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‘There are three core requirements in 
every endeavour that involve risk and 
responsibility. The first is diligence, the 
necessity of giving sufficient attention 
to detail to avoid error and prevail over 
obstacles. The second challenge is to 
do right and the third requirement for 
success is ingenuity, thinking anew....
Better is possible, it doesn’t take genius, 
it takes diligence, it takes moral clarity, 
it takes ingenuity. Above all, it takes a 
willingness to try.’

Atul Gawande,
Better 
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FoREWoRD  
jon coles, chief executive

communities, it could be hard to see the direct value of education: 
where graduate jobs are in short supply, and cultural, intellectual 
and sporting institutions distant, talk of economic opportunity and 
the freeing of the mind can seem abstract and irrelevant.

Transforming standards in these areas is the educational cause 
of this generation.  Academies like north oxfordshire, which 
replaced schools that had failed the previous generation in 
predominantly white working class areas, are the front line of the 
challenge.  Their success is now the key.

What will be the components of this success?  certainly, traditional 
school improvement measures: highly effective teaching, precise 
use of data backed by intervention strategies which ensure that 
each young person succeeds, an extremely careful attention to 
the core requirements of literacy and numeracy.  Equally, serious 
investment in the staff of the school: creating an environment 
which attracts the best graduates to a place they might not 
immediately have thought to come, and which develops them 
effectively and at pace.  Beyond that, a need to think more 
deeply and longer term about how to establish a secure culture 
of achievement which values young people and families as they 
are, but recognises too what they might become – and which 
reaches into the community and seeks to create aspiration and 
achievement there too.

If all of this – and more – is the goal, then a school must create 
a culture of continuous improvement – of reflecting on progress, 
evaluating it, looking at what has worked and extending at, at 
what has not and stopping it.  This process drives the next wave 
of improvement, development and innovation and develops the 
institution along with the teams and individuals within it.

This set of case studies shows continuous improvement in action 
at north oxfordshire Academy, as teachers and leaders reflect 
on some of these key components of the Academy’s work.  
significant change and improvement in achievement and in ethos 
have been realised within the Academy, and these case studies 
both demonstrate this and reflect deeply upon it.  They capture 
some deep learning, which I recommend strongly.  They also chart 
the way ahead – because as these case studies show, this is an 
Academy determined to raise achievement sharply again.

Jon coles

Perhaps Banbury is not the most obvious place to find one of the 
early Academies.  Yet its success and progress as an Academy was 
neither simple nor straightforward to achieve.  And its progress 
places it at the very centre of one of today’s most important 
educational issues.

In the first ten years of the Academies programme, the 
programme’s focus was very firmly on taking schools which had 
struggled to establish a culture of achievement over many years 
and transforming them through an injection of new governance, 
leadership, ideas and practice.  Its original name (the ‘city 
Academies’ programme) emphasised an initial intention to focus 
on schools in inner urban areas.  And indeed, many of the most 
successful and transformational Academies do serve parts of 
large conurbations.

However, even before the first of these new ‘city’ Academies had 
been opened, the need to transform educational opportunity in 
some areas beyond the traditional ‘inner city’ had been recognised 
by dropping ‘city’ from the programme’s name.  And it is in these 
areas – the less affluent neighbourhoods away from big cities – 
that perhaps the country’s biggest educational challenge now lies.

For in many of the country’s cities, Academies were planted in 
fertile soil.  Area-based strategies combining systemic reforms of 
workforce, leadership, school structures and the relationship of 
schools to other local cultural and economic institutions, together 
with a systematic approach to school turnaround, created the 
conditions in which schools could flourish as they hadn’t before.  
schools stopped seeing newly arrived communities through the 
lens of their deficits in language and formal education – and 
developed ways of tapping into their aspiration.

Meanwhile, other communities were being left behind.   Ethnic 
minority underachievement had been a central problem in the 
year 2000.  Ten years later, poor white children underperformed 
every other group, as progress in many ethnic minority groups 
was not mirrored among disadvantaged young white people.

The traditional notion of the working class had been disturbed in 
many places by economic and other change – de-industrialisation 
left behind areas with few high-skill long-term jobs; overspill towns 
uprooted traditional forms of community; seaside towns were 
affected by declining numbers holidaying at home.  In some such 

FoREWoRD



6

U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

G InTRoDUcTIon

schools are constantly managing change and seeking to develop 
best practice. The staff at north oxfordshire Academy have put 
together this collection of case studies to celebrate and share 
their best practice not only for themselves but for other schools. 
They are written to a particular format: focus area, aims, rationale, 
context, the story itself, outcomes and evaluation and next steps, 
although they vary in length. They can all be read in depth in 
the following chapters. collections of case studies are very good 
evidence of self-evaluation and this shared process of collective 
investigation and review builds impetus in terms of analysing 
evidence and planning future developments. It also increases the 
store of intellectual activity amongst the staff, releasing energy 
and creating a buzz of excitement around the best practice that 
makes a real difference to school improvement.

The case studies begin with using the 5 year plan to 
create a ‘sense of place’ in the children of north 
oxfordshire Academy which underpins all other case 
studies in this publication. The background to this was the 
ambition to change attitudes towards the Academy in the 
community positively impacting upon the town and dispelling 

InTRoDUcTIon
Professor DAviD WooDs, uniteD leArning ADvisor

the concept of ‘Banburyshire’ – which defined a community 
with a lack of aspiration. The Academy’s Five Year Plan draws 
on the cherwell District Plan, published in 2012, with it’s key 
drivers of much improved standards of education and training, 
providing economic growth and diversifying the local economy 
attracting more highly skilled businesses with an emphasis on 
regeneration and ambition. The Academy plan consists of five 
core objectives with further, detailed strands.

n   Through excellent teaching and a personalised  
curriculum to encourage ambition and determination  
to aim high and achieve high;

n   To develop resilient, independent learners and  
confident communicators;

n   To foster a cohesive and respectful community  
working together for the good of all;

n   Develop the site and facilities to allow for  
innovation and excellence using new technologies  
to deepen and enrich learning;

n   Work with all in the community to promote a spirit  
of endeavour and ethos of lifelong learning.
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The plan is now gathering momentum and in it’s first full 
year has already delivered the first Banbury Literary Festival, 
improved sports facilities, the growth of post 16 provision, 
community Arts Projects, a new nursery facility and improved 
careers opportunities within a revised curriculum.

The case study on Building a positive ethos to create  
a caring culture that drives success sits alongside the  
plan and focuses on the promotion and growth of a positive 
ethos within the Academy. This ethos is underpinned by three 
key phrases embraced by staff and students making a core 
common language:

n   A positive educational climate where all are welcomed  
and valued;

n   A relentless focus on high standards;
n   set no limits, accept no excuses. 

other aspects of this positive ethos include a strong sense of 
community, good interpersonal relationships, good pastoral 
care of students and staff, an atmosphere that encourages 
social responsibility and student participation in decision 
making. The whole staff and external volunteers also contribute 
towards learning and relationship building through the Personal 
Enrichment Programme (Pep Pro). This is a good chance to 
develop personal attributes such as communication skills, 
tolerance and understanding of others. The tutor system also 
supports this ethos and the development of character together 
with positive relationships with parents. This study contains 
some very good illustrations and tables of what success looks 
like and the system of rewards with a formal structure of sIMs 
points, postcards and telephone calls home, certificates and 
badges as well as verbal encouragement and praise including 
a Principal’s tea-party for positive conduct. The students are 
always expected to be leaders and positive role models through 
their conduct and participation in a programme of wide ranging 
activities, many of them with the community.

The case study on the Personal Enrichment Programme (PEP 
PRo), ‘adding value and igniting fires’, illustrates a vital part 
of the Academy’s ethos. It was launched in september 2012 
with the aim that every enrichment activity has to have definite 
outcomes for each student as well as contribute to a programme 
that would appeal to all students. The outcome could be an 
additional qualification, a recognised certificate, entering a 
national competition or working towards a show or exhibition. 
seven strands of the PEP were developed – Academic, creative, 
Active, community, Practical, Performance and Enterprise with 
some 43 activities to choose from depending on the strengths 

and interests of the staff, although this was supplemented 
by some external provision such as swimming coaches and a 
British sign Language teacher. The majority of PEPs are available 
for Years 7 to 10 although some are more suited to particular 
age ranges. students choose their PEP before the start of the 
academic year and one period a week, extended after school, 
is provided for this activity. Year 11 students are placed in ‘Get 
your Grade’ sessions at the same time. The range and quality 
of all these programmes is remarkable with new PEPs being 
developed all the time. The 7 Performance PEPs are designed 
to drive the quality of school performances as well as promote 
collaborative working e.g. ‘Treading the Boards’ and the ‘Rock 
choir’. The academic PEP offers an extra GcsE in specialist 
subjects such as Astronomy, Anatomy and Film studies. Pep Pro 
has also been a driver for sporting success with two AcTIVE Peps 
for eligible boys and girls but also general fitness conditioning. 
Perhaps the most inclusive PEP is that concerning British sign 
Language leading to a Level 1 qualification and one of the most 
recent is the ‘Keep calm and Get skilled PEP’ providing for the 
needs of the most vulnerable students from Years 7 to 9. All 
of this has led to much greater personal student engagement 
in the wider curriculum, with key skills such as teamwork and 
communication consistently being developed as well as the 
igniting of life-long interests.

With reference to improving teaching and learning there is an 
excellent case study on the development of an effective and 
sustainable Joint Practice Development cycle (JPD). The JPD 
cycle fosters a feeling of ‘learning together’ driving towards 
the goal of becoming consistently outstanding teachers with 
peer to peer support becoming an essential part of academy 
life. The JPD cycle was launched in January 2013 based on 
developing key pedagogical areas – Questioning, Group Work, 
Differentiation, Marking, Feedback for Learning, stretch and 
challenge with half a term dedicated specifically to each area. 
The launch event for all JPD cycles happens in the first week 
of every new half term. The launch event is an opportunity to 
explore current practice, look at current research, share best 
practice and plan for the half term ahead. one hour of faculty 
meeting time every week is used to focus on the particular cycle 
of JPD. For the purpose of this case study one particular cycle – 
questioning – has been discussed in detail. This was launched 
with reference to research and ideas about questioning 
techniques with all teachers and teaching assistants developing 
a questioning pledge as a sMART target focusing on a specific 
group. The one hour weekly session was used to share successes 
and ‘even better ifs’ and progress towards the sMART target. 
The Academy’s Teaching and Learning Team sent out weekly 
top tips, hosted open door teaching events and detailed focus 
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sessions looking at aspects of questioning, and developed the 
Wonderwall for showing of feedback from great teaching seen 
when on learning walks. A relentless focus on questioning 
was built into learning walks, line management meetings, the 
Teaching and Learning newsletter, and the ‘north oxfordshire 
Academy loyalty card’ rewarding participation and performance. 
Every opportunity was taken to celebrate and talk about great 
questioning. The finale of the questioning cycle was a whole 
staff celebration event which centred on ‘stealing an idea’ with 
prizes on offer and the best ideas shared via the Blog. Further 
JPD cycles have followed a similar pattern demonstrating a 
strong commitment to evidence based practice.

Alongside great professional development opportunities to 
improve learning and performance is a detailed, thorough and 
innovative case study on data to drive instruction. one of the 
Academy’s key priorities was for all staff to use data effectively 
to inform and enhance their practice. The aims were:

n   To create a process and structure to promote a higher level 
of data based decision making at all levels;

n   To develop a system where all staff regularly use data 
effectively to inform teaching and learning practice;

n   To create an infrastructure supporting nQTs and new staff to 
develop their pedagogical content knowledge;

n   To reduce IsV (in-school variation) through moving the focus 
to progress and value added data.

In 2012 middle leaders in particular, and staff generally, did not 
use data frequently and consistently to track improvement and 
progress and new data mechanics were needed to enable this to 
happen. With appropriate consultation two major innovations 
were introduced. The ‘Leadership Attainment Profile’ (LAP) for 
curriculum teams and a ‘Pastoral Leadership Profile (PLP) for 
pastoral leaders. These documents were owned and widely 
promoted by middle leaders in particular, enabling value added 
progress data for each student to be monitored at individual, 
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class and faculty level. The implementation of the LAP and 
PLP was structured over three terms and over time, also using 
the inclusion profile, they placed emphasis and ownership of 
progress and attainment data firmly back into the hands of 
middle leaders and teaching staff. This made it simpler to target 
and evidence impact for interventions at class and sub-group 
level. There are good examples of faculty leaders describing the 
impact of these initiatives on their work and the quality of their 
analysis. The data review mechanisms relies on the LAP and 
PLP being a ‘live’ document that is used and reviewed regularly 
by the team leaders with their teams to drive accountability 
and improvement. There is now a much stronger link between 
attainment data and its influence on teaching and learning 
across faculties which will continue to drive and build progress 
across the Academy.

There are a number of case studies on the theme of literacy, 
an important priority for the Academy and its community. The 
first concerns Banbury Literary Live, the Academy’s first literary 
festival and a great example of enterprise and innovation. 
The aims of this event were to ignite a passion for literature 
in the Academy’s students and to positively involve the local 
community in an accessible literary event. The target audience 
was very much children and families and a small committee, 
including external expertise, was formed to help organise the 
festival with sponsorship and the participation of published 
authors. It was very important that the Academy as well 
as the local community was involved in the logistics of the 
event as well as performances and showcases – the Year 12 
ambassadors were responsible for looking after speakers, the 
drama, music, dance departments created a rolling programme 
of entertainment, the school branch of the Army cadet force 
did the marshalling and BTEc Hospitality students catered the 
event. The festival was professionally presented with its own 
website and advertising campaign. There were 300 visitors on 
the day and the study includes a range of testimonials as to 
its success. As this was the first ever literary festival lessons 
have been learnt for future festivals such as greater in-school 
involvement as well as the community and moving the event to 
a sunday. The literary festival is now a permanent future of the 
school’s calendar and will continue to strengthen community 
participation as well as to ignite a passion for literature within 
the school and beyond.

Another case study linked to literacy is the Kindle club 
which was formed in september 2013 with 19 keen and eager 
young readers of high ability in Year 9. Members of the club are 
encouraged to read at home and then prepare a presentation 
based on what they have read. The club also encouraged the use 

of new technology to improve creativity further to developing 
resilient, independent learners and confident communicators. 
A lunch time book club is run with the book being the Kindle 
which is Amazon’s digital reading and publishing platform 
consisting of an online e-book store. The aim is to encourage 
students to read more and to expand their critical awareness of 
literature beyond what they would normally explore in school. 
A different book is studied every half term in a seminar learning 
environment, giving power and authority to the students 
themselves using questioning, presentations, discussion and 
debating. The impact has been measured through a sWoT 
analysis on the club and the use of questionnaires and this has 
revealed a very positive impact on the student’s attitudes and 
experiences, their understanding and independent learning. 
next steps are to introduce the Kindles to lower ability Year 7 
students, getting more boys to join and perhaps start a Kindle 
PEP. Advances in technology offer various apps which could 
be used to transform literacy across the school – for example 
spelling, punctuation and blog writing and the Kindle club 
could start to develop these.

reading through music is another case study exemplifying 
the impact of teaching literacy through all subject experiences. 
This was targeted at the lowest ability readers (eight students 
in Year 7 with reading ages between six to eight years). A pilot 
scheme had been developed at northampton Academy which 
the school was trialling. The scheme ran for six weeks, led by the 
Head of Music and the Assistant sEnco working on improving 
a set of competences on a scale of 1 (extremely confident) 
to 5 (struggle with this all the time). Each session was run 
through a different literacy focus with all the learning taking 
place through musical activities with a specific listening activity 
at the end of the session. The six sessions culminated with 
an overarching activity where they wrote a poem/rap about 
their chosen identities and read this out over chosen music/
composed music. The scheme was carefully evaluated related 
to the competences, although the greatest impact was the vast 
improvement in confidence levels. Through music, students 
had been able to access their own literacy skills and develop 
them further. It is intended that this programme will now run 
as part of the whole school intervention programme offered 
from september 2014 with a number of different cohorts with 
training for music staff and literacy / special needs experts. This 
new initiative is a good example of action research leading to 
improved practice.

on the theme of action research there is a case study on 
language immersion opportunities outside of the 
classroom environment which is a good example of 
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innovation and creativity in the curriculum. This case study 
focuses on the introduction of a languages library offering 
a range of books, magazines, newspapers and DVDs in the 
target language for students to borrow in order to support their 
learning. A student voice survey revealed what material would be 
stimulating and enjoyable and there was a real buzz when they 
were provided in the new library with eager pupils keen to borrow 
them. Those who borrow most feature on the ‘linguists of the 
term’ board. To re-ignite the buzz after a term, two movie nights 
were organized which were a huge success. They were attended 
by a hundred students and were followed by conversations about 
use of the library at parent’s morning and evening. student 
surveys gave further feedback. The greatest impact which the 
library has had is the high level of student enjoyment and the 
level of challenge and stretch particularly for more able students. 
The MFL Movie nights have created an exciting buzz around 
the school with a demand for more and a ‘hook’ for students 
to continue studying a language. Areas for improvement which 
include the location of the library, return of materials and wider 
use by all students are being addressed. However, the innovation 

has worked well and will prove to be a real asset for the new MFL 
programmes at Key stage 3 in particular with its extra emphasis 
on the use of the target language.

There are two contrasting case studies concerned with the 
teaching of Maths. one is focused upon every student can 
achieve at least a c grade in Maths and the other on the 
provision of Adult gcse Maths lessons. In the former the 
emphasis is on how to get success in Mathematics teaching 
especially with ‘c’ grade potential students in Year 11, although 
many of the suggestions are valid across the ability range. 
The author’s premise is that there are very few students who 
cannot achieve a ‘c’ grade in Maths and that it is motivation 
and appropriate teaching rather than ability which is the 
problem. There are key sections in this study on motivation, 
marking, teacher knowledge, behaviour and engagement, prior 
knowledge, lesson structure and literacy. There is also a strong 
emphasis on the importance of teachers varying their approach 
with time for such elements as mini-whiteboard work, pair 
and group work, problem solving, working through questions 
in silence, direct teacher talk especially for new material. The 
study has a very useful list of the elements of an outstanding 
Maths lessons at GcsE so that all students can make rapid and 
sustained progress and be successful.

The other Maths study relates to the provision of Adult Maths 
gcse lessons. As we have seen from the first case study the 
school wants to develop strong relationships between the 
Academy, the parents and the wider community to promote an 
ethos of lifelong learning. To help promote this an adult GcsE 
Maths class was marketed at parents’ evening which resulted 
in interest from some 15 individuals. After a consultation it 
was decided on a two hour session every fortnight with further 
homework and extra lesson time later in the year. In the event only 
five parents took part. since the beginning of the year there has 
been an average increase of two grades with participants really 
enjoying the lessons and gaining in confidence. Going foward 
the school is going to re-market the sessions at parents’ evening 
and particularly with the new Year 7 parents, trying to avoid the 
large drop out between initial interest and take-up. Building on 
the success of the pilot this year it is hoped to increase take-up by 
100% and for two thirds to achieve a ‘c’ grade. 

on the theme of community another example is the case 
study on the impact of Youth Work. The introduction 
of a youth work programme in the Academy is an excellent 
example of community provision with the intention to train 
students to run evening clubs, mentor students as well as 
adding another learning pathway to academic and vocational 



11

 U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

GInTRoDUcTIon

programmes. Although the programme was initiated in 2009 it 
has developed considerably since then. Initially, it was a Year 
11 based programme and students were guided into this as 
an alternative to academic and vocational qualifications when 
they were struggling to engage. After the review in 2010 the 
programme was fully integrated into the sixth Form led by an 
experienced youth worker. The training of students has led to 
the establishment of separate evening youth clubs for Years 7 
to 10 and plans for a Year 11 club from this september. There 
is also a strong programme of sixth Form youth work and 
student leadership. This is based around two key qualifications 
in Youth Work Practice at Level 2 and 3 with a formal two year 
programme of study and experiential learning: young people 
now assist and run a range of programmes including mentoring, 
lunch and after school clubs, specific lesson support and the 
Personal Enrichment Programme. This Youth Work Programme 
has had a very positive impact on the Academy students and 
has received both local and national recognition as an area of 
excellent provision. It offers an alternative pathway allowing 
students to achieve different qualifications to gain access to 
employment or further education.

