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This example shows how improvement at Mendell Primary School was driven by establishing a culture of seeking solutions and overcoming barriers. It describes how the new culture was built without sacrificing the school’s strengths or appearing to weaken those features valued most by the wider school community, particularly by parents and carers. This is one of 12 case studies about the schools featured in the report Getting to good, published by Ofsted in September 2012.
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‘Mendell Primary has always been valued for its nurturing approach and working closely with the families and communities to cater for the specific needs of the children. However, attainment and achievement for significant groups of pupils were satisfactory at best and this became the challenge for the new leadership team as a shift in the culture of the school began. While we acknowledged that there were a number of barriers to learning, the team established an expectation that all children would achieve to the best of their ability, irrespective of the issues that had previously been perceived as reasons for lower attainment. All staff have worked together to minimise the impact of potential barriers to achievement by raising expectations and aspirations and developing a ‘can do’ culture. As the leadership team established non-negotiable actions and secured accountability and commitment from staff, the attainment and achievement of all learners, particularly the most vulnerable, have improved significantly.’
Jacqueline McCallum, Headteacher
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Background

Mendell Primary School is a school genuinely at the heart of its community – respected, trusted and valued as a school that cares for and nurtures the children and the families it serves. But as then-newly appointed headteacher Jacqueline McCallum explains, this was, in one sense, part of the problem: ‘It was a popular school but it was a satisfactory school – not failing – but the children made only satisfactory progress and so the attainment gaps kept widening. We knew we had to do something.’ Jacqui, along with her new deputy [image: image9.jpg]


Jonathan Smedley, identified some significant challenges: too much satisfactory teaching, marking that did not help pupils to improve and target-setting that was too broad and not meeting individual needs. Staff, and the governing body, had a limited understanding of performance data and the culture was one of making excuses for why some pupils could not achieve. In short, there seemed to be many barriers to better achievement. Working to overcome these barriers has become the cornerstone of improvement in the school. 

First steps – raising expectations

It was clear that, quite simply, expectations were not high enough. Staff talked of ‘barriers in children’ but Jacqui’s vision is of a school where barriers are to be overcome. While she is passionate about what matters most in her school – learning – she is only half-joking when she calls herself ‘the data queen’. A significant step was to increase the confidence of staff and the governing body in using and interpreting performance data and understanding targets so that aspirations were raised. However, she is equally clear that the first year was a significant challenge for everyone. With achievement lower than it should be, the pressure was on to improve – and quickly – and the local authority had identified the school as ‘at risk’. At this time, although Jacqui recognised clearly the pressures that the school was facing, she was determined to ensure that they accepted only those offers of support they could manage and that aligned closely with their vision for the school.

Meeting the learning needs of all children is a key focus. Each morning you will see the children in every class involved in ‘target time’. Senior leaders had identified that pupils’ curricular targets were too vague and did not help them to improve. Now, as a result of sharper assessment practice, every child has an individual target and meeting these is seen as part of their ‘learning journey’. Similarly, the records of children’s learning in the Early Years Foundation Stage are an example of excellent practice that exemplifies the school’s approach to supporting everyone’s ‘learning journey.’ 

Establishing the vision – a focus on learning

‘Learn to learn’ is palpably at the heart of the school and its core values. It is in every classroom and to the children it is a natural part of their experience at the school. To be in a lesson at Mendell is to see children enjoying their learning and talking about learning – in pairs, in groups and in class discussion. To Jacqui and her team, better learning is about creating a learning dialogue – and one which supports adults as well as children. This meant investing significantly in staff training, coaching and supporting – and challenging, as some staff found this new way of working uncomfortable. But to Jacqui and her team, this was simply a new barrier to be overcome – as she says: ‘My response is always, how can we support you?’ But even Jacqui’s resolve was tested when, in the course of the following year, almost 70% of the teaching staff either left the school or retired. ‘We had to do the training all over again’ says Jacqui, recognising that professional development is never ‘finished – everyone is always learning, taking risks’. But placing a priority on learning is about doing the little things too. For example, Jacqui had noticed that, on some mornings, parents and carers who wanted to share concerns with teachers were affecting the start of the school day. Now teaching assistants ‘meet and greet’ parents and carers and class teachers make sure that the lesson – and learning – always gets off to a good start, every day.

Consistency and accountability – some non-negotiables

In those early days, as Jacqui and Jonathan both agree, ‘it was all about consistency and establishing routines’. This meant some non-negotiables: consistencies in managing behaviour, the focus on ‘learn to learn’ and – perhaps unexpectedly – courtesy: As Jacqui explains: ‘If I say ‘good morning’ to a child, I expect a ‘hello’ or ‘good morning’ in return.’ The little things matter in this school and it is often the attention to detail that makes the difference. Similarly, as the understanding of data improved, so did the monitoring of pupils’ achievement, and accountability for their progress also strengthened. But all the staff recognise the benefits: children are learning better and they are making better progress. Although pupil progress meetings can be – and often are - challenging, the core principle shines through: what are the barriers to progress and how can we overcome them? For example, one barrier that the school identified was the negative attitude of some children to mathematics. In response, the school developed a programme to engage children with the practical aspects of maths: ‘maths of the day’. It became another non-negotiable, because, as Jonathan explains: ‘the data were unarguable, and we all had a responsibility to improve it.’ Now the hall is frequently the venue for the weekly ‘maths of the day’ lesson for each class in the school. As a result, attainment in maths – and children’s enjoyment of maths - is improving.
‘People power’ – better recruitment, building capacity

Making the most of everyone’s talents is an important part of the vision of the school. Recruiting the right people is too. From the outset, Jacqui knew that she needed staff who shared her vision and her philosophies about learning. The high turnover of three years ago was a challenge, but it was also an opportunity. As vacancies arose, roles and responsibilities were adapted to better meet the needs of the school. At that time, Jacqui took an increasingly pragmatic view of recruitment: ‘I only appointed one newly qualified teacher to fill those posts – I needed people with the right experience’. To get the ‘right experience’, she went to see each candidate teaching in their own schools: ‘It meant a lot of travelling, but I needed to see how good the relationships were and what the learning was normally like.’ Now the focus is on planning for the future and further developing teachers’ confidence and skills. A leading teacher for phonics is supporting other schools across the local authority and another teacher is completing a Masters in Teaching and Learning (MTL). As the children will tell you, the motto of the school: ‘live to learn, learn to live’, really means something.
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Mendell Primary School is smaller in size than the average primary school. The proportion of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals is higher than the national average and a significant minority of children come from families where long-term unemployment has become embedded from one generation to the next. The vast majority of pupils are of White British heritage. The proportion of pupils with special educational needs and/or disabilities is in line with the national average. The school holds the Activemark, Arts mark and Eco schools awards and has Healthy School status. 
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Primary schools 

All Saints CofE Primary School
Brookside Primary School
Jubilee Park Primary School
St Benedict Biscop CofE Primary School
St Clement Danes CofE Primary School
Secondary schools

Dronfield Henry Fanshawe School
Ecclesfield School
Highfields Science Specialist School
Highlands School
Stockland Green School 

Woodside High School

Overcoming barriers: Mendell Primary School
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Overview – the school’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





The school’s background





 





Other examples featured in the report Getting to good





 





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�
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