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A case study – Life after the Challenge Award.
Summary – This case study outlines how a comprehensive school located in the South Wales valleys achieved the Challenge Award and how it is moving its More Able & Talented Provision forward.

The school background.

Treorchy Comprehensive School (TCS) is a large school set in the heart of the community.  Approximately 1550 pupils attend the school of which 21.3% receive free school meals.  There is an SEN department and there are approximately 200 pupils on the Access and Inclusion register, the needs of whom all vary greatly.  There are currently approximately 360 pupils on the More Able & Talented register.  
GCSE results are very good.  Last year 72% of pupils gained 5 A*-C at GCSE.  At A level there is a similar story with a 100% pass rate and 78% of pupils achieved A-C grades.
Over three hundred pupils attend the thriving 6th form which offers a variety of academic and vocational courses.

Why did the school decide to undertake the Challenge Award?

There was already a lot of good practice in the school and it was felt that working towards achieving the Challenge Award would serve as an excellent opportunity to consolidate and recognise this.  

In a school where there is such a rich variety of talent and ability it is crucial that any policy and practice relating to More Able & Talented is inclusive of all pupils.  It was felt that the ten elements of the Challenge Award were far reaching and would be an excellent measure of how effectively all pupils are being challenged.  

The key to successfully achieving the Challenge Award was having the full support of the Senior Management Team.  In any school but especially in a school the size of TCS it would have been impossible to carry the initiative forward without their whole-hearted support.

It was also essential to establish a whole school approach with all members of staff on board.  Several staff meetings devoted to MAT along with an audit of the provision using the Framework helped to establish a whole school approach.

It took two years to prepare the portfolio for submission.  Deciding which pieces of evidence to include and which to leave out was the biggest challenge.  This challenge was realised on the pre-assessment day as we already had evidence relating to the areas listed for improvement, but had decided to leave it out.  

It was a very proud day for everyone associated with TCS when it was announced that we had achieved the Challenge Award (Sept 2007).

Feedback from the Assessment Day.

Strengths:

· The whole ethos of the school.  There is a very positive, work orientated atmosphere.

· In the lessons that were observed the pupils were challenged and the expectations of both staff and pupils were high.  Examples of excellent practice were observed.

· Pupil behaviour was excellent including their movement around the school grounds.

· All interviews conducted during the day (i.e. pupils, staff, parents, governors) portrayed the school in a very positive way, with MAT issues firmly embedded in the structure of the school.

· During the pupil interviews it was apparent that the pupils value the school and the opportunities that they are given.  Phrases such as ‘teachers bend over backwards to help me’ and ‘I am proud to be a part of the school’ were often heard.

· The depth and quality of evidence in the portfolio to support the assessment day was excellent.

Areas for development:

· NACE Cymru stated that there needs to be a more consistent approach in the setting, delivery and monitoring of MAT provision across all departments within the school.

· The quality of feedback within pupils’ books needs to be developed.  MAT extension tasks should have the main strengths and areas for development/targets clearly outlined on them.  Departments should analyse their marking of MAT extension tasks and share good practice across the department.

· Maintain and build upon the good practice that is already in place within the school.

Going forward.
The achievement of the Challenge Award lead to a great sense of achievement and the feedback received was very positive.  However the strong work orientated ethos of the school meant that as soon as the Award been achieved, the fresh challenge of taking the provision forward began.

Since achieving the Award in 2007 the following initiatives have been put in place;

· Selected staff members invited to join a MAT group.  Each year members change and the group work on MAT issues.

· MAT group carried out lesson observations and gave feedback to those observed at departmental meetings.  This helped to tackle one of the points for development that arose from the Assessment Day.

· TCS took part in a NACE trial for a new lesson observation tool – this was a good opportunity to observe lessons from the assessors point of view.

· MAT co-ordinator carried out book reviews across all year groups.  Findings were disseminated at SMT meeting and Heads of Department meeting.

· ‘2 stars & a wish’ marking policy introduced.  This was a direct result of the findings of the book reviews and has led to a more consistent approach to giving pupils written feedback.  (This was one of the points for development outlined by NACE)

· System has been put in place whereby Heads of Learning & Skills carry out MAT book reviews every term to ensure that good quality feedback is being given.  If there should be unsatisfactory feedback, mechanisms are in place to deal with the issue.

· A MAT section has been developed on the school website so that staff can access advice on good practice and other MAT related information.

· The bi-annual event of up-dating the MAT register now occurs during INSET days and departmental meetings to ensure that staff have adequate time to discuss any issues that may arise.  Deadlines for up-dating the register have also been placed on the school calendar which has raised the profile of the register.

· Parents are notified by letter if their child is placed on the MAT register.  Parents are kept informed of any changes that may occur, for example if their child comes off the register in any subject area.

· It is essential that all pupils are nurtured and helped to achieve their potential.  Often when pupils are considered to be MAT it is deemed that they are capable of being organised and motivated without any extra support.  However even the most able pupil can face challenges and times when they need support.  For this reason we have created the three step removal system.  The MAT group developed a list of criteria which staff now use to support their request to remove a pupil from the register.  Pupils then go onto a shadow register with the selected removal criteria alongside and they will be mentored to see if they can once again go back onto the register for that subject.

· During a twilight session staff worked in groups to discuss various MAT issues.  Such opportunities are invaluable in taking the provision forward as they allow for the sharing of ideas.  Such sessions also help the raise the awareness of MAT and to keep it at the forefront of everyone’s mind.

· We also share good practice within the local authority and also those in other parts of Wales.
The Challenges and the Rewards.

The main challenges are monitoring the provision across the key stages and subject areas in a large school.  Deciding how best to communicate information to parents can also be a challenge. Setting up a consistent and confident approach to identifying MAT pupils is essential to ensure that parents receive the correct information.  Sometimes one of the main challenges can be for the MAT pupil as they do not wish to be seen as MAT for fear of peer negativity.  At Treorchy Comprehensive we have ensured that our approach is inclusive of all pupils, our approach is not about making pupils stand out but about providing them with the opportunities to pursue their talents and interests.  We also feel strongly about celebrating every achievement of every child no matter how small.

Of course the rewards outweigh the daily challenges.   Achieving the Award has raised the profile of the school, helped to develop consistency of practice and raises standards for all.   It is a huge celebration of the outstanding work of both staff and pupils.

In conclusion, at Treorchy Comprehensive School MAT is a provision that is constantly evolving.  Maintaining the momentum is challenging but extremely exciting - exactly what we aim to create for our pupils!
Miss R E Lane.  MAT Co-ordinator, Treorchy Comprehensive School, South Wales.
MARCH 2010
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