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Enabling collaboration, inspiring innovation for all young people 



Natalie is a nationally recognised expert in the field of SEN having written a number of books, 
including ʻThe Perfect SENCO ̓ in addition to having formerly been on the DfEʼs commission for 
Assessment without levels. Natalie has kindly contributed her thinking on assessment, whilst 
Fountaindale School and The Beech Academy have shared two very different stories of the changes 
and improvements theyʼve experienced in recent years.

Iʼm also pleased that Laura OʼLeary Assistant Headteacher at All Saints Academy are also featured. 
Laura shares her work on developing a new lesson planning cycle and the impact it is already having 
on student engagement and progress. I know she is very keen to share her experiences and learning 
with other colleagues across the local area.

Finally and very excitedly, weʼve also included some information on our upcoming ʻVisioning and 
Leadership Conference  ̓ where colleagues from across the local area will consider the opportunities and 
challenges we face and how  we work together collaboratively in the best interests of all schools and 
children and young people. 

I hope to see you there!

Best wishes,

CEO of The Evolve Trust

Welcome to the very first edition 
of the Evolve Alliance Journal.
Iʼm delighted that this marks the beginning of a new commitment 
by so many schools, leaders and teachers to sharing best 
practice and thinking across Mansfield and its surrounding 
areas. It has been exciting and deeply encouraging to see so 
many colleagues come forward with their ideas and their stories 
of school improvement – and I know that we have so many more 
features lined up for future editions. 

This first edition has a focus on special educational needs 
and I am delighted that Natalie Packer, (national SENCO 
consultant), Fountaindale School and The Beech Academy are all 
featured.
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A Risk Worth Taking: responding to the evolving 
needs of pupils at Fountaindale School

Nestled amongst the woods between Mansfield 
and Nottingham, in what was once the heart of 
Sherwood Forest, you will find Fountaindale 
School. It may be set in a quiet and secluded 
part of the county, but Fountaindaleʼs reputation 
as school that makes a difference is well 
known. The school is a specialist SEN school that 
offers an inclusive education for pupils aged 3 
to 19 who have complex physical and sensory 
needs. Here, Michael Pain speaks to senior 
leaders about how the school has responded to 
the evolving needs of its children and young 
people. 

Headteacher Mark Dengel and Deputy Steve 
Phillips have worked at Fountaindale School for 
over twenty years (in Steveʼs case since 1985). 
During that time they, their staff and the schoolʼs 
pupils have experienced a significant amount of 
change. There has been a new build, a 
broadening of the range of services and support 
offered to students and the local authority, and 
most crucially, a gradual shift in the nature of 
childrenʼs needs - with higher numbers of children 
with complex needs joining the school in recent 
years. 

“Until five years ago we offered subject specific 
learning for all children” says Mark. “That reflected 
the nature of the national assessment and 
curriculum models and it also reflected the fact 
that more of our children were able to access 
subject learning up until that time. However, we 
have gradually found that many more of the 
children joining our school had complex needs and 
fewer were in a position to access the curriculum. 
There was a changing pattern of SEND needs 
amongst our pupils and we decided that it was 
in the best interests of those children and young 
people that we made some fundamental changes.”

“There was a changing pattern of SEND amongst 
our pupils and we decided that it was in the best 

interests of those children and young people that 
we make some fundamental changes.”

Mark and Steve decided to completely overhaul the 
curriculum, together with the leadership structure 
and the school environment, in order to respond to 
the needs of pupils. It was a daunting task but one 
that they were determined to get right. 
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Steve, in particular, had been inspired by 
the research of Professor Barry Carpenter 
OBE, whose work had recognised similar 
changing patterns of SEND - often for 
reasons such as prematurity of birth, rare 
syndromes, and a number of societal causes. 
Carpenter argued that a number of these children 
– because of the way in which their brains had
developed - needed to learn differently and that
schools should respond to these unique patterns
of learning in order to inform the way they
teach. “This completely challenged and then
inspired our thinking” says Steve, “we realised  –
over time and as needs were evolving – that we
were trying to fit our children into a
curriculum rather than bringing the right
curriculum and learning experience to our
children.”

Carpenterʼs work takes into account how so many 
children with SEN often present a spikey rather 
than linear profile of learning and that the learning 
provided should respond to this. The key,  he says,  
is ensuring engagement in educationally purposeful 
activities and monitoring pupilsʼ engagement in 
order to identify strategies, set high expectations 
and achieve incremental progress on their journey 
to optimal engagement in learning. The key 
statement at the heart of this was: “Students 
cannot create that connection for themselves; it is 
educators, families and other professional 
colleagues who must construct it with and for them. 
Engagement is key to this.”

“Students cannot create that connection for 
themselves; it is educators, families and other 

professional colleagues who must construct it with 
and for them. Engagement is key to this.”

For Mark and Steve, the key issue therefore was 
to ensure that the learning engaged and 
responded to the needs of the children. In 
response, they visited a number of other special 
schools across the country and consulted staff 
and parents. Their research and planning resulted 
in a shift away from grouping pupils by age and Key 
Stage, to grouping pupils by learning needs – and 
three strands were introduced: pre-formal, semi-
formal, and formal; underpinned by EYFS provision.  
"Throughout the early years pupils are assessed 
to determine the appropriate strand to follow 
initially” says Mark, “and we make sure that they 
are accessing the most appropriate environment 
and learning and opportunities for them as 
individuals. As a result of the research, this became 
far less driven by the National Curriculum and P-
levels (which were inappropriate

of the research this became far less driven by 
e national curriculum and P – levels  (which 
were inappropriate 

for increasing numbers of our children), and much 
more by cognitive age and development needs of 
our pupils. That was a strong and very evidence-based 
position from which to determine the kind of learning 
environment and opportunities they needed.” 

The environment and the learning opportunities 
became far less driven by the national curriculum 

and P – levels  (which were inappropriate for 
increasing number of our children), and much 

more by cognitive age and development 
needs of our pupils.

Pupils in pre-formal generally have a 
cognitive development age of  0 to 20 months. 
The curriculum for this group is heavily 
influenced by the most up to date 
understanding around successful cognitive 
development at this age and the school 
subsequently places a big emphasis on play. 
“There was no ʻoff the shelfʼ curriculum for us 
to begin with here” says Steve “ we looked at the 
research, our staff undertook training on play for 
effective learning and we did look to other 
schools that had made similar transitions. 
However, ultimately the curriculum was our own 
and assessment was at the heart of that. As the 
research says, the curriculum is all about 
understanding what engages individual learners, 
what interactions and opportunities enable them 
to progress, and knowing what progress towards 
optimal learning looks like for that child.” It is a 
curriculum that recognises the need for sensory 
and multi-sensory approaches to learning and 
focuses on the early communication, social and 
emotional and cognitive skills that are the 
foundation of learning.