The final study, again related to sixth Form provision is on 
Raising standards in the sixth Form which is an interesting 
study of the development of the sixth Form since its opening 
in 2008. originally, the Academy built its provision around 
the IB qualification as well as a full Level 3 vocational 
programme and grew from a small to medium provider of 
about 120 students. However, there was a major re-think in 
2011/2012 due to disappointing outcomes and in 2013 the 
IB qualification was replaced by a full programme of As and A 
levels and the vocational programme was re-designed. A full 
time Business, Enterprise and careers officer was appointed 
to help students make more informed choices about post 16 
courses through a careers Advisory Programme. At the same 
time the profile of progress to HE was raised with a UcAs co-
ordinator to advise and work with students and parents along 
with improved opportunities in vocational areas. With all these 
new programmes there is a conscious effort to raise the levels 
of student independence and autonomy, taking ownership of 
their own learning. The opening of a new sixth Form facility, 
relocated into the main building, placed the sixth Form at the 
heart of the school so that they can be a positive influence on 
younger students. To that end all Year 12 students complete a 
Level 2 leadership qualification and all spend time working as 
mentors or classroom assistants helping to improve behaviour 
and raise levels of aspiration. Although there are further 
challenges ahead the Academy is now in a good place to build 
on its achievements in this phase.
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north oxfordshire Academy is a good school on the journey 
to outstanding. These case studies demonstrate some 
of the outstanding practice to be found in the Academy. 
There are particular themes in this collection particularly 
community provision and the importance of lifelong learning, 
the emergence of a personalised curriculum to encourage 
aspiration and ambition, a relentless focus on teaching and 
learning and continuous professional development. It is a mark 
of an outstanding school to have an expectation that staff work 
together in action research to develop a significant evidence 
base for their practice and there are many examples of this. 
Taken together this collection of case studies are characterised 
by enterprise, innovation and creativity which will continue to 
sustain the success of north oxfordshire Academy.

‘People are most motivated, energised and self-
efficacious when they feel that they have overcome 
obstacles and made progress, even small steps of 
progress in their daily work.....schools leaders should 
create the conditions that help people succeed. This 
means removing obstacles, providing resources and 
supporting group development and the calling of 
attention to the progress made through celebration...
this is in keeping with the natural desires of the human 
spirit, to do something intrinsically worthwhile with 
others in a collective effort.’
Teresa Anabile and steven Kramer, The Progress Principle

InTRoDUcTIon
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north oxfordshire Academy opened in Banbury in 2007 
replacing the failing Drayton school. It is a non-selective, 
over-subscribed Academy which admits 180 students in 
each year group and has a growing sixth Form of 140. The 
Academy serves a very close-knit community in north Banbury. 
Parts of this community cope with high levels of deprivation; 
few parents of students at the Academy have experienced 
education beyond the age of 16 and few hold professional 
positions of employment. 33% have no qualifications above 
Level 2. Although the town has high employment, much of this 
is low skill and low pay. 

The percentage of students entitled to free school meals (FsM)
is higher than average, the figure in 2014-2015 is 18%.

The student population is predominantly white, (80% WBR) 
with the proportion of students belonging to other ethnic 
groups being low in comparison with national averages. 

The percentage of students with a statement of special needs is 
1%. The percentage of students on the sEn based on the new 
code of Practice is 16%, substantially above the recommended 
figure of 7%. 

In 2013 we were in the top 20% of schools nationally for value 
added with an overall score of 1005.9 and progress of girls 
1027.4. There is minimal difference between the progress of 
FsM/non FsM students.

We want our students to achieve the academic excellence  
that will enable them to access top universities and 
apprenticeships and go on to have successful and rewarding 
careers. We want them to grow into confident and articulate 
young people capable of holding their own in any social 
situation. We want our students to leave the Academy and 
make a positive contribution to their communities, be self-
supporting and interested in how they can participate and 
make a difference.

We do this with a no gimmicks approach to education. We 
believe the basics count. Through our engagement with United 

conTExT
sArA Billins, PrinciPAl

Teaching and close links with oxford and Warwick University 
PGcE programmes, we recruit top quality teachers and work 
hard to ensure that they have the skills, knowledge and 
expertise to help our students achieve their very best. Through 
the United Learning network of academies and independent 
schools we give students a wide range of opportunities to 
work with and compete against students from a diverse range 
of backgrounds and experience.

our expectations for our students are high. The basics go 
without saying and are non negotiable. We expect our students 
to be properly prepared for school, on time, well behaved and 
respectful to others in their language and manners. We will 
also push them hard to be the best that they can be. This 
means home learning, reading, practice, after school classes 
and clubs. We want to instil a strong work ethic in our students 
and the understanding that nothing comes without hard work 
and effort. 

In a small town such as Banbury, the Academy has the potential 
to have significant influence. As such, part of our core purpose 
is to raise the ambition, not only of the children in our care 
but of the whole community. We have worked hard to build 
on the potential of the Academy as a community resource for 
sports and performing arts. We aim to become a centre for 
town events such as our Literary Festival now in its second year. 
In April 2015 we will be opening noA’s Ark, a new nursery 
provision for 50 children aged 0-5. We provide educational 
support for the Banbury Museum and support parents to return 
to education by offering GcsE maths classes. In doing so we 
have incrementally improved the reputation of the Academy 
and in an area with grammar schools and many independent 
schools we are beginning to see a shift in the social economic 
profile of families making north oxfordshire Academy their 
first choice of school.

We are a highly ambitious Academy with great drive and 
enthusiasm and committed staff. The case studies in this 
publication give a flavour of what we are trying to achieve. 
There is always so much more to do, but we are proud of what 
we have accomplished so far.

conTExT
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This case study provides the context to the development of 
a 5 Year strategic Plan for the Academy which underpins all 
the other case studies included in this publication. The plan 
is rooted in a desire to impact not only on the Academy but 
on the wider local community; this was developed through 
gaining an understanding of the history, geography and urban 
development of Banbury and how this can be used to inform 
school improvement.

A Brief history and Background
To understand the current context of north oxfordshire 
Academy it is first necessary to briefly explore its place within 
the history of Banbury.

Established by the saxons, Banbury nudges the eastern edge 
of the cotswolds and is surrounded by exquisite countryside 
and villages. Banbury boasts a historic town centre and should 
share the affluence of other cotswold urban centres such as 
cheltenham, cirencester and stratford upon Avon. However, 
despite its well known nursery rhyme and associated landmarks 
Banbury has failed to benefit from the development of tourism. 
Rather, its economic roots lie in industry; this is best explained 
by the construction in the late 18th century of the oxford canal, 
one of the most important and profitable transport links in Britain 
which enabled Banbury to import coal from the Warwickshire 
mines and to develop its industrial base. Further enhancement 
of rail and motorway transport links placed Banbury less than 
an hour from London and Birmingham and made the town an 
attractive central location. The area attracted manufacturing, 
food and engineering industries and, most notably the Alcan 
Aluminium factory. Following the Town Development Act of 
1952, cherwell council signed an overspill agreement with 
the London county council and Banbury became an expanded 
town. In 1969 redevelopment of the centre of the town 
commenced with the creation of castle Quay shopping centre 
followed by the arrival of a number of peripheral retail parks 
occupied by large low cost retailers. This diminished the cultural 

Using our 5 Year Plan to create a  
‘sense of Place’ in the children of  
north oxfordshire Academy
sArA Billins, PrinciPAl

Places said to have a strong ‘sense of place’ have a 
strong identity and character that is deeply felt by local 
inhabitants and by many visitors. such a feeling may be 
derived from the natural environment, but is more often 
made up of a mix of natural and cultural features in the 
landscape, and generally includes the people who occupy 
the place. 
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identity of the town centre and instead established Banbury 
as a regional service centre. In addition, the Bretch Hill estate 
was built, mainly to provide homes for Londoners linked to the 
relocation of industries. Further slum clearance in the town 
centre resulted in displaced people being accommodated on 
the ’Bretch’. In 1973 Drayton school (now north oxfordshire 
Academy) was built in response to this growth in population.

Industry went into decline from the 1980’s onwards and Alcan 
closed in 2004 with the loss of around 300 jobs, shifting 
employment into the retail and service sectors. Banbury 
continues to boast low rates of unemployment; however, much 
of this employment is low skill low pay with women often the 
sole earners primarily on minimum wage or no-contract hours. 
nevertheless, the area retains notable links with world 
motorsport and Banbury is home to many well known 
organisations within the industry. Prodrive, one of the world’s 
largest motorsport and automotive technology specialists, are 
based in the town, as are a host of race teams including Lotus 
and Marussia F1.

the story: Building an Academy for the 
community at north oxfordshire Academy
‘The special bond which develops between children and their 
childhood environments has been called a ‘primal landscape’ 
by human geographers. This childhood landscape forms part of 
people’s identity.’ 

Measham, TG (2007) Primal Landscapes: insights for education 
from empirical research on ways of learning about environments, 
International Research in Geographical and Environmental 
Education 16.

By 2011 Drayton school had become north oxfordshire 
Academy, undergone extensive redevelopment, improved 
educational outcomes for students and was no longer in an 
ofsted category. However, its reputation as a ‘sink’ school 
in the local area remained firmly embedded, resulting in the 
school remaining stubbornly undersubscribed; thus failing to 
attract children from higher socio-economic groups who chose 
instead to use the local bus service serving the grammar schools 
of Warwickshire. Therefore, the school continued primarily to 
serve the estates of Bretch Hill where a significant proportion 
of housing had been purchased by the London Boroughs of 
Wandsworth and Lambeth in order to relocate ‘at risk’ families. 

The puzzle of Banbury lies in part with the notion of 
‘Banburyshire’. This commonly used local expression has no 
geographical basis, but is used in an attitudinal sense to define 

a community which despite benefiting from extended and 
close-knit family structures tends towards a lack of aspiration 
and ambition; less affluent than the villages and towns which 
surround it.

It was with this context in mind that the Academy designed its 
5 year development plan. It was clear that the Academy needed 
to continue to drive up standards in teaching and learning and 
improvements in educational outcomes for children; however, 
there was a parallel piece of work required to begin to change 
attitudes towards the Academy from the community and also 
to positively impact on the town and help dispel the concept  
of ‘Banburyshire’.
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Articulating a 5 Year Plan for north  
oxfordshire Academy  

‘….many of the problems of urban schools cannot be solved 
without improvements in the conditions of the communities 
surrounding those schools.’ Mark R. Warren, ‘communities 
and schools: A new View of Urban Education Reform,’ Harvard 
Educational Review, 75, 2, summer, 2005.

In 2012 cherwell District council published its local plan for the 
development of Banbury. This proved to be a key document for 
the Academy to develop its own strategy and the 5 year plan 
draws heavily on this document. The following extracts were 
identified as key drivers:

n   There is a need to diversify Banbury’s economy, to attract 
more highly skilled businesses, to increase the levels of 
education, training and ambition in the town and to continue 
addressing the impact of the recent recession;

n   The need to improve standards of education and training: 
five areas within Banbury are in the worst 10% in England in 
terms of skills, education and training. GcsE performance is 

below county and national averages. A third of residents have 
no qualifications. There is an above average concentration of 
people employed in low-skilled and lower paid occupations;

n   Providing for economic growth and diversification is 
necessary to increase the number of economically active 
residents, to lower unemployment to pre-recession levels, 
to provide more training opportunities and to encourage 
more ambitious educational attainment in Banbury. This will 
help provide a broader range of employment opportunities 
and potential access to more highly skilled jobs. We 
wish to encourage a wider range of employers into the 
town, particularly higher skilled and higher technology 
businesses, by providing suitable employment land, 
delivering regeneration and improving the quality of the 
built environment, to help create the conditions that will 
help reduce deprivation and improve the attractiveness of 
Banbury as a place to live, work and visit;

n   Banbury faces some challenging community and social 
issues. This includes educational attainment, teenage 
pregnancy, anti-social behaviour, child well-being and 
access to services and facilities and affordable housing.  
(cherwell Local Plan 2012-2030).

enhanced 
learning
n   Forest school
n   outdoor education
n   Mini farm

Primary school
Wrap around care

curriculum opps
Apprenticeships 

H&sc
Youth Work
Hospitality

nursery
n community facility
n   centre for multi agency use

north oxfordshire Academy 2017
Building a school for the community 

At north oxfordshire Academy

Alternative provision / inclusion centre

curriculum opps
Apprenticeships
Football Academy
  Junior sports leaders
Youth Work
  Hospitality

sports facilities
n   4G pitch (new build)
n Astro
n   Tennis courts (refurb)
n   netball courts
n   Gym (refurb)
n Fitness suite
n sports hall (refurb)
n climbing wall (refurb)
n   Football pitches
n Playground areas

community facilities
n   Garden / allotments
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north oxfordshire Academy is situated in the north-West 
corner of Banbury on a large L shaped plot positioned between 
two areas planned for substantial housing development. It 
was obvious that as this housing progressed the increased 
population would have substantial impact on the Academy. 
This in itself presented an opportunity to secure section 106 
funding (Town and country Planning Act 1990) to offset 
any detrimental effects or pressures caused by the housing 
developments. Whilst the Academy had been substantially 
improved, large parts of the building and in particular  
the external environment had been neglected and this 
presented an opportunity to complete the job. 
 
The plan responded to the cherwell Local Plan by examining 
the potential of our substantial, but as yet not fully exploited 
site to maximise opportunities for the local community. This  
was mapped into a framework for community development 
shown on the previous page.

The plan consists of five core objectives as follows with  
each objective mapped into four – five more detailed strands:

1   Through excellent teaching and a personalised curriculum we 
work together to set challenging targets, encouraging the 
ambition and determination in our young people to  
aim high and achieve high;

2   We will develop resilient, independent learners who are 
creative thinkers, self motivators, team workers and  
confident communicators;

3   Foster a cohesive and respectful community where staff, students, 
parents and the wider community work together for the good of all;

4   Develop our site and facilities to allow for innovation and 
excellence using new technologies and our specialisms of 
Media communication and Business Enterprise to deepen  
and enrich learning;

5   We will work with all who are part of our community  
to promote a spirit of endeavour and ethos of lifelong learning.
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A period of consultation then commenced with, amongst 
others students, parents, governors, cherwell District council, 
local sports providers and housing developers to ascertain how 
effectively the plan was identifying and responding to local 
need and how well supported it would be.

With the consultation period complete, it was important that 
the plan became a live document with buy in and leadership of 
the strands involving the whole staff. To achieve this a working 
group of interested staff members was tasked to take ownership 
of a strand and its development into a detailed Year 1 plan. 
 
Giving the working parties complete freedom to manage 
and drive their strands has been an important element of 
the plan’s success so far as it has generated a momentum 
driven by individuals with a passion and belief in the areas 

they lead. This has allowed the vision to be shared across the 
Academy and the plan has become part of the language of 
school improvement used by all staff and governors. Further 
buy in was achieved through the introduction of an in house 
Innovation for Improvement process (mirroring the group 
wide United Learning initiative) which allowed individuals not 
necessarily involved with working groups to bid for funding 
to deliver projects linked to one of the strands of the plan. 
A number of the projects below were delivered through this 
initiative. Many of the actions required additional funding; 
thus, working parties were tasked to find additional funding 
streams to support their ambitions and it was through local 
sponsorship and promotion that for example the Banbury 
Literary Festival, nursery and allotment projects have been able 
to progress at a faster rate than would have been possible 
using school resources. 
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impact of the 5 Year Plan on the local community 
– Year 1
Thus far the plan has delivered:
1  The first Banbury Literary Live Literary Festival;
2  The delivery of the first stage of improved sports facilities 

at the Academy with planning permission granted for a 3 
G pitch which will substantially enhance sports facilities in 
the local area;

3  Growth of the post 16 youth work qualification allowing 
the Academy to become a local hub of youthwork provision;

4  Two community arts projects one at the Horton  
General Hospital and one in an area of development in 
central Banbury;

5  Development of a substantial school allotment with 
extended community involvement;

6 GcsE English and maths offer to parents;
7  Planning and development of a new nursery facility; 

noA’s Ark for which 100k was secured from cherwell 
District council. This will provide 50 places for children 
between the ages of 0-5; 

8  The delivery of two Apprenticeship fairs and two Driving 
Ambition events to the local community. This year’s event 
attracted 32 exhibitors and over 200 parents and children 
from the local community;

9  Principal has become a Trusee of Banbury Museum; 
leading to an improved educational offer by the museum 
to local schools and greater engagement of students at 
the Academy with the museum;

10  Expansion of the sixth Form Football Academy into the 
local area offering enhanced opportunities ( A Levels 
alongside ) to young people who would formerly have 
entered football apprenticeships with Banbury or  
oxford United;

11  Building of a specialist centre for alternative provision  
and new sixth Form block;

12  Revision of the Academy vocational curriculum to reflect 
employment opportunities in the local area building on 
engineering and hospitality.

A number of these are described in more detail by other case 
studies in this publication where more detailed impact measures 
are used.

next steps
Inevitably, with a changing staff, there is now a need to 
rearticulate the vision and to keep it fresh, live and relevant. 
The Academy is currently at a stage of review, reflection and 
revision before the Year 2 plan takes shape.
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focus area
This case study focuses on ethos within north  
oxfordshire Academy. 

context
How does north oxfordshire Academy bring out ‘the best  
in everyone’? 
north oxfordshire Academy focuses on the potential success 
of every student within the school and how it can be achieved. 

A school with soul – building positive ethos  
to create a caring culture that drives success
louisA WilKinson, AssistAnt PrinciPAl: Ks3 Progress AnD AchieveMent

‘Ethos emerges from individual and group interaction and 
in their interpretation of events. Ethos then is not that 
which is formally stated or documented but is a process 
of social interaction; it is not independent from the 
organisation but inherently bound up within it.’ 
(Meek, 1988)

Three key phrases have been embraced by staff and students 
which instil an appreciation that there are no limits to what 
the student can achieve, that there is a relentless focus on 
enrichment of all aspects of school life enabling everyone to 
make the most of outstanding learning opportunities. Finally, a 
firmly rooted belief in growth mind-set leads to the improvement 
of the community as a whole.
 
north oxfordshire Academy Ethos:
n   A positive emotional climate where all are  

welcomed and valued;
n   A relentless focus on high standards;
n   set no limits, accept no excuses.

rationale
‘…the training of good human beings, purposeful and wise, 
themselves with a vision of what it is to be human and the kind 
of society that makes it possible.’ (Hansard, 2006)
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Ethos is generally described as the overall feeling and nature 
of a school. This includes the quality of relationships between 
students, staff, families and the wider community, the care and 
pride taken in looking after the school building and grounds, 
the sense of welcoming atmosphere and the meaningful way 
learning happens in the classroom. In the classroom, ethos is 
of critical importance in determining the quality of learning that 
takes place, because there is little doubt that students respond 
best and achieve more highly in a safe, secure and friendly 
environment. It is how teachers establish their authority, their 
tone and the little things they continually say and do on a 
daily basis that also determines that climate. There can also be 
a significant positive impact on the health and well-being of 
students and staff. 

Michael Barber (2012) created a formula for 
curriculum development using ethics or ethos as a vital 
requirement for a successful educational experience.  
Well-educated = E(K+T+L)

e stands for Ethics (or Ethos), 
K for Knowledge,  
t for Thinking and  
l for Leadership

Therefore, the features of a successful ethos include:

n   a strong sense of community; 
n   good interpersonal relationships; 
n   good pastoral care of students and staff; 
n   an atmosphere that encourages social responsibility; 
n   staff led student participation in decision making.

the story and outcomes
A positive emotional climate, where all are welcomed  
and valued

The values, vision and ethos of the Academy are instilled 
in the students, from the start in Year 7. Every adult and 
student in the community is a role model for this, with the 
opportunity and responsibility to have a positive impact on 
the lives of others. staff work together to create a positive 
learning environment in all that they do, this is because the 
children learn most from the modelling presented to them by 
the Academy staff – in terms of both the interactions with 
the children themselves as well as those between colleagues. 
Therefore, some of the value and importance of our ethos is 
taught through the modelling of the desired behaviours by 
Academy staff and provide support to achieve this via whole 

staff shared cPD. students learn more and behave better 
when they receive high levels of understanding, caring and 
genuineness, than when they receive low levels of support, for 
example telling the child that the work is important; they can 
do it and that the teacher will not give up on them. Therefore, 
it is vital to achieve this and it is demonstrated through:

n   the way staff talk to children: respecting, valuing, praising, 
rewarding, celebrating, supporting, enabling;

n   the way staff talk to each other: valuing, respecting, 
encouraging, sharing, supporting, empathising;

n   the way staff talk to parents: respecting, valuing, friendly, 
empathising, supporting;

n   appropriate use of body language: open, welcoming,  
non-threatening, encouraging, supporting;

n    the way we behave within school: dressing appropriately, 
promoting safety, promoting good work behaviours.

The staff and external volunteers also contribute towards 
learning and relationship building through the Personal 
Enrichment Programme (PEP Pro). It is an opportunity for 
students to positively interact with other adults which not only 
provides a sense of real world experience but also a chance 
to employ good communication skills, patience, acceptance 
and understanding of others. In fact, this is also part of the 
welcoming atmosphere, as visitors to the school comment 
on the professional and mature attitude of the students they 
meet; this type of positive reinforcement provides further 
consolidation that these behaviours are valued and important 
to the school and wider community.

