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This example shows how Highfields Science Specialist School improved to become a good school. Leadership at all levels has been strengthened with good systems in place to track progress and meet challenging targets. The curriculum has been adapted to better meet students’ differing needs. Most importantly, the school has raised the quality of teaching and learning from satisfactory to good. 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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‘When I arrived in 2007, the school had just been judged satisfactory at inspection. Though it was a hardworking school it lacked strategic direction. Over the last five years, distributed leadership at all levels and a common understanding of good teaching and learning have transformed outcomes for students. Everyone feels proud of their school. There are exciting times ahead with a new building for September 2012 and further scope to develop teaching through innovative practices and open learning spaces which have already been piloted successfully in the present building.’

Mark Capel, Headteacher
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Improving the quality of teaching – raising expectations and accountability

To secure consistently good teaching and learning the school needed to be clear about its strengths and weaknesses and ensure that there was a shared understanding among all staff about the characteristics of good teaching and learning. A revised assessment policy established a common language for assessment and a new self-review system was developed and implemented, which informs the strategic approach to individual professional development and performance management objectives.

Integral to implementing the assessment policy was the establishment of a teaching and learning community. Representatives from each department and staff from the inclusion team contributed to developing assessment policy and practice to ensure consistency and coherence. Sharing the best practice seen through lesson observations and ‘drop-ins’ has enabled the school to move away from using external training providers. 
Following staff training, expectations about teaching and learning were identified and shared with staff and the lesson observation process was redesigned. A programme of formal lesson observations and short ‘drop-ins’ to lessons was introduced to ensure consistency, and a database recorded the outcomes to enable effective analysis to take place. From this analysis, the key weaknesses which were holding teaching back were identified, including poor planning for differentiation and inconsistent use of assessment. Further training followed with workshops planned and led by staff who had been judged as good or outstanding teachers. Alongside training, the school took a robust approach to tackling underperformance in the classroom.
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In September 2010, plans to improve the quality of assessment were implemented. Workshops on using data to set challenging targets were provided. Staff were trained to use the ‘i button’ to access information about students with disabilities and special educational needs and those identified as gifted and talented. A new lesson-planning sheet was introduced incorporating support and challenge for staff. During the autumn term in 2010 and spring term in 2011, lesson observations and ‘drop-ins’ judged the majority of lessons as good. 
Better use of performance information
Target-setting, assessment, tracking, monitoring and reporting processes have all improved significantly. Initially, Fischer Family Trust estimates were used to establish baseline minimum targets and to track progress. This measure has been gradually replaced by the systematic review of targets at key points during the year, making clear the distinction between the concepts of ‘estimate’ and ‘target’. A combination of professional judgement, teacher assessment, prior attainment at Key Stage 2 and cognitive ability tests are used to set targets. 

Regular reviews measure progress against target grades in all subjects, informed by half-termly standard assessments. These reviews have become an essential part of a range of learning conversations that take place throughout a student’s time at school. The key principle is that the targets against which the school tracks and monitors progress are consistent and agreed and the school has faith in the assessment that informs them. 
Students understand how their work is assessed and can discuss their progress knowledgably. A target record sheet records students’ understanding of their next steps for learning. The revised assessment policy connects and integrates target-setting and assessment to support learning. Underachievement is promptly identified and appropriate interventions put in place, at individual, group and cohort levels through departments and/or year teams. Examination analysis meetings with departments take place in September to analyse and evaluate strengths and weaknesses and inform action and improvement planning. The performance of groups is closely analysed and reported. 
These processes in action are exemplified when level 4 White working class boys were identified as underperforming in 2008/09. The subsequent focus on this group across the school included: 

· the appointment of a lead teacher for literacy, intervention in Key Stage 3
· a teacher with responsibility for academic mentoring of targeted level 4 boys in Key Stage 4
· the introduction of a core subject supplementary programme
a wider range of Key Stage 4 course choices. 
A personalised curriculum

The school has used data intelligently to inform the choices programmes in Year 8 and particularly in Year 9. The quality of guidance provided along with a broader curriculum provision have resulted in higher levels of student engagement and improved outcomes at Key stage 4. 

A 25-period week has been replaced with a 30-period week. There are more longer blocks of two, three and four periods for in-depth teaching and learning and some whole-day provision for BTEC qualifications and project-based learning in Year 7. Core subjects are given greater priority at Key Stage 4 with additional staffing in English and mathematics to improve the structure and quality of interventions. This includes core supplementary support for appropriate students, who benefit from additional lessons in mathematics and English. There is a wider range of course choice with tailored curriculum packages and personalised guidance and improved career guidance at all transition stages. Support is tailored more effectively because students’ individual needs are identified more accurately. 
These changes have led to more positive attitudes to learning and improved behaviour and attendance. Another important benefit is the raised profile of the school as perceived by parents and carers and the local community. Students confidently discuss the grades they expect to achieve and how the results will help them embark on further education, training or employment. 

Building capacity

Developing capacity and investing in staff have been instrumental in the school’s journey of improvement. Staff have access to leadership courses including ‘leading from the middle’, ‘leadership pathways’, ‘developing leaders for tomorrow’ and the ‘outstanding teacher’ programme. Those who have attended these programmes have been promoted to advanced skills teachers, middle leaders and members of the senior leadership team. Four teaching assistants employed since 2008 have successfully achieved higher learning teaching assistant status. Time-framed teaching and learning projects have provided additional leadership opportunities, such as a literacy intervention pilot for boys at level 4 and the leadership of core supplementary (additional lessons) in English and mathematics. 
Strengthening performance management

Alongside work to help staff improve their practice, the school ensures that performance management is used well to broker improvement. It has been a key vehicle for implementing whole-school priorities and encouraging staff to take greater responsibility for their own professional development. Training is provided to support staff in achieving their objectives which are explicitly linked to the core and post-threshold standards. When staff have not provided sufficient evidence to demonstrate the achievement of their objectives they do not go through the threshold or progress to upper pay scale 2/3. Differentiated performance management objectives with challenging performance criteria are linked to the outcomes of self-review and have been instrumental in ensuring that the new assessment policy is consistently applied across the school.
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Highfields Science Specialist School is a larger than average secondary serving the south of Wolverhampton. The school is part of a sixth form consortium of four local schools. The student population is ethnically diverse with most students being from White British and Indian heritages. 
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Primary schools 

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

Dronfield Henry Fanshawe School
Ecclesfield School
Highlands School
Stockland Green School 

Woodside High School

From satisfactory to good: Highfields Science Specialist School
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Overview – the school’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





Sharing the best practice seen through lesson observations and ‘drop-ins’ has enabled the school to move away from using external training providers.





Developing capacity and investing in staff have been instrumental in the school’s journey of improvement.





Performance management… has been a key vehicle for implementing whole-school priorities and encouraging staff to take responsibility for their own professional development.





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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