Crucially, the pre-formal stage reflects the 
atypical patterns of development which impact 
on learnersʼ ability to process new information 
and stimuli; and takes into account the 
difficulties some learners have in forming 
attachments or interacting socially. Steve 
describes one child who had very low levels of 
interaction but was fascinated by the wheels 
on a car. This provided the starting point for 
forging some interaction and developing some 
levels of independence such as picking up the car 
and moving it from one place to another. He would 
also gradually begin to interact with an adult 
when presented with the car. These small 
steps reflected a huge developmental leap for 
the child, who was otherwise unresponsive to the 
environment and people around him. “For these 
children, the old emphasis on levels and subject-
related learning was inappropriate” says Steve 
“and our new understanding and emphasis 
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on play with these children began to show progress 
– they were engaging and interacting and that has
resulted in some very important steps being achieved
and recorded.”

“our new understanding and emphasis on play 
with these children began to show progress – 
they were engaging and interacting and that 

has resulted in some very important steps 
being achieved and recorded.”

Assessment in the pre-formal stage is 
undertaken through the schoolʼs Play Route and 
Routes for Learning Map, - which captures and shows 
each pupils  ̓ progress in terms of their social, 
emotional and cognitive development. The route 
map does not present a linear framework for 
progress, but rather reflects the point made by 
Barry Carpenter that progress is spikey. Leaders and 
teachers are able to capture a continuum of 
learning which covers acquisition, developing 
fluency, consolidation, and generalisation. 

The semi-formal strand is specifically aimed at 
those pupils who are at a stage of cognitive 
development between 20 and 60 months. “Our 
pupils at this stage are generally those who have 
problems with memory or generalising” says Mark, 
“The semi-formal stage is essentially about 
supporting our pupils in learning to think, 
alongside continuing to support their physical 
development and movement. Again, we are 
responding to the needs of the learner all the 
time so that they are engaged and this is usually 
achieved through a balance of free play and some 
structured play.” 

At this stage, the school uses a Theme and Topic 
approach rather than subject specific learning. The 
students are engaged in a story over time, for example 
– a trip to the moon or to the zoo. This will then build
in opportunities to develop mathematical reasoning
and communication skills. Progress is again captured
through a continuum that monitors how the pupils
work towards and meet key developmental milestones. 
“We looked at the thinking and skills we would expect
a child of normal developmental to have acquired by
the time they were 60 months old. We then support
our children to work towards this. As with pre-formal,
it is a curriculum that is developmentally appropriate
and recognises that each learner has a unique profile
of intelligences and increasingly complex difficulties”
says Steve.

“As with pre-formal, it is a curriculum that is 
developmentally appropriate and recognises that 
each learner has a unique profile of intelligences 

and increasingly complex difficulties”

Finally, the formal stage is for those pupils who are 
working at national curriculum levels at the end of key 
Stage 2 and above. The emphasis here has been on 
ensuring that these pupils have access to a wide range 
of accreditations and qualifications – including GCSEs 
and BTECS where appropriate. The formal stage is not 
framed in terms of ‘years’ (as the age of the children 
does not necessarily correspond with the age-related 
expectations) but is instead framed within the school’s 
‘learning ladders’, which reflect the age-related 
expectations but don’t use age-defined terminology. 
The formal curriculum is complemented by school’s on 
site residential provision (rated outstanding by Ofsted 
in its last inspection in 2017), which enables older 
students to spend one night per week for ten weeks 
at a time in an environment where they can develop 
a sense of independence and begin to prepare for 
potentially making the transition in future to living 
away from the family home. Again, the curriculum 
is driven by the needs of the children and young 
people – with the school adapting the accreditations, 
qualifications, and learning opportunities provided to 
ensure it fully responds to student’s circumstances. 
Those choices are always driven by a desire and an 
ambition to provide the pupils with the optimum 
outcomes. The school has also worked hard to 
provide pupils with a wide-range of extra-curricula 
opportunities for pupils, including the opportunity to 
play within and experience an orchestra.
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The transition to the new curriculum was a bold step. At a time 
when there was less flexibility around the delivery of the curriculum 
and the way in which pupils’ are assessed, the move was, as Mark
describes it, “a bit of a risk”. It is, however, a risk that has paid off,
with Ofsted rating the school as outstanding in all areas in its latest 
inspection in March 2017.

The changes also corresponded with a staffing restructure and a 
new building all of which in practice contributed to a successful 
transition. “With the changes to the building, we were able to 
create an environment that was conducive to the new curriculum 
approach” says Mark. “It provides staff and children with more 
space, easier access to resources through the addition of storage 
areas for each classroom and we are able to adapt the layout of our 
new classrooms much more easily. This really helps to serve a very 
responsive and adaptable curriculum for our pupils, particularly those 
in pre-formal and semi-formal.” For those pupils in the formal stage, 
the new building provides enhanced science, food technology and 
residential facilities, as well as more accessible and comfortable
learning environments. The school also included a new hydro-pool 
which is also accessed by other local schools. 

“The changes were quite significant, however, I strongly 
believe that we have a very motivated and engaged 

team because the emphasis really is on applying our own 
leadership and creativity to ensure that each strand of the 

curriculum meets our pupilsʼ needs.”

In terms of staffing, Mark decided to move away from age-related 
Assistant Head positions, to Assistant Heads of Strands. This has been 
introduced to encourage the development of specialist leadership 
expertise for each strand, with an emphasis on developing and 
enriching the curriculum, not least through research. Indeed,
Assistant Heads are no longer responsible for managerial aspects 
of leadership and are instead encouraged and expected to focus 
on curriculum development and the continuous improvement of 
learning and the learning environment. “For all of our staff” says Mark, 
“the changes were quite significant. However, I strongly believe that 
we have a very motivated and engaged staff team because the 
emphasis really is on applying our own leadership and creativity to 
ensure that each strand of the curriculum meets our pupils’ needs,
whether that be through staff training, research or day to day 
practice. Our staff are doing pioneering things and they are seeing 
the difference that the new approach to curriculum delivery is 
having on children and that is very rewarding.”

The school is now set to move into a new era. Over the next year, 
Steve and Mark will be retiring from Fountaindale. Their story is one 
that is defined by change. This is not change for change’s sake, but 
rather a story of change that has been driven by the evolving needs 
of the children they serve. “The change never ends” says Mark, “we 
always need to learn, to respond and to adapt – and that can be on 

Biography: Mark Dengel

Mark began his career as a PE and 
Maths teacher in a secondary school in 
Northampton in 1982.

