has a background in CPD work at 
a national level, is in charge of monitoring the quality of curriculum delivery. Non-core 
subjects are assessed using i-pads to record classroom practice. Evidence from teachers’ 
journals is also used – both photographic and written. Staff evaluation takes place on a 
half-termly basis, with much emphasis on developing teachers’ professional skills through 

coaching in teaching and learning. In addition, the headteacher observes each teacher 
once per term. All teachers were assessed by OFSTED as either ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’. 
In the Headteacher’s view, ‘Getting the quality professional is crucial. We don’t have poor 
teachers’. 

2.2.7. Stakeholders’ engagement 

Curriculum innovation is undertaken very much on the initiative of the school itself, 

working in co-operation with its Federation partners at Whitmore Park Primary School. All 
staff, the governing body and the parents of the pupils are however very much consulted 
and made part of the process of curriculum development. Pupil voice is also important – 
and in particular the input of the School Council. The school is also strongly engaged with 
community partners, such as Wasps Rugby Club, in developing broader learning activities 
and the personal and social development of the pupils. 

2.2.8. Mainstreaming and transferring innovations 

As with School 1, the innovative approaches to teaching and learning were developed 
within the school. Again, the Headteacher has played a key role in relation to the 
development of the School’s Vision: attaining educational excellence and achievement for 
all pupils (in the context of serving a very disadvantaged catchment area). The 
Headteacher’s leadership philosophy encompasses:  

▪ Leaders and governors’ creating a culture that enable the pupils and staff to excel.  
▪ Bespoke CPD tailored to the staffs needs which is motivated by a commitment to 

improving outcomes for all pupils, especially for disadvantaged pupils.  
▪ Continual reflection on performance, at all levels of leadership.  
▪ Research and development, looking at how pupils engage with their learning and 

how teaching and learning strategies can be used to improve outcomes and 

ensure progress. 
▪ The ability to think ‘outside the box’ when solving problems.  

Mainstreaming innovation 

The main vehicle for sharing good practice is the Federation with Whitmore Park Primary 
School. Whitmore Park School has, as noted gone from ‘failing’ to ‘good with outstanding 
leadership’ (OFSTED Report of 2015). Specialist teaching has been introduced, a wide 
range of clubs and activities are now offered and the programme of Spiritual, Moral, 
Social and Cultural and Development (SMSC) is provided in both schools. The 
Headteacher is also a National Leader of Education (NLE) and is thus able to provide help 
for other schools – on a contract basis. 
Conditions for transferability 

As with School 1, the good practice observed in the school is absolutely transferable to 
other contexts (other schools, localities, regions and indeed other countries) provided 
proper account is taken of contextual factors – and providing other schools wishing to 
work in similar ways are able to build their meanings and understandings of the complex 
learning process in which those schools need to be involved. Strong leadership and a 
clear vision for any school wishing to implement change is of course essential. However, 



 

 

there is no evidence to date, where this innovation has been transferred to different 

context (except the other schools in the Federation).  
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3. Innovation in schools: lessons learned and policy 

pointers  

3.1. Understanding the barriers: what hinders the school innovation 

process? 

There is no specific strategy at the national level to support or encourage curricular 
innovation related to developing students’ ability in ‘learning to learn’ – their meta-
cognition. This would seem to be the major obstacle to schools wishing to undertake 
curricular innovation.    
According to the Department for Education ‘The Government is focussed on an academic 
core curriculum (through the introduction of the English Baccalaureate) and working 
constructively with OFSTED to ensure that headteachers are free to focus on what is best 
for raising pupil outcomes. One of the main drivers towards delivering this, and 

encouraging innovation and improvement in schools, is through teaching schools.’  
The College of Teaching view however was that the development of Teaching Schools had 
been variable. ‘Some offer excellent leadership and support to other schools, whilst in 
others there is less evidence of effective support being offered.’ 
In the view of the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education (CUREE) 
’‘There are no recent or ongoing reforms of the national school education system in 
England aiming to promote innovation in schools.’ This view would seem to be supported 
by the comment from OFSTED: ‘The Government’s view is that ‘going back to traditional 
education’ constitutes the desired innovation.’ 
CUREE’s view was that, ‘Schools operate within the context of a school system with a 
very strong emphasis on improving standards of educational performance, pupil 
assessment and holding schools accountable through a rigorous inspection regime. The 
role of local authorities has been drastically reduced, so that schools in general receive 
very little support in terms of curriculum or professional development from the LAs.’  

Some schools are also suffering a substantial cut in their funding, so that some staff 
leaving schools are not being replaced – and funding professional development activities 
become increasingly problematic. These problems impact most heavily on schools in 
disadvantaged areas, where there tend to be more social problems to address, a greater 
concentration of students with special needs and less support for education from parents. 
Curricular innovations – in terms of changing of teaching and learning styles – are not 

mandatory. There is however, a new National Curriculum, with a strong emphasis on 
academic rigour, to which schools have to adapt their practice. New specifications for 
GCSEs (General Certificate of Secondary Education) at age 16 – have also been 
produced, very much on traditional academic lines with end of course examinations 
rather than ongoing coursework very much dominant. So, change has been required, 
though not usually in the direction of increasing students’ active participation in - or 
understanding of - the learning process per se.  
The National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT) view 
was that there would seem to be a lack of a coherent structure at national level to 
encourage, support – or indeed disseminate – these activities. Also, the strong system of 
accountability, particularly in the secondary sector (as it reduces motivation to 
experiment in a way), the introduction of the E-Bacc (with its focus on a narrow range of 
academic subjects) and the consequent cutting back on staff provision in the more 
creative and aesthetic areas of the curriculum, all tend to hinder innovative 

developments, as does the consequent difficulty of recruiting staff in these areas. 
Furthermore, ‘schools are under great pressure to respond to government reforms, to 
maintain and improve examination and test results and to satisfy the demands of the 
inspection system. There are tensions here between the requirement to respond to these 
pressures and the need to provide a broad educational experience for pupils’.    
The College of Teaching’s view was that recent developments in CPD are seen as much 

too school-focused, and thus not allowing teachers the time and space to consider 



