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Excellent leadership and management, characterised by a clear vision, a commitment to high quality staffing and a strong ethos of continuous improvement underpin the consistently high quality of nurseries in this small chain. 
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‘The ethos of the Tudor House Group is to provide high quality care and education where every child is treated as an individual. Our motto is “love grows here”, and we provide a home-from-home environment, where children are supported by caring, professional, experienced and committed staff. I always lead by example and would never expect a staff member to do anything I would not do myself; whether it’s staying late, changing nappies or cleaning up. I equip my nurseries with good quality, sustainable equipment because cheap resources make no financial sense and make teams feel undervalued. I encourage training and continuing professional development, and reward and acknowledge success. I am sensitive to the needs of all my staff and support managers by regular visits and through officer-in-charge meetings to share good practice. Staff are proud of their outstanding judgements, and I offer a career path to encourage them to stay with the group.’

Carole Anne Benson, Owner
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Knowing what works

It all starts when the owner first considers premises for a nursery. ‘I look at the environment first,’ says Carole Anne. ‘There must be free-flow access into a garden and sufficient inside space to make it financially viable. As I look around a building, I am mentally solving problems, [image: image7.jpg]


deciding which age groups should be in which rooms, how those rooms can be arranged, where toilets will go, even down to how tables will be placed. I have to be able to visualise how the building will work as a nursery. Personally I think it is a disadvantage when nurseries are bigger than 100 places. I never use factory units; always houses. It keeps the care on a domestic scale. I want the rooms to look like a house, with flowers on the table and plants on the window ledge.’ Similar attention is paid to the selection of resources. Carole Anne knows from experience what works best with different age groups, which pieces of equipment children most enjoy. High-quality wooden furniture is used that is attractive, stable in use and will remain functional for many years. 
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‘But’, Carole Anne is quick to point out, ‘however good the environment, it won’t compensate for not having the right staff. I plan the team for a new nursery, using the expertise of the staff I already employ. The officer-in-charge of the nursery, who is responsible for its day-to-day management, will always be a current employee, someone we have trained and whose abilities we know. Every person in the team adds something different to the mix.’ This means that from the date of opening, the nurseries are staffed by experienced practitioners who know how the company works, whose strengths complement each other’s, and who are committed to high-quality care and education. Staff feel that they are valued highly, both for their professional skills, and for other skills they bring, such as musical or artistic talents. Carole Anne recognises the value of having an experienced deputy who shares her priorities and whose skills and expertise complement her own. She works closely with Julie Roberts, the group manager, to develop broad plans for the future of the chain as well as the detail of how to put them into practice. 
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Hand-picked teams mean that Carole Anne and Julie are confident they have the right people in each setting, who benefit from knowing that help or advice is just a phone call away. Officers-in-charge can seek advice from senior staff in other nurseries with a particular expertise, be it in special educational needs, behaviour, or any other problem they may encounter. They are free to concentrate on the quality of care and education in their nursery because they are not expected to take any responsibility for finances or invoicing; all that is done centrally. No officer-in-charge is included in the ratios for their nursery and all cover is arranged internally. Every nursery informs Carole Anne personally each morning if any staff member is absent, and how many children are present. In an emergency, staff from one nursery may be asked to work in another or the leaders will step in as back-up staff. Because planning systems are common across all the nurseries in the group and they share a common ethos, staff find it easy to fit into any of the nurseries. And staff appreciate the opportunities. As Joanne Wakeford says: ‘It is great because ideas are exchanged between staff and nurseries, which also contribute to creating the same high standard across all six nurseries’. 

Leading by example

Carole Anne and Julie both feel very strongly that leaders should be seen to do any job in the nursery that needs to be done. They work alongside staff, caring for children as well as doing routine tasks such as sweeping floors and tidying up. This avoids the situation where trainees routinely do the least-valued, tedious or unpleasant jobs, and leaders or managers rarely, if ever, work directly with children. Their example as skilled practitioners working as part of the teams fosters a strong sense of common purpose across the group and staff feel valued and part of the team. ‘Tudor House doesn’t have managers who sit and direct from a head office, but managers who are approachable and ‘hands on’ in the day-to-day running of the nursery,’ says Joanne Wakeford. ‘If we need an extra pair of hands to serve lunch or change a nappy, for example, Carole Anne and Julie will always help out.’

Investing in staff 

Newly appointed staff are either already qualified or on apprenticeships. Following a three-month trial period, there is a programme of appraisals and performance reviews, augmented by ongoing professional support conversations with the officer-in-charge. The owner makes a point of meeting formally with every employee at least once a year, during which not only professional skills but also salaries are discussed, which ensures that staff do not feel undervalued or resentful. Training is provided by a local college, and sessions take place at one of the nurseries so that staff do not have long distances to travel. Carole Anne demonstrates her commitment to fostering staff qualifications and skills by paying training costs and for the time staff spend attending courses such as first aid. Some staff are encouraged to study for degrees and Early Years Professional status, and are supported financially to do so. A clear career path in the nurseries means that current officers-in-charge include staff who started as trainees and who have worked their way up within the company. 

No time for complacency

The success of the nurseries is underpinned by rigorous ongoing self-evaluation and a clear drive for continuous improvement. Every nursery uses both the Ofsted self-evaluation form and the local authority self-evaluation tool, to which all staff contribute. These systems produce thought-provoking ideas and suggestions from staff, which are discussed and evaluated by the whole team at staff meetings. Staff are encouraged to write up or take pictures of some aspect of their work that was really successful, and to share it within their own nursery and then across the group. This enables all staff, including new trainees, to have a voice in helping to improve practice. 

Good practice and ideas for future development that are identified in the nurseries are brought forward at termly officer-in-charge meetings. Staff who have attended courses provide feedback to others as a form of continuous development. Suggestions arising from an individual nursery’s self-evaluation can be shared, articles from professional magazines may be discussed, or an officer-in-charge may share a problem they are facing at their own setting. Sometimes Carole Anne uses these meetings to raise weaknesses she has identified as well as to disseminate good practice. Recently, these meetings have been extended, and deputy officers-in-charge now meet together regularly, which, as well as producing ideas that can be disseminated further, develops their individual professional skills in preparation for taking over the running of a nursery themselves. 

When an area for improvement is identified, it is trialled in one nursery before being implemented across all the settings. The advantages and disadvantages of the revised system can then be discussed and evaluated by all the officers-in-charge, and any adaptations agreed. This uses the professional expertise of all the managers, while minimising disruption. It ensures that innovation is implemented consistently and is likely to be effective. 
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The Tudor House Montessori Group is based in Mid Sussex. It runs four day nurseries and two nursery schools. Tudor House Montessori Nursery operates from the ground floor of the owner’s home in Burgess Hill. The other five nurseries in the chain are organised in similar ways, adapted according to the layouts of their different premises. These are Lavender Lodge Montessori Nursery, and Rosebud Montessori in Burgess Hill; New Hickory Montessori and Lindfield Montessori Nursery in Lindfield; and Primrose House Montessori in Haywards Heath. 

Creating and sustaining high-quality provision across a chain of nurseries: The Tudor House Montessori Group
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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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