Whilst at college he volunteered at 
a special school and children’s home 
and soon realised once he had 
entered teaching that his passion lay 
within SEN. In 1983 he secured a
teaching post in a secure private 
psychiatric hospital in Northampton. In 
1986, Mark returned to the state 
system, joining a school in Barnsley 
for children with physical disabilities 
where his responsibilities included 
overseeing provision in Maths and ICT 
and developing an outreach service 
to support mainstream schools with 
pupils with physical disabilities. 
Whilst working at Barnsley, Mark was 
promoted to Head of the Secondary 
Department and later became acting 
Deputy Head.

Mark joined Fountaindale School 
as 2nd Deputy in 1991, becoming 
the headteacher in 1994. In 
addition to operating the school, 
Mark and his team developed an 
outreach service to fully support 
schools admitting pupils with 
physical needs. Fountaindale is 
now commissioned by the LA to 
provide this service formally and 
have also been commissioned to 
provide the LA’s Health Related 
Education Team, providing 
educational support for children 
unable to attend their normal school 
due to episodes of severe illness or 
anxiety.
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a daily basis, a weekly basis, a termly basis or annually. That is 
the nature of serving children with complex needs and it has 
been difficult to know when to stop. However, the structure 
is now in place and we have a great team of staff who have 
worked hard to develop their expertise and their specialism 
in their respective strands. We also now have a building and 
an environment that serves the children. It feels like the right 
time for me personally.”

In terms of the challenges ahead, Mark and Steve are under no 
illusions that the complexity of needs continues to increase, 
and that wider funding challenges mean that it is important 
–as far as possible,  to develop pupils’ independence skills.
“We must keep striving to serve our children in a way that
meets their needs not ours” says Steve. “My advice to those
leading SEN provision in the years to come is to stay close
to developments in neuroscience, be close to the research,
and collaborate with other schools to explore solutions to
common challenges. We need to be restless learners and
we need to be ambitious for all our children,however 
challenging their development needs are.”

Further information on Fountaindale’s curriculum and 
assessment models can be accessed at: http://www. 
fountaindale.notts.sch.uk/curriculum

Fountaindale School
http://www.fountaindale.notts.sch.uk/curriculum

Tel: 01623 792 671

Some key reflections:

• How regularly do you assess how provision,  including the curriculum, assessment systems and
qualifications, is responding to and meeting the specific needs of pupils? Who do you involve in this
process?

• Is your team engaged with and informed by the latest research and do you regularly seek out and
visit similar schools who are achieving strong outcomes to access further ideas and constructive
challenge?

• Where subject-specific curriculum and assessment is not appropriate or meeting pupils’ need, have
you considered the evidence on cognitive development and how pupils can be supported towards
and assessed against these outcomes to ensure their path to optimum learning?

• Are senior and middle leaders achieving a sufficient balance between the managerial aspects of the
role and spending sufficient time in developing their expertise and knowledge - including through
research, learning from best practice and accessing appropriate professional development? Do they
have sufficient freedom to innovate?
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The Big Interview … Natalie Packer

Natalie Packer is a Consultant for SEN and 
School Improvement. She is a former Headteacher, 
SENCO and member of the DfE s̓ Commission for 
Assessment Without Levels. She is also the author 
of two books - ʻThe Perfect SENCO ̓ and a new 
book called ʻThe Teacher s̓ Guide to SEN.̓ Here 
Natalie talks to us about the opportunities of the 
proposed assessment reforms and how schools can 
work towards effective systems of assessment for 
pupils with SEN.

What opportunities do the proposed reforms to 
assessment present for those working with children 
with SEND?

The shift to assessment without levels provides an 
opportunity to make sure that the focus of assessment 
is determined by the needs of pupils, rather than on
ticking boxes. It should allow teachers the freedom and 
flexibility to be more responsive in terms of making 
sure that what they assess and how they use that 
assessment information meets their pupils’ individual 
needs. 

From an SEND perspective, there were a number of 
issues with the national curriculum levels, as they 
didn’t always give a true picture of how these pupils 
were progressing in their learning and development. 
The levels also assumed that the process of learning is 
always linear and this is not the case. Also, the narrow 
focus of the national curriculum levels on the subjects 
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of English, maths and science did not necessarily reflect 
what are sometimes the most important areas of 
learning for children with complex needs, for example 
communication skills or social interaction.

The Rochford Review – which is currently under 
consultation - recommends a broadening of the 
areas that are being assessed. For example, for those 
pupils who are not engaged in subject-specific 
learning as a result of having profound and multiple 
learning difficulties, it recommends assessment 
across all 4 areas of need outlined in the SEND Code 
of Practice; cognition and learning; communication 
and interaction; social, emotional and mental health; 
and sensory and/or physical. Schools, it is proposed, 
should determine their own approach towards 
assessing against all four of these areas - but would 
have a statutory responsibility to assess in the area of 
cognition and learning.

Rochford also recommends the removal of the 
statutory requirement to assess pupils using P scales.   
Again, the P-scales were seen to be defining the 
curriculum and narrowing professional’s ability to 
provide pupils with engaging learning that ensured 
they were acquiring the knowledge, concepts and 
skills they needed. Assessment was becoming a tick 
box exercise rather than a way of stimulating interest 
and learning. The P-Scales were also not particularly 
well aligned with the new national curriculum, making 
transition into different aspects of the new curriculum 
more challenging. The Review has recommended 
that the interim pre key-stage standards, which are 
more aligned with the new national curriculum, are 
made permanent and are extended to include all 
pupils engaged in subject-specific learning. For pupils 
with profound and multiple learning difficulties who 
are not engaging in subject-specific learning, the 
review recommends assessment against 7 areas of 
engagement such as responsiveness, discovery and 
initiation. 

Pursuing Progress 
for all Pupils
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What, for you, are the core principles for effective 
assessment of children with SEND? 

Assessment has to have purpose. The key questions to 
begin with when thinking about assessment for any 
pupil are ...

• Why are we assessing?

• What are we assessing?

• How are we going to make use of the
information in the classroom, to celebrate
successes, inform our teaching and also to
consider the next steps for the pupil?

The focus for teachers and leaders of children with 
SEND should always be on what is important for the 
individual pupils and the curriculum they are following 
in school. Assessment must be purposeful for both 
the pupils and their parents or carers, to help them 
to see the progress being made. The removal of the 
national curriculum levels has had a benefit in that it 
has put the focus back on formative assessment 
and routinely asking ourselves  ‘given what we know 
about this individual child, what are the next steps 
for their learning and development and what 
would good progress look like for them?’. 

When the Commission on Assessment without 
Levels put together their final report in 2015, they put 
forward key assessment principles for all pupils, but 
also additional considerations for pupils with SEND 
and what would constitute an inclusive assessment 
process for them: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/commission-on-assessment-without-
levels-final-report. These remain a really useful starting 
point for schools serving children with additional 
needs. 

What else should schools consider in determining 
their specific approach to assessment? 