 

 

broader professional issues – and to think deeply about the nature of teaching and 

learning. 
OFSTED expressed concerns about a lack of innovation in schools and a lack of 
progression in students’ learning, though it does not have a direct role in supporting or 
encouraging curricular innovation per se. OFSTED would encourage schools to move 
away from ‘training for examinations’. If schools believe in what they are doing with 
learning, that will inevitably lead to ‘higher standards’.   
However, the view from the College of Teaching was that ‘Fear of unintended 
consequences if mistakes are made – and especially if results stagnate or decline – is a 
major inhibitor. Many schools ‘have not been able to look beyond their own survival.’ 
Research activity requires broad horizons and openness to new ideas. 
An interesting comment from OFSTED was that ‘It is not correct to assume that any 
perceived failings in the current educational system are due to the failure of ‘a child-
centred approach’, since the experience of OFSTED is that most observed practice is in 
fact rather traditional in nature.’  

The participants at the Workshop were very firmly of the view that co-operation between 
schools, local authorities and other educational stakeholders was the best model – and 
felt that in general this aspect was given inadequate attention in the current system. The 
crucial question for the English system is: ‘Do schools have to do it on their own?’ Are 
schools simply expected to compete in the market place – or is progress towards 
educational excellence more likely to be achieved through co-operation and sharing of 

best practice?  

3.2. Spotting the supporters: what facilitates the school innovation 

process?  

The overall consensus of the educational experts interviewed was that, despite the lack 
of a coherent national structure to encourage, support or disseminate curricular 
innovation, many schools are actively engaged in curriculum innovation, in order to 

improve the educational experience for their students. The two case study schools are 
outstanding examples of schools which have done this. Some initiatives are supported 
through the Multi-academy Trusts to which many schools now belong, through the 
‘Teaching Schools’ programme or the ‘Teach First’ programme for initial teacher training. 
Developments, however, may well be random, not thought through as part of a broader 
longer-term initiative.    

Though generally improving examination and inspection results in recent years would 
seem to indicate some improvements in learning in certain respects, there is no reason 
to suppose that the vast majority of schools are actually able to innovate in comparable 
ways to what can be observed in the two case study schools. Indeed, the comment from 
OFSTED about a perceived lack of innovation in schools and a lack of progression in 
students’ learning would suggest that many schools do not feel confident to engage in 
curricular innovation. 
In the view of the College of Teaching, the removal of National Curriculum Levels in 
September 2014 has actually allowed both primary and secondary schools much more 
freedom to develop their own curricula and methodologies. Levels often had the effect of 
setting a ceiling on aspirations for the achievement of some pupils. Teachers have had to 
go back to first principles – and to see themselves as assessors.  
These new freedoms, however, call for courageous leadership from school leaders. In the 
context of the very high level of pressure on headteachers, teachers and schools, this is 
understandably not always forthcoming. The question is, ‘How do we sustain successful 
leadership?’ A new Educational Leadership Foundation has just been established, with 
which the College of teaching will seek to work closely.  
The concept of the ‘agency’ of teachers is an important one - their empowerment, their 
ability to build their own professional knowledge. Linked to this is the need to feel that 
their voice will be listened to, in the development of educational practice. Teachers need 
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to have a secure sense of their own professionalism – something which would seem to be 

rather lacking in the current climate. Teachers need to develop their own understanding 
of how children learn – and how this links to subject knowledge.   
The two case study schools, however, offer models of highly successful and sustainable 
change, achieved within the current system, where support for innovation from the wider 
educational system is minimal.  
 
Key elements of this success are as follows: 

▪ The management structure of the school does not separate curricular and pastoral 
functions.  

▪ A distributive leadership structure at President Kennedy School for instance, 
enables that each year group operates as a ‘college’ within the school.  

▪ Teachers realise how knowledgeable the students are. This builds a strong 
platform for later learning and examination success.  

▪ School leaders have a clear focus on qualitative improvements in classroom 

learning. ‘In all subjects, what does outstanding learning look like?’ 
▪ There is an uncompromising acceptance of nothing less than the highest qualityof 

practice. 
▪ Teachers are highly skilled in their craft because the school and teachers 

themselves place great importance on the teachers’ own learning. 
▪ The school provides highly relevant experiences for the pupils, which promotes 

their spiritual, moral, social and cultural development and adds to their enjoyment 
of school. 

▪ The school has a clear focus on the life skills of working with others, pupils 
managing themselves and practising problem-solving skills. 

▪ The school has numerous successful strategies to engage parents and is 
increasingly successful in this area. 

▪ A strong and cohesive leadership team where all members are fully engaged with 

the learning process enables the school to achieve very significant improvements 
in student performance, a highly positive school ethos – and the ability to cope 
with setbacks.  

▪ The school is committed to fostering further innovation through Continuing 
Professional Development (CPD). The school aims to ‘be ahead of the game’ and 
go beyond what is likely to be required, in terms of the highest quality of teaching 
and learning.  

▪ As ever in the UK, examination and test results are crucial. A school that is highly 
successful in these terms can enjoy considerable freedom to innovate – and of 
course successful innovations lead to better learning- and thus better results.  

▪ The school has numerous successful strategies to engage parents. Staff model 
professional standards in all of their work and demonstrate high levels of respect 
for other adults, including parents.  

▪ The school ensures equal opportunities for all pupils and tackles discrimination if 
ever it occurs.  
 