The tutor system supports the ethos, as every term a new positive 
attribute or value, for example enthusiasm, determination or 
ambition is explored, bringing the characteristics of this to the 
foreground. students give these values an identity as they link 
the values to people in their family or public figures; using 
the reality of a situation to give assembly presentations to 
their peers, thus reinforcing and share their experiencing in a 
positive message to hundreds of other students.

A relentless focus on high standards
A culture of inspirational teaching and learning is promoted  
at all times to both staff and students, with the motivation  
that that students’ enjoy and value their learning. This 
expectation has established a more aspirational culture  
and we celebrate success at every opportunity. The reward 
system has been re-modelled to include clear outcomes, 
involving students in the language of what success looks and 
sounds like.
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What are the learning expectations in our lessons?
What am i doing? What does this look like?
Progress
I am making excellent progress

n   I have completed the extension tasks;
n   I have demonstrated that I have made excellent progress in my knowledge/ 

understanding/ skills. 

inDePenDence
I am an independent learner 

n   I begin tasks and activities immediately; 
n   I look for extension activities and start them without being asked;
n   I have helped others to get on with their work.

Positive BehAviour
I demonstrate positive behaviour

n   I have acted in a calm and mature manner in group work tasks;
n   I have actively listened when others are speaking;
n   I have shared my ideas and answers by waiting to be asked by the teacher or 

another student.

success
I am a successful learner

n   I have achieved or exceeded my target level in assessments;
n   I have completed my homework on time and produced work of a higher quality 

than expected.

rewards at north oxfordshire Academy
At north oxfordshire Academy we believe in encouraging and celebrating good work and behaviour through constant and 
consistent positive recognition.

reward given for? When?
siMs points Achievement, positive behaviours, effort /

contribution inside and outside of class – R1-5
At any time by class teachers

lucky dip Achievement, positive behaviours, 
effort /contribution in lessons – R2

At any time by class teachers

Positive postcards home consistent achievement, positive behaviours, 
effort /contribution in lessons – R3 

At any time by class teachers/ learning 
leaders/ faculty directors

Positive phone calls home consistent achievement, positive behaviours, 
effort /contribution in lessons – R4

At any time by class teachers/ learning 
leaders/ faculty directors

reward vouchers consistent achievement, positive behaviours, 
effort /contribution in lessons – R5

At any time by class teachers

Badges consistent ‘going the extra mile’  
participation in subject areas
Attendance – gold star for 100%  
attendance/ punctuality

At any time by teachers in recognition of 
participation in clubs or special events 
End of term
End of year

newsletter ‘hall of fame’ Most frequently nominated students for 
Learner of the Week, Term, Year

names published in termly newsletter sent 
to parents/ community

learner certificates Excellence in subject specific areas End of week, term, year sent to parents

trips For students with zero negative sIMs, highest 
positive sIMs and excellent attendance and 
punctuality throughout year

End of school year

lunch time priority passes Homework project winners End of each term

Awards evening significant effort and achievement in each 
subject area

Annual evening event for winners and their 
families.
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In his research into secondary schools and their effects on 
children, UK psychiatrist Michael Rutter concluded that the 
factors that indicate a positive school ethos are often quite small 
but require a commitment at every level: receiving immediate 
and positive reactions to performance can build resilience 
and positive relationships. As well as verbal encouragement 
and praise, there is now a formal structure of awards, letters, 
certificates and badges. Reward achievements are broadcast to 
staff and students via assemblies, tutor notices and the internet 
and are also recognised with parents directly at school-wide 
celebration events including, the Principal’s tea party for positive 
conduct and reward trips at the end of the academic year. These 
are ‘promoted’ to students as motivational tools to encourage 
high standards and remove limiting factors; over 28,000 reward 
points are earned each term by the student population, matched 
by a relative decrease in negative behaviour incidents. There are 
extremely high standards in expectations for uniform, behaviour, 
attendance and punctuality. If students get all these things right, 
they will learn better and improve their outcomes.

students enjoy wearing their uniform and this gives them a 
sense of identity in their community and pride in their school. 
As other areas of our students’ educational experience improve 
progress in attendance and appearance can be seen too. 

High grading standards and lessons where high performance 
is expected from the outset are also characteristics of a school 
with an evident positive ethos. It is important to recognise the 
significance of meaningful feedback from work completed 
in class as a developing motivation in the intrinsic reward  
of success. This advance would not have occurred without  
the relentless focus on improving teaching and learning within 
the Academy. 

Positive partnerships with parents
A positive and supportive relationship between parents and 
north oxfordshire Academy staff is vital for the well-being 
and achievement of students and is intrinsic to our statement 
that encourages the welcome and value of others. Parents 
support the establishment and maintenance of high standards: 
behaviour, attendance, punctuality, appearance and academic 
performance of students significantly improved when parents 
actively supported the Academy through monitoring their 
progress and encouraging them with additional rewards for 
success. Through an idea of ‘character reports’, introduced 
by the KIPP charter schools in the UsA, the importance of 
personal and social progress is promoted to parents, alongside  
academic progress, through north oxfordshire Academy 
behaviour report cards.

In addition, parents receive ‘every day’ communication from the 
academy through drop-ins and meetings, text messages, email 
and phone. A termly newsletter, tweets and articles in the local 
newspaper inform parents and the community of our activities 
and successes. There are also the usual parents’ afternoons and 
mornings when parents come into the academy and discuss 
their child’s progress. The level of preparation for productive 
conversations by staff ensures that parental feedback is 
overwhelmingly positive, with 100% of respondents reporting 
that they receive the information they need and feel involved 
in their child’s education. At parent’s meetings, the ethos is 
supported by special displays of marked ‘best work’ from every 
area of the curriculum alongside books and assessments for 
each child ready to share with parents as examples of success 
or evidence of lack of progress.
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set no limits, accept no excuses 
The students are expected to be leaders and positive role models 
through participation in army cadets, sports, charity work, music 
and drama performances as well as career Academy internships 
and work experience. This demonstrates the commitment of 
staff, volunteers and parents to supporting students in their 
development of excellent links with our community. students get 
opportunities to work with many people inside and outside the 
Academy, and they establish good networks and relationships 
with them. It is the aim that all our students make a positive 
difference to their community. 

This is modelled by a highly skilled youth work team in the sixth 
Form who work hard to ensure that vulnerable students are 
mentored and supported in school. They have set up and led 
a ‘Make a Difference Week’ which highlighted the power of 
positive words in a campaign against bullying. several of the 
youth work team have moved onto an apprenticeship within 
the Academy and higher level training. They also support our 
literacy strategy as weekly buddy readers and help welfare 
managers address PsHE issues in the delivery of workshops  
and assemblies.

A programme of inspirational speakers and leaders has helped 
to reinforce a belief that there are ‘no limits’ to what can be 
done and achieved in life. Bonita norris, the youngest person to 
climb Mt Everest, olympic athletes, successful business people 
such as Dr. siegler and Heather McGregor have spoken about 
their journey to success, overcoming barriers and developing 
resilience to realise their dreams.

reflections
Through the ethos at north oxfordshire Academy, it is clearly 
demonstrated that there are no excuses for underachievement. 
obstacles that may be standing in the way of achievement are 
identified, understood in relation to the local context and then 
broken down, one by one, so there are no excuses left. Every 
child is looked at holistically: it is the social, moral, spiritual and 
academic learning that will help the young people in the school 
become happy and productive members of their community. 

next steps
The expansion of meaningful home learning activities  
for students has been planned into schemes of learning.  
This will support student resilience and independence 
away from the classroom and develop our students’ love of  
learning though activities that cultivate critical curiosity and 
build creative experiences.

An aim to increase responsibility and leadership for  
students will be implemented through two opportunities.  
Firstly, ‘The Host Programme’ will provide students with 
experience of the workplace and ambassadorship for the 
school; it will also give them an additional recognised 
qualification. secondly, the college system in school supports 
vertical integration of students and is an important aspect 
of community involvement. The creation of college captains 
selected on the basis of the academy ethos and United Learning 
values creates a structure through which students lead college 
committees and organise events such as spelling Bee, sports 
Day and charity Rag Week. 
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‘our priority is… the development of curiosity and 
wonder in learning which will inspire aspiration and 
success… What we are trying to do is to give each child 
a clear, positive and aspirational vision of what kind of 
person they would like to be in society’. (Lowe, 2012)
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PEP PRo – Adding Value, Igniting Fires
soPhie KilMister, AssistAnt PrinciPAl: stuDent PAthWAYs

focus
PEP Pro is north oxfordshire Academy’s innovative enrichment 
programme. six years ago we identified that our students 
required an enrichment programme which allowed them to 
take part in a variety of activities in school curriculum time. 
some students at the Academy did not have a culture of taking 
part in any kind of enrichment activity out of schools hours. 

The need of young people to show they had gained additional 
skills and experiences in the job market on leaving school 
was a key driver. We also wanted to start sparks of interest 
in hobbies and provide other opportunities for students to 
develop key skills such as team work and communication in a 
non-curriculum environment. We needed to hook the students 
with the idea of doing different activities and gaining different 
skills in the hope that once this interest had been sparked it 
would carry through into the students’ own time. 

our other drivers were the need to offer enrichment activities 
to stretch our most able and to engage our most vulnerable, as 
well as a spectrum in between. We had to create a balanced 
diet of activity to appeal to all our learners.

the story
The original programme called PEP (Personal Enrichment 
Programme) was well received. students did a rotation of  
4 activities a year which, for Years 7 and 8 were prescribed. 
In 2011 it was clear that this was not working for many  
of our students. students were not spending long enough  
in their PEPs to see the benefit of becoming good at anything 
in a meaningful way and in many cases there were no  
tangible outcomes of each PEP cycle. staff did not have the 
time in each cycle to develop student’s skills or try innovative 
activities and the logistics of organising the rotations was  
also cumbersome.

It was agreed that PEP needed to continue to exist in some 
form but that it required an overhaul. We wanted to provide 
enough time for students to become truly skilled at something 
(‘professional’) as well as a programme that offered activities 
that appealed to all our students. We saw this as a fantastic 
opportunity to give extra time to our sports and arts teams to 
build on the developing skills in the school and create elite 
squads. staff were consulted on three models and one approach 
was chosen. 
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PEP Pro was launched in september 2011. The aim of the new 
model was that every activity needed to have an outcome for 
each student. The outcome could be an additional qualification, 
a recognised certificate, working towards a show or exhibition 
or entering into a national competition. We wanted students to 
‘gain’ something they could be proud of and reflect upon and 
add to their cV. In the new model students remain in their PEP 
choice for the academic year.

We developed seven strands to PEP – Academic PEP PRo, 
creative, Active, community, Practical, Performance and 
Enterprise. We had 43 PEP activities for students to choose from 
in the first booklet. We asked staff to pitch for the PEP they 
wished to run with the main criteria being that any PEP had to 
have an outcome. staff prepared entries for a student PEP Pro 
option book which was then designed by Year 12 students. 

When designing the PEP offer we started with core PEPs we 
would like to see but then went to ask staff what they would 
like to offer. We have played to the strengths and interests 
of our staff; if they are enthused about the activity they are 
delivering as an extra-curricular activity the students would pick 
up on this. For example, a teacher with experience of theatre 
costume design has run the costume Design PEP. 
 
We have ‘bought in’ some expertise we did not have; this has 
been invaluable but carefully targeted. We have two swimming 
coaches, a British sign Language teacher and use a Peripatetic 
teacher for our Brass Funk PEP. We have also worked with 
parent volunteers – for example our First Aid PEP is run by a 
parent who is qualified to assess and issue st John Ambulance 
certificates for young people.

care had to be taken to ensure there was a diverse range of 
activities to choose from in the booklet to appeal to all students 
and for all ages. Whist PEP activities were aimed at mixed ages 
a few PEPs were more suited to Years 9 and 10 and others for 7 
and 8. However, the majority of PEPs are available for those in 
7-10: we wanted to maintain this mixed age approach as one 
of the successes of the previous model. We had to plan to have 
more PEP places in the booklet that we needed as we were not 
sure of how popular different PEPs would be. 

students chose their PEP in the June before the new academic 
year. We worked with the transition teams and teachers in our 
feeder schools took our students through the booklet so that 
we had their choices in advance. Each year group at north 
oxfordshire Academy was given a morning slot to return their 
choices. We allocated PEP primarily on a first come first served 

basis. students were asked to choose one first choice and three 
equal ranking second choices. 

Period 4 on a Thursday was allocated to PEP time and  
as with the previous model the school day on the Thursday  
was extended by ten minutes to allow for an hour and a half  
for PEP which was necessary as some PEPs involve using 
external facilities.

Year 11 students were placed into ‘Get your Grade’ sessions for 
those subjects where they were below target or where it was 
considered they could extend their target grade.

 U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

G



The British sign Language PEP has so far been a huge success. 
We are the first schools in the country to give curriculum time 
to this qualification. students from Years 7 – 10 are taught 
by a profoundly deaf teacher and her interpreter. They have 
completed two of the three exams needed towards their Level 
1. There is a high level of engagement by the 15 students in the 
class who work in silence for the session and who are now able 
to have complex conversations in British sign Language. We 
were recently filmed by the BBc’s deaf magazine programme 
‘see Hear’ as they were interested to see this project in 
the Academy. A number of the students on the course are 
considering taking this qualification further in the future; some 
thinking of interpreting as a career.
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impact
In a recent student survey on PEP, the majority of students 
indicated that doing PEP had exposed them to something 
that they would not do in their own time. students were  
also able to elucidate what they had learnt and the skills they 
had developed.
 
PEP PRo has provided a vehicle to drive excellence in our sports 
teams through the two AcTIVE PEPs – Elite Boys and Girls. 
students are invited to be part of these PEPs to develop sporting 
excellence. since the introduction of PEP Pro the results of our 
sports teams have gone from strength to strength. However, 
in designing the AcTIVE PEP strand we also wanted to appeal 
to those who may not engage with PE in the main stream 
curriculum. We have a ‘Girls mini tasters’ PEP and a general 
fitness and sports conditioning PEP.

our seven performance PEPs are designed to work with and 
drive the quality of our school performances. students can 
choose to take part in the school show directly through the 
‘Treading the Boards‘ PEP, but others can get involved through 
rock choir PEP, spotlight PEP or PoP Master class. Whilst the 
quality of our school performances has been increasing year on 
year, since the extra time spent on the school show during PEP, 
the quality has shown exponential improvement.

one other aspect we wanted to consider was to develop PEPs 
that worked collaboratively to increase the sense of working 
towards something. our costume Design PEP and sET Design 
PEP became in effect the suppliers to the Treading the Board 
PEP. Teams in costume Design worked with students from 
Treading the Boards to come up with the costume concepts 
for the shows. As a result, students in costume Design or  
set Design could see they were working to a real outcome  
and the quality of both set and costume in the shows has  
been fantastic.

In other areas of collaboration our ‘Apprentice – You’re Hired’ 
PEP has teams working on enterprise challenges that last for six 
weeks. They have worked with the ‘Great British Bake-off’ PEP 
to design gingerbread houses for the baking PEP to develop.

our Academic PEP PRo strand includes the offer of a GcsE in 
Astronomy, Anatomy, Film studies, FcsE in Italian as well as a 
Level 1 in British sign Language. Although it was a tall order 
to achieve a GscE in one year – in our first year we had a 
number of successes. We have also found the Academic PEP 
PRos engaging for our high ability Year 11s who would not 
gain anything more from the Get your Grade sessions.

cAsE sTUDY 3

PeP student feedback 

How much do you agree with this statement ‘PEP has  
helped me to learn something new that I would noT 
have done in my own time’

n   completely Agree

n   Agree

n   neither Agree nor Disagree 

n   Disagree

n   completely Disagree
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PEP has also provided both synergy and leadership opportunities 
for a couple of other successful programmes in the Academy. As 
part of the sixth Form Football Academy students are assessed 
for their football coaching qualifications. An external assessor 
comes in to assess the Year 12 and 13 squad on a Thursday as 
the student coaches run a popular football skills development 
PEP under the supervision of PE staff.

our highly regarded youth work programme is integral to PEP 
with most PEPs being supported effectively by a Year 12 or 13 
youth worker who is assessed in their role by their teacher who 
observes them in their youth work capacity on a Thursday.

one of our most rewarding PEPs has been the ‘Keep calm and 
Get skilled’ PEP. This PEP was developed to provide for the 
needs of our most vulnerable students in Years 7-9. students 
were invited to come by the inclusion team: 25 students were 
offered a place all were taken. We ensured in particular that 
any vulnerable Year 6 students coming to the Academy were 
invited. The PEP provides a variety of activities around basic life 
skills – such as budgeting, basic cooking, team work skills. A 
number of our youth workers are involved in this PEP. The staff 
team delivering this has proposed offering this in 2014-15 to 
40 students as demand has been so high and they want to 
develop a basic numeracy strand to the programme. students 
in the PEP welcome the sense of family and security that the 
PEP provides and take pride in their developing confidence.

evaluation
The relaunched PEP PRo has been a success – evolving from 
the original concept of PEP. our behaviour data shows the 
lowest behaviour issues for the week during the PEP period. 
student engagement with their PEP is high. We have identified 
the need to offer additional PEPs to attract low achieving  
boys in Year 9 and we are working on developing new PEPs 
for next year.

next steps
PEP needs to remain fresh and it is positive to replace a few 
each year with new ideas to provide for renewed engagement. 
Ideas we are considering for sept 2014 include Mock and Bar 
Trial run by the citizenship Foundation (we want to develop our 
student skills in public speaking and debating), a qualification 
in small animal care; this was requested by a number of 
students in the recent survey and we have a number of small 
animals on site. We also have a member of staff who has 
delivered a qualification in this before. We are also considering 
a Lego robots competition: to engage our Year 7 and 8 with 
programming as well as expanding our range of sports.

PeP student feedback 

Have you enjoyed your PEP?

n   A lot

n Quite a lot

n   It has been oK

n   not much

n   not at all
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focus Area
The focus area for this case study is the development of an 
effective and sustainable Joint Practice Development cycle at 
north oxfordshire Academy. 

Aims
The rationale for developing the Joint Practice Development 
cycle was clear: to increase the quality of teaching across every 
faculty so that all students receive consistently great teaching 
every lesson of every day. Effective Joint Practice Development 
allows all staff to direct their learning and for peer to peer 
support to become an established part of Academy life. By 
departing from the traditional model of cPD, we get away from 
the usual scenario whereby staff attend courses, return full 
of ambition and then become too busy to follow up actions. 
The JPD cycle fosters a ‘learning together’ feel that unites all 
staff and drive us all towards our shared goal of becoming 
consistently outstanding teachers. 

Developing a ‘buzz’ around learning and teaching and  
to celebrate the rich and innovative practice we have at  
north oxfordshire Academy was also key. We wanted teachers 
out of their classrooms and in others asking questions of 
teachers and learners.

Background
In 2010 ofsted judged north oxfordshire Academy as 
‘satisfactory’. This was not at all good enough and set in 
motion a number of changes with the way we develop  
teachers and teaching assistants and also how we assess the 
impact of professional development. our staff body is made up 
of a large number of nQT teachers and those in the beginning 
stages of their teaching careers: it has been essential to 
develop a system that allows all career stages to thrive. A huge 
focus for us has been to discuss with staff what outstanding 
learning looks like and to agree a common framework  
for all lessons at north oxfordshire Academy. In 2011 
we launched the north oxfordshire Academy nine  
for Learning which helped bring consistency and rigour across 
all faculties. 

the story 
In January 2013 we launched the new Joint Practice Development 
cycle based on developing six key pedagogical areas. The chosen 
six were decided upon by analysing learning walk and lesson 
observation data and then triangulated by the use of student 
progress data, book scrutiny, student and staff voice. The six 
areas were also confirmed as areas of development during our 
challenge Partners Review 2013. For 2012-2013 we developed 

Joint Practice Development
ellie jAcoBs, vice PrinciPAl: teAching AnD leArning
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a JPD cycle that focused on the following key areas:
1  Questioning;
2 Group work;
3 Differentiation; 
4  Marking;
5 Feedback for Learning; 
6 stretch and challenge; 
We dedicated one term (approximately six weeks) to each area 
and used one hour of Monday faculty meeting time (3:30 pm – 
4:30 pm) to focus on Joint Practice Development. 

In launching the new cycle it was important that all staff fully 
invested in the reasoning behind the new system. We used the 
findings of external reviews such as challenge Partners and an 
HMI consultant led report to explain how we developed the 
focus areas. current academic research, such as the sutton 
Toolkit, plus student voice helped to reaffirm the reasoning 
why outstanding teaching has to happen, without excuse, every 
lesson of every day. Asking teachers to revisit their motivation 
for teaching helped develop the momentum to develop best 
practice at north oxfordshire Academy. 

For the purpose of this case study we will discuss the questioning 
cycle in detail. 