Schools need to have a good understanding of what 
the areas of greatest need might be for their pupils 
with SEND and to take a holistic approach which 
encompasses other aspects such as their social, 
communication, physical and emotional skills as well 
as their academic skills. It is particularly important for 
those pupils with EHC (education, health and care) 
plans to ensure that teachers are able to demonstrate 
pupils’ progress in the outcomes identified in the EHC 
plan; as well as ensuring that the way assessment is 

presented enables pupils to demonstrate what they 
can do across the full range of skill sets. 

The focus for all pupils, including those with SEND, 
should always be on high expectations, beginning with 
the child or young person’s individual starting point 
so that what constitutes a good rate of progress for 
each child can be identified. Teachers have always had 
to be creative and innovative when assessing pupils 
with SEND and this will continue to be the challenge. 
However, there are a range of excellent tools and 
guidance available to support teachers and leaders. 
I’m aware that many schools and also commercial 
providers are developing approaches in light of the 
Rochford Review – so I encourage schools to keep 
an eye on these, be discerning, but do bear in mind 
that Rochford has not been adopted as government 
policy yet!

The Rochford Review: Have your say!
The Department for Education has published a 
consultation on the final recommendations of the 
Rochford Review, which sets out proposals for the 
future of statutory assessment arrangements for 
pupils working below the standard of the national 
curriculum tests.

The consultation asks for views on the review’s 
proposals, including: 

• the replacement of P scales

• making permanent the interim pre-key stage
standards, and their extension to all pupils
engaged in subject-specific learning

• assessment of pupils not engaged in subject-
 specific learning in all four areas of need outlined

in the code of practice; and that statutory 
assessment of these pupils should be limited to 
cognition and learning. 

The consultation can be accessed here: https://
consult.education.gov.uk/assessment-policy-and-
development/rochford-review/

Right: Author of the 
Rochford Review - 
Diane Rochford



 What other advice do you have for schools?

I think that it’s helpful for schools to have some support 
and guidance in order to make the most of these 
freedoms. I strongly encourage schools to collaborate 
as they create their new systems of assessment – 
whether that be through alliances, academy trusts 
or otherwise. A number of schools are already some 
way down the line in developing their approaches to 
assessment without levels, so, rather than reinventing 
the wheel, we should be encouraging schools that 
are at the start of the journey to look to others for 
guidance and support. Collaboration through groups 
and partnerships such as Evolve Alliance will be crucial 
for this. 

It’s also important that as schools continue to use the 
interim pre key stage standards or perhaps begin to 
assess the seven aspects of engagement, that they 
enter into moderation activities with other schools. 
Indeed, for all assessment it is important for the schools 
to ask, how are we moderating and benchmarking our 
assessment evidence for pupils with SEND
We need to consider how effectively we are involving 
families in the assessment process. For example, if 
assessment is going to meet the needs of children and 
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young people, then the information we provide to 
families should be clear and informative and help us 
to support and engage with them to ensure children 
progress in their learning and development as far as 
possible. Just because what is statutorily assessed 
is not reported to the DfE or in performance tables, 
doesn’t mean it should be of a lower priority and I 
hope that Ofsted - for instance - will be looking closely 
at how schools are ensuring that pupils and parents 
have a clear understanding of how they are doing and 
how all involved can work towards achieving the next 
steps in that child’s learning and development. 

Natalie’s new book ‘The Teacher’s Guide to SEN’ looks 
at the responsibilities of teachers in relation to the 
SEND Code of Practice, including their role in ensuring 
the progress of all children with SEN. It also considers 
the current context for the SEN system, as well as 
exploring some of the more common needs of pupils 
with SEN and some practical strategies for responding 
to these. The book is written both for new teachers and 
those looking to further develop their practice in an 
evolving SEN system. It can be purchased via amazon 
at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Teachers-Guide-SEN-
Natalie-Packer/dp/1785830252/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&
qid=1496738075&sr=8-1&keywords=natalie+packer



Pursuing Progress 
for all Pupils

Biography: Adrian OʼMalley

Adrian studied at Nottingham 
Trent University for a Sports 
Science Degree, before going 
to Loughborough University 
to study his PGCE. He started 
teaching at Brunts in 2003 and 
gained promotion to second in 
PE, Director of Learning and 
then Assistant Headteacher 
while at Brunts. 

In 2013/14 Adrian supported 
Beech Hill School through its 
conversion to an Academy and is 
now the Headteacher. 

Adrian has a real passion to ensure 
that all students receive the best 
possible learning experiences 
while preparing them for life.
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The Beech Academy is a special school located across two 
sites at Westfield Lane and Fairholme Drive in Mansfield. 
The school – which is part of the Evolve Trust - serves 
seventy secondary-age children with a range of special 
educational needs, including children with moderate 
learning difficulties, ASD and associated behaviours/
anxiety related non-attendance. In recent years, the 
school has been on a rapid journey of improvement. 
Here Michael Pain talks to headteacher Adrian O’Malley 
(pictured right)about the hard work, the challenges and 
the route he and his team have taken back to success.

Visit The Beech Academy today and you find a school where the 
classrooms are calm, pupils are engaged in their learning, 
and aspiration and achievement is celebrated at every turn. 
The impression is one of a positive and happy place to be. 
Yet in 2012, Beech Hill School (as the school was then 
known) was placed into special measures by Ofsted. Having 
previously been judged as outstanding, the school had 
experienced a very challenging and uncertain period. Ofsted 
described a climate of low expectations, variable (and often 
inadequate) standards of teaching and a lack of engagement 
and progress amongst pupils. Many children were not 
receiving learning opportunities or accessing a curriculum that 
reflected their capabilities.  

Adrian OʼMalley, who is now The Beech Academyʼs Headteacher, 
was initially asked to provide support on key issues such as 
behaviour and improving the quality of teaching and learning. 
The Evolve Trust was commissioned to support the school 
and it was clear that the first two areas that needed to be 
improved were expectations and behaviour” says Adrian. “The 
behaviour required time and establishing more consistency in 
terms of the routines and relationships within the school. Our 
children need routine yet, instead, they had seen leaders and 
staff come and go and expectations change as a result. 

School in Focus – Leading the Journey of 
Improvement at The Beech Academy



We needed to be consistently modelling to the 
pupils what was expected of them and consistently 
challenging the poor behaviour, but our children
really do need to know where they stand and they 
didn’t have that for quite a period of time.” 

Our children need routine yet, instead, they 
had seen leaders and staff come and go and 

expectations change as a result.

Adrian and the The Evolve Trust team were clear 
that the lack of expectation was predominantly 
driven by the schoolʼs culture at that time. 
“None of the children were entered for GCSEs 
or BTEC qualifications – despite the fact that most 
of them were capable of doing so. For many of 
our pupils, the teaching and learning was simply 
not engaging or stretching enough.” A number of 
other issues were also contributing to a culture 
of low expectations, not least the poor quality of 
much of the learning environment, the high levels 
of staff absence that pervaded the school, and 
the levels of pupil absence. The school needed a 
renewed sense of purpose and determined and 
resilient leadership to enable it to progress. 