Further discussion at the Workshop: 
▪ Participants at the Workshop were interested by the comments from some other 

national case studies, relating to: the central importance of the quality of senior 
leadership in achieving successful change in schools; the development of shared 

vision with teaching staff; the need to fully involve parents and the wider 
community in the process; the importance of evaluation – particularly self-
evaluation; concerns about an overcrowded curriculum, with too much content. 
They were supportive of the need for the system to reward and encourage 
innovative teachers – and admired the sentiment of the Estonian Ministry of 
Education in relation to their obligation to support educational innovation – a 
commitment they found often lacking on their own system.  



 

 

▪ The Headteacher of President Kennedy School (School 1) expressed the view that: 

‘Changes in the structure of schooling are irrelevant. The focus has to be on the 
quality of learning. School leaders have to find their own space to innovate. They 
have to have their own vision of learning.’ At PKS they had started their journey 
in innovation around the notion of collaboration. We should ‘steal the best ideas 
from across the country’. School to school co-operation is vital – but hard, with 
our histories of conflict and competition. Coventry Local Authority, under the new 
Director, had established a framework for collaboration, which is working well – 
and there is some funding for this.’ 

▪ Meta-cognition – understanding the learning process – is the key for everyone – 
staff and students. But learning to learn only works if it links closely to academic 
subject rigour. Technical factors – such as combining pastoral and academic 
systems, or putting major resources into the transition process and the first two 
years of secondary school – are also important. All developments are underpinned 
by Continuing Professional Development (CPD).  

3.3. Reflecting on the transferability of school innovations into the local 

contexts and their sustainability  

President Kennedy School works as a lead school within a Multi-Academy Trust and also 
a Teaching School– and some staff spend a considerable amount of time working in other 
schools within and outside the Trust, sharing best practice and supporting their 

development. There are also benefits for the school in staff experiencing different 
contexts and drawing on good practice they see elsewhere. There is therefore some 
sharing of good practice – but MATs vary in their quality and often they operate over a 
wide geographical area, offering limited opportunities for schools to work closely and co-
operatively together. There is no overall structure for dissemination, let alone 
mainstreaming of innovative practice. Sustainability is very much down to the individual 
school and its senior leadership team. 

CUREE’s view was that the system for modelling and evaluating change is not robust. It 
may be that some developments, such as the RSA8 programme20, could be sustainable, 
within the context of a Multi-Academy Trust receiving the support of a respected national 
body such as the RSA (Royal Society of Arts) with access to a wide range of expertise 
both within and beyond school education, which may be well placed to support 
sustainable development, but this is a rather random example, not representative of the 

system as a whole.’  
The comments from the National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers 
(NASUWT) expressed concern that supported these views. ‘The sheer pace of reform, 
inconsistencies in relation to changes of focus and direction, the narrowing of the 
curriculum, cuts in central and local funding, the pressure on schools to constantly 
improve their results and satisfy inspectorial demands, all act as significant inhibitors on 
mainstreaming innovation in schools. Schools which receive a poor rating from OFSTED 
for instance have to re-focus all their efforts on addressing issues of concern and other 
developments tend to be put on hold or even abandoned.’  

3.4. Policy pointers 

It should be emphasised that, in the English system, schools are fundamentally very 
much autonomous – though at the same time they are subject to what some consider 

random interventions by government – and to a strict regime of national inspection and 

                                         
20 The RSA8 programme is a bespoke programme for Year 8 students designed to run across all the 
academies as well as an opportunity for the students to interact with each other, and come 
together under a common framework.  The aim of the programme is to generate an interest in 
leadership, especially in students from a disadvantaged background, from a young age, with a view 
to inspiring these young people to become the leaders of the future.  
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national testing, in which failure can have very severe consequences. The current 

government makes clear its preference for more traditional forms of education. It is thus 
not appropriate – or even possible – to delineate actions at local, regional or national 
levels which could support curricular innovation. Nevertheless, much excellent practice 
exists – and schools find ways of working together – acting as quasi-autonomous units 
(especially in the case of academies or free schools, but also in the case of local authority 
schools). This model is unusual in a European context – though it represents an extreme 
of school autonomy, aspects of which may be present in some other European systems, 
now or in the future. The model has both advantages and disadvantages – but we have 
to consider it with respect as a valid model for study and analysis.  Recommendations 
within the UK context are therefore aimed mainly at schools, as they seek to find 
effective ways to work together – working within the system as they find it. 

Problems in relation to implementing curricular innovation in England 

Through the Case Study, the following weaknesses of the national system in facilitating 
curricular innovation were identified: 

▪ There are no recent or ongoing reforms of the national school education system in 
England aiming to promote curricular innovation in schools per se. ‘The 
Government’s view is that ‘going back to traditional education’ constitutes the 
desired innovation.’ (comment from interview with OFSTED) 

▪ The new National Curriculum has a strong emphasis on academic rigour, to which 
schools have to adapt their practice. So change has been required, though not 
usually in the direction of increasing students’ active participation in - or 
understanding of - the learning process per se. 

▪ The emphasis on testing of pupils and the publication of ‘league tables’ listing 
schools in rank order according to their success in tests have an inhibiting effect 
on curriculum development 

▪  The emphasis on school choice and competition for students between schools 
tends to disadvantage students, schools and communities in poorer areas.  

▪ Schools in general face a lack of support in curricular innovation, because of the 
collapse of local education authority services.  

▪ Many schools are also suffering a substantial cut in their funding, so that some 
staff leaving schools are not being replaced – and funding professional 
development activities become increasingly problematic.  

▪ These problems tend to impact most heavily on schools in disadvantaged areas, 
where there tend to be more social problems to address, a greater concentration 
of students with special needs and less support for education from parents. 

▪ Higher Education providers can bring a broader and more evidence-based 
academic perspective, but their roles in initial teacher training, CPD and 
educational research have very much declined, to the detriment of the quality of 

teaching and learning and the professional development of teachers.  
▪ Recent developments in CPD can be seen as much too school-focused, and thus 

not allowing teachers the time and space to consider broader professional issues – 
and to think deeply about the nature of teaching and learning.  