The launch event for all JPD cycles happen in week one of every 
new term. The launch event is an opportunity to explore current 
practice, look at current research, share best practice and plan 
next steps for the term ahead. In launching the questioning 
cycle staff were seated in randomly organised Teacher Learning 
communities and asked to reflect on their current questioning 
practice. Videos of best practice were used to stimulate debate. In 
addition to this, we used an example of Requiring Improvement 
practice which helped unpick common classroom issues. Time 
was given to rich discussion. Having established what good 
questioning should look like, we used members of the Teaching 
and Learning Team to introduce four great questioning ideas. 
All staff got to practise questioning methods – it is so important 
that Joint Practice Development is not a passive process. one 
key part of the session was to agree that hands-up questioning 
plays no part in great teaching and would no longer feature in 
lessons. The research of Professor Dylan Wiliams reminded staff 
that hands-up questioning simply allows confident learners 
to show off their learning and is not an accurate whole class 
assessment tool. 

A key part of the questioning launch session was every 
member of teaching staff, plus teaching assistants, developing 
a questioning pledge. This was a sMART target focused on 

a specific group and questioning technique that would be 
developed over the questioning cycle. This allowed us all to 
hone our practice and to develop expertise in one particular 
area of questioning. 

Examples included:
Year 8 maths top set – we will use hinge questions (x3 per 
lesson on mini white boards) to quickly assess learning and to 
re shape my lesson. 
Year 10 Geography – we will use the high order questioning  
pyramid to train students to ask high order questions. Every 
lesson will have an opportunity for students to plan their own 
high order questions. 

over the next five weeks, staff would meet in their TLc for 
one hour on a Monday evening. The pattern of the meeting 
would be standard and would cover: idea sharing – ‘success’ 
and ‘even better ifs’, assessing progress against their sMART 
target, feedback from informal buddy learning walks, sharing 
evidence of progress (such as student work, student voice etc) 
and reflecting on a task sent out by the learning and teaching 
team to try out. over the five weeks the sMART target would 
be developed so that the pledge developed in complexity or the 
focus shifted. 
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To support the development of sophisticated questioning the 
Teaching and Learning team employed the following strategies:

n   sent out weekly top tips in the form of handy takeaway 
ideas, vidoes etc. that captured practice from around north 
oxfordshire Academy; 

n   Hosted open door great teaching events – sign up,  
turn up…;

n   Every faculty contributed to the Teaching and Learning  
blog (north oxfordshire Academy Great Teaching  
http://noagreatteaching.wordpress.com/);

n   Hosted detailed focus sessions looking at aspects of 
questioning such as Blooms Taxonomy and developing 
routines for great teaching; 

n   Developed the Wonderwall for showing off feedback  
from great teaching seen when on learning walks  
(This wall is in the staff room and has a theme for the  
term such as Wimbledon!). 

n   Used Twitter to tweet examples of great student  
learning through questioning north oxfordshire Academy 
Learning; 

n   Introduced the very popular Teaching and Learning loyalty card.

Accountability was at the very heart of the process and we 
had to strike a balance between all staff feeling trusted as 
professionals and having evidence that the questioning cycle 
was being effective. Accountability was secured by having 
questioning focused learning walks (every lesson of every day) 

carried out by both sLT and Middle Leaders, by Faculty Directors 
scrutinising reflective diaries, by TLc leaders having a rota of 
best practice and sharing via the blog and T&L newsletter. All 
line management meetings had a questioning cPD update and 
progress section which was then discussed at both the Middle 
and senior Leaders forums. The focus on the cPD cycle was 
relentless; every opportunity was taken to celebrate and talk 
about great questioning. Even the toilet doors had questioning 
top tips displayed on them! 

The finale of the questioning cycle was a whole staff celebration 
event held in week 6 of the term. This was a one hour event 
that centred on the idea of ‘steal an idea’. All staff attended 
and showed off a great questioning idea that had really had 
great impact in their classroom. The idea had to be displayed 
plus impact evidence. For example, Miss x from maths brought 
along a questioning pyramid idea and she evidenced the impact 
through student voice (‘the pyramid really helped me think of 
tricky questions’), student work showing excellent quality 
questions and progress data comparing week one and week 
five of the cycle. During the event the T&L team awarded prizes 
and the top 10 ideas were shared via the blog. 
 
impact 
The impact of the questioning cycle has been exceptionally positive. 
We can see the positive impact when analysing learning walk data 
(learning walks, announced and unannounced observations), 
speaking to a range of students and through staff voice. 
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Analysis of learning walk data
The % of outstanding lesson observations increased dramatically 
in term 3 2013 (and thereafter). 
 
By analysing the breakdown of lesson feedback it is clear to see the 
quality of questioning improved and allowed the pace of learning 
to quicken. Deeper questioning by students and teachers allowed 
misconceptions to be highlighted and assessment became a 
fundamental part of all lessons. During the focus term all Faculty 
Directors and sLT used a matrix (see appendix) to record specific 
aspects of questioning seen. The results showed a significant 
development in all areas of questioning that we had planned to 
address. of particular note is the development of teachers using 
planned higher order questions to really stretch and challenge all 
students. We definitely observed an improvement in the quality of 
top end stretch and challenge for our brightest students in formal 
lesson observations. 

staff voice was an essential tool by which to measure the 
impact of the questioning cycle. To gather as many responses 
as possible every teacher and TA was sent a link to a survey 
Monkey questionnaire. The results showed that:

n   92% of all respondents found the cycle developed their 
practice in relation to questioning; 

n   100% of all respondents felt the questioning cycle 
positively impacted on their students’ progress;

n   96% of all respondents liked the structure of the termly cycles;
n   100% of all respondents felt well supported during  

the JPD cycle. 

Here are a few responses that demonstrate staff feeling in 
relation to the JPD cycle: 
”The most useful part was sharing different ways and 
techniques and ideas to question students. I enjoyed having 
constructive feedback on my own questioning.”
”The whole-school focus makes it much easier when you 
know you are being joined by teachers across the school to 
tackle one issue.”
”students are now more aware of how questions impact on 
their learning by providing deeper understanding or analysis.” 
”The one topic a term has been fantastic. It has been much 
easier to embed this into my practise because I am focused on 
embedding one group of things at a time.”

To measure student impact we used Active Inspire handsets 
during an assembly slot (Year 8 and 10). Feedback was positive, 
although some students felt the hands down policy lead to 
frustration. comments included:
”I think the hands down idea is good as it stops the same 
people getting chosen. It also forces me to listen.”
”I have loved making up my own questions using the question 
gird and cubes. It has forced me to think more.” 
”I really like the high five game and pass the parcel game.  
It means we all have to come up with a question.” 

reflections 
Without any doubt I think JPD cycles have strongly contributed 
to teaching and learning at north oxfordshire Academy being 
judged as ‘Good’ by oftsed. The cycle format has allowed every 
member of staff to have consistent development, but also 
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allowed flexibility in delivery. The launch sessions have fostered 
a high expectation ethos to be shared with staff and has been 
an opportunity to share current in house best practice along 
with current pedagogical research. Having Teacher Learner 
communities has distributed the ownership for learning so 
that we are all collectively responsible. It has forced staff to 
share their best practice and has developed informal buddy 
support across all faculties at north oxfordshire Academy. staff 
have liked the ‘pick and mix’ style of the cycles and they have 
appreciated being treated as professionals who can decide on 
their own learning path. Being able to celebrate learning using 
Twitter, loyalty cards and during termly show and tell evenings 
has developed a competitive and fun dimension to learning 
and teaching. For me, developing JPD cycles has transformed 
my role. no one person is seen as the person in charge of 
learning; instead every member of the team carries an equal 
responsibility. The best part of using JPD cycles is finding that 
every member of the teaching and TA team is an expert and we 
can all learn from one another. 

If you are thinking of setting up a similar cycle consider  
the following: 

n   Having regular periods of time that are protected for the 
whole teaching team to meet. These times are sacred and 
cannot be squirreled away for other things. Be relentless in 
making these meetings high profile and unmissable; 

n   Think about how TLc’s will be held to account. How 
will Heads of Faculties be held to account? Weekly sLT 
line management helped with this at north oxfordshire 
Academy as did the consistent approach to learning walks. 
Be transparent in expectations. For example, it was a clear 
expectation that every teacher’s reflection diary was seen at 
every TLc meeting; 

n   consider how to get staff to buy into the cycle. Just like 
with students I found rewards works well. Be public in 
praising effort and not just outcome. 

next steps 
Throughout 2013/14 we have used the JPD cycles with excellent 
results. For example, in the last year we have covered cycles on 
stretch and challenge, marking and feedback and solo Taxonomy. 

Whole school events lW focus [slt and fD] lW focus [slt and fD]
Warm up week Questioning Launch event whole staff EJA

sMART target pledge by all

Questioning Week 1 Questioning Faculty planning time

Focus: Blooms questioning

Questioning Week 2 Questioning Faculty buddy up time to share questioning success so far

Review progress towards sMART target

Questioning Week 3 Questioning A night at the movies event

Questioning reflection and Evidence 
discussion with FD / Differentiation 
Focus week 1

Differentiation Faculty Planning. Teachers meet with FD’s to discuss 
evidence of impact of questioning against target

Appendix

Teacher: Date/lesson: Year group: 1 2 3 4 5

Questioning

Hands down questioning is evident

High order questions are used to challenge students

students are confidently forming questions about their learning 

open questions are used to deepen understanding and illicit misconceptions

Planned questions are used to engage and deepen understanding.  
The most able students are planned for with high challenge questions

What Worked Well: Even Better If:
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Data is supposed to drive instruction. 
Data is supposed to be used to inform decisions
Data should do many things, but does it?
MAriAnne BlAKe, vice PrinciPAl: AchieveMent AnD stAnDArDs

It is often said that ‘we live in a data rich but information poor 
society’ and this can easily become the case in schools. As a 
profession we produce infinite amounts of data. We consistently 
measure, track and monitor progress and achievement of  
the young people in our care. How we use this, to strengthen 
decision-making processes, to measure impact and to  
underpin professional development conversations, can 
vary enormously in quality and frequency across education 
establishments. The quality of the information and 
communication extracted and interpreted from data can be very 
powerful in steering improvements. 

rationale 
This study is informed by the research conducted by by Kelly and 
Downey in 2010.
 

Key outcomes from the study identified the following and these 
have distinct similarities to practice found at the Academy  
in 2012. 
n   There are distinct connections between frequency of the use 

of data and roles and responsibilities within schools; 
n   A significant number of teachers, 25% in the study reported 

using data infrequently or occasionally;
n   30% of teachers report their use of data as frequent 

compared to 70% of senior leaders;
n   Data is used regularly to set targets with and to inform 

learning for young people. It is used significantly less 
to inform teaching practice, to evaluate the teaching of 
colleagues and to set targets for and with colleagues. 

‘overall, schools with significantly positive cVA have 
higher levels of data use, and coasting schools (and 
schools with high raw attainment but negative  
cVA) the lowest levels of use’ 
(Kelly, Downey & Rietdijk. 2010)

‘staff in schools with both low raw and low cVA scores 
use pupil performance data to evaluate pupil learning 
and to set targets for their own teaching more often 
than staff in more successful schools; staff with low raw 
but high cVA scores use it less to evaluate own teaching, 
staff in schools with high raw and high cVA use it mostly 
to evaluate own subject areas.’ (Kelly. A, 2010)
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our results over time strongly identify us as a very high value 
added school with lower raw scores. In 2013 we were identified 
by the ssAT, as being in the top 20% of schools nationally for 
valued added. However, raw scores for 5AcEM placed us below 
national averages. 

If we are to believe Kelly’s research outcomes, we need to look 
at how we increase focus to use data at faculty and subject level. 
We also need to use data informed discussions more effectively 
to inform our own practice and to evaluate our own teaching. 

There is a sound argument to be made here; by moving the focus 
to faculty and subject level, we can look to secure the smaller 
gains with students at individual and classroom level. This also 
has implications for the Academy, we need to build systems that 
also ensure high levels of accountability, and greater ownership 
to promote high quality data led discussion. We will also need 
to develop transparency in the data itself. 

Furthermore, it will be essential that we identify current pockets 
of outstanding practice and areas of strength to look at the 
ways in which we can use and recognise these to support 
others to develop. 

Key Aims
1   To create a process and structure that will promote a 

higher level of data based decision making at classroom 
and faculty level. 

2   To develop a system where all staff regularly use data 
effectively to inform teaching and learning practice. 

3   To create an infrastructure where nQT’s and new staff 
are supported to develop their PcK (pedagogical content 
knowledge), helping to reduce inaccuracy in assessments 
and performance data. 

4   To reduce IsV (in school variation) through moving the 
focus to progress driven data and value added data 
against end of year targets. 

5  Increase the accountability and rigour within data 
monitoring to ensure that students meet progress targets. 

Background context
 

‘Great Results begin with great questions’  
Frederick M. Hess, 2009

We felt that it was important to consult with leaders in the 
Academy to determine the strengths and areas for development 
in current systems. The majority of middle leaders agreed that 
current structures were time consuming and analysis focused. 
Too much effort and time was allocated to the scrutiny of data 
and this resulted in less time being made available to teams to 
implement improvement actions. 

This is what we found:
n   The skill set of middle leaders to use the data to evidence 

impact, at faculty and class level, had not yet been fully 
realised and the expertise was patchy; 

n   Middle leaders were not yet consistently and frequently 
using achievement and progress data with teams and 
individuals. Analysis of performance and achievement at 
class level or at subject level in some areas was weak; 

n   In 2012 the Academy was in transition and on a journey 
moving towards a distributed leadership model. This 
required quick skilling for middle leaders, to take ownership 
for the responsibility and accountability of faculty and year 
teams. The new data mechanisms would formulate a key 
component of this transition. 

We needed to ensure:
n   That progress and attainment data was live. Data needed to 

be used effectively to inform practice and strategies in the 
classroom. This needed to be consistently applied by all teams;
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n   A move away from lengthy reports and invest more time  
at team level, promoting professional discussion and  
peer sharing;

n   stronger links were established between data and the 
quality of teaching and learning and systems created to 
promote professional data led discussions focused in the 
classroom, subject and faculty;

n   More ownership for middle leaders to lead data  
discussion in teams and increase the accountability to 
monitor and track progress and attainment for all cohorts 
and sub groups.

 
the story
The rethink of this approach coincided with the schools 
changing ethos towards a more distributed style of leadership. 
The development of the data review mechanism seemed to be 
the perfect conduit to shift the empowerment and ownership 
of data analysis and data led discussion to middle leaders. 
Increasing the focus on faculty and subject led evaluation 
and review would also align well with the research outcomes 
realised by Kelly in his 2010 study. 

At the same time, we also decided to increase the accountability 
of senior and middle leaders in raising standards within teaching 
and learning. our 2013 target was to achieve 80% of Teaching 
and Learning to be judged to be good or better. To support this 
achievement it was agreed that it would be essential to improve 
the link between progress and attainment data and teaching 
and learning. 

The heavy reliance on the full buy in of middle leaders was 
essential. We began by introducing regular Middle Leadership 
development meetings. These became an essential platform 
for improvement discussion and consultation and worked well 
alongside individual meetings. This was helpful in confirming 
that systems were fit for purpose, and concurrently supported 
the agenda to prioritise and increase the use of data-driven 
discussion at faculty and team level.

Two documents were produced to drive this work; ‘The 
Leadership Attainment Profile’ (LAP) for curriculum teams and 
‘Pastoral Leadership Profile’ (PLP) for the pastoral leaders. These 
documents were widely promoted to staff by middle leaders, 
both in faculty and year team meetings. The document enabled 
value added progress data for each student to be monitored  
and revisited easily at individual, class and faculty level. The 
format of the PLP, and the Inclusion LAP varied slightly focusing 
on the key priorities within these remits and the overall 
achievement across the suite of subjects being studied. 

To manage workload, initial implementation of the LAP and 
PLP was structured over 3 terms. colleagues populated the 
LAP with student names and FsM, EAL, sEn (A/P/s) and ability 
(L/M/H) sub groups. This would facilitate quick identification 
of individual, trends and sub group progress within a class-
teaching group. This could be used as a trigger for professional 
discussion between colleagues to target improvement strategies 
and actions for particular sub groups at faculty or year level. 

Value added progress targets were based on a higher baseline 
of 4 levels of progress from Key stage 2-Key stage 4. All subject 
targets were based on English Key stage 2 scores with the 
exception of Mathematics. students were ragged within the 
LAP and PLP based on their progress towards the end of year 
target. This document soon became a valuable live document to 
underpin accountability. 

The LAP, PLP and inclusion profile placed emphasis and 
ownership of progress and attainment data firmly back into 
the hands of middle leaders and teaching staff. This made 
it simpler for colleagues to target and evidence impact for 
smaller interventions at class and sub group level. The LAP also 
created opportunities for recognition by team leaders to reward 
successes on a smaller scale, recognizing that contributions and 
small gains could make a real difference to the success of the 
faculty. This then helped to improve overall team performance 
leading to increased outcomes in terms of value added and raw 
attainment for students. 

results and impact

‘Good schools track the progress of their pupils with 
rigour and vigour and adjust their teaching and provision 
to ensure that all make the best possible progress.’ 
Brighouse.T, Woods. D, 2013

‘I find the lap really useful to see the spread of students’ 
progress. LAP Teachers can easily identify who is not making 
expected progress. Annotating the LAP has enabled me 
to have some in depth discussion with teachers about the 
strategies and interventions they are putting in place. This is 
helping to ensure that everyone is making at least expected 
progress. I find the Year 13 and 11 intervention grid at the 
bottom helpful as it allows me to see the intervention that 
has been offered. I colour (rag) it according to whether it 
has been successful. This helps me to see if it needed to 
change, stop or still needs to continue.’ 
Louise Ackroyd, Faculty Director Mathematics
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All faculty and pastoral teams have a live LAP document that 
is reviewed after each data collection. outcomes are discussed 
within line management through sLT links and discussed within 
sLT. Evidence of impact is documented within improvement 
plans, LAPs and PLPs and these are also discussed and 
reviewed regularly. In results analysis and progress meetings 
middle leaders have shown an improvement in their confidence 
levels when using data to show impact and support judgments. 
Faculty teams and teachers are more adept at identifying 
and evaluating the progress of different sub groups. This is 
particularly prevalent in light of the increased emphasis on 
schools to demonstrate the impact of their pupil premium 
funding. The LAP has enabled all teaching staff and middle 
leaders to monitor and take ownership to narrow the socio 
economic attainment and progress gaps not only at Key stage 
4 but across the school. 

Due to their success the use of the LAP and PLP has been 
extended to support the accuracy of assessment. similar 
practice and approaches have been used to secure accuracy 
in moderation, standardization and formative assessment. This 
has been rolled out across the year groups, reinforcing the focus 
on securing strong levels of progress in the lower year groups, 
setting a stronger foundation moving forward. 

The impact in the reduction of in school variation is much more 
difficult to evidence. current data for Year 11 has shown a 
rise in attainment within GcsE subjects in relation to previous 
academic years. Accountability for class groups, monitoring and 
tracking of students is more rigorous, the identification and 
deployment of support for students is more swiftly implemented. 

The true evidence of impact for key examination groups will be 
fully evaluated after the results are released. 

However, there is significant evidence to suggest that colleagues 
are more closely monitoring the progress of students across 
all cohorts. Evidence of improvement is clearly visible within 
improvement plans, LAP and PLP documents. 

In creating a data review structure using the LAP and PLP 
we have been able to implement an infrastructure to support 
colleagues through data discussions using a mentoring 
approach to develop their own (PcK). What we have also 
been able to achieve using a data discussion based is carefully 
construct an informative mentoring approach. sLT links work 
with middle leaders to match those with experienced with 
colleagues who are less experienced and confident. 

‘The LAP is a coherent and easy to use document! It has, 
for me, served as a multiple tool for tracking attainment, 
measuring interventions impact and as a Middle Leaders 
Accountability tool. In Art and Design Technology the 
LAP has been used as a daily document for targeted 
learning walks, data collection and conversations with 
team members.’
Louisa Wilton, Faculty Director Art

‘The LAP allows the middle leadership team to have a 
clearer picture of how the department is performing 
overall and seek to highlight areas of strengths, and 
areas that require improvement and then allow for cPD 
planning in faculty meetings.’
Gemma Hooley, Faculty Director Media

‘As a manager, I feel that one of the most useful things 
about the LAP is the process of creating it: looking 
through the data from all groups in science, broken 
down by subgroup, gives me a powerful opportunity 
to compare the progress of different groups and look 
for any patterns – particularly within groups in the 
same year group or taught by the same member of 
staff. Following this with one-on-one conversations 
with each member of the team invariably yields extra 
useful information, helping staff to be more reflective 
in their practice and also to increase accountability for 
the progress of our learners. Periodically reviewing and 
updating the LAP, following each data collection, gives 
a valuable insight into the term on term progress of our 
learners and allows us to target, and assess the impact 
of, a range of interventions on both a whole-class and 
individual student level.’
Iain McKenzie, Faculty Director science

‘The most useful thing about the LAP, in my opinion, 
has been the way it encourages teachers to engage 
with the data of their classes. some teachers have 
reported being quite surprised when they discover that 
all students under or over achieving in their class belong 
to a certain group. This has allowed me to have targeted 
conversations with them about why this might be and 
what they can do to support those students.’ 
Harriet Tierney, Faculty Director English



39

 U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

GcAsE sTUDY 5

reflections and evaluation

Data is supposed to drive instruction
The data review mechanism relies on the LAP and PLP being 
a ‘live’ document that is used and reviewed regularly by the 
team leader. It drives accountability within the faculty to 
inform learning walks, book scrutiny and teaching and learning 
discussion. When used consistently to underpin the data 
decision making process at faculty level, it effectively tracks and 
shows impact; evidencing the smaller differences at individual 
and small group level, as well as across the subject. 