Adrian began by supporting the Local Authority and 
the then Executive Headteacher to make some positive 
steps forward. Drawing on his experience as Assistant 
Head for teaching and learning at Brunts, and working  
other senior team members, Adrian delivered a range 
of CPD on areas such as effective lesson planning, 
introducing systems of assessment that enabled staff to 
demonstrate progress and writing learning outcomes. 
“The staff were generally positive about the support 
– many were just really determined to do better and
to make the school a great place for the pupils again. I
was also really lucky to find myself working alongside
people like Rob Butler and other team members
who had worked at the school for some time and
were really enthused about making the changes and
contributing their skills to the improvement journey.
There were some pockets of resistance, but that’s to
be expected through change. Slowly but surely you
could see positivity emerge and rather than talking
about poor behaviour and their frustrations, staff were
talking about their lesson planning and the progress
of pupils. I knew then that we had begun to turn the
corner.”
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“The staff were generally positive about the 
support – many were just really determined to 
do better and to make the school a great place 

for the pupils again.” 

In 2013, Adrian was seconded full-time to become 
Head of School. Not long after that, it was decided that 
Beech Hill would join the Evolve Trust  “It was a very 
exciting, yet daunting – opportunity” says Adrian.
“However, what the children and the staff 
fundamentally needed was consistent and 
aspirational leadership and both I and the school’s SLT 
were very determined that we would provide 
that. The other key priorities, such as an aspirational
curriculum, high quality teaching and learning, and 
inspiring learning environments - were all transferable, 
but we absolutely had to get it right for our pupils and 
I felt the weight of that responsibility.”

In terms of expectations, one of the first things Adrian 
and his team introduced was a uniform for all pupils. 
“The lack of uniform and smart clothing felt like such a 
fundamental barrier to raising aspirations. We wanted 
pupils to feel smart and to be proud of their school 

– we now provide  some flexibility so that pupils
could chose the kind of school attire they felt most
comfortable with. Some wear blazers, others sweaters
– it is important that our children are content and
comfortable so that they can engage in learning.
”The same approach applied to staff, with the school
having seen a steady decline in the number of staff 
wearing professional dress. “ Again it was about the 
message we send to pupils and to one another and, 
as an SLT, we wanted to model that professionalism 
from the top down” says Adrian. 
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Alongside this, Adrian and his team quickly set 
about improving the school environment. “This 
was partly driven by a need to raise expectations, 
we wanted our children to come into an 
environment each morning which reflected the 
value we placed on them and their learning. 
However, it was also evident that some parts of 
the school were simply not fit for use and we had 
to close them and refurbish them immediately. 
There were also some areas where we immediately 
needed to improve the security and access so that 
children were completely safe. We also painted 
and put down new carpets throughout, and 
completely reconfigured the reception and foyer 
area so that children felt safe and secure entering 
the school.”  Another key development has been the 
opening of the Westfield Lane site which caters for 
children whose needs can make attendance 
challenging. The development of the Westfield Site 
has owed much to the work of one of Adrianʼs 
colleagues such as Sarah Barrett (Director of 
Provision).

In terms of the learning environment, every 
change has been made with a view to raising 
aspiration and ensuring pupils are comfortable. 
The display boards reflect childrenʼs 
achievements and progress, yet are not 
overwhelming and maintain a sense of consistency 
across the school in terms of theme and 
colour schemes – avoiding too much in the way 
of change between classroom environments. 
Indeed, classrooms are all set out in the same 
format across the school, aside from where 
specialist equipment is used in order to provide a 
strong sense of continuity. 

The quality of teaching and learning remained at 
the core of the schoolʼs mission for improvement. 
As the focus on training staff, improving the 
environment, and raising expectations became 
further embedded, the school also saw the 
introduction of a new performance 
management process for all staff. The process 
was based on the teacher standards,  ensuring a 
rigorous but also transparent and consistent 
process. The performance process was strongly 
linked to the new expectations around the quality 
of teaching and learning, the emphasis on 
assessment for learning, and the schoolʼs 
commitment to engaging and inspiring 
learning environments. “The introduction of the 
performance management standards came after 
a period of support for staff  including the CPD. 
We werenʼt throwing them in the deep end at all. 
Many responded really well, but as is often the 
case some colleagues did decide that the 
expectations and culture werenʼt for them. 



Those were often difficult conversations and probably 
the most challenging part of the job, but it was essential 
to moving the school forward. It was important that 
everyone was treated with respect and support – but 
we needed the right people on the bus.” 

To further embed the improvements to the quality 
of learning and teaching, staff have been supported 
to become more engaged in research, not least the 
education endowment foundation’s research into 
effective feedback and making effective use of teaching 
assistants. The latter has been crucial – not least 
because of the essential role that teaching assistants 
play in special schools – and has encouraged more TA 
involvement in planning and reviewing lessons, better 
use of questioning and encouraging independent 
learning, and reviewing evidence-based interventions. 
Indeed, making effective use of teaching assistants 
features within the school’s wider ‘non-negotiables’ for 
staff, which also include the importance of ensuring 
clear learning outcomes, high expectations and 
consistency.  

The return to consistent and aspirational leadership 
at Beech has seen outcomes improve across the 
board. The number of pupils achieving 5 + Level 
1 qualifications has almost doubled from 45.5% of 
pupils in 2013/14 to 92% of pupils in 2015/16. Beech’s 
current validated progress 8 schools are above 
average for special schools both nationally and in 
Nottinghamshire and persistent absence has declined 
significantly. In terms of post-16 outcomes, students 
show improvements from what they have achieved at 
KS4 and importantly secure appropriate destinations.
Alongside the improvements in grades, pupils 
across the school are engaged in a wide range of 
activities and opportunities that raise aspiration and 
engagement in learning. Pupils through ‘project’ work, 
are encouraged to develop correspondence and 
involvement with a wide range of national and local 
companies – including Cadbury, Ferrari, and Mansfield 
Town football club. Pupils are also encouraged to be 
creative and enterprising, from developing products 
to sell at Mansfield market (for which they won a 
local award) to being involved in the Forest Schools 
initiative, the school is raising pupils’ aspirations and 
showing what is possible.