▪ Many schools do not seem able to undertake real innovation.  Fear of unintended 
consequences if mistakes are made – and especially if results stagnate or decline 
– is a major inhibitor.  

▪ In the view of some stakeholders interviewed, the educational system as a whole 
in England does not facilitate sustainable change. Developments that do take 
place tend to be random and therefore difficult to replicate. 
 

 



 

 

Positive opportunities to engender and sustain innovation 

General remarks 
• Nevertheless, as is apparent in the description of the two case study schools, 

individual schools can achieve highly successful change – sometimes to a quite 
remarkable level. 

• Research institutions, associations, trade unions and other pressure groups have a 
wealth of experience and a degree of commonality of view as to how to engender 

and support innovation. A culture of creative thinking and a willing to be 
innovative in education in the UK remains strong. 

• Some specific government initiatives, such as Maths Hubs21, have had the effect 
of focusing teachers’ attention on a particular subject area and providing them 
with interesting alternative models of teaching and learning 

• ‘Academisation’, whilst it in itself does not lead necessarily to improvement in 
educational quality, does provide some schools with opportunities to manage their 

own development in a holistic way and to make maximum use of available 
resources to focus directly on the quality of teaching and learning. 

• Some Teaching Schools – and some lead schools within Multi-Academy Trusts – 
are clearly able to nurture and support curricular innovation in other schools.  

• Networking between schools can be a very positive factor. 
• Some developments in Initial Teacher Education – in particular ‘Teach First22’ – 

can and do also support innovation and broader thinking about curriculum 
practice.  

• The removal of National Curriculum Levels in September 2014 has allowed both 
primary and secondary schools much more freedom to develop their own curricula 
and methodologies.  

Curriculum and Collaboration (workshop discussion) 

• In a successful school, everyone is equal. Underachievers need to receive 
adequate support –as do high achievers, to make the most of their potential. 
Added value is defined in terms of learning new things, not necessarily higher 
grades. There are ambitious children with goals to achieve by the end of the year. 
The learning process is at the centre of all developments – and metacognition is a 
key concept in learning.  

• There is the right degree of challenge and success/victories to motivate further 
effort. Learning has to be fun, so that pupils are motivated to learn; pupils have 
to be engaged during the class, pupils are active learners (also helping other 
pupils to learn), not just passive receivers of learning content. There is a good 
choice of involvement in enrichment activities – non-formal education after school 
hours. Happiness and security helps to support the learning process. 

• Outstanding leadership is essential – but also a shared vision and a readiness to 

include a wide range of views. Everybody works together – not just in the 
classroom, but amongst the staff and at governors’ meetings. Everyone’s view is 
respected. Teachers need to see children making progress, have a sense of 

                                         
21 A Maths Hub is a partnership, led locally by an outstanding school or college. The lead school 
identifies strategic partners, who help plan and evaluate the hub’s work, and operational partners, 
who help carry out the hub’s work. The hub operates as a maths leadership network involving 
schools, colleges and other organisations with maths education expertise from across the hub’s 
area. 
22 Teach First is a social enterprise which aims to address educational disadvantage in England and 
Wales. Teach First coordinates an employment-based teaching training programme whereby 
participants achieve Qualified Teacher Status through the participation in a two-year training 
programme that involves the completion of a Postgraduate Certifcate in Education along with wider 
leadership skills training and an optional master's degree. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_enterprise
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England_and_Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England_and_Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teacher_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qualified_Teacher_Status
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postgraduate_Certificate_in_Education


 

34 

wellbeing in their work, have available appropriate CPD based on their individual 

needs, chance to grow as a professional, and a metacognitive coaching model. 
• Student/teacher relationships are vital. One student commented, ‘I know I can go 

to them for support.’ PKS students stressed the importance of ‘The Bridge’ – the 
special cross-curricular teaching arrangement for Year 7 (11/12 years) in giving 
them all such confidence to relate to a wider group of subject specialist teachers 
and academic programmes in later years. One student explained: ‘The concept is 
building independence. Students feel a lot more confident.’  

• Time spent on primary and secondary schools working together and sharing 
information on pupils’ learning and progress is essential. Internal transition from 
one school to the next is also vital, to ensure continuity and build on existing 
learning. It was highly significant that PKS has made great efforts to ensure an 
effective transition to secondary education by providing a learning environment 
for younger students which has much in common with primary education. At the 
same time, Willenhall, in a separate part of the city (and thus working with other 

secondary schools) has provided some specialist teaching at primary level and has 
a clear vision of their students as future learners in the secondary sector and 
beyond.  

• Collaboration is the key to successful innovation – and a collaborative approach 
will also ensure sharing of experience more broadly – replication of excellent 
practice - or ‘mainstreaming’ between professional equals - taking into account 

scale and context. Successful schools are collaborative institutions, where the 
views of all are respected and contribute to the learning process. Sharing success 
with others is a natural extension of this approach. 

Leadership (workshop discussion) 
• Participants agreed that the highest quality of school leadership was vital – as was 

a collegiate approach, with distributed leadership. This was evident at both case 
study schools. There was general agreement that ‘the removal of National 
Curriculum Levels in September 2014 has actually allowed both primary and 
secondary schools much more freedom to develop their own curricula and 
methodologies.’ These new freedoms, however, call for courageous leadership 
from school leaders. In the context of the very high level of pressure on head 
teachers, teachers and schools, this is understandably not always forthcoming. 
The question is, ‘How do we sustain successful leadership?’  

• A new Educational Leadership Foundation has just been established, with which 
the College of Teaching will seek to work closely. A very real concern was 
expressed in relation to the supply of outstanding leaders for the future – in the 
context of the crisis in teacher recruitment and retention. The point was made 
that the very able people needed to lead schools will expect considerable freedom 
of action – and appropriate respect for their professional expertise.   