Data is supposed to be used to inform decisions
The outcome of this case study is the evidence based LAP  
and PLP. However, the real win is the redistribution of priority  
and time to facilitate the quality of the evidence based  
discussion at faculty level to raise RAW and VA progress and 
attainment. consequently there is a stronger link between 
attainment data and its influence on teaching and learning 
across faculties.

Data should do many things, but does it?
There was no quick fix when strengthening the data decision-
making ethos in our Academy. This was a gradual process built 
up through consultation with middle leaders. It was a slow 
process, the LAP and PLP grew organically and as a result 
are being continually modified and developed to ensure they 
remain live and fit for purpose. 

We will now:
n   continue to build on the links between the LAP and 

formative assessment processes;
n   Embed similar approaches to strengthen moderation, 

standardization and accuracy in assessment for all year groups; 
n   strengthen links between the analysis of progress, 

behaviour and reward data and identify how these can be 
added to triangulate the different strands within the LAP; 

n   continue to develop the use of the LAP when tracking and 
measuring the impact of Pupil Premium, FsM attainment 
and progress at classroom and faculty team level, to further 
close socio-economic gaps within the whole school as they 
emerge early on. 
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focus Area
This case study will focus on the success of north oxfordshire 
Academy’s first literary festival, Banbury Literary Live.

Aims and rationale
The rationale for orchestrating an event such as Banbury Literary 
Live (BLL) was twofold. There is a recognised national need for 
literacy skills to be improved and for the encouragement of 
reading to be a priority for schools. Indeed, our own ofsted 
report 2012 stated: 

‘Many students join the school with low reading ages and this 
slows the rate at which they learn in some subjects’ as well as 
stating that, in order to improve further, there needs to be ‘a 
whole school focus on improving students’ reading so that they 
can read with understanding in all subjects.’ 

clearly then, a range of strategies need to be explored in 
order to ‘ignite a passion for literature’ which will see students 
reading ages increase and progress in lessons augmented. 

Within the Academy’s five year plan, reference is made 
throughout to the involvement of parents in the life of the 
school and the moral imperative that we have to add value 
to the whole community: it was felt that an event such as this 
would continue to promote the ethos of the Academy and live 
up to those aims.

To that end, the aims of an event such as this were:
a)  to improve north oxfordshire Academy students’ attitudes 

to literature and reading for pleasure and
b)  to involve the local community our students’ families 

but also the families of students in other schools in an 
accessible literary event in order to improve attitudes 
towards literature and reading for pleasure in Banbury as  
a whole.

Very much secondary to the above aims was the desire to  
make the event commercially viable so that it could be expanded 
year on year: the aim over five years is to make it a full two  
day event.

Banbury Literary Live  
– igniting a passion for literature
leAnne Mills, AssistAnt PrinciPAl: trAining AnD DeveloPMent
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Background context 
There are a number of extremely successful Literary Festivals in 
the area including oxford, chipping norton and stratford upon 
Avon. Banbury Literary Live draws on the format and successes 
of these festivals whilst catering for a different target audience. 

The organisers of the event wanted to make the target audience 
children and families; to take advantage of the fact that it would 
have a unique selling point as well as the desire to improve the 
community’s relationship with reading. A Fellow of RsA* north 
oxfordshire Group, susan Walker (who had been involved with the 
planning of several other Literary Festivals including oxford Literary 
Festival), was instrumental in formulating the initial idea for BLL and 
was a source of expertise throughout the planning for the event.

Prior to beginning planning for the festival in earnest, some 
market research took place through the Academy’s database of 
parent email addresses and this allowed us to ascertain levels of 
interest in such an endeavour and, more specifically, the genres 
and authors that the people of Banbury were most interested 
in. The results showed that almost 90% of respondents would 
be enthusiastic about attending the event and that the genres 
of gardening, romance and crime were the most popular. This 
helped the committee to target relevant authors for the ‘adults’ 
sector of BLL’s programme.

*The Royal society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufacturers 
and commerce. RsA’s initiative ‘Driving Ambition’ – a 
programme that has a variety of applications regarding the 
recognised need for businesses to become more involved in 
Education and training – is committed to raising aspiration 
through partnerships with local schools and colleges. The 
initiative has been run very successfully at north oxfordshire 
Academy and BLL became another way in which the partnership 
has impacted upon the local community.

the story
In January 2013, organisation of BLL began in earnest. There 
were four committee members and susan Walker, Joanne Thorne, 
Leanne Mills and David shakespeare from initial meetings  
it was clear that much work had to be done around the 
following areas:

n   Raising capital through sponsorship;
n   Author and performer;
n   Promotion;
n   Event logistics.

It was agreed that the date for the festival should be in september 

because of the time needed to organise and to secure authors 
and because many of the festivals in the surrounding area take 
place in the spring: it was never an intention to compete with 
the established festivals in the area. The Academy grounds and 
its expansive facilities provided the perfect venue and vastly 
decreased set-up costs.

sponsorship
capital was obtained by sponsorship to allow for the event 
to go ahead. Joanne Thorne, Business, Enterprise and careers 
Development, used contacts and existing partners of the 
Academy to secure the following:

n   national Grid – £500; 
n   Bright House – £400 (Bright House have already  

sponsored £500 for this year’s event); 
n   Tudor Hall school – £400; 
n   Lloyds Bank – £200; 
n Peter Jordan (RsA) – £100.

several authors provided their services for free (and the vast 
majority only charged an nominal honorarium plus expenses) 
as did Books and Ink, Banbury Library, The Mill (Banbury’s 
theatre and arts centre), I-stage Academy and the Army cadets. 
Members of north oxfordshire Academy staff also gave up their 
time for free to support the event.

Prizes were sponsored by Mondelez, Prodrive and a local  
beauty parlour.

Author participation 
Due to her involvement with oxford Literary Festival,  
susan Walker was able to begin looking for authors that would  
be interested in participating in the event. Initial inquiries saw 
us secure Mary cutler – The Archers Head scriptwriter; Val 
Bourne – leading oxfordshire Horticultural writer; a panel of 
crime writers including Tom Benn and Ann Granger and a panel 
of romance writers including acclaimed youth romance writer 
Jo coterill. The search for children’s authors was also fruitful:  
Bali Rai, Miriam Moss, sarah Matthias, Andy cope and nick 
Arnold, author of ‘Horrible science’ agreed to speak for a small 
fee plus expenses.

community involvement
It was extremely important to the committee that the local 
community, as well as the school community, was involved with 
both the logistics of the day itself and in the performances and 
showcases that were to take place as part of the programme. 
To this end, the Army cadet Force – north oxfordshire Academy 
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detachment – marshalled the event, north oxfordshire 
Academy’s Drama, Music and Dance departments created 
a rolling programme of entertainment to add to the festive 
atmosphere and BTEc Hospitality students catered the event 
(alongside other outside caterers). Key to the success of the 
day was the use of Year 12 ambassadors who were responsible 
for organising the ‘green room’ and looking after the speakers. 
some of these students also introduced speakers to their 
audience and two of them were also interviewed for BBc 
Radio oxford’s coverage of the event. The development in their 
confidence and public speaking skills has continued to have an 
impact on them throughout the year.

Externally, the project also had support from the outset 
from Banbury Museum – official ticket sales, RsA and local 
independent bookshop – Books and Ink. Banbury’s local 
shopping centre, castle Quay, also permitted a range of 
promotional events. 

Promotion 
The promotion of the event was of paramount importance 
if the venture was to become a success: a key driver of the 
project was to emphasise the event’s accessibility and, to that 
end, the organisers were extremely wary of making BLL feel 
like a ‘school’ event. From the outset, it was clear that in order 
to attract members of the community – and indeed audience 
members from further afield – the advertising campaign 
would need to be of a professional quality. A domain name  
(www.literarylive.co.uk) was secured and a professional 
website designer was hired to make a professional product 
that tied in with the committee’s vision. Yellows and oranges 
were chosen as event colours – to capture the lively and vibrant 
nature of the festival’s aim to ‘ignite a passion for literature‘ 
but also to separate it from United Learning’s distinctive blue 
and white logo (‘The Best In Everyone’ logo was also included 
to indicate ‘sponsorship’ on publicity materials). Quality flyers, 
posters and tickets were also commissioned to ensure that the 
professional nature of BLL was not compromised. Articles in a 
variety of publications including local newspapers the Banbury 
Guardian and Banbury cake and extensive coverage by BBc 
Radio oxford also ensured that appropriate measures had 
been taken to generate publicity in a wide area.

outcome
n   Around 300 visitors on the day;
n   £356 raised in ticket sales;
n   £50 raised in programme sales.

  

testimonials
In the wake of the event, Joanne Thorne and other committee 
members received a large number of testimonials:

other
n   Author visits within the Academy since the festival have been 

received much more positively;
n   Waterstones have agreed to sponsor the 2014 event and to 

run publicity for it through their social networking systems 
as well as display items and promotional events in their 
Banbury store. Last year, Waterstones were not as eager to 
be part of the project;

n   Authors have contacted us to offer their services;
n   This year’s programme already features a high calibre of 

speakers e.g. Felix Francis and Terri Terry. 

reflections
Although we were pleased that the event attracted enough 
visitors to be successful, we became aware that more could 
be done to increase footfall for the 2014 event. The first thing 
to tackle will be the ‘in-school’ promotion of the event. In our 
reluctance not to make it feel too much like a ‘school’ event, 
we had perhaps not maximised our potential in attracting what 

‘I just wanted to say Thank You for a most enjoyable 
event on saturday! We all (including the children) 
really enjoyed our varied day. What a treat to have 
such an event on our doorstep.’
Well done to you and your team at north oxfordshire 
Academy.’
Deborah

‘Thank you for asking me. I enjoyed myself and 
genuinely had a lovely audience. I am very pleased we 
have gained a listener. can I also say as someone who 
used to do this kind of thing myself I thought it was 
very well run!’
Mary cutler (‘The Archers’ scriptwriter)

‘I can’t believe that we had all these famous writers 
in our school for the whole day. I got so many 
autographs and I can’t wait until next year! sarah 
Matthias even gave me some feedback on my own 
story which was just amazing.’
Matthew Phelps Year 9



43

 U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

GcAsE sTUDY 6

is, essentially, a captive audience! This year, we will involve the 
English department and the Library much earlier in order to 
make students aware of the event and to create a ‘buzz’ around 
it. other departments in the school will also be targeted to run 
competitions, offer tickets as rewards and so on.

other schools in the locality, including our partner primary 
school, Hanwell Fields, will be offered the chance to perform 
and enter competitions as well as asking them to promote the 
event and sell tickets. 

Another area for development was the way in which  
tickets were sold: due to a desire to know how many  
visitors we could expect on the day, we had neglected to 
consider that ‘on the door’, impulse bought tickets would 
increase footfall. It was not until about two weeks before the 
date that we began to heavily promote the fact that you could 
purchase tickets on entry and this could have affected how 
many people joined us. 

Following on from this point, it seemed that having our event 
on a saturday also affected the amount of people drawn to BLL. 
Many of our target audience – children and their families – are 
regularly engaged in other activities such as sports or weekly 

shopping. It was optimistic to expect a newly established event 
to draw people away from their normal saturday routines.

next steps
This year’s event has been moved to sunday 5th october (two 
weeks later than last year) for two reasons: one is in response 
to the issue highlighted above and the other is to allow us more 
time after the summer holidays to more effectively promote the 
event with local schools.

This year’s promotional drive will include more than just local 
advertising. For instance, both Waterstones and United Learning 
will be using social media to help raise awareness of the  
event nationwide.

Due to the success of last year, the committee has been able to 
commission a content managed website which allows us to be 
much more responsive in terms of additions to the programme 
and promotional events.

We aim to spend more time targeting potential audience 
members such as the local WI, Rotary club and community 
services such as ‘The Hub’, with concessions and special offers 
for the bulk purchase of tickets.
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Using Kindles to Fire a Passion for Literacy
niAMh Dillon, DePutY heAD of english

focus Area
The future of reading and literacy lies not between the dusty 
covers of books but rather in the palms of eager readers in the 
form of the latest fad in technology: a Kindle. The Kindle club 
was launched in september 2013 and has since developed and 
established itself amongst north oxfordshire Academy’s eager 
Year 9 readers. The Kindle club aims to explore the untapped, 
unexploited, and often undiscovered potential of some of north 
oxfordshire Academy’s students.

Potential members of the club were targeted at the end of last 
year. Initially, there was an extensive list, which was whittled 
down to 19 students. They all volunteered for the club after 
the aims and proposed outcomes of this exclusive group were 
explained to the students and their parents. students were 
targeted based upon their ability and need for stretch and 
challenge. The club has a variety of students from varying socio-
economic backgrounds.

The original idea encompassed the notion of pitching the Kindle 
club at the lower ability students, with a particular emphasis 
on FsM boys. However, as the idea developed and progressed 
the focus of the Kindle club changed. Instead of lower ability 
students, the focus fell upon the higher ability students of 
north oxfordshire Academy, as well as retaining a focus on 
FsM students. There are currently three FsM students in the 
club. These students are equally vulnerable and deserving of 
focused attention. This direction change was brought about 
following cPD focused upon stretch and challenge of the more 
able students. These are students who often go unnoticed in the 
school because they work independently and require less teacher 
attention. These are students who are gifted but can sometimes 
be prone to boredom and mischief. Whilst north oxfordshire 
Academy’s teachers aim to offer these students challenge in the 
sense of extension activities and seamless differentiation, more 
challenging learning opportunities help them to tap into some 
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of the outstanding potential they possess.. They require a more 
challenging environment to tap in to some of the outstanding 
potential that they possess. 

The Five Year Plan of north oxfordshire Academy proposes to 
‘allow for innovation and excellence using new technologies 
to deepen and enrich learning’. Teaching has entered into the 
technologically advanced 21st century. The initiative embraces 
these advances and exploits the benefits on student learning 
and attainment. 

introduction
The club encourages the use of new technologies to inspire 
creativity and encourage students to explore the world in which 
they live. At north oxfordshire Academy, one of our primary 
aim is to ‘develop resilient, independent learners who are 
creative thinkers, self-motivators, team workers and confident 
communicators’. With this in mind, the Kindle club was born. 
It offers potential for students to explore the limits of literature 
through discursive methods, which focus and heighten 
communicative skills beyond what conventional schooling 
allows. Following qualitative student voice research, students 
expressed that ‘the club makes you feel safe and comfortable 
voicing your opinion and asking questions because of the 
people in it’ (Year 9 student). It offers scope for students to 
become independent masters of their own learning, which will 
offer them invaluable learning skills that they can adopt and 
utilise for university and later life.

Background and context
oFsTED advise that our students show ‘wide and varied’ 
reading. Does this happen? The reality is: no, the students of 
north oxfordshire Academy do not read and this is very evident 
in student voice surveys. students think reading is ‘boring’, 
‘pointless’ and ‘unnecessary’. oFsTED noted that students enter 
school with lower than average reading ages. In the oFsTED 
Report, 2013, it was noted that north oxfordshire Academy 
needs ‘a whole school focus on improving students’ reading so 
that they can read with understanding in all subjects’. The club 
aims to ignite or reignite the passion and love of reading which 
has been lost along the way.

the story
As this club targets Key stage 3, it aims to engage its students 
through the simple concept of reading as something that can 
be fun and enjoyable. The enjoyment of reading is something 
which has been lost with the advances in video gaming, social 
networking and the heavy drilling of exam texts. To students 
nowadays reading is viewed as something that is laborious and 

difficult. Reading is rarely associated with fun or enjoyment. 
There is a real need for reading at this age and stage of their 
learning journey. 

The club is comprised of a 40-minute lunchtime club session 
every Monday. This means that student teacher contact time 
is minimal: students are required to do a lot of independent 
reading in their own time. The Kindle device will help to 
encourage the ofsted recommendation that our students should 
be reading ‘widely and often’. The hook of the club is the Kindle 
itself. This is Amazon’s digital reading and publishing platform 
which allows for hundreds of books to be stored in one location 
many of which can be downloaded free. It facilitates a more 
enjoyable experience of reading; it allows multiple reading for 
our enthusiastic readers. It could be argued that E-readers are 
the way forward for reading. Kindles allow students to take 
ownership over their own reading. They remove the burden of 
carrying around heavy books and removes the stigma attached 
to reading as they are more discreet. This point was highlighted 
in the student voice survey by a Year 9 north oxfordshire 
Academy student who said, 

‘The Kindle is light weight and you can carry loads of books at 
one time, which makes books more transportable’.

The club aims to encourage students to read more and to 
expand their critical awareness of literature. The GcsE English 
course is limited to popular literature like of Mice and Men and 
The crucible, which means that while the more able students 
become highly proficient in these texts, the breadth of their 
literacy knowledge is limited and they struggle to compare 
and relate them to the greater field of literature. This will be 
achieved by having an extensive range of reading materials that 
aim to challenge, stretch and engage their minds. The club aims 
to teach a different book every half term combining teacher-
selected books and student-selected books. In this way, the club 
will cover a variety of genres, that the GcsE curriculum does not 
have the capacity to explore. 

The club focuses on a different book each term. The books 
that are read aim to broaden vocabulary, understanding 
and criticisms of the world around them, making them more 
equipped for later life. Through tutorial based discussions, 
students have developed a voice: they have been encouraged 
to debate, discuss and analyse. This is improving their self-
confidence and giving them invaluable communication skills. 
some of the books they will study include The Adventures of 
Alice in Wonderland, The secret Garden and The Great Gatsby. 
The club is taught in a similar way to a university seminar-
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style learning environment: giving power and authority to 
the students and removing it from the traditional teacher-
dominated discussion. It encourages the exploration of 
highly subjective topics which helps to bring to life themes 
that students can relate to and develop. This will be attained 
through a variety of different learning techniques such as 
questioning, presentations, discussions and debating.

impact
Impact has been monitored and measured through both 
qualitative and quantitative means. Qualitative research was 
done through regular student voice and questionnaires and 
this proved particularly useful in assessing the interest levels 
of the students. The quantitative information was gathered 
through the monitoring and analysis of statistics from the 
students’ data. 

At the end of every term students completed a sWoT analysis 
on the club. This influenced the focus, book choice and teaching 
for the following term. The feed back from this proved to be 
imperative to the overall progress and improvement of the 
club. students revealed that they have become ‘more aware’ 
of books and literature. They stated that access to their range 
of books has expanded through the exploration of books 
that they would not usually choose. When they were asked 
how the Kindle device itself contributed to their reading they 
said that they enjoyed the dictionary and the efficiency of the 
device. They all agreed that they moved beyond the book list 
offered by the club and had instead downloaded other books. 
They liked how portable the kindle is and how it contributed 
to them ‘reading often’. Any problems were mainly linked to 
Kindles breaking and issues with credit cards and so on.

students entered the club ranging from Level 6/7 and they 
have since made excellent progress. Although this is also 
due to the excellent teaching they receive from their English 
teacher, I believe that the Kindle club compliments this learning 
and achievement. From discussions with English teachers, it is 
clear that the club is something that has encouraged them in 
lessons and led to noted improvement in their communication. 
This is something that we work on constantly in club through 
discussions and debating.

Although the Kindle club happens at lunchtime, it is still 
carefully planned and students are required to make good 
progress within the session. The club is planned with a similar 
structure to a typical Year 11 lesson. This aims to really 
stretch and challenge students as they explore concepts that 
they would not usually investigate or encounter. This causes 

students to think above and beyond that metaphorical ‘box’ 
our GcsE curriculum often limits them to: This new information 
can be anything from Freud’s oedipal theory and its link to 
Alice in Wonderland, the grey area between right and wrong 
in The secret Garden or the effect and importance of context 
within The Great Gatsby.

The Kindle itself offers students with a love of reading, an 
opportunity to love books. It is obvious that this is something 
not everyone can relate to, the Kindle helps to bridge that gap 
by making books more accessible and removing the stigma 
often associated with reading. The club directly affects its 
19 members and improves their learning and achievement 
within north oxfordshire Academy. It also indirectly affects 
other north oxfordshire Academy students who see/hear the 
club members reading or discussing what they are reading. 
This presents opportunity to encourage and advertise the 
importance and enjoyment of reading.