“My advice for any new head, especially a new 
head entering a school that requires rapid 

improvement, is to keep coming back to the 
values of ambition, integrity, inclusivity, 

resilience and endeavour.”
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When Adrian looks back on the past four years he 
describes a journey that has involved ‘blood, sweat 
and tears’. He also speaks of a sense of mission and the 
huge reward of seeing pupils making progress and 
developing a deep enthusiasm for learning and the 
opportunities that life can hold. “My advice for any new 
head, especially a new head entering a school that 
requires rapid improvement, is to keep coming back 
to the values – however hard it seems, it will get you 
through because the challenge is worth the reward.” 
Adrian also speaks of the importance of being part of a 
wider professional community. “We have a really helpful 
special sector network across the County, which has 
been crucial, and will remain so, through the transition 
to assessment without levels and other changes in 
policy, such as the move to Education Health and 
Care Plans. Being part of the trust has also been really 
important, there is always someone to speak to and 
I can – without exception – access great advice from 
colleagues at all levels. There’s also a huge spirit of 
generosity in terms of sharing resources and expertise 
and in accessing CPD. It’s helped me as a leader, but 
it has always had an impact on the opportunities 
available to the children. 



We have been able to provide our children with specialist teaching, 
ICT and science equipment and our staff have been able to learn 
from and work with those in other schools. It’s beneficial to be 
part of a wider professional community.”

The journey has been challenging and rewarding in equal 
measure. Beech Academy is well on the road to a more successful 
future. For Adrian, his team, and everyone at Evolve – the key now 
is to make sure that the school goes from strength to strength 
and continues to make a difference to many pupils in future. That 
will be achieved through deepening the school’s commitment 
to research and evidence-based practice, collaborating even 
more widely to learn from and share best practice with other 
schools, and continuing to pursue those diverse and inspiring 
opportunities to broaden pupils’ horizons and ensure they 
become enthusiastic learners and citizens. Adrian and his team 
are ready for the next stage.

Some key reflections:

• Be clear and consistent in the expectations you set around behaviour. All staff should model the same
expectations so that children know where they stand;

• Consistency is a key foundation for ensuring that many pupils with SEN engage with their learning and
are able to progress. Ensure that there is consistency in the timetable and routines of the school day, the
learning environment and in the children’s relationships with adults. Introduce change incrementally and
with care;

• Do not compromise on setting high expectations of staff, but reinforce with sufficient support and
professional development. The right people will usually stay on the bus!

• Seek change and improvement that is credible, evidence-based and reinforced by high quality CPD. Staff
need to be able to see how improvement can lead to professional growth and how it offers wider
development opportunities;

• Do not compromise on your aspirations and ambitions for pupils, whatever challenges they may face. Be
creative in how you demonstrate the opportunities that the world has to offer, not least through
engaging with local businesses, community initiatives and national organisations.

• Remember that the learning environment plays a key role in setting the tone. Ensure from an early stage
that it is inspiring, calm, safe, celebrates achievement, and promotes inclusivity.

The Beech Academy 
Beech.evolvetrust.org 

Tel. 01623 626008
t @BeechAcademy
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Leader in Focus: Laura O’Leary
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Pursuing Progress 
for all Pupils

Biography: 
Laura O’Leary

Laura has been teaching for 
over ten years, eight of which 
have been spent leading 
outstanding departments and 
an outstanding Humanities 
Faculty. Laura has worked as 
a Lead Practitioner and SLE, 
supporting other schools 
across the East Midlands.  
Prior to teaching she worked 
with the governing body 
for swimming, working
through delivery networks in 
order to enhance the talent 
development pathway. Laura 
is a keen ‘tweacher’ and 
writer, blogging at www. 
outstandingclassroom. 
co.uk. Published work coming 
soon

When you meet Laura OʼLeary it quickly becomes clear just 
how passionate she is about achieving great teaching and 
learning for all pupils. Having worked in Nottingham for a 
number of years as a secondary teacher, Head of 
Department and as a Specialist Leader of Education, 
Laura joined All Saints  ̓ in Mansfield in September last year 
as Assistant Head – with responsibility for teaching, learning 
and CPD.

Since taking on the role, Laura has been working hard to 
introduce a new approach to lesson planning and delivery which is 
already sparking interest amongst local schools and practitioners. “I 
was very excited to join a new school and to take on the role of 
Assistant Head” says Laura, “All Saints  ̓ is a great school with really 
positive and hard-working pupils and a fantastic staff team who are 
deeply committed to provide children with the best learning. Indeed, 
our recent Ofsted inspection confirmed what a cohesive and inclusive 
community we are and how strong the overall achievement of 
pupils is.”

As a new leader, Laura was keen to ensure that she took time to learn 
about the school, to get to know the children and to understand the 
context. Her remit is to ensure that, over time teaching and 
learning becomes outstanding across the board. “I began by 
asking the staff what they thought would make learning at the school 
even better. There was a definite view that we could be more creative 
and more evidence-based in terms of our approach to lessons and 
curriculum delivery. What we were doing was good, but we wanted to 
take it up a level for all pupils so that all were motivated and 
engaged by their experience of lessons.” Another enabling factor in 
making the transition was the change to the curriculum which 
presented an opportunity to make some changes, not least because of 
the introduction of new schemes of work. 

A key motivation for Laura is that pupils feel more ownership 
of their learning and rather than merely being recipients, are able 
to understand how their lessons can enable them to reflect on, 
revisit, review and deepen their learning experiences so that they 
are both engaged and can recognise the progress they are making.
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Initially, Laura spent time undertaking lesson 

observations, meeting teaching staff for one to one 

discussions and looking at lesson plans from across 

departments. “It was clear” says Laura “that many staff 

were using the format of an introductory starter, a main 

activity, followed by a plenary – an approach which has 

traditionally been used by many secondary schools. 

It was an approach that worked for many pupils, but 

we found that some of the students didn’t understand 

some of the terminology and were unclear how the 

different components of the lesson came together. We 

decided that we would look at the evidence and see 

how we could ensure lessons became more engaging 

for all pupils and ensure students felt better able to 

follow and interact with the learning journey over the 

course of the lesson.”

The starting point for Laura has been the academic 

research, including the research underpinning 

highly acclaimed approaches such as the Accelerated 

Learning Cycle and SSAT’s TEEP model. “I thought it was 

really important to revisit some of the models that had 

been shown to be extremely powerful in engaging 

learners, not least the research by Alastair Smith. I spent 

some time looking at how other schools had applied 

these and what the evidence-basis was. We adopted 

some elements of these, but we made the approach 

our own including new language and segments based 

on students’ feedback.”

What has emerged is the All Saints’ Learning Cycle, 

an approach based on evidence and now becoming 

standard across all departments and classrooms across 

the school. 

Before planning lessons staff ask themselves the 

question ‘what evidence is informing my planning?’ 

The most successful teachers think about the end 

point of their lessons first considering what they want 

their students to know along with possible student 

misconceptions. Paying attention to what they want 

their students to have learnt by the end of the lesson 

and how they will assess whether students got there.

