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This good practice example has been withdrawn as it is older than 3 years and may no longer reflect current policy.

High-quality alternative provision through a consortium of schools: Saffron Walden County High School

URN: 136776
Region: East of England 

Remit: Schools
Provider background

Saffron Walden County High School is larger than the average secondary school with 2,075 students on roll and has a large sixth form. A large majority of students is White British and the proportion of students known to be eligible for free school meals is well below that found nationally. The proportion of students who are disabled or identified as having special educational needs, and supported by school action or a statement of special educational need, is below the national average.

The school converted to academy status in June 2011 and is governed by the Saffron Academy Trust, of which it is the only member school. 
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Brief description

Saffron Walden County High School has formed the Uttlesford Consortium with three other secondary schools, which provides work-related courses on two of the schools’ sites, and at a local college. This arrangement is an effective way of extending the range of courses on offer for those students who benefit from learning in a practical way. 
Many of the students who attend have special educational needs or have experienced difficulties engaging in lessons. 

The good practice in detail

‘Uttlesford is rural in character with extended transport routes to further education colleges. The consortium was conceived to deliver Diploma qualifications across the four secondary schools in north-west Essex. In response, the role of the consortium evolved to develop more local provision of vocational courses for, initially, students in the 14–16 age group. Currently, we are running both construction and small animal care/horticulture courses at Saffron Walden County High School, and hair and beauty in a specialist salon developed at Forest Hall School. We have also offered automotive technology at a specialist local facility.
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Joint provision has allowed the consortium to generate viable student numbers for courses, which would not have been feasible at individual schools. Typically, 70 students participate in the vocational courses across Years 10 and 11. Students in each year group have one ‘skills day’ per week, and at Saffron Walden the timetable structure ensures that this provision does not cut across students’ other core and options courses. Students, therefore, remain integrated with other students for a significant proportion of their timetable.

Instruction is provided by directly employed specialist staff, a local agricultural college, and our hair and beauty instructor is a learning support assistant with a relevant academic background.

The key lessons we have learnt in setting up this provision are:

· make creative use of existing facilities within the schools to minimise set-up costs

· establish cost-effective joint provision which allows schools to develop their own timetabling solutions

· apparently difficult transport logistics can be made to work economically

· develop a strong leadership and management structure to plan and to deliver provision.’ 

Sarah Dignasse, Director, Uttlesford Consortium 
In 2011, Ofsted carried out a survey to find out how well schools were using alternative provision. Some schools were using alternative provision well, but others were not. In September 2012, Ofsted began a follow-up survey on this topic, which is due to last for three years. One of the findings of the current survey is that some schools are now drawing away from using off-site providers, instead organising innovative provision ‘in-house’. This case study is about one of the schools visited for the survey that has done this successfully to improve achievement and engagement. 

Getting the best for students
Saffron Walden County High School was judged to be outstanding in its last Ofsted inspection in May 2012 and has high aspirations for all its students. The skills-based courses have been established to enable students who struggle with academic subjects to achieve through a practical route. The consortium was established in 2011 and evidence shows that its work has a very positive impact on students’ achievement and progression. Courses currently offered are: an introduction to the hair and beauty sector; horticulture skills; animal care; motor-vehicle maintenance (provided at a local college); and construction, which includes bricklaying, painting and decorating, plumbing and electrical skills.
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Where possible, the consortium uses resources within the schools rather than drawing upon external sources of alternative educational provision. All courses currently offered enable students to gain a Level 1 qualification. The accommodation for these courses consists of a farm, greenhouses and beauty salon on the school sites and a vehicle workshop at a local college. The provision offers students an environment close to that which they would experience at work. It meets the requirements for the safeguarding, health and safety of students. Staff on the work-related courses have appropriate qualifications in their particular fields and establish good relationships with students. Several have engaged in further training which has enhanced their teaching skills and professional development. 

What difference has it made?
The work-related courses are timetabled to make sure all students are provided with a balanced curriculum which leads to a broad range of suitable qualifications, including GCSEs in English, mathematics and science and at least two other subjects. Almost all of the Year 11 students who completed work-related courses last year, gained GCSE passes in English, mathematics and science. As well as their academic skills, students have improved their personal, social and employability skills as a result of attending work-related courses. Thirty of the 31 students who left in 2013 progressed to further training, study or apprenticeships linked to their work-related qualifications.
How are the high standards maintained?
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The Uttlesford Consortium is organised extremely well. A detailed protocol sets out clear roles and responsibilities for the different schools. An experienced former headteacher coordinates provision across the different sites and a ‘single point of contact’ in each school helps to ensure the smooth day-to-day running. A strategic board and an operations board, with representatives from each school, oversee the quality of provision. Each host school includes the observation of teaching and learning as part of its wider cycle of monitoring.
Good communication between the schools ensures that any problems are resolved quickly. Detailed information is shared, which includes a ‘pen portrait’ of students’ particular needs, their academic ability and previous attendance. After each session, reports are completed on students’ progress and form part of their school progress report.
Involving families
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Parents and carers receive information about the courses at ‘briefing’ meetings and through helpful documents. When students express an interest in starting a course, they are invited, with their parents or carers, to a guidance meeting, where the practical details of the course and the suitability of the course for the student are discussed. The consortium has gained the views of students attending one of the courses. It intends to formally seek the views of students who attend other courses as well as introducing an annual questionnaire to gain the views of parents and carers.  

What do students think?

Students appreciate how the courses meet their particular interests and they feel well-prepared for making their particular choices. They take part in ‘taster’ sessions and are provided with helpful information on possible career routes. Students speak highly of the courses and describe how much they look forward to attending. In the words of one, ‘I can’t wait for Thursday’ (the day of the course), and another ‘It’s been uplifting’. Students particularly like learning through practical work and recognise that the courses are helping to prepare them for future work.




‘It’s been uplifting’


Student








The good practice case studies that Ofsted publishes highlight specific examples of practice that providers of education, learning and children’s services have used to achieve successful outcomes. 


For education, the case studies do not recommend a single particular approach to teaching and learning. Ofsted has no preferred lesson structure or teaching style. We showcase and share a wide range of approaches that providers have found work well for them in achieving good outcomes for children, young people and learners.


Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�. 


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�.


If you would like a copy of this document in a different format, such as large print or Braille, please telephone 0300 123 1231, or email � HYPERLINK "mailto:enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk" �enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk�.
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