Reading unlocks a world of endless learning, but only to those 
who have access to it. This club prioritises FsM students, and in 
giving them a Kindle it opens up an other wise undiscoverable 
world. social backgrounds should never be a limit to learning.

evaluation
north oxfordshire Academy believes in the creation of ‘a 
positive emotional climate where all students are welcomed 
and valued’. This club achieves this, as it was identified 
in feedback from the clubs students as one of the primary 
strengths of the club. The lunchtime Kindle club offered 
students an opportunity to voice their opinions on books in 
a place where, whilst they were not judged, they were often 
challenged. Another strength identified was the improvement 
in understanding. Another strength identified was the 
enhancement of student understanding of literary themes, 
issues and vocabulary. 

Areas for improvement or development were also identified in 
feedback. one such area was for the inclusion of lower ability 
students as the club’s focus was on higher ability students. 
The Kindles would offer the opportunity for students who 
are ‘weaker’ readers to improve their reading in a fun club 
environment. Many aspects of the club have been a work 
in progress and a lot of things were learned through doing, 
particularly when it came to the technological side of the 
club. There were some issues around the maintenance of the 
device, which proved difficult without the support of a Kindle 
expert. However, as the months went on it became easier to 
rectify such issues. 
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It is also important to note that the club failed 
to attract any male members. Although there 
were two Year 7 boys in the beginning, they 
left within a few weeks as they found the 
work too difficult. Having boys in the group 
would have changed the dynamics of the 
groups and it could have altered some of the 
discussions, which may have contributed to  
more learning. 

As the club was held during lunchtime, this 
meant that the time spent with the students 
was short. There were often debates and 
discussions which went unfinished. sometimes 
this left students rushing to their next class. As 
a result of the short lesson time, it often limited 
the exploration of points and debates were 
often limited. 

The club also had a guest speaker who 
joined the class on four occasions to work on  
the presentation and discursive skills of the 
students. This was organised in order to  
help prepare the students for later in life as 
there are two students who hope to study law 
at university.

next steps
Kindles have had a positive influence on 
the enjoyment of reading among students.
However, sometimes a 40 minute lunch club 
is too short so there is an opportunity starting 
a Kindle PEP, which would offer a longer and 
more in depth opportunity for learning. The 
club has also failed to attract male students to 
join, which means there is a need to incentivise 
more boys to join the club in future. This could 
be achieved through a revision of the book 
choice. Through liaising with the Year 8 teacher 
and parents to try and encourage a greater 
number of boys joining next year. 

There are various apps and additions to the 
Kindle, which could transform literacy across 
the school. This could be attained through 
spelling apps, punctuation apps, blog writing 
or simply through research. The advances in 
technology offer endless opportunities for 
improved learning. 
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focus area
This case study focuses on a technique to build student 
confidence in literacy in an imaginative and innovative way 
through the medium of music.

Background and context
Anna Fitzjohn (Head of Music, northampton Academy) has 
devised a scheme that involves working with students to 
improve their reading and writing skills by using musical 
games with an interactive and practical approach. This has 
been inspired by recent research that proves a link between 
musical skills and literacy levels. The foci for these sessions 
include auditory discrimination, auditory memory, sequencing, 
intonation, chunking and predicting meaning. The scheme 
culminates in students writing and performing raps about their 
identities, which are recorded in the studio. 

This scheme is a new innovation for improving literacy skills that 
is not yet widely used in schools. north oxfordshire Academy 

Reading through Music
lucY jAcKson, heAD of Music

has had the opportunity to become a leader in an innovative 
approach to improving literacy skills through musical creativity.

the story
The scheme began by identifying year 7 students with reading 
ages significantly below their chronological age. Eight students 
were selected, both male and female with reading ages 
between six and eight years. Information was collated around 
these students including their specific needs in the classroom 
and their literacy abilities in different subjects. From this, the 
intervention was personalised to target each student’s specific 
literacy weakness and build confidence in stronger areas. The 
scheme ran over a six-week period, for 1 hour and 20 minutes 
per week. In order to utilize both literacy and musical expertise, 
the sessions were delivered by the Assistant sEnco alongside 
the Head of Music. In order for the scheme to be effective, the 
Assistant sEnco was trained in the musical elements of the 
programme before it commenced. students were asked to rate 
themselves against a set of competencies; this was reviewed 
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at the end of the programme in order to analyse the impact 
of the intervention. The seven competencies students rated 
themselves against were:

n   Reading out loud;
n   Reading a new word I’m not sure of;
n   chunking words to help with my spelling;
n   Writing a poem or set of lyrics;
n   Working out what a word means if I don’t know  

straight away;
n   Reading a line of writing without using my finger  

to guide me;
n   Reading out loud in front of the group.

These were rated on a scale of 1–5; 1 being ‘extremely confident’, 
5 being ‘I struggle with this all the time’. Each session was 
run with a different literacy focus with all the learning taking 
place through musical activities. A specific listening activity, an 
addition to the original scheme, took place at the end of each 
session in the form of an audio story for students to follow 
each week to help in the development of listening skills. Each 
of the six sessions culminated in students completing a weekly 
task and a final activity in week six when they wrote a poem / 
rap about their own identities and read this out over chosen or 
composed music. Following the sessions, all staff were briefed 
on the strategies used within the programme with a view to 
making reference to using them in their own lessons. staff and 
students were also interviewed after the programme to look at 
the impact in other lessons.

impact and evaluation
The initial impact measures chosen were based on the students’ 
self- evaluation of the selected competencies and how they 
rated themselves at the beginning and end, alongside a reading 
test. However, for the sake of simplicity it was decided that the 
competencies, alongside student and staff interviews would be 
the only measure of impact. 

When evaluating the impact of the programme, it was important 
to analyse the success of each session. During the first two 
sessions, delivered by the Assistant sEnco it was evident that 
the content was very literacy focussed with music as an add on. 
Therefore, subsequent sessions were split between the Head 
of Music and the Assistant sEnco, with each member of staff 
able to focus on their expertise and deliver the programme 
more effectively. Each session concluded with students reading 
a text to the rest of the group, focussing on the particular skill 
from that session; for example intonation. This proved to be 
an invaluable way of measuring the immediate impact of each 

session; students were able to instantly put their skills into 
practice and improvement every week for themselves. It was 
found that the more interesting the text, the more engaged and 
willing the students were to try out their skills. confidence grew 
within two sessions; students were not afraid of making mistakes 
reading the text, but rather, wanted to go first to show off their 
skills and share with the group. This demonstrated the growing 
confidence from a baseline in the first session when none of the 
students wanted to read the text out loud, let alone go first. 
on reflection, the reading rather than rap writing sessions had 
more impact with the selected students who were picked with 
their reading ages in mind. The introduction of writing skills, 
although positive in the development of descriptive language 
and the building of confidence to deliver these to a class, did 
not have as high an impact against student competencies as 
the reading based competencies.

Looking at the students’ self-rated competencies (fig. 1), 
it is evident that there was a marked improvement from 
the beginning to the end of the programme. The biggest 
improvements focussed around confidence in being able to 
do something related to reading, rather than writing ideas 
down. Due to the nature of the sessions and the focus around 
building confidence, this was as expected, but very positive 
in that students were able to identify this themselves. In 
interviews, students were very positive about the programme 
and commented on the fact that they now read more often 
and felt confident in trying new words, and trying to read out 
loud, which proved to be a barrier to improvement prior to the 
programme. one student commented in his interview after the 
intervention programme:

‘I’m reading a book at home now, which I’ve never done before 
and I’m really enjoying it.’

This demonstrates the impact that the intervention has had on 
this student in their home life as well as their school life. During 
the interviews, the one thing that came up again and again was 
the reference to feeling confident in their ability to read and to 
try and improve; both at home and in lessons. This is testament 
to the programme improving student confidence in this key skill, 
helping to prepare them for their school and later career.

Although these results are extremely positive, it was also 
important to look at curriculum lessons to see if this positive 
impact was having the same result in other lessons, thus 
transferring the skills across the curriculum. After the staff 
meeting that shared the strategies used within the programme, 
one teacher interviewed commented;
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‘This week, student x read a script out to the whole class for the 
first time this year.’ Head of Drama.

This evidences the skills being transferred into other lessons 
and students actively using what they have learnt across  
the curriculum. 

Through music, students have been able to develop their 
literacy skills in a safe, inclusive environment that encourages 
and nurtures students to believe in themselves. Through careful 
planning, students have been able to see how this can transfer 
across all of their lessons and also life outside of school and use 
the skills acquired alongside a newfound confidence in their 
ability to achieve and engage across the curriculum.

next steps
The programme will run as part of the intervention programmes 
offered at north oxfordshire Academy in 2014, drawing on 
the creative expertise of teachers to deliver these key skills in 
innovative and creative ways, but also encouraging students to 
find enjoyment in reading and to have the desire to improve 
their own abilities. 

Individual sessions will be adapted based on teacher feedback 
from the first cohort of students. Due to the impact on building 
confidence in reading, this will become a focus when selecting 
students to invite.

Training will be provided for music staff experts to ensure they 
are equipped to deliver the programme which will be running 
with a number of different cohorts in the next academic year. 
It will be interesting to analyse the successes of the students in 
order to further refine the programme to take into account the 
needs of different students.

Fig. 1
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Foreign Language Immersion opportunities 
outside of the classroom Environment
AnnA WYnD, heAD of MoDern foreign lAnguAges

focus Area
This case study focuses on the introduction of a MFL Library 
offering a range of books, magazines, newspapers and DVDs in 
the target language for our pupils to borrow in order to support 
learning as well as for personal interest and enjoyment.

Background and context
Modern Foreign Languages are popular subjects at north 
oxfordshire Academy with the majority of students choosing 
to study a language at Key stage 4. The new MFL Programme 
of study which comes into effect in september 2014 details 
the importance of language students having the opportunity 
to listen to, read or view a range of authentic materials in 
the target language in order to expand their understanding 
of the language and culture. The books and magazines allow 
the MFL department to continue to support the academy’s 
drive on literacy by encouraging reading for pleasure with a 
range of books and magazines in the target language, not only 
presenting a clear opportunity for pupils to read for pleasure, 
but also an exploration of intercultural understanding. In 
addition, the films act as an effective and enjoyable way of 
developing students’ listening skills, particularly in training 

them to deal with ‘the unexpected element’ of language, a skill 
required for outstanding achievement of students according to 
oFsTED. Furthermore, they allow us to cater for students with 
weaker literacy skills or who are unenthusiastic readers, and 
encourage them to engage actively and independently in MFL. 

What we did
Initially we carried out a student voice survey to give us 
clear understanding of the types of books which pupils enjoy 
reading as well as the films they would like to see in the 
library. This revealed that pupils preferred popular novels such 
as ‘The Hunger Games’ and the latest film releases such as 
‘Fast and Furious 6’ and ‘Pitch Perfect’. In addition to this, 
when putting the order together we made sure that the MFL 
library would offer a range of books and films of different 
lengths and levels of difficulty such as a selection of Roald 
Dahl novels and the Harry Potter series. once the order had 
arrived we advertised the MFL library via the tutor podcast 
and in all language lessons and this created a real buzz in 
the office where the library was kept. Eager pupils who were 
keen to borrow their favourite titles in French or spanish were 
issued with their choice of text. 
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Every term we review at the pupils who have been borrowing 
from the library and reward the pupil who has borrowed  
the most titles with a certificate and place on our Linguists  
of the Term board.

After several months of the MFL library running, there was a 
dip in students borrowing, so in March, with the library firmly 
established, we wanted to re-ignite the buzz. We held two 
Movie nights during which we showed ‘Pitch Perfect’ in French 
and spanish. These were a huge success and were attended 
by over 100 students. During the evening, students were 
encouraged to give further suggestions for additions to the 
MFL library following new releases.

In order to maximise the profile of the MFL library, during Parent 
Mornings and Evenings, we discussed the value of its use with 
parents and gave examples of the titles which we have in order 
to gain parental support. All parents were impressed with this 
extra provision and were keen to support their child. We also 
displayed an advertisement on the screens in the restaurant 
and acted as a gentle reminder to all of our students.

Every half-term we compared student voice surveys in order to 
gain a clearer insight into what students were enjoying about 
the MFL library and, more importantly, reasons why some 
students were not using it. What the student voice highlighted 
was that students forgot that they had the MFL library available 
to them – linked to the problem of the location. Furthermore, 
some students said they do not enjoy reading or watching DVDs 
which we linked to the whole school issue of encouraging our 
students to read for pleasure. 

impact
The greatest impact of the MFL library has had is the high level 
of student enjoyment gained from a wide range of titles which 
they have requested through student voice. Furthermore, the 
level of challenge provided by some of the longer texts has 
acted as a great stretch for our gifted and talented students. 
Another positive aspect has been the enjoyment of seeing 
languages used in a real context through international films 
such as ‘Maria Llena Eres de Gracia’. The As level spanish 
class found this to be a really interesting, albeit shocking, 
insight into life in a spanish-speaking country. It is this cultural 
understanding that the MFL library encourages and supports.

Furthermore, the MFL movie nights created excitement 
around the academy and the following day students were 
approaching the MFL team asking when the next event was 
taking place. In addition to this, during a Year 11 study session 

focusing on listening skills, a Year 11 student heard some 
vocabulary in the exam which she had learnt from watching 
‘Pitch Perfect’ at the movie night. The realisation on her face 
showed understanding of the impact that watching films in 
the target language can have on learning. Finally, the movie 
nights have also acted as a ‘hook’ for students to continue 
studying a language; we used the initiative as a way for Year 
8 students to experience a taster of the two main languages 
which they can choose for GcsE. As well as being used often 
by our gifted and talented students, we have a number of 
FsM students, both girls and boys, who enjoy using the library 
regularly, particularly in Year 9. 

evaluation
Although we are pleased with the impact of the MFL library, 
we have also faced several obstacles, some of which we are 
still trying to overcome. For instance, we have found that 
the location of the MFL library is a disadvantage (in order 
to monitor use it is located in the MFL office and not readily 
accessible to students). The reasoning behind this was to 
manage the borrowing of books and to have a clearer and 
immediate insight into the types of pupils who were using 
the MFL library. However, the negative side of this is that it is 
out of sight from the pupils and therefore, like anything which 
is new, is requires a lot of promotion for the students to use  
it frequently.

secondly, there have been some issues with getting the items 
back within a reasonable time limit as some students take a 
long time to read a longer text such as ‘Harry Potter’. 

Finally, although overall we are pleased with the mix  
of girls and boys using the library to support their learning, 
we have found that our lower ability students do not use  
it frequently enough. student feedback would suggest this  
is due to their low literacy levels and a lack of an enjoyment  
of reading.

next steps
Following the popularity of the MFL movie nights more events 
are planned as they are fully inclusive and act as a way of 
raising the profile of languages.

It is important that we keep the MFL library updated with  
new titles so it remains exciting for our students. To support 
this, the academy VLE, My Big campus will be used to 
communicate titles which are in the MFL library; this will allow 
parents to contact us directly should they wish their child to 
borrow a DVD. 
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As the MFL library’s current location is hindering its impact, it 
will be moved to the main library where use can be tracked by 
the librarian.

Although one of the main aims of the MFL library is to increase 
reading for pleasure, moving forward its use will be embedded 
in lessons and homework to further support the new MFL 

Key stage 3 Programme of study: this states that students 
should read literary texts in target language [such as stories, 
songs, poems and letters] to stimulate ideas, develop creative 
expression and expand understanding of language and culture. 
This will, in turn, allow us to encourage our lower ability pupils 
to begin to access the MFL library through a more structured 
and supportive approach.
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closing the Gap 
the iMPAct of technologY on stuDents’ BehAviour  
AnD AttAinMent in the clAssrooM. 

geMMA roBinson, heAD of MeDiA

focus Area 
The focus area of this case study is the impact of new 
technologies on behaviour and learning in the classroom. 

Aims and rationale 
The aim was to test the findings of research which suggest 
that the use of technology motivates and boosts students’ 
self-esteem, allowing those who may have struggled with 
conventional methods of recording material to thrive and 
have a sense of achievement. 

Evidence for this project is drawn from a number of sources to 
demonstrate the correlation between the use of technology in 
the classroom and exam results in males.

Background context
Both GcsE and A-Level Media require academic writing and 
practical work. The department has been successful in closing 
the gap between male and female attainment. 

In 2010-2011 results showed a value added of +0.3 in boys 
and a value added of +0.5 in girls, a gap of 0.2. In 2011-

12 boys outperformed girls in value added, boys managing 
to achieve +0.54 and girls +0.47. However, in 2012-13, the 
gap reopened again with data suggesting a similar picture 
for the 2013-14 cohort. The department was concerned that 
moving to the more academic GcsE Media course from the 
vocational ocR national Level 2 with the introduction of an 
exam element could impact on the attainment of boys, as the 
use of technology in the classroom for their coursework is a 
reduced element in the new course. 

the story 
“social media is here. It’s just another resource and doesn’t 
have to be a distraction from learning objectives. social media 
is another tool that you can use to make your classroom 
more engaging, relevant and culturally diverse.” Vicki Davis, 
computer Fundamentals, computer science and IT integrator, 
GA, Blog posted on 27th February, 2014. 

Action research was conducted with a mixed group of 35 
Year 10 and 11 students with a number of FsM male students 
formulating part of the cohort. The Year 10 and the Year 11 
students were all completing GcsE Media studies qualification. 
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At the start of the projects, students were all asked to answer 
some questions about the use of technology in the academy 
and in their lessons. The student voice questions were designed 
to gauge their thoughts and opinions anonymously. 

Lesson observations were conducted on some of the selected 
students using technology in their lessons. observations 
focused on how they interacted and engaged with the use of 
technology and the quality of outcomes.

Teachers seem to be utilising social media for topical 
discussions and to create a learning environment where 
students are respectful of one another’s opinions. Many 
departments in the Academy have Twitter accounts that allow 
students to interact with subject matter in a different way. 
However, students that follow these accounts are often those 
who are the already engaged, listening and progressing. The 
challenge is to encourage students who do not tend to listen 
and engage in the lessons to switch on and interact with 
social media sites. 

our academy has moved over to a virtual learning environment 
that has the layout and style of a social networking site. The 
students are able to take part in discussions, post blogs, ask a 
teacher questions and create a personal profile. 

A Year 10 student said, ‘The VLE is better than what it was 
before; it is like a version of Facebook that we are allowed to 
go on in school. sometimes we get homework set on there as 
well. We can access it at home and we can have the app on 
our phone, so we have no excuses.’ 

A Year 11 student said, ‘I like the fact our revision resources 
can go on there. We have been able to comment and post to 
our teacher what we need more of for our revision.’

our Approach 

results: student voice
student voice found that the students feel that the use of tablet 
technology could be more fully explored in the classroom. They 
highlighted that the laptops and cameras were old and did not 
hold their charge; this could be frustrating and consequently 
reduced their usefulness. The student questionnaires identified 
the need for the school’s use of technology to be improved 
and updated. 

students commented positively on using their mobile phones 
to submit their homework. A further possible development 

to this study would be to look at the effect on engagement 
in homework tasks if students were asked to video their 
homework, or present oral homework on their mobile phones 
rather than fill in a worksheet. 

Many students said they preferred getting virtual homework. 
The school could support this with the use of the IcT suites 
after school as a homework room or by expanding the use of 
the library. The boys, in particular, talked about competitions 
and making their homework seem more like a game. They 
said that they would be more likely to do it if there were a 
competition element to it. 

The students talked about the development of apps to help 
them in their lessons and how they would like to see more of 
them being used. However, not all of students have access to a 
smartphone and the academy cannot make assumptions they 
do. If the academy were to move over to tablet technology 
and look at this an area for development then the apps could 
be used more effectively here. 

Key observations from the study

n   Higher ability girls struggled when asked to use 
technology in the lessons; they found it less interesting 
and engaging. However, when they were asked to use the 
computers to type and write a long piece of prose they 
were happier to use the technology. 

n   When given the choice to hand write something in the 
lesson or to type it, 97% of classes chose to type it on the 
computer. Interestingly, there were a few boys that opted 
to handwrite instead. These were all higher ability boys 
who had legible neat handwriting. Lower ability students 
were more likely to choose the computer when producing 
written pieces. They felt more confident when using the 
technology than with traditional methods. 

Key outcomes from student interviews
students talked about the technology they already had access 
to and commented on how this might be used within a 
classroom context. The students were unable to comment on 
how the use of technology could be used to enhance learning. 
A student in Year 11 said he would not be able to complete 
his coursework without the use of a computer, but he felt 
that we used enough technology in the lesson to be able to 
allow him to get the higher marks. A Year 13 student was able 
to reflect effectively on the process having been through his 
GcsE and A-Level courses, and better able to give an opinion 
about the use of technology in the academy. He felt the Apple 
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Mac technology in the Media department allowed him to 
produce industry standard work and further understand the 
programs that were being used in the work place and at 
higher education establishments. 

