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The development of a curriculum personalised to meet the needs of pupils at Brookside Primary School has underpinned an impressive improvement in teaching and learning. To implement these improvements effectively the headteacher has expertly developed the quality of leadership and recruited good staff. This is one of 12 case studies about the schools featured in the report Getting to good, published by Ofsted in September 2012.  
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‘In the last three years high standards, rapid pupil progress, excellent behaviour and improved attendance have resulted from the major improvements to our skills-based curriculum. It has equipped our pupils with the confidence, motivation and skills to be able to solve a range of problems logically and independently. A list of “must haves” that we wanted our pupils to experience was the starting point to ensure that our pupils had a wide range of stimulating experiences. The development of staff was the key factor in ensuring the delivery of the curriculum and that the quality of teaching and learning increased across the school. Strong leadership of teaching and learning and rigorous monitoring and evaluation challenged teachers to ensure rapid pupil progress across the school.’
Nick Cornell, Headteacher with Lauren Morgan, Assistant Headteacher 
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Five years ago, achievement at the school was satisfactory at best, there were weaknesses in teaching and attendance was low. While the curriculum met statutory requirements, it was described by staff as boring and uninspiring. It epitomised a climate in school and the community of low expectations and complacency. Following the inspection in 2007, when the school was judged to be satisfactory, Nick and his leadership team recognised that the curriculum had to be changed to underpin improvements to teaching and learning and ultimately narrow the attainment gap. Part of the problem was that there was no clear vision among leaders about the core purpose of the school, so a programme to develop leadership at all levels was introduced alongside improving teaching and learning. 

Now consistently good and outstanding teaching and learning are underpinned by a vibrant and highly enriched curriculum, described by one pupil as ‘amazing’, and highly effective leadership at all levels. In 2011, attainment was high and the progress of pupils at Key Stage 2 was more rapid than 98% of primary schools.

Curriculum development – the key to success

Some dynamic first steps were taken to refocus staff on the priority to improve teaching and learning. A range of initiatives and activities which had little impact on improving teaching and learning and distracted staff from their core purpose, were stripped from the curriculum. Nick identified that there was nothing inherently wrong with the teaching ability of staff; they just needed to be better led and enthused to take responsibility to improve teaching. Revitalising the curriculum was the means by which this would happen, informed by an analysis of need and an audit of the current provision carried out by the staff. 
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Based on the audit, a set of non-negotiable requirements of the curriculum were established. Central to this was the need to strengthen the curriculum for English and mathematics and to develop creativity, independence, problem-solving and investigation skills. When planning the next curriculum theme teachers consult their pupils about what it is they know about the theme and what they would like to learn.  The curriculum is enriched by regular first-hand experiences such as school visits and by using the excellent development of the school grounds as an outside classroom. Pupils go on a visit to support each theme that they embark on; as many as six times a year. 

Each term the pupils produce something tangible to demonstrate their learning. This approach has strengthened links with parents and carers and raised their expectations of what their children can achieve. They report how much they enjoy the regular opportunities they have to come to school to see their children’s work. Recent examples range from the life-size Anderson shelter built by pupils in the school grounds; the high-quality art gallery replicating the work of a range of artists; the book on human rights entitled ‘Every Child Counts’ published professionally by pupils that showcases high-quality writing and art work; and the Tudor banquet. The work is of the highest standard and demonstrates that while literacy and numeracy skills are central to the curriculum, pupils also have very well-developed skills in a range of other subjects. 

Developing effective leadership
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Many schools establish plans to improve the curriculum. What is harder is ensuring that leaders and teachers have the capacity to implement the plans consistently and effectively across the school. There were a number of problems to overcome to achieve this. One member of staff described the school in 2007 as ‘compartmentalised’. The Early Years Foundation Stage was in a separate building and perceived itself as separate. Links between Key Stages 1 and 2 were limited. The school building was condemned and rebuilt in 2009, which provided the opportunity to influence the design of the new building to physically bring the school together. In addition, staff meetings were remodelled to improve teaching and learning and to share good practice across the school. Staff report that now there is a corporate responsibility across the school to provide a good education. 

Another problem to overcome was the inconsistent impact of leaders. In particular, performance management procedures lacked the necessary rigour to improve teaching and leadership. The headteacher trained leaders individually to carry out their responsibilities. For example, paired observations have become a regular feature of the monitoring and evaluation cycle. Leaders learnt how to carry out observations and to ensure that this work had a strong impact on staff development. Close links were established between procedures for monitoring the school’s work and the six priorities in the development plan. For example, a recent book scrutiny identified that while marking is good, there could be further developments to make it even more effective. The result was staff meetings used to improve marking. The school also took advantage of external leadership training programmes to improve middle leadership. In turn, these well-trained middle leaders provide training for aspiring leaders acting as their mentors or coaches. This has enabled all teachers to contribute to school improvement very effectively. It has given teachers the confidence to lead change. 

Standards in reading across the school have risen rapidly and are high by the time pupils leave in Year 6. The implementation of phonics provision that is of a very high standard is one example of the effective work of school leaders to improve reading. In the Early Years Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1, children benefit from working in small groups based on ability and need, to learn reading skills. These groups are led by teachers or teaching assistants. Highly effective leadership, combining professional development with procedures to hold staff to account, has ensured that all staff provide a high quality of teaching and learning. 

The impact on teaching and learning 

A highly effective performance management process is in place to improve teaching and pupils’ progress. A set of useful booklets and policies explain the school’s expectations for teaching, pupil progress and responsibility for continued professional development. 
Pupil progress meetings have been established to strengthen systems for assessing pupils.  At the meetings, teachers are expected to use data to explain why some pupils or groups have not made the expected progress and the steps they are going to take to rectify this. 
Professional development programmes have been personalised to embed the improvements to teaching and learning expected from whole-school training. These programmes range from teachers taking part in action research projects in the classroom to working towards Masters Degrees in education.  
A successful model of coaching has been established that has had an impressive impact on teaching. The model is structured in three stages:

· Teachers are observed jointly by subject leaders and a member of the senior leadership team to check how effectively they can implement the school’s expectations of teaching and learning.

· This information is then used by the headteacher to design learning groups of two or three teachers with a mix of ability to work together using a lesson study model where they plan and teach, observing and advising each other to refine practice. This is judged by all staff as the single most successful performance management strategy.

Finally, teachers who still struggle to make improvements receive a bespoke action plan that shows the additional support they will benefit from and also the timeline for when they must demonstrate an improvement. 
Effective induction procedures are in place for new staff so that consistently high-quality teaching and learning across the school are maintained. In the past, procedures concentrated on organisation rather than teaching and learning. Now leaders make sure that the ‘Brookside’ way is impressed on new staff. Teachers are expected to come to school prior to the start of their contract to familiarise themselves with the day-to-day routine as well as their new class. Once in post, an assistant headteacher is responsible for a structured training programme that reinforces the school’s expectations of assessment and progress, marking, planning and teaching and learning. Each new teacher has a bespoke action plan from which peer observations are arranged to enable them to see best practice either in school or in local primary schools and to demonstrate how they are adopting this in their teaching.
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Brookside Primary school is an average sized school serving the town of Bicester. Most pupils who attend are of White British heritage.
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Primary schools 

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

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

Woodside High School

An excellent curriculum underpins impressive school improvement: Brookside Primary School
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Overview – the school’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





The school’s background





 





Other examples featured in the report Getting to good





 





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


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