• As regards leadership from the authorities, it is vital to be aware that, in the UK 
context, schools have had to embrace school autonomy. The degree of freedom of 
action that this brings in certain directions is often welcomed – but there would 
seem to be a frustration with inconsistencies of policy direction – and with a lack 
of consistent support for appropriate curriculum development. There are often 
confused messages from government. ‘Successive governments seem to have no 
clear vision for the future – but there are changes all the time.’  

• There was consensus on the need for stability of policy, longer time to implement 
decisions, and a plea for politicians to sometimes step away and allow schools to 
figure out what really works for them – for less uncertainty. There was also an 
expression of the need for more academic input and better links with universities; 
and for university people to talk in a way that the schools understand.  



 

 

ITE and CPD (workshop discussion) 

 
• There are a number of problems with the current provision of both ITE and CPD in 

the national context. The role of higher education institutions in ITE has markedly 
declined and much ITE is now school-based. Many new teachers face very high 
levels of challenge and struggle to cope – especially in more deprived areas. Their 
ITE prepares them insufficiently for this. There are inadequate opportunities to 
think through broader issues of educational theory and practice. In many schools, 
CPD is also very much focused on the needs of the school, rather than the 
teacher’s professional development and educational thinking.  

• The two case study schools, despite serving less advantaged and thus potentially 
‘difficult’ catchment areas, have been able to continue recruiting and retaining 
staff of very high quality. This is because of the quality of leadership in the school 
and the self-evidently high level of motivation of the students – which is what 
potential recruits always seek. Whatever the external conditions – and whatever 

the swings in educational policy – the schools have clearly been able to create a 
‘micro-climate’ of positivity. One of the case study headteachers commented, ‘I 
don’t have weak teachers at this school,’ – which seemed to be absolutely 
accurate. 

• More generally, the point was made that there is an inadequate distribution of 
good teachers. There is as noted a recruitment and retention crisis. Good 

specialist teachers are being lost as the profession ages. Weak schools need high 
quality staff, high quality CPD - and quick support – not condemnation. 

Data and Evidence (workshop discussion) 
• Participants were very much of the view that educational policy should be based 

on valid research evidence – and that this was not generally the case in the UK. In 
relation to OFSTED, the national inspection system, there is an over-reliance on 
‘hard’ data, whilst broader educational impact is too often little regarded. 
Internally, schools take the management of data on student performance very 
seriously. At President Kennedy School, the Deputy Headteacher has charge of 
data management, for instance. This is regarded as a positive development, so 
long as it is seen in the context of a deep commitment to individual student 
learning and personal wellbeing. SATs (Standardised Assessment Tests) should be 
scrapped, forthwith. They are a source of huge unnecessary and 

counterproductive stress – and waste precious learning time. More broadly, 
bureaucratic burdens on schools, teachers and administrators need to be 
significantly reduced. 

• Educational innovation needs to be well considered and involve a careful and 
wide-ranging process of consultation. Consideration needs to be given to the 
nature of the learning process, rather than an assumption that exerting even 

more pressure on the system will produce the desired results. 

Concluding points 

• The educational system in England, whilst it does not directly support or 
encourage curricular innovation, does allow schools a degree of freedom to 
innovate – as our two case study schools have done with great success.  

• It would be very helpful for schools if some common ground could be found 
between the current government’s emphasis on a knowledge-based curriculum 
and the concern of many schools to develop students’ meta-cognition - and 
engagement in the learning process.  

• The experience of the two case study schools would seem to indicate that the 
latter approach can be highly successful both in increasing students’ knowledge 
and in motivating them for lifelong learning. Both the schools are highly 
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successful in helping their young people to achieve ‘mastery’ of various concepts, 

not just a surface knowledge. This surely accords with the government’s concern 
to bring about ‘real learning’.  

• Both schools have also achieved this in the context of serving areas of social 
disadvantage. Their experience – and that of schools like them – should be more 
widely acknowledged and shared. It may be necessary to review the effectiveness 
of the current system in order to achieve this.  

 
Opportunities for Collaboration   

 
• Schools act very much independently, with authority resting very largely with the 

Governing Body, advised by the Headteacher and senior staff. Schools will tend to 
seek disparate solutions, depending on their particular context.  

• The Academies Programme has merits, but it has also led to distraction, where 
structural solution has led to thinking that improving teaching and learning does 

not require special effort. 
• The Teaching Schools Programme has had many positive effects, in passing on 

good practice and in stimulating inter-school co-operation-  but studies have 
indicated that performance has been patchy – and funding is by no means 
adequate to provide effective support for schools on a consistent basis. 

• Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs)– also – can be highly effective. An element of 

funding is pooled by participant schools – and external sponsors provide additional 
funding and also expertise in management and other aspects. While this may 
work well for particular schools, however, this would not seem to be an adequate 
model for supporting schools on a national basis. Some MATs have been judged to 
be deficient in this respect. They are randomly established bodies, not necessarily 
working on a cohesive geographical area and not accountable locally.   

• Local Authority Collaborative Structures – where they are well conceived and well 

organised – may be very effective, including academies and free schools as well 
as schools funded by LAs. Details of the Coventry collaborative framework are 
appended. 

• Collaborative funding for schools from the Government. Some funding is made 
available, in order to disseminate best practice on a local level. There is also – 
currently – funding for ‘maths hubs’, aimed at improving teaching and learning in 
this area. Experienced teachers - or indeed former LA advisors – provide expert 

support. 
• Federations – such as that operated by Willenhall Primary School and Whitmore 

Park Primary School - operate on local authority initiative, with an ‘executive 
headteacher’ in charge of two or more schools. These often work well where one 
of the partner schools is in need of support in order to make substantial 
improvement – or where there are a number of small rural schools, which struggle 
to offer a full curriculum and attract sufficient staff with specialist expertise. 