What the Data tells us
Data analysis of the attainment recorded in the term 3 
and term 4 data collection supported the theory that the 
technology impacted on results.

For data collection 3 the department was asked to mark  
and assess a piece of coursework that the students had used 
technology to create; the data 4 collection was based on a 
written mock examination where the students were unable 
to use technology at all at any stage of the process. The  
data changed for some sub groups dramatically and those that 
underperformed saw a key change in the data. surprisingly, 
it was not only the sub-group males that underperformed 
but also some of the higher ability girls. Any correlation  
with those not using technology in the exam as a key focus 
in data changes is dubious. However, the changes in the data  
for the boys has some correlation with the fact they were 
unable to use technology and they were not given as much 
freedom and personalisation in the task. They had a prescriptive  
exam context rather than a more open and flexible approach 
to coursework. Teachers found that they had have more 
freedom when planning coursework, they are able to look at 
a class and differentiate lessons and tasks to suit the needs 
of the learners. 

overall findings 
students want to use technology in the lessons, but ultimately 
they want the technology they are using in their everyday lives 
to be incorporated into the classroom environment. staff need 
to have clear guidance from the academy of what technology 
they are allowed to use in lessons and staff need to be shown 
some examples and modelling of excellent and outstanding 
practice using the technology.

‘If educators are to be convinced to change their practice by 
integrating technology into their teaching, they must see the 
relevance of the technology to what they do in the classroom.’ 
Browne and Ritchie, 1991; shelton and Jones, 1996. 

Teachers need to know that there are risks involved and 
that they are allowed the freedom to explore the learning 
opportunities technology makes available. Departments need 
to celebrate and share the success of students who have used 
technology in different ways to present work, or who have 

managed to complete a task using a different medium and 
achieved success in doing so. 

The research suggests a need to review some of the hardware 
being used to impart knowledge and skills to the students. 
Teaching them using industry standard software to create a 
professional and high quality product motivates some students. 
The department needs to replenish existing equipment. The 
academy needs to recognise where departments are using 
technology effectively for their curriculum and replace or 
update it where necessary. 

Academies and schools across the country need to consult 
with staff and students about the best way to utilise the 
cultural shift in new technology so that it benefits learning 
and behaviour in the classroom.

the impact 
The research did not conclusively support the initial assumption 
that technology assists in closing the gap in attainment with 
FsM and males in general. However, it was found to aid and 
support teachers and the learners and allow for creativity and 
a wider of variety of work produced. 

There is no one factor that contributes to closing the gender 
gap but technology could be one area that could help to move 
the academy forward with obtaining some stronger results. 
The data suggests that where technology is used both boys 
and girls are performing well. 

the outcomes 

n   students believe technology needs to be used in the 
classrooms in particular the use of tablet technology

n   students felt mobile phones could be used more 
effectively in the classroom

n   More in depth research is needed into how tablets could 
be used more effectively in the classroom, looking at pilot 
studies of where sixth Form students carry tablets rather 
than exercise books.

n   The students are so technologically advanced they do not 
know that they are using technology in lessons.

n   Teachers take the use of technology for granted.  
How different would our lessons be if we did not have  
the technology? 

reflection 
Technology forms such a major partpart of young people’s 
worlds that they are now actually unaware of how much 
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technology they use in schools. They no longer regard computers 
or digital cameras as modern technology. The younger students 
in the sample identified the tablet technology needed to be 
more prominent in the academy. ‘The Virginia Experiment- 
Beyond Textbooks’ has explored this in more detail especially 
the question of ipad functionality. They were frustrated in the 
initial stages of the project when trying to examine whether 
the iPad is best used for one-to-one work or shared as part of 
a stable digital classroom. one school believed in offering the 
students the freedom of choice in the type of technology used. 
The students were also provided with different work stations 
in the classroom and had the opportunity in lessons to learn 
with different technological devices so they were able to make 
a more informed choice about what technology they used. 

To be able to use technology as a competent and effective 
practitioner takes time and good quality training. It requires 
the school to focus and build the confidence of staff in the 
technology they are using. 

‘classroom teachers should be involved from the very 
beginning in planning the development sessions so they  
can be certain their specific needs will be addressed.’  
Guhlin, 1996

UK schools need to keep pace with changes in technology  
and student voice is important to gain an insight into what is it 
the students want to have developed. Although it is common 
practice in most schools to have a staff working group on 
technology, a student working group which takes part in  
trials and visits to other schools could provide a vehicle 
through which the technology developed has relevance to the 
core users. 

evaluation 
Research on how boys and girls behave and learn in the classroom 
and online can be contradictory. some suggests that if schools 
focus time and money on developing technology in the classroom 
then they need to devote time and money into devising resources 
that cater for male and female learning habits. 

Tom carroll, the founder and chairman of Brighter choice 
charter school for Girls and the Brighter choice charter school 
for boys said, ‘Today’s students are customising everything 
from their music listening preferences to their TV viewing 
choices, virtual schools may allow boys and girls to customise 
their own learning by offering, for example, a variety of ways 
to experience an online class and a variety of subject matter 
to tackle.’ 

This depends on the investment the school has made  
in developing technology and how far along the journey 
they are to using advanced virtual learning environments in 
classrooms. schools in the UsA seem to be more committed 
to the benefits of these virtual learning environments because 
they have invested heavily in the projects. stereotypically 
schools in the UK have half heartedly explored the idea of  
using the technology in the classroom, but have too much 
pressure to demonstrate immediate impact. Yet, the most 
crucial factor when developing the use of technology in the 
classroom is time. 

‘Teachers must have substantial time if they are going to 
acquire and in turn, transfer to the classroom the knowledge 
and the skills necessary to effectively and completely infuse 
technology into their curricular areas.’ (Boe, 1989; Hawkins & 
MacMillan, 1993; Kinnaman, 1990). 

Technology is capital heavy and for many schools budget 
constraints do not allow for that to happen. The schools 
in the UsA tend to have more financial support, especially  
from PTAs. 

not every student will like using technology and learning via 
a particular platform. As in any other lesson technology can 
and must be differentiated for learners. In research from the 
orlando based Florida Virtual school; Joy smith, the chief 
Development officer was careful to stress that, ‘We’re going to 
give them (the students) the opportunity to say how they want 
this information presented and let them personalise it.’ The 
Florida virtual school are careful not to jump to conclusions 
about what girls and boys will like. 

next steps 
This is dependent on where the academy wants to take the 
use of technology in the classroom. There certainly needs to be 
more research done into the area of using tablet technology 
in the classroom and this needs to be focused on how the 
academy could be made more ‘virtual’. 

As students are requesting an increased use of tablet 
technology they should be consulted about the logistics 
and should participate in any pilot studies. Perhaps students 
could lead the cPD sessions and teach staff how to use the 
software/programs/equipment themselves!
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focus
This case study examines the way in which the maths 
department at north oxfordshire Academy sought to develop 
strong relationships with parents and wider community and 
promote the ethos of lifelong learning through the provision of 
GcsE Maths classes for parents.

Background
socially and economically diverse, Banbury’s economy is based 
around manufacturing, distribution and services. This results in 
an above average concentration of people in low-skilled and 
lower paid occupations. The GcsE performance in Banbury is 
historically below county and national averages and a third of 
residents have no qualifications.

During interactions with parents and family members at events 
such as parent’s evening there is a widespread view that 
mathematics is difficult. Their own struggle with maths is often 
used to rationalise why students are not performing in relation 
to their target grades. Parents often shy away from maths and 
do not help their children with their homework. 

To address this Adult GcsE maths classes were offered  
to parents. This was aimed at parents of students  
currently studying at the academy to help them achieve a  
GcsE and subsequently be able to help their own children 
through their maths education. Through engaging with parents 
the more ambitious long term aim was to see an overall 
improvement in numeracy levels and higher aspirations in  
the community. 

Aims
Through offering GcsE maths classes we want to:

n  Give parents the opportunity to achieve a GcsE  
in mathematics;

n  Improve the numeracy of the wider community, allowing 
access to skilled jobs;

n  challenge the stigma of maths being difficult by 
demonstrating the everyday tasks through which they 
already use mathematical principles;

n  To allow parents to understand and help students with  
their homework.

Innovation Bid case study  
– Adult GcsE Maths Lessons
louise AcKroYD: heAD of MAths
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What we did
During the summer term in 2013 the idea was marketed at 
parents’ evenings and through learning managers. Any parents 
showing an initial interest were asked to provide contact 
details. There was an initial interest from 15 individuals. After 
a consultation with interested parents and staff it was decided 
to deliver the maths classes in a 2 hour session every fortnight. 
These commenced in october. Initially, 5 adults started the 
lessons; since then one adult dropped out to study numeracy 
qualifications instead. 

The sessions were planned as a normal lesson with differentiation 
and assessment. The focus for each lesson was on developing 
a different skill and then homework was provided to practise 
GcsE style questions. Throughout the lessons there was a big 
emphasis on relating questions to real life situations that the 
adults had encountered. This allowed the participants to access 
the work easily but also showed them how often they had used 
their maths skills without realising. 

impact
Throughout the year qualitative and quantitative data was 
collected. since the beginning of the year there has been an 
average increase of 2 grades with one currently working at a c. 
Participant voice and staff voice has said that there needed to 
be more lesson time to ensure maximum progress. Due to this, 
in February an extra 1 hour session was added per fortnight.  
This enabled an extra lesson each week, allowing more 
consistency and more time to address problems arising from 
the homework set.

The participants have said in both data collections that they 
are ‘really enjoying’ the maths lessons. They believe that ‘it is 
finally beginning to click’ and that they are ‘finding it really 
interesting’. They are gaining a growing sense of confidence 
which meant one parent was able to understand and help with 
their child’s homework. For them, this was a massive step and 
really showed the progress they had made.

next steps
This year there was a large drop out rate between initial interest 
and those who have participated in the lessons. This could be due 
to the long gap between the summer and starting the lessons 
in october. There was also doubt among potential participants 
that they would be able to cope with the maths and their failure 
at school to get a GcsE stopped them wanting to try again. For 
the next year we are going to re-market the sessions, using the 
success of this year’s participants, at parent’s evening and also 
with new year 7 parents. The current participants will be able to 

give testimonies so that new cohort will be able to move forward 
without trepidation. As the sessions are already organised and 
running, participants will be able start immediately after their 
initial interest.

All the participants have suggested increasing the length of 
the sessions to 2 hours per week. Initially this was not done 
because it was felt that would be a large commitment each 
week. As the participants have suggested this, it has now been 
planned for next year.

The Adult GcsE Maths classes have been a success this year 
and using feedback from the participants can be made more 
successful. next year the target is to increase take up by 100% 
and for 65% to achieve a c grade.
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Every student can Achieve at least  
a GcsE c Grade in Maths
nicK culleY; AssistAnt PrinciPAl: Ks4 Progress AnD AchieveMent

focus
In the last 10 years, within the Academy system, I have given 
considerable thought as to how to bring out the best in 
students with a low level of previous academic success and 
resulting limited motivation. Rapid and sustained progress is 
the Holy Grail of teaching. not surprisingly it is the one target 
that has remained constant throughout my teaching career and 
is the main criteria of oFsTED judgements in the past and will 
be in the future. In this case study I intend to look at how to 
get success in Mathematics teaching especially with ‘c’ grade 
potential students in year 11, though many of my suggestions 
are valid across the ability range.

rationale
There are very few students who cannot achieve a ‘c’ grade  
in maths at GcsE. Ability is rarely the problem: it is the 
motivation and subsequent work level of students that need 
tackling. so many students have ‘never understood maths’ but 
that is down to a history of poor teaching, lack of support and 
the pupils’ previous experience of failure. We lose bright, able 
and motivated students who were not sufficiently prepared  
at key stage 2 in the basics and who subsequently struggle  

to perform because their lack of understanding is never 
effectively countered.

Motivation
As Maths teachers, we should never make negative comments 
about a student’s ability; I have taught students with a  
low mathematical ability who have passed GcsE through  
sheer determination and perseverance. success in maths is 
all about motivation and support. It may take time but each 
student needs to have a confidence in, and rapport with the 
teacher. I have tried the hard line approach in the past to 
address issues with completion of homework to deadlines but it 
has spectacularly backfired. clearly there are boundaries but the 
use of strict behaviour systems is no substitute for persuasion, 
encouragement and support. Taking an underperforming class 
into year 11 requires a different approach to the way classes  
in the lower years are usually taught. There is a time constraint 
and, until students are on-board, grade improvements will  
not follow.

How do we encourage an environment that teacher and students 
are all working toward the same goal? A teacher needs to be in 
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continuous communication with his or her students. standing 
at the front of the classroom and teaching from a whiteboard 
will never give a teacher the opportunity to know what learning 
is like for the student. Teachers must ensure that it is both 
the student’s and the teacher’s responsibility to make sure 
understanding and progress is there at the end of each lesson.

similarly, marking should be used as a dialogue between 
the student and the teacher. Teachers should not be marking 
the students’ answers; they need to mark those themselves. 
Teachers should be responding to the written comments made 
at different points throughout the lessons by the student as 
to their understanding and confidence (I have found the use 
of green pens by the students to comment on success to be 
very effective). For example a student comment to an element 
of work completed could range from a happy face to “I 
understand the mid-point at both 2D and 3D but can’t really 
do length”. The teacher needs to make it clear through marking 
that problems will be addressed as future lessons are adapted 
to their understanding. Although there are benefits to the 
current good practice approach of commenting on work done 
and giving targets for improvement every 2 or 3 weeks, it is no 
substitute for continuous dialogue. 

teacher knowledge
strong teacher subject knowledge is clearly a necessity for 
every maths teacher, but to teach maths at ‘c’ grade does not  
require a professorial level of expertise. of far more importance 
is the ability of the teacher to take ownership of each class  
with a positive and nurturing presence. The students need to 
trust the teacher and be aware that success requires that their 
effort and progress is an expectation. My experience has taught 
me that up to 3 months of teaching are required before a class 
responds fully to this methodology. students must feel secure 
enough to know that a wrong answer on their part will be 
corrected with humour and sensitivity. It is vitally important that 
mistakes can be made without labels being applied by either 
the teacher or other members of the class to those involved. In 
this way the insecurities of many students can be replaced with 
a growing confidence. 

how do you control poor behaviour or a refusal to 
engage with the classroom activities?
clear expectations and consequences, in line with school policy, 
help in this area. It still surprises me how many students give in 
to my expectations when given the time to think and the ability 
to make a choice without the class watching. If consequences 
are always followed through and take a known path then the 
vast majority of students eventually acquiesce. Those students 

who do not respond need to feel that the teacher cares. Without 
compromising consequences teachers should do all they can 
to keep students on board. This may mean the involvement of 
parents or other parties. 

Prior knowledge
Maths is like a language. How can we possibly expect students 
to solve real life or more complex questions when their basic 
mathematical vocabulary is missing? sometimes when teaching 
years 10 and 11 it feels like the previous 3 or 4 years have been 
entirely wasted. Teachers cannot assume that students have 
understood or, even more importantly, remembered work done 
in previous years. We need to put the building blocks in place 
before tackling the ‘c’ grade work. For example Pythagoras’ 
questions require students to be able to square, square root and 
rearrange equations. Using a starter or mini-whiteboard activity 
to ensure that basic knowledge is there may only take a few 
minutes and is effective in the medium term.

lesson structure
Every lesson needs an element of basics, even if those basics 
are not used in the main part of the lesson. Every idea or theory 
needs to be seen at least three times on different days before 
it is effectively embedded into a student’s mind. splitting every 
lesson into chunks within which past teaching can be reviewed, 
understanding tested, new ideas taught and more complex 
questions attempted reaps dividends in terms of student 
understanding and progress. It is poor teaching to put a student 
in front of a text book and expect them to work from Q1 for the 
lesson. similarly putting a student in front of a computer and 
expecting them to progress is ineffective. computer use can be 
extremely useful but it needs to be planned fully and limited to 
particular parts of the lesson. If we do use IT in Maths lessons, 
programs need to be interactive and student proof. on many 
occasions I have seen students progress in a computer based 
game or challenge without having to complete the maths, 
which is the key objective of the activity.

Teaching from the board may be effective in introducing new 
ideas in short bursts, but it prevents that rapport between 
teacher and student developing. The teacher needs to be able to 
circulate, ask questions and be informed by the progress made. 
Running a lesson extensively from a power-point is likely to be 
just as boring for students as working from a text book. our 
students are likely to be far more technologically sophisticated 
than ourselves and less than impressed with what they see as 
dated approaches. 

A teacher must vary the approach. There should be time for 



62

U
n

IT
ED

 L
EA

Rn
In

G cAsE sTUDY 12

elements such as:
n Mini-whiteboard work;
n Working through questions in silence;
n Pair work/group work;
n Practical activities/Tarsia;
n Problem solving;
n Writing questions for each other;
n Teacher talk especially for new material including PowerPoints;
n Etc.

Twenty minutes at this level is sufficient for any activity, 
especially teacher talk from the whiteboard.

In the past I have argued that differentiation is of lesser 
importance than often stated with specific setted maths 
groups and I still believe this. My classes of foundation year 11 
students will all face the same exam questions and have the 
same objective of gaining 70% + in both papers. There is no 
longer time to have lower expectations of some, as a ‘D’ grade 
or lower is not acceptable either to me or more importantly to 
the student. Differentiation needs to be replaced by effective 
AFL, support and encouragement for students who are 
struggling. However with a higher paper group I would argue 
that differentiation is vital. students need to progress at their 
own pace as long as the basic ‘c’ grade is never in doubt. If this 
doesn’t happen, students will get lost and give up.

 “Maths can be boring” 
Most students and teachers can relate to this statement and yet 
many maths teachers are oblivious to it. Grinding out answer 
after answer, especially if students have already mastered a 
particular mathematical technique, kills enthusiasm and makes 
lessons unpleasant for student and teacher alike. changing the 
activity regularly and moving on quickly and smoothly from one 
skill to another is a far better option and maintains students’ 
interest and engagement. 

TA support needs to be carefully planned and structured. It is 
not always possible to discuss fully the details of the lesson with 
a TA beforehand, but the TA should, as a bare minimum, be 
aware of the targets for the class and how their input can help 
achieve those targets. TAs should be able to review their input 
and discuss whether progress has been achieved or, if not, how 
their time could be used more effectively.

literacy
Ask maths teachers to take part in a meeting on literacy and you 
generally get a collective groan but literacy is vital to successful 
maths teaching. At a basic level I have watched maths teachers 

teach algebra by constant referral to the ‘variable’ when 
not one of the students understands what the term means. 
However, literacy in maths is more than just vocabulary.  
Many students fail by not understanding a question despite  
fully understanding the relevant mathematical concepts. Literacy 
needs to be addressed so students can follow exam questions 
and produce answers in a logical manner. so many questions  
in GcsE papers require more than just an answer. our students’ 
ability to present their working is as much about knowing  
how to write the explanation as it is about understanding the 
maths itself.

reflection
so what makes an outstanding maths lesson for foundation ‘c’ 
grade students?

1. Rapid and sustained progress.
2.  An engaging, enthusiastic and non-confrontational 

teacher who has taken time to build a relationship with 
his or her students and knows exactly through frequent 
AFL exactly what help his or her students need.

3.  A teacher with expertise who produces lessons with 
frequent changes of activity (with smooth transitions) and 
never comments negatively on a student’s ability.

4.  A lesson which is well organised with students who 
are able to solve problems independently knowing that 
mistakes are met with encouragement and that they will 
never be held up to ridicule by anyone.

5.  A lesson that is structured so the basic understanding is 
there before the more difficult question is attempted. This 
includes consideration of the vocabulary to be used and 
how explanations need to be phrased.

6.  AFL and marking which enables a constant 2 way 
dialogue between student and teacher.

7.  An expectation that through hard work the student will 
experience sustained progress leading to an increased 
probabilty that the vital ‘c’ grade will be achieved.

8.  A learning environment where support teachers or TAs 
have an understanding of their role in making sure that 
learning happens.

A lesson with the descriptors will be outstanding in terms of 
its learning outcomes, but teachers need to be aware that a 
lesson like this cannot be a one off. Rapport, productive AFL 
and a constructive and effective dialogue between teacher and 
student must be a norm, not something to be produced only on 
the occasion of an announced lesson observation. 

nick culley Assistant Principal: Data and student progress
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The Impact of Youth Work in north oxfordshire
crAig BurroWs, AssistAnt PrinciPAl: stuDent WellBeing

focus Area
The introduction of a bespoke Youth Work Programme, its 
impact on the north oxfordshire community and the extention 
of provision within the Academy 5 year plan.

Aims/rationale 
To investigate the impact of the introduction of a youth work 
programme at north oxfordshire Academy.