The parts of the All Saintsʼ Learning Cycle:

➤ Prepare for learning: this is used to ensure 
the environment is conducive to learning 
ensuring that teachers have an established 
ʻRoutine for Learningʼ which may simply involve 
ensuring students are prepared for learning for 
instance, getting out the right equipment, 
accessing books, or being prepared to listen; 
teachers are ready to meet and greet students at 
the door and a regular feature of this part of the 
lesson includes a ̒Do Nowʼ up on the board or out 
on the desk – this could be a connect starter or 
admin activities such as writing in homework 
ensuring there is no loss to learning;

➤ A connect activity: You must create a way 
for learners to connect with the learning. Great 
starters stimulate curiosity and immediately 
engage students with their learning, ensuring the 
start of lessons have something that the learner 
can ʻconnectʼ with and something that really 
hooks them in – perhaps through means of an 
engaging question, collective story telling, a quiz, 
or a demonstration of previous learning;

➤ Learning goal:  This is ultimately what 
students need to achieve by the end of the 
lesson. When introducing learning goals 
teachers must make it clear to students where 
the lesson fits into the topic (Big Picture), making 
sure that students understand the context of 
the lesson and why it is important. After 
introducing a ̒ learning goal ,̓ share with students 
differentiated learning outcomes to 
encourage children to challenge themselves. 
Great teachers plan when and how you are 
going to revisit these throughout the lesson as 
well as planning how students actively engage 
with them;

➤ Activate: the segment of the lesson that 
introduces new learning and new skills to 
students; activities here should encourage a 
level of motivation and enthusiasm. This can be 
achieved through a choice of challenging 
activities or approaches and through active, 
independent and collaborative learning. 
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This should be teamed with opportunities for 

differentiation here, through task, instruction,

questioning, through groupings or through support. 

Allowing students the choice of challenge level makes 

this explicit and is an excellent way to do this;

➤ Demonstrate: this segment encourages students

to demonstrate their learning and to put into practice

the new concepts and processes they have acquired;

Provide opportunities for learners to ‘show they know’.

Recap on the learning outcomes and highlight what

they need to do to make further progress;

➤ Review: this is time at the end of a lesson for

students to reflect on their learning, considering

what they are confident about and what they need

to do next to progress. This section of lesson has an

emphasis on assessment for learning. Great plenaries

allow students to reflect on their learning and show

the progress made against the learning outcomes.

Plenaries and mini-plenaries show us where students

have got to in their learning and will assist our planning 

of future lessons. Plenaries are always very closely

linked to AfL strategies. The best reviews of learning

will promote curiosity for the next lesson and leave

students with a sense of achievement.

The new approach was introduced to staff earlier this 

year through a twilight CPD session. Whilst providing 

ongoing support, such as a ‘light touch’ guidance

document providing examples and hints and tips 

on how to use the new approach, Laura has also 

encouraged staff to work together through ‘self help’ 

groups in implementing the new approach which has 

helped to facilitate the sharing of learning and best 

practice. “We have seen a common language emerge 

which is enabling staff to talk about aspects of teaching 

and curriculum delivery, as well as assessment for 

learning, in a very focused way. We are now better able 

to understand what different aspects of our teaching 

is intended to achieve and to compare approaches 

and outcomes, such as the quality of assessment

information and next steps. The clearer approach 

and the focused use of language has really sparked 

engaged dialogue between staff and facilitated the 

sharing of good practice.”

Another key priority is to ensure that students 

themselves are familiar with and understand the new 

language which is being used to describe and facilitate 

the learning process, and this will be introduced 

further through assemblies in the coming months. 

A key motivation for Laura is that pupils feel more 

ownership of their learning, and rather than merely 

being recipients, are able to understand how their 

lessons can enable them to reflect on, revisit, review 

and deepen their learning experiences so that they 

are both engaged and can recognise the progress 

they are making. “We’ve done a lot of work to make 

sure that the language is as accessible and as clear as 

possible to students” says Laura “because without that 

they do become mere recipients. Ultimately, it is all 

about motivating their learning through an engaging 

learning and teaching process and it is something 

that everyone on our team is really driven by. Change 

isn’t always easy, but we’ve been clear that it’s about 

using the evidence base and bringing the best out 

of ourselves as teachers to create a truly outstanding 

learning experience for students.”

Laura has said that she would be delighted to talk 
through All Saints transition to the new learning 
cycle and the guidance on how to provide an 
engaging lesson for all pupils. She can be contacted 
at: oleary.l@allsaints.notts.sch.uk



Pursuing Progress 
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Research Corner: 
What our Teachers and 

Leaders have been Reading
The Battle Hymn of the Tiger Teachers - 

Michaela Way

In this book over 20 teachers share their unique and controversial ideas 
that improve the lives of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

I couldn`t put this down - it fired me up as a leader and practitioner! It 
explains how great things can be achieved by a small group of 
people with vision, energy and passion.

 It helped me to understand that by taking an idea and having a vision, lots 
of energy and passion, you can achieve anything you set your mind to.  
If you believe in your vision, have the energy (and you will need some!) 
and share the passion, YOU can make a difference. 
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"I would definitely recommend this book and it has really influenced my 
practice as Literacy Lead at The Beech Academy."  

Bev Cooper

The Evolve Trust has a fully stocked 
research library catering for all aspects 
of leadership, system leadership, 
teaching and learning, behaviour and 
wider aspects of education. We 
warmly welcome colleagues from 
Academies, schools and Multi- Academy 
Trust to utilise this facility embracing a 
love of educational research and 
practice.  Please contact Michael Lucas 
(details found on page 20) if you have 
any questions or wish to make use of our 
resources. 



Michael Lucas: Looking Ahead to the Evolve 
Alliance Visioning and Leadership Conference 

for local schools; 10th October 2017
Evolve Alliance s̓ visioning and leadership 
conference takes place on Tuesday 
10th October 2017. The Evolve Alliance 
is an emerging and exciting partnership 
between local schools that are keen to work 
together for improvement and mutual-
support.

As our schools face some key common 
challenges on areas such as funding, recruitment 
and retention, managing the pace of educational 
change, and the need to prepare children and 
young people for an ever-changing world.  We 
believe it is time for schools, academies and 
practitioners from across the local area to work 
together to shape a vision and a plan for how we 
work in collaboration and partnership.

I know from my early meetings with 
colleagues across the local area that there is so 
much innovation and great leadership taking place 
across each of our schools and there is much that 
our schools, including my own, can learn from 
others. As a group of heads and senior leaders, 
we are keen to develop a culture where  as local 
schools - we share best practice and work 
together in closer partnership at all levels, to the 
benefit of all our children and young people. Indeed, 
as a teacher and leader working in Mansfield for 
the past 14 years, I am really passionate about the 
potential of this work.