• Higher Education Institutions often work with networks of schools, which offers 
opportunities for joint working between teaching staff and researchers. Similarly, 
schools may work with research bodies. 

• The Chartered College of Teaching, only established in January 2017, seeks to 
provide an overarching body to support teachers and headteachers in their 
professional development needs. As a voluntary body, not dependent on 

government support, it may be able to provide consistent leadership in relation to 
provision of CPD and a context for constructive collaboration and networking 
amongst teachers and the wider educational community.  

• Joint working at the European or international level. This only entered into 
discussion at the instigation of the national expert. Some UK schools of course 
have availed themselves of opportunities to work internationally – but the 
majority of schools have not. Other issues often seem too pressing – and there 



 

 

are often other initiatives nationally or locally to be involved in. Nevertheless, the 

possibility of working on common issues together was an enticing one for some 
participants – and due note was taken of the opportunity of applying for European 
projects in 2018, despite our impending exit from the EU. This was an area for 
possible future discussion – and one headteacher indicated that any international 
co-operation he considered worthwhile could be pursued, using other funds if 
necessary.   

 
Prospects for future actions in the area of school innovations 

 
• In the UK context, given the diverse nature of educational collaboration and the 

limited role of both national and local authorities, it was not likely that one such 
workshop would lead to any immediate decisive action in relation to advancing 
curricular innovation. However, there are distinct possibilities for future 
collaboration, given the right context. 

• Both case study schools – and also the three other invited schools – expressed 
interest in keeping up to date with developments in the study. The schools may 
well be open to further involvement in some way – perhaps through co-operation 
with a school or schools in another Member State.  

• The senior colleague from the Northern Ireland Department of Education 
commented that the workshop had been particularly timely, given the current 

updating of their “Every School a Good School Policy”. His comment was, ‘We are 
wrestling with all of the issues discussed on Wednesday – transition between 
phases, collaboration in the context of competition between schools; 
implementing innovative change when budgets are decreasing – all very relevant.’ 

• The Head of the Institute of Education, University of Bedfordshire, has also 
indicated an interest in some future joint working along the lines of the study – as 
has the representative of the College of Teaching.  

• There may well be a possible future link between one of the case study schools 
and the school led by one of our Lithuanian visitors. 

• These are however future possibilities at this stage, rather than definite plans.  
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Annex I: A short review of the field work  
1st Interview programme (with national/regional/local stakeholders) 

Interview 1  

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Name and surname of 
interviewee: 

Prof Andrew Goodwyn 

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

Director of Research, Centre for the Use of Research 
and Evidence in Education (CUREE) 

Type of interview:  Telephone  

Date of interview: 22.07.16 

Place of interview: NA 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 2  

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Name and surname of 
interviewee: 

Sonja Hall 

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

Head of Education, NASUWT (National Association of 
Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers) 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 09.09.16 

Place of interview: NA 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 3 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Name and surname of 
interviewee: 

Sean Harford  

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

National Director of Education, Office for Standards 
in Education (OFSTED) 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 14.10.16 

Place of interview: NA 

Duration of interview: 40 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 4 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Name and surname of 
interviewee: 

Dame Alison Peacock 

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

CEO, College of Teaching 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 16.11.16 

Place of interview: NA 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

2nd Interview programme (with school leaders) 

President Kennedy School 



 

 

Interview 1 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Headteacher, President Kennedy School and 
Community College 

Type of interview: Face-to-face and Telephone  

Date of interview: Face-to-face: 18.10.16 Telephone: 30.11.16 

Place of interview: President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of interview: 40 minutes/30 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 2 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Positions of interviewees: Deputy Headteacher (Teaching & learning, data 

management) 
Assistant Headteacher (Teaching and Learning, 
Director of Humanities College) 
Assistant Headteacher (Teaching and Learning) 
Leader of Professional Development 
College Director of the Bridge (Year 7) 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 18.10.16 

Place of interview: President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Additional notes: Focus: The school’s approach to managing and 
developing learning 

Interview 3 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Leader of Literacy & Numeracy in Year 7 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 18.10.16 

Place of interview: President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of interview: 45 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Additional notes: Focus: Curriculum innovation: ‘The Bridge’ 

Interview 4 

Position of interviewee: Assistant Headteacher 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 18.10.16 

Place of interview: President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Additional notes: Focus: Fostering further innovation through 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 

Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Interview 5 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Executive Headteacher 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 24.11.16 
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Place of interview: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of interview: One hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 6 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Positions of interviewees: Two Joint Leaders of the Maths Team 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 24.11.16 

Place of interview: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of interview: 50 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 7 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Assistant Headteacher (Spiritual, Moral, Social and 
Cultural and Development) 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 24.11.16 

Place of interview: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of interview: 50 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 8 

Name and surname of 
interviewer: 

Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Leader of Physical Education Team 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 24.11.16 

Place of interview: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of interview: 50 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 9 

Name and surname of 

interviewer: 
Martin Whittle 

Position of interviewee: Philosophy Leader 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 24.11.16 

Place of interview: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of interview: 50 minutes 

Interview recorded: No 

Focus group discussion with school community in President Kennedy School 
and Community College 

Name and surname of 
facilitator(s): 

Martin Whittle 

Participants: Participant 1: Assistant Headteacher 
Participants 2 and 3: Two parents, both with 

children currently at the school and also older 
daughters who had previously attended the school  

Date of focus group: 18.10.16 

Place of focus group: President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of focus group: 45 minutes 

Recorded: No 

Key topics discussed: Topic 1: Their children’s experience of the school 



 

 

Topic 2: Their experience of the school as parents 

Topic 3: Views on the curriculum innovation: ‘The 
Bridge’ and other initiatives 

Focus group discussion with school community in Willenhall Community 
Primary School, Coventry 