Background
In a climate of shrinking community provision, youth services 
and in particular provision for students to engage in evening 
activities within the local area are severely limited. In 2009 
there was little in the way of provision for young people in the 
catchment area of north oxfordshire Academy. Youth clubs 
had recently been closed and within the local authority Youth 
Workers were moved into the Family Intervention Team. As a 
result anti-social behavior increased in the community and 
both students and parents were asking the Academy for further 
provision outside of the regular extra-curricular programme 
which ended at 5PM.

At this time it was decided to launch a Youth Work Programme 
to train students to then run evening clubs, mentor students as 
well as adding another pathway to the traditional Academic or 
course based Vocational programs.

the story
In september 2009 Lee Davies established the course having 
joined the Academy from a charity Worth Unlimited. He brought 
with him 25 years of experience of youth work and a good 
understanding of the ABc qualification.

Initially it was a Year 11 based course and students were 
guided into it as an alternative to their vocational or academic 
qualifications in which they were struggling to engage. However 
it quickly became apparent after a review in April 2010 that 
students needed to opt into the programme themselves and 
the age group was too close to the students they would mentor. 
There were also some issues in the Year 7 and 8 youth club 
linked to the close proximity of the age group and subsequent 
lack of respect and behavior management skills.
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To address this it was fully integrated into the sixth Form 
programme. Targets, assessment, cPD and the development of 
teaching skills allowed Lee to develop as a practitioner. Initially, 
Lee delivered everything alongside the student teams, modelling 
best practice as a youth worker and dealing with issues as they 
arose. As the students have become more experienced and 
professional a supportive network of students has evolved 
which helps others to develop their skills. 

This training then led to the establishment of the separate 
evening youth clubs for Year 7 and 8.

This has thrived with the average attendance in the first year of 
18 per week. In subsequent years a Year 9 club was added in 
2011 followed by Year 10 in 2013 and plans for a Year 11 club 
from september 2014, the average attendance is now 100 for 
the week.
 
The Academy has supported the growth of the programme and 
empowered it to try out new ideas and initiatives. The course 
has to retain a degree of flexibility due to age range of the 
young people involved and the differing strengths of each 
cohort. In the current cohort mentoring by Year 12 and Year 
13’s’s is a strength whereas while last year it was the After 
school clubs and Youth clubs. This means that the programme 
has to be differentiated and we do not assume that each year 
will have the same strengths.

over the last 5 years we have developed a strong programme 
of sixth Form youth work and student leadership. This has been 
based around 2 key qualifications:

n  ABc Awards Level 2 Youth work in Practice; 
n   ABc Awards Level 3 Diploma in Youth work Practice.

The youth work programme has been extended within the 
Academy and the young people now assist and run a range  
of activities:

n  They support 1 lesson a week from English, Math’s, Media, 
and science, PE etc;

n  Lunchtime clubs from computers / xbox /  
7 Playground / Pool;

n  Eight After school clubs targeting Y7 vary from cooking  
to sport to get fit etc.; 

n  Mentoring supports 25 young people in Years 7-8 at  
tutor time;

n  support of the Thursday afternoon Personal  
Enrichment Programme;

n  mentoring programme for all yr 12 students run by 
experienced yr 13/14 youth workers, these students are 
then deployed to support targeted students;

n  Year 14’s that support 6-8 lessons a week in subjects as 
science, media, drama etc.

The formal 2 year programme:

n  sept to May – Youth work Practice Level 2;
n  May to May – Youth Work Diploma Level 3. 

In Y13 they will be offered the chance to participate in 
community Volunteering working in the local United Learning 
primary school and with the st Mary’s church Youth club.

students have been able to progress from the youth work 
programme onto our apprenticeship programme training as 
teaching assistants and as business and admin assistants.

impact – evidence 
The youth work programme at north oxfordshire Academy is 
identified as an area of excellence as it presents an innovative 
solution to this problem and a model of leadership development 
for young people which both equips students with a qualification 
and adds significant value to the life of the Academy and wider 
community. This was confirmed by a challenge Partners review 
in January 2014. The students involved are all cP trained and 
run evening youth clubs, lunch clubs and mentoring as well 
as acting as teaching assistants in lessons they are studying  
at A level. 

our young leaders gain skills and experiences which enhance 
their UcAs personal statements which might otherwise lack 
content. since the establishment of the sixth Form programme 
20% students have gone to University, 10% have gone 
onto work for the local council and 10% have accessed the 
Academies Year 14 and 20% have gone onto the apprenticeship 
programme, 20% have gained employment within childcare 
and 20% have employment elsewhere. 

In a review of the mentees in 2013/14 behaviour improved in 
82% and attainment in English and maths improved 87%. 92% 
said it had helped them to channel their energy in to classwork 
and avoid confrontation.

The programme has received considerable interest at a national 
level Lee Davis, the course leader has been involved in a 
national consultation on youth provision and the Academy has 
been visited by a number of MPs including shadow Education 
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Minster Tristram Hunt. The programme has been published  
as a case study in a recent report by the national Youth 
Agency (october 2013) and in AscL Leader magazine January  
2014. A television news item was filmed by ITV and aired in 
January 2014.

There has also been 100% positive feedback from teachers 
who have hosted the youth workers in their classes.

teacher feedback

‘I just wanted to send you a quick email as I have 
nathan (don’t know surname) as a TA in my class on a 
Wednesday. I just wanted to say how fantastic he has 
been over the last term. He works with some tricky 
pupils, however they all look up to him and respect him 
and try their best for him. He has supported them so well 
with their literacy and has been such a great contribution 
to the class.’
Beth Ponsford (English Teacher)

‘n has been working closely with my alternate provision 
group. n, over the past term has:
•  Forged strong relationships with all the students by 

being patient, calm and resilient.
•  Used a variety of techniques to engage students. He 

has worked in a 1:1 setting where he uses questioning 
effectively to illicit answers and reasoning. n has a very 
careful manner whereby he carefully reads situations. 
This means students work with him and they know 
exactly what to expect when working with him. 

•  Worked in a group setting where he works alongside 
me demonstrating practical’s and key ideas. n listens 
well and is able to take the lead in activities. 

•  Shown empathy for the students we work with. These 
students include some of the most challenging at 
north oxfordshire Academy.’

Becca Wildman. (science Teacher)

‘K has been incredibly helpful over the last couple of terms. 
she’s mainly worked with a pupil, on a one-to-one basis, who 
struggles with literacy and keeping on task. I can tell, both from 
his book word and end of topic test scores, that having her 
there has made a really positive impact on his learning.’

‘K has also helped in facilitating successful group work; she’s 
gone from group to group, confidently checking their progress 

and helping them to improve. In both these aspects the pupils 
have responded very well to her presence.’

A possible point to work on would be the ownership she takes 
of her role; I would be happy for her to try out some new ways 
of working, or work with other pupils – even taking small 
groups aside and helping to stretch and challenge them if she 
would feel comfortable in doing so. 

soft outcomes 
n   support in lessons has helped students to focus and achieve;
n   Extra curriculum activities – at least 1 thing happening 

every night;
n   Holiday work.
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hard outcomes 
n   over 70 students have received the Level 2 or Level 3 since 

we started the course.

  over 150 pupils have been mentored from either 
1 term or longer
n   Lee Davis participated in a panel to look at how youth work 

and schools come together which resulted in the Academy 
being included in the oct 2013 publication; national Youth 
Agency commission into the role of youth work in formal 
education publication.

visits from various MP’s
n   Karen Buck, Labour MP for Westminster north;
n   Tim Loughton, conservative MP for Worthing East  

and shoreham;
n   Tristram Hunt, – Labour MP for stoke-on-Trent central;
n   supported swindon Academy to develop their level 2 course 

which started in sept 13.
n  Jan 2013 Filming by Fixers (ITV) to explore how the course 

affects the school and young people.

evaluation
The youth work programme has had a very positive impact 
on the students of north oxfordshire Academy. It has offered 
an alternative pathway to qualifications that have allowed 
students to gain access to employment or further education, it 
is likely that these students would not have chosen to attend 
sixth Form or have been offered a place. It had improved the 
provision in the evenings for the students of the Academy and 
ensured targeted students have been supported in Key stage 
3. such is the clear sustained impact and its uniqueness it has 
received national recognition. It has not only impacted on the 
Academy but has seen its model transferred successfully to 
other establishments and the Youth Awarding body. ABc wants 
to use it as a best practice model for the development of its 
awards.

next steps
The next steps have to ensure the sustainability of the 
programme and to expand the impact to the wider community. 
confirmed plans to ensure this are:

n   Appointment of a Business and Administration apprentice 
assigned to the youth work programme which has 
strengthened co-ordination of the work;

n   InsET day June review the course and see how it could be 
developed over the next couple of years;

n   Establish termly reviews with mentees and parents at 
Academy parent evenings;

n   Level 3 certificate in Assessing Vocational Achievement;
n   Run the community games as an annual event from July 2014;
n   Level 4 IQA to be completed by July 2014;
n   supporting other United Learning academies develop  

their courses;
n   An open Day in May / June for interested schools to come 

along and see the impact of the youth work course to meet 
external demand;

n   To develop a Year 13 course alongside the Year 12 which 
involves the Year 13 undertaking community volunteering 
projects;

n   setting up a Youth council within north oxfordshire Academy to 
help shape the youth work and make sure the young people’s 
voices are at the centre;

n   Developing a Youth work at Hanwell Fields which includes 
a placement week, also individuals doing a term or two in 
one day a week.
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Background context
north oxfordshire Academy opened its sixth Form in 2008, 
a year after the school adopted its Academy status. The sixth 
Form was opened in response to a growing demand for a post-
16 provider in the north of the town, and a preference among 
increasing numbers of lower school pupils to continue their 
studies at the Academy beyond Year 11 rather than moving 
to other schools in the local area. This initial year saw a small 
number of students studying a limited range of courses as the 
school planned for the launch of its first post 16 curriculum 
the following year. The school decided to build its offer around 
the International Baccalaureate qualification, making it the 
only provider of this programme in north oxfordshire. The IB’s 
core ideal is to offer students a curriculum with breadth and 
one that aims to foster independence and creativity, and this 
ideal was one that fitted with the Academy’s goal of developing 
a high quality, rigorous and academically based curriculum. 
Alongside the IB, the sixth Form offered a full level 3 vocational 
programme, as well as level 2 courses in sport and youth work 
for its lower achieving Year 11 leavers. In its first few years, 
the sixth Form grew into a small to medium sized provider 
with around 120 students drawn almost exclusively from the 
school’s own lower school student body.

Despite its successful early development, by 2011 the sixth 
Form faced a number of key issues which prompted a rethink 
of its structure, ethos and curriculum offer. The IB Diploma was 
failing to recruit significant numbers of students due to student 
perception of its level of difficulty – the requirement that students 
must study six academic subjects into Year 13 (including maths, 
English, science and a second language) was a disincentive to 
many who opted, instead, to follow vocational programmes in 
the absence of meaningful single subject academic alternatives. 
Results on the IB Diploma had also been disappointing with 
students, many of whom had succeeded on vocationally based 
key stage 4 programmes, unprepared for the demanding nature 
of the course. The result of this was that the sixth Form, contrary 
to its original goal of being an academically focused institution 
supported by a vocational offer, was vocationally heavy with 
many students on inappropriate courses in relation to their 
career goals. This had led to fewer students applying to and 
gaining places at university.

In addition to this, it was felt that the sixth Form had not 
developed the ethos and culture envisaged in its planning. This 
was reflected in attendance levels, retention rates and sixth 
formers’ attitude and approach to their studies. one of the key 

Raising standards in the sixth Form
ADAM leYBurn, Director of sixth forM
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aims of the sixth Form was that its students would be positive 
role models for lower school pupils helping to develop a positive 
learning culture throughout the Academy, and it was felt that 
this had not been as successful as initially planned.

the story
In late 2011, we decided that an overhaul of the curriculum 
was required. The low number of students choosing academic 
courses, together with the increasing focus of government on 
raising standards in these areas led to the decision to drop the 
IB qualification and to launch a full programme of As and A 
levels at the start of the 2013/14 academic year. This was done 
in tandem with a major shift in Key stage 4 provision with an 
increasing focus on academic subjects in line with government 

plans for changes to the national curriculum. We re-designed 
our vocational programme, offering quality courses in areas like 
hospitality and engineering that we felt were most in demand by 
local businesses and employers. We recognised that the success 
of these changes to the curriculum model relied on students 
selecting appropriate courses for their abilities and goals, so 
information, advice and guidance was developed throughout 
the school. In 2012 the school employed a full time Business, 
Enterprise and careers officer and she worked with students 
across the lower school preparing them for the decisions on 
progression they would make in Year 11. All Year 11 students 
were also allocated a mentor from the senior management 
team who worked with students in the sixth Form application 
process and helped to ensure that students were making 
informed choices about their post 16 courses. 

We also implemented a range of strategies 
to raise the profile of progression to Higher 
Education. changes to the student loan 
and university fees system had resulted 
in a decrease of numbers of students 
applying to university nationally, and the 
financial implications of H.E study were 
acting as disincentives to our students, 
many of whom come from low socio-
economic groups with little or no family 
history of university education. The tutorial 
programme and assemblies were used to 
communicate the message that university 
study was a realistic and worthwhile 
option for many, and students were given 
detailed information on the opportunities 
provided by degree level study. We 
employed a UcAs co-ordinator to advise 
and work with students on applications 
and to run a programme in term five 
and six of Year 12 focusing on different 
aspects of the university experience. We 
provided a schedule of visits to university 
fairs and open days ensuring that all Year 
12 students were given the opportunity to 
visit H.E providers and access information 
from them. We also used the discretionary 
element of the 16-19 Bursary to offer 
financial assistance to students attending 
interviews or open days independently. 
We invited former pupils who had gained 
university places in previous years to 
assemblies and tutorial sessions where 
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they could talk to students about their experiences, and when 
our applicants received offers celebrated these in assemblies 
and in student and parent newsletters. Parents were invited to 
presentations on student finance and general information on 
Higher Education, and our sixth Form governor, a lecturer at 
oxford University, delivered sessions on choosing courses and 
writing personal statements. 

Whilst developing the academic centre of the sixth Form 
we were also aware that not all students’ goals are focused 
on degree study, so we tried to balance this with a range of 
strategies designed to raise motivation and achievement in 
vocational areas. The Business, Enterprise and careers officer 
planned and delivered a tutorial element with some of our 
sixth formers’ focusing on career planning, apprenticeships 
and employment. she also took on the leadership of the career 
Academy Programme in the school, which provides students 
with vocational career goals opportunities to work with local 
employers, to take part in internships and to attend national 
events with students of other schools who run the programme.
These strategies had an immediate effect on levels of motivation 
and ambition in our students. Even before the launch of the As 
level programme in 2013, student applications to university rose 
and as individuals received offers of places, others began to see 
university as a realistic option. similarly, those on vocational 
courses were more informed about their options after Year 13, 
and with increasing numbers securing places in employment or 
on apprenticeship programmes before the end of their studies, 
students were clearer about their progression routes after sixth 
Form. This sharpening of the focus on objectives and goals 
raised students’ ownership of their studies; knowing where 
they wanted to go next and what this required gave students 
tangible incentives to succeed on their courses. 

With clearer incentives to study, students needed the help, 
opportunity and facilities to do so. With this in mind we 
concentrated on trying to raise the levels of independence and 
autonomy amongst our students. In the first few years of the 
sixth Form, all students had a personal tutor who worked with 
them on reviewing progress and delivered the sixth Form tutor 
programme through a daily 30 minute tutorial session in line 
with the lower school. We decided that this was an area that 
could be developed further and in 2011/2012 appointed four 
academic mentors whose role was to focus more closely on 
student progress and attainment, allowing tutors the freedom 
to focus on delivering group tutorial sessions. After each data 
collection point, where student progress towards targets is 
measured, sixth Form staff analysed student attainment levels 
and identified those students falling below targets. The mentors 

then worked with these students, on an individual or group 
basis, over a six week period and assessed working at levels 
at the next data point. The work done in these sessions, often 
focusing on target setting, time management and study skills, 
encouraged students to review and evaluate their own progress 
as well providing early interventions where student success was 
at stake. 

one issue that the mentors helped to identify was the amount 
of work students were completing outside of lesson time. We 
had employed a sixth Form study supervisor in 2010 to monitor 
students working in the sixth Form study area; however we felt 
that the level and amount of independent study undertaken by 
most students was below the levels required for key stage 5 
courses, so we focused on developing this further. 
From 2012 students in Year 12 were required to complete 
an hour and a half compulsory study time in the sixth Form 
study room for each of their courses. The objective was to 
raise the commitment of students to their studies through 
increased monitoring and intervention whilst at the same time 
encouraging them to take ownership of their own learning. We 
did not want students to view the system as onerous or punitive 
and promoted it as a collaborative strategy between them, their 
subject teachers and sixth Form staff. With this in mind we 
allowed students the flexibility to move their study times when 
other commitments arose and encouraged them to establish 
positive working relationships with the study supervisor 
whose role was to adopt a balanced approach encompassing  
both directive monitoring of work and a more laissez faire 
mentoring approach. 

The study supervisor acted also as a link between students and 
their class teachers, ensuring that information on completion 
of work, outstanding assignments and work deadlines flowed 
both ways. The opening of The sixth Form Library and the 
upgrading of the study area facilities in 2013 has further helped 
in raising the levels of independence in our students along with 
a programme of assemblies and tutor sessions focusing on the 
growth mind set and a clear focus from sixth Form teachers on 
the rewarding of ‘effort’. 

By 2013, we felt that a great deal of progress had been made 
in moving the sixth Form nearer to where we wanted it to be. 
However one of our initial aims had been to create a sixth Form 
where sixth formers’ played a fundamental part in the role 
modelling of commitment, conduct and behaviour to the lower 
school student body. sixth formers, on the whole, were now 
consistently displaying these traits to their peers and teachers, 
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but their visibility in the school was an issue.

When the sixth Form was opened back in 2008 it was established 
in a refurbished area at the far end of the school and it was here 
that the sixth Form common room, study room and many of 
the teaching rooms were located. Because of this location sixth 
formers’ spent most of their time away from the areas that the lower 
school pupils occupied and consequently lacked visibility amongst 
the whole school community. It was decided in 2013 to relocate 
the sixth Form centre and at the start of the 2013/14 academic 
year a new centre was opened on the second floor of the school’s 
main building. This placed sixth formers’ at the heart of the school 
and, with the sixth Form study area and common room situated in 
a gallery area overlooking the main dining hall, meant that lower 
school students were looking up to the sixth Form both literally  
and metaphorically. 

We also introduced a more prescriptive dress code for sixth 
Form students with smart business dress an expectation for 
all students. Again, the 16-19 Discretionary Bursary was used 
to financially support students to this end. We reviewed the 
timetabling of rooms for sixth Form classes and decided that 
instead of locating the majority of classes in the sixth Form 
building the positive presence of sixth formers’ across the 
school would be developed by allocating classes to rooms 
within the main Academy faculty areas. Additionally, as part 
of the tutorial programme, Year 12 students completed a level 
2 leadership qualification, requirements of which are that all 
undergo training in safeguarding and all spend time working as 
mentors to lower school students or as classroom assistants in 
lower school classes. 

results And next steps
Although difficult to measure in quantitative terms, these 
changes have undoubtedly been a factor in the improvement  
of levels of student behaviour and conduct across the school  
and the raising of levels of aspiration in our lower school 
students. An effect of this has been a steady increase in 
the numbers of students applying to and gaining places at 
university year on year, in comparison to the national trend 
of fluctuating application numbers. In 2010 only two north 
oxfordshire Academy students made applications to Higher 
Education; this year has seen over thirty applicants (roughly 
50% of our Year 13 cohort), with greater numbers targeting 
places at Russell group and other prestigious universities. 
The impact the changes have had on attendance, retention 
and achievement have also been dramatic, with sixth Form 
attendance averaging 93% over the past academic year, Year 
12 retention rising from below 80% in 2010 to over 95% 
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in 2013, and average QcA points per student increasing by 
around 100 points in the same time frame. Applications have 
also risen over the past four years with over one hundred 
and twenty applications in 2014 compared with seventy  
five in 2012. This demonstrates the increasing number of our 
Year 11s who see north oxfordshire Academy sixth Form as 
their first choice for post-16 education.

As we approach the end of the 2013/14 academic year, we face 
new challenges and opportunities: our first ‘As’ Level results 
are due in August and these will help us to evaluate the effect 
of the strategies we have employed over the last few years; we 
are looking to bring in new approaches to target setting for 
student progress, using the ALPs value added system to create 
aspirational targets; the sixth Form leadership team will be 
strengthened with the addition of Head of Year 12 and Head of 
Year 13 posts; and medium term plans for the extension of the 
sixth Form area are already in place. 

Alongside all of this, the prospect of further radical 
developments in post-16 education over the coming years  
in terms of curriculum, funding and assessment mean that 
that the changes we have made to our sixth Form represent 
only the beginning of a longer and more far reaching period  
of development. 
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