The Evolve Alliance will inspire collaboration 
and support partnership. We are already really 
pleased to be working with a number of schools

Michael Lucas

Pursuing Progress 
for all Pupils
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across the town in putting together this 
journal, which celebrates best practice and 
innovation in both leadership and teaching and 
learning. We are planning to publish more 
throughout the next year and weʼre keen to hear 
from more schools who can contribute. 

Iʼm also really pleased that a number of schools 
are sharing ideas and helping us to put 
together this conference, and Iʼd be delighted if 
you and your SLT would be able to join us on the 
day. 

The event will cover key areas:

➤ The challenges and opportunities we face:
creating a collective vision that is ambitious for
Mansfieldʼs children and young people;
facilitated by Michael Pain, Forum Education.



Michael Lucas
Mlucas@evolvetrust.org

Tel. 07482 240669
t @MichaelLucas_88
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➤ Fostering a culture of school-led improvement
through collaboration and partnership between
leaders; Andy Buck, Author and school
leadership expert.

➤ The growing importance and role of research in
achieving great teaching and learning; Vivienne
Porritt, Institute of Education.

➤ The need for moral leadership: innovation and
creativity in serving children and young people;
(Jonathan Newport, Director of Education)

There is no charge for attending the 
event, all we want is for colleagues to 
bring plenty of thoughts, ideas and 
challenge!

The main output from the event will be a draft 
vision for education in the town, informed and 
shaped by all those schools and leaders 
represented on the day. We want to create a bold, 
ambitious and inspiring vision for how leaders, 
teachers and others work together to best serve 
children and young people into the future. This 
will encompass how we work together on areas 
such as CPD; recruitment; research; school 
improvement and maximising resources. Weʼll then 
circulate the vision for comment and approval.

I do hope that you are able to join us at the 
beginning of what I believe will be an exciting and 
inspiring period for our townʼs schools. For more 
information please contact 
evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org or call me on 
07482 240669.

Best regards,

Michael Lucas
Director of School Improvement
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By Fleur Sexton, joint Managing Director, PET-Xi

Fleur Sexton, a former teacher, is joint managing 
director of PET-Xi, a national training provider 
working with hundreds of schools across the 
UK to deliver intensive, immersive, motivational 
and inspirational interventions that have a 
positive impact on learner progress. 

PET-Xiʼs trademark high-energy, engagement-
led training approach achieves amazing results in 
the most challenging situations.  The company 
uses unique, immersive, motivational and 
inspirational interventions to break through all 
barriers and deliver high impact learner progress.

This includes helping pupils secure the SATS/
GCSEs grades they need and ensuring 
immigrant children navigate the UKʼs culture and 
integrate into school and work. 

Supporting young people with social, emotional 
or behavioural difficulties has always been important 
to the business - keeping children and young people 
engaged with their studies, or some form of work 
experience, when they are struggling with their lives 
is not easy. Schools and colleges need effective 
and consistent strategies to engage (or re-engage) 
pupils, maintain their progress and instil a sense of 
hope and aspiration for their futures.  Itʼs hard work, 
like mining for gold you have to chip away 

Fleur Sexton

Introducing our visioning and leadership conference sponsor: 
Breaking through Barriers to Improve 
Learner Progress

Pursuing Progress 
for all Pupils
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at all the obstacles to create an environment 
where engagement with education is possible. 

So itʼs very important that they have 
appropriate role models and mentors to 
provide high energy support and fast-paced 
lessons, usually involving kinaesthetic 
techniques so that they are bowled along 
with the fun of learning and able to celebrate 
every success, however small.  

Ensuring pupils have mastered the basics is 
also key – children who have missed school, 
perhaps for medical appointments, often 
miss out on fundamental points and are 
therefore unable to follow enough of the 
subsequent lessons to become or remain 
engaged.  

A reduced focus on bad behaviour can also 
work wonders – that doesnʼt mean being a soft 
touch, it just means being consistent, realistic 
and practical.  
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Children facing challenges must feel there is hope 

for the future. Our duty is to integrate and support all 

young people into a society where they can take their 

place and have a positive impact – as a society we have 

a moral obligation to help and support those young 

people who most need it.

Where did it all begin?

PET-Xi was co-founded as Progressive Educational Tools 

in 1995 by me and my husband, Chris.  My passion 

for helping young people in difficult circumstances 

was sparked when, as part of my French degree at 

Nottingham University, I spent time teaching English 

in a culturally diverse area of Paris. Then in 1995, I 

joined Exhall Grange Specialist School in Coventry, 

for blind and disabled children as a language teacher. 

This was an inspirational environment which led me to 

explore how new audio and kinaesthetic approaches 

to teaching could help. 

Chris has an MSc in Artificial Intelligence and, with his 

programming and technology skills, we developed our 

first product ‘Teacher’s PET’ – an exam-based computer 

game designed to help learners with foreign language 

vocabulary. 

Things went well and soon schools and learners up 

and down the country were using our products to 

support teachers’ activities in classroom. In 2004 we 

set about redesigning our products and branched out 

into creating intensive training courses for schools in 

enterprise and vocational qualifications.

Based on the success of this approach, we expanded 

our offer into specific GSCE subjects like Maths, 

English, IT, and Science. We also took the opportunity 

to rebrand ourselves as PET-Xi, keeping the legacy of 

the Progressive Educational Tools, but introducing 

the ethos behind our unique classroom dynamic of 

‘Xplosive Inspiration’.

Today we work with hundreds of schools around the 

country, with 100,000 learners participating in our 

GCSE intervention courses.

We employ over 80 full-time staff and over 400 

contracted trainers and subject experts. 

Our primary product, High-5, is designed to take 

students up a grade, in particular through pass and 

fail thresholds in GCSE maths and English. We work in 

partnership with schools – not in place of them. We 

build on the work they’ve done but approach it in a 

new way to engage and re-ignite a passion for learning 

in young people.      

To find out more about PET-Xi 
visit our website: http://www.pet-xi.co.uk

LOOK OUT FOR THE NEXT EDITION!
The next edition of the Evolve Alliance Journal will be published in the autumn term. The theme is ‘Towards profession-
led accountability; measuring what matters’ and we are very interested to hear from schools who may be  interested 
in being case studied or sharing their practice.

The journal will focus on how schools are looking beyond traditional ‘top down’ accountability models, and developing 
their own additional measures and targets for success. We’re also keen to hear of examples of standout governing 
bodies/governors in schools across the local area and how they are contributing to better accountability and 
success in their schools. Please contact Michael Lucas if you are keen to be involved at mlucas@evolvetrust.org



Enabling collaboration, inspiring innovation for all young people 



Contact Us

The Evolve Trust
Ransom Hall South, Southwell Road West, 

Rainworth, Mansfield, Nottinghamshire, England, 

NG21 0HJ.

Phone: (01623) 676 372

E-mail: evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org
http://www.evolvetrust.org
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