Name and surname of 
facilitator(s): 

Martin Whittle 

Participants: name, surname, 

position and represented 
organisation 

Participants 1 - 5: Two school governors and three 
parents with children currently at the school 

Date of focus group: 24.11.16 

Place of focus group: Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of focus group: 45 minutes 

Recorded: No 

Key topics discussed: Topic 1: Practice in school governance 
Topic 2: Quality of teaching and learning  
Topic 3: Relationships with parents and the 
community 

School visit to observe innovative practice in President Kennedy School and 
Community College 

Name and surname of 

visitor(s): 
Martin Whittle 

Other participants:  See interviewee details above 

Date of a visit:  18.10.16 

Place of a visit:  President Kennedy School and Community College 

Duration of a visit: One day 

Objects/activities/practices 

observed: 

Curriculum innovations: ‘The Bridge and ‘The 

Gateway’ 
Discussions re the school’s approach to managing 
and developing learning - in particular the transition 
from primary to secondary education 
 Exploration of impact of community involvement at 
the school 
Examination of factors contributing to the school’s 
success in achieving excellent teaching and learning 

Photos/other visuals attached: Yes. Please specify which: Images from school 
website: 
OFSTED Result! 
School production 
Graduation Day 

Other relevant material 

attached: 

Yes: T&L Priorities – 2016-17 President Kennedy 

School The leadership of learning  

School visit to observe innovative practice in Willenhall Community Primary 
School, Coventry 

Name and surname of 
visitor(s): 

Martin Whittle 

Other participants: See interviewee details above 

Date of a visit:  24.11.16 

Place of a visit:  Willenhall Community Primary School, Coventry 

Duration of a visit: One day 

Objects/activities/practices 
observed: 

Curriculum innovations: Mathematics and 
Philosophy 
Discussions re the school’s approach to managing 
and developing learning - in particular: 
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- - the use of specialist teachers in the primary 

curriculum,  
- - the programme of Spiritual, Moral, Social and 

Cultural and Development 
- - the central role in learning and personal 

development of Physical Education   
Examination of factors contributing to the school’s 
success in achieving excellent teaching and learning 

Photos/other visuals attached: Yes.  

The Workshop with schools and other stakeholders  

Name and surname of the 
workshop facilitator(s): 

Martin Whittle 

Number of participants and 
their represented 
organisations: 

Total number of participants: 36 
Represented organisations: 9 
Organisation 1: Coventry Local Authority 
Organisation 2: Department of Education, Northern 
Ireland 
Organisation 3: University of Bedfordshire 
Organisation 4: Chartered College of Teaching 
Organisation 5: President Kennedy Community 
School 

Organisation 6: Willenhall Community Primary 
School 
Organisation 7: Whitmore Park Primary School 
Organisation 8: Barr’s Hill School 
Organisation 9: Whitley Academy 

Date of the workshop: 3 May 2017 

Place of the workshop: President Kennedy Community School, Holbrooks, 

Coventry and Willenhall Community Primary School, 
Coventry 

Duration of the workshop: 09.00 – 17.30 

Recorded: Yes 

Key topics discussed: Group discussion 1. What makes a successful 
school?  

Group discussion 2. How could the educational 
system help us to create even more exciting 
learning? 

• How can we support development of 
innovation in schools? 

• How can innovation be mainstreamed/spread 
across schools in the English context?  

• What are the roles of national education 
authorities and other stakeholders? 

The second group discussion was developed around 
five themes: leadership, curriculum and 
collaboration, funding, teachers’ ITE and CPD and 
data and evidence. 

  



 

 

Annex II: Photos from the two schools  
President Kennedy School 

 
OFSTED Result! 
 
 

 
School production: ‘Annie’ 
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Graduation Day 

 
 
 



 

 

 
Note: PSHE is Personal, Social and Health Education– including sex and relationships 
education) 
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Willenhall Community  

Primary School 

Our Philosophy Tree 



 

 

Annex III: Mathematics Policy 2016-17 (Willenhall 

Primary School) 
Every child should leave Willenhall Community Primary School with a secure 
understanding of the basics of mathematics. They should be well-prepared to meet the 
challenges of secondary school and the wider-world, having developed fluency in working 
with numbers, they should be able to apply flexible problem-solving strategies to any 
problem and be able to reason mathematically. Our pupils should enjoy maths and see 

the relevance for it in their lives, we want to develop curiosity, a passion for the subject 
and a desire to study it further. We want all our pupils to develop an identity as 
mathematicians feeling confident and capable.  

Core elements of maths that as a school we are looking to develop: 

▪ Problem solving – opportunities to problem solve. An awareness of different types 
of problems. Providing pupils with a wide-range of problem solving skills.  

▪ Contextual learning – we provide our pupils with a reason for learning maths. 
Maths is based on their understanding of the world, their culture and real-life 
situations they have or will face.  

▪ Don’t provide unrealistic contexts or contexts pupils are unfamiliar with.  
▪ Collaboration – developing in our pupils the ability to work in pairs, groups and 

whole class within and with mixed ability groups. Communicating effectively 
including good pupil talk and listening; asking pertinent questions, challenging or 
supporting ideas.  

▪ Avoid only grouping pupils by ability.  
▪ Reasoning – developing our pupils’ ability to explain their ideas and understanding 

of mathematics, offering opinions, justifying statements and seeking proof.  
▪ Avoid just accepting pupil’s answers with no expectation for them to explain how 

they worked it out.  

▪  Challenge – high expectations of all pupils. Promoting independence in engaging 
with tasks pitched at pupils’ starting point with a drive to move them forward. 
Support at point of need by seeking to stretch all pupils. Avoid capping always 
planning for next step in learning.  

▪ Don’t provide reams of tasks at the same level of challenge for too long. Less is 
more. A few quality tasks is more effective than 10 calculations of the same 
difficulty. 

