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CROSS ASH PRIMARY SCHOOL

A PRIMARY SCHOOL RISING TO THE CHALLENGE

A CASE STUDY

Cross Ash Primary School is situated approximately 9 miles from Abergavenny in beautiful rural surroundings. At present there are approximately180 pupils on roll with over 88% of pupils being transported to school each day by bus. Less than 3% of pupils actually live in Cross Ash village. The attainment of many pupils on entry to school is mainly at or above national and local averages. Many children come from farming or professional backgrounds; nearly all pupils are of white ethnic origin and no pupils are learning English as an additional language. At present 11% of pupils are on the AEN register.

The school’s mission statement is “Caring, committed, challenging” and the school’s vision is “for all our children to become confident, secure, caring individuals who achieve personal success and develop a love of learning.” These statements are revisited and discussed each year at a whole staff meeting, involving all personnel who work at the school, to ensure that they are still relevant and reflect our aspirations.

As a school all pupils and staff do care passionately about each other, about learning and about achieving the best for each and everyone. We are totally committed to that aim and we are not afraid to rise to the challenge. As part of this ethos, in 2007 we started to consider the needs of our more able and talented children and whether these were being fully met. We started to ask searching questions. Were we challenging our MAT pupils and if so how? How could we improve on that provision. Who or what could help us? Was it going to be a main priority and become integrated into our School Development Plan? And most importantly - ‘Why should we do it?’

Research has already shown that if a school meets the needs of its more able and talented pupils, then standards improve across the whole school – standards of achievement; standards of attainment and standards of behaviour. It was this evidence which convinced us that this was the way forward. By improving our provision for MAT pupils, we would ensure that all pupils would benefit.

It was at this point that it was essential to secure a whole school commitment, and to agree a philosophy and approach to MAT provision which was pertinent to Cross Ash School. As a school we decided that everything we put into place for our MAT pupils would also be available for all pupils at the school. Once our ethos was in place, the role of a Co-ordinator for MAT was established and we began to look for guidance and support. The Welsh Assembly Government had commissioned NACE Cymru to produce a range of documentation, including ‘A Curriculum of Opportunity: developing potential into performance’ and ‘Meeting the Challenge - Quality Standards in Education for More Able and Talented Pupils’.  These documents provided the basis of our journey towards meeting the needs and improving the provision for our MAT pupils, and ultimately all the pupils, in our school.

Initially the school carried out an audit of present practice, linked to the 10 standards from the ‘Meeting the Challenge’ document. From this we were able to identify good practice across the school and develop an action plan with clearly defined short, medium and long term targets. 

· A policy was drafted which reflected our aims, aspirations and practice. MAT provision became an integral part of the SDP and was reflected in all policies. A governor with responsibility for MAT pupils was also appointed.

· A range of strategies were used to identify MAT pupils , including nominations from staff, parents, and the pupils themselves, and, most importantly, all talents were recognised – academic, sporting, creative, organisational, technical etc. A wide range of data was also used, including both summative and formative data.  

· Targets were set, which were specific and challenging, but attainable. The school began to think ‘outside the box’ and to consider ways in which it could enhance the curriculum and provide a much wider range of opportunities and experiences for the children. The teachers began to pilot different learning and teaching approaches which encouraged the children to become more active and independent learners and developed a range of transferable skills – approaches such as TASC, BLP, First Steps Assessment for Learning, Curriculum’08 and the Foundation Phase. Occasionally we ‘collapsed’ the curriculum and allowed the children to use their own talents and flair to lead the learning.

· We encouraged the children to be proud of their talents and to share them with each other. We set up systems to enable older pupils to support younger pupils eg reading partnerships where KS2 pupils regularly helped KS1 pupils with their reading skills. These proved to be incredibly successful. Systems were also put in place to support the pastoral needs of the children. 

· Dedicated termly staff meetings were held to consider progress, to identify new talents, to share successes, to review the action plan and to address the way forward. 

· Teachers undertook a range of CPD to further their own skills and shared good practice with each other. 

· We considered the needs of exceptionally able pupils and how these would also be met, including how we could improve our resources, especially ICT resources. We enlisted the support of the PTFA, who raised over £17000 in four years to improve our basic provision.

· We explored ways in which we could enable the pupil voice to be strong in the school, so that pupils had the ability to make their views known. We encouraged them to take the initiative whenever possible and treated their ideas with respect and enthusiasm. Many of the older pupils now run extra curricular clubs for KS1 pupils.

· We encouraged parents and people from the community to share their talents with us and this proved to be a huge success. A considerable number of parents regularly participate in a wide range of activities every week at school, as well as young and older people from the community. Visitors and a range of off-site activities are regularly organised to provide enrichment to the curriculum and to ensure that learning remains fun.

· Procedures are in place which ensure that the action plan is regularly evaluated and updated. The headteacher continues to report progress to the Governing Body and the MAT governor regularly meets with the co-ordinator to discuss on-going priorities. At present the school is in the process of evaluating its second action plan and considering targets for the third. The cycle never stops.

However this progress was not all ‘plain sailing’. As the school faced its final assessment towards gaining the ‘Challenge Award’ several changes took place which placed the Co-ordinator for MAT, who was also the deputy headteacher, and the school under pressure. In April 2009 the headteacher retired and was replaced by a new headteacher, who also suffered a family bereavement during her first few weeks at the school. Two members of staff needed to be appointed before the start of the new academic year. The dreaded ‘Inspection’ letter arrived. Two residential trips had been organised for Y5 and Y6 pupils. End of key stage assessment results needed to be finalised. Annual reports had to be written and parent consultations held. However these were the sort of challenges that face schools on a regular basis and are one of the reasons why a whole school commitment was so essential.

In May 2009 a portfolio of evidence was submitted to NACE and despite some reservations regarding its content, it was felt that the school was ready to undertake final assessment. This was the school’s opportunity to really show off its achievements and any reservations were quickly dispelled. The school based assessment was as rigorous as any inspection process. Teachers, governors parents and governors were interviewed; classroom observations were made, and  a wide range of evidence and practice was scrutinised, before a final decision was made and the school was awarded the ‘Challenge Award’. Cross Ash School was only the second primary school in Wales to achieve this award.

In November 2009 Cross Ash School also underwent an Estyn Inspection, which again recognised the high quality provision and standards which were achieved by more able and all pupils. All the processes, systems and improvements which had been made in order to achieve the ‘Challenge Award’ were recognised as outstanding practice.

‘More able pupils achieve extremely well across the curriculum and often produce work of a high quality.’

‘All pupils make good and often outstanding progress in developing their knowledge, understanding and skills.’

‘Standards of behaviour are excellent and pupil’s ability to work independently develops exceptionally well as they move through the school.’ 

However it is the following comment which the school felt justified all the efforts made and the time dedicated to achieving its main aim.

‘The school provides an outstandingly rich range of learning experiences that meet the needs and interests of all its pupils exceptionally well. Its provision of an enriched curriculum for more able and talented learners benefits pupils of all abilities.’

These comments reflect the reality of practice at Cross Ash Primary School. In any one day you will see teachers and pupils learning through the use of a wide range of strategies; children participating in an outstanding range of extra curricular activities, some of which are led by the pupils themselves; parents participating in many aspects of school life; pupils using their initiative and playing an active part in school improvement; and children who are confident and not afraid to make mistakes. But above all you will sense the buzz and excitement of learning, which we sincerely hope they will maintain throughout their lives. 

As a school we still ‘aspire for all our children to become confident, secure, caring individuals who achieve personal success and develop a love of learning.’

CAN WE DO IT? YES WE CAN!
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