▪ Identity as mathematicians – pupils should feel valued as mathematicians with 
valuable contributions to make to the class. A sense of pride and life-long love of 
maths should be encouraged. Engender a sense that everyone can succeed in 
maths. Actively seek to break perceptions of hierarchy. Depersonalise ideas and 
misconceptions.  

▪ Avoid always grouping by ability, labelling (even subconsciously) by table names 

or reference to ability, always giving access to certain types of work. 
▪ Conceptual understanding – modelling to include examples of concrete, pictorial 

and abstract representations of maths. Manipulatives are encouraged. Exposing 
underlying mathematical structures using models and images is promoted. The 
laws of Maths should be discovered with the pupils rather than always presented 
by the teacher as a rule.  

▪ Avoid teaching tricks or rules without first developing conceptual understanding.  

▪ Modelling – plan a balance of pupil and teacher modelling to show working, ideas 
and strategies to move learning forward. Promote and value different ideas in 
maths, evaluate thinking and ways of working. Look to build on pupil’s current 
understanding. 

▪ Assessment for Learning – plan opportunities for pupils’ learning within the 
lesson. Adapt the lesson to suit pupils after careful observation and sensitive 
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response. Look for misconceptions and different ways of working to drive learning 

on.  
▪ Fluency – pupils to be secure with methods for calculation. Mental calculation is 

developed with number bond facts and times table knowledge. Secure 
understanding of numbers, the number system, and flexibility in manipulating 
number.  

▪ Excellent subject knowledge – a solid understanding of the progression of 
mathematical ideas allows teachers to confidently move with the needs of the 
class within lessons to restructure learning.  

▪ Clear learning pathway – lessons have a clearly defined learning intention and 
skills.  

Annex IV: Teaching &Learning Priorities 2016-2017 

(President Kennedy School) 
 
The leadership of learning  
1. Curriculum planning and outstanding learning  

▪ Developing our language for learning  
▪ Developing high order thinking and depth learning through oracy and challenging 

tasks  
▪ Student metacognition of the learning  

2. The inclusive classroom  
3. A dialogue for marking  
4. Learning Habits  
 
President Kennedy School:  Teaching and Learning 2016-17 :  Key criteria for 
Outstanding Teachers  

1. Have high expectations of themselves and students and set tasks that are challenging 
and closely matched to pupils’ learning needs  
2. Plan lessons that will enable all students to make good or outstanding progress during 
the lesson  
3. Set regular meaningful homework twice a week (core) and once a week in all other 
subject areas  
4. Are very knowledgeable in their subjects and are highly effective in teaching them  
5. Systematically and effectively check students’ understanding throughout lessons, 
offering clearly directed and timely support  
6. Mark regularly and offer constructive feedback via a written dialogue with students 
that includes information on how to improve their work  
7. Ensure that students can say what they need to do to improve the quality of their 
work  
8. Takes every opportunity to develop crucial literacy skills such as reading, learning 

habits and both oral and written communication.  
9. Ensure that the displays in the classroom showcase students’ work and use materials 
designed to enhance students’ learning  
10. Consistent and systematic approach to the application of school behaviour 
management practices – 5:1 ratio of rewards to sanctions  
11. Implement the 5 strategies linked to each ‘awareness term’ so that their classroom is 

inclusive. 
 
 

  



 

 

Judgements from OFSTED Report 2013  

 
In July 2013, President Kennedy School was judged outstanding in every area by OFSTED: 

The achievement of pupils is outstanding   

A large proportion of students join President Kennedy School with attainment that is below                          
school. Despite this, students who took examinations at the end of Year 11 in 2012 achieved 
results that were well above the national average.  

The school has placed a significant focus on ensuring that there are no barriers to learning. 
All students are checked for their standards of literacy and numeracy on entering the school 
and a range of programmes are used to ensure the progress of students whose reading, 
writing or mathematics might hold them back. A very concerted whole-school focus on the 
promotion of literacy, including speaking skills, has had a strong impact. In all subjects, 
teachers promote good speaking and writing, and because of this, students can talk 

confidently with each other and with adults.  

The school sets very ambitious targets for all students based on their Key Stage 2 results. 
Progress towards these targets is very closely and regularly monitored and at the first sign of 
slow progress, support is planned. Students and parents get very good information about 
their progress and where students are reaching their targets more quickly, targets are 
revised upwards.  

There is an outstanding commitment to equality of opportunity. Students eligible for the 
pupil premium make exceptionally good progress gaining the equivalent of nearly a grade 
higher in each of the best eight subjects compared to similar students nationally.  

Students with special educational needs, including those in the speech and language unit, 
also make outstanding progress. Students from all ethnic backgrounds achieve outstanding 
results. Early entry to GCSE courses has been used very effectively to help boost the 

confidence of students and further raise their overall results.  

The quality of teaching is outstanding 

Almost all the teaching observed by inspectors was either good or outstanding. This closely 
matches the school’s own assessment and inspectors found that leaders had a very accurate 
understanding of what makes for good learning. The headteacher and senior team have led 
by example and set out very clear minimum standards for all teachers. Regular monitoring 

through lesson observations, learning walks, book scrutiny and, most effectively, the 
progress of students in each group, has ensured that there is a remarkable consistency in 
the learning experience of students.  

The relationships between staff and students are highly professional and supportive. 
Students feel that they are respected and that the teachers are genuinely interested in their 
progress. This creates a collaborative climate for study and hard work and helps students to 

persevere even when the learning becomes difficult.  

Teachers rarely talk for longer than necessary and are able to use outstanding subject 
knowledge to shape interesting learning tasks. In nearly all lessons, students were given 
ample opportunity to discuss and ask about their learning and so help to understand it 
better. Teachers are skilled at asking questions that deepen understanding. 
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