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Reflections
on our first year
DELIA SMITH OBE
Principal

Background
Ark Academy is a new, all through 3–18 academy, opened in Brent in 2008. We started in two
phases: first primary Reception opening in 2008 with 60 pupils in temporary accommodation.
They are now in Year 3 and growing fast!
Then the first cohort of secondary pupils, Year 7, set foot into the brand new buildings, looking
slightly anxious (as were the staff) on 20th September 2010.
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Ark Academy
Primary
school opens
in temporary
accommodation

20 AUGUST
2010:
One month
induction
training for
founder
teachers begins

2

2
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as Principal
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the all-through
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13 SEPT
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opens with
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1 and Year 2
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JAN 2010:
Further senior
leadership
appointments,
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of founder
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JULY 2010:
Recruitment
finalised and
training for
new teachers
from external
providers

2

20 SEPT
2010:
Secondary
building opens
with Year 7 (only
a week late!)

This case study is a reflection on our life so far, and on the planning that goes into opening a
new school. What was it like moving into brand new buildings with a founder cohort of teachers
and students? How did we fit together? The pages that follow are an account of the policies and
systems we’ve implemented, and more importantly, the lessons learnt.
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From a muddy field to brand new buildings
in eighteen months flat
Any description of our first year has to start with the year before that: September 2009–
September 2010. As Principal Designate this was my planning year, and it had three distinct
tracks. The first was very tangible – the buildings. The second more cerebral – defining our vision,
our moral purpose, and our philosophy of education. And finally there was the practical – how do
we implement this vision? What does it look like in practice, six lessons a day?
All three were equally time consuming and required detailed attention. The key is not to let
the urgent issues get one’s principal attention. Buildings must not dominate; we are setting
up a school not a piece of iconography! However, there is no avoiding a detailed engagement
with bricks and mortar if you want the school to come close to your vision of a great learning
environment, and, most importantly, be workable for teachers and students.
On the buildings, a tired phrase but very true: the devil is in the detail. You will need to know
where all the sockets go before the concrete is dry on the base! It’s a bit like building an
extension to your house, except this one has 420 rooms. So you must think through where the
‘learning wall’ will be in each classroom, where the desks and the cupboards and the IWB are
best located, and so on. However great your builders are, they are not teachers; your perspective
is essential, no matter how busy you are with other tasks. You will never believe the things
you are expected to have instant opinions on: coat hooks, colours, signage, room numbering,
lavatories (endless meetings), floor boxes (don’t have them), and landscaping (down to what
plants you want).
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I learnt early on that the only way not to be at the mercy of builders and contractors was to
become part of their team. Miss a meeting, and something you do not want to happen will
definitely then happen.
You are learning on the job, and the most important thing is to ask the right questions (you will
get better at that) and be very sure of what will and will not work in a school. I had great difficulty
persuading some burly builders that kids today will not use a communal shower!
Also beware of the phrase ‘value engineering’ – it means ‘what do you want to cut as we are over
budget’. How about no windows?

Diary entry November 23rd 2009:
“Site issues are driving me mad. I must get at least 15 emails a day
with huge attachments to read. I’m drowning in a sea of plans and
schedules.”
Nevertheless, everything needs to be read very carefully. This is a very fertile time for
miscommunication. Have I got your attention? Because the real issues now follow.

C i v i ta s
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1. Teaching and learning is the main thing
You will write a lot of policies when you open a new school, but really there is just one main one,
and all the others are its subsidiaries. Start with your Learning and Teaching policy and build from
there:

“There is only one twenty first century skill. And that is the ability to act
intelligently when you are faced with a situation for which you have not
been prepared.” 1
This is the opening quote from the Ark Academy Learning and Teaching policy, and it kept the
big picture of what we believed at the front of our minds. We didn’t rush writing this policy – it
was at least six months in the drafting, and was informed by national and international research
and best practice models. The policy we arrived at now forms the backbone of all our teaching
practice: our staff training programme, our lesson observations, and our line management
conversations around teaching. Our core belief is that all the ingredients of a successful school
flow from inspirational classroom teaching.
Sir Alan Steer’s report on behaviour in schools highlighted the connection between effective
teaching and good behaviour. He writes:

“To support pupils and teachers, all schools should be required to
produce a written policy identifying their key learning and teaching
aims, strategies and practices.” 2
Any school – new academy or not – needs a carefully thought through approach to teaching, which
is written down, shared with staff, and constantly reinforced. In fact I would go further than Steer
and say that whilst good behaviour and clear, consistent routines are essential, they are primarily
there to support and facilitate our main purpose – learning. Or, put another way, “the main thing is
the main thing”. This was our mantra in our first year and I must have said it a thousand times to
teachers.
So what were the cornerstones of our education philosophy? What do we believe in and what do
we want to achieve? Saying you want six great lessons a day, consistently across the school, is
the easy bit. How do you break this down into its component parts?

1
Seymour Pappert (1993)
2	Steer, Sir A – Learning Behaviour: Lessons Learned – A review of Behaviour Standards and Practices (2009)
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With this in mind, the learning and teaching policy evolved into a handbook – a guide for lesson
planning and, most importantly, a training manual to be used and revisited frequently throughout
the year. The policy/handbook is underpinned by our ’13 treasures’ (originally 10 but we couldn’t
stop). These were the building blocks of all our practice, so now we had a basis for our preopening staff training.

The 13 Treasures3
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

The four part lesson is crucial for maximising progress
Effective questioning extends thinking
Emotional states affect learning
Learning takes place through dialogue
The Teaching and Learning Cycle scaffolds our medium-term planning
Fertile questions form the framework for each ‘unit of work’
New technologies require new approaches
Every teacher is a teacher of language
Assessment is an on-going dialogue
No child will be labelled
All pupils need to be able to think in a disciplined manner
Reading is the key to a young person’s future
We learn best when we learn together

“The problem is that school leaders often don’t have a firm grasp of
teaching and learning and are more focused on ‘visible strategies’ such as
behaviour management, as quiet corridors are more instantly gratifying
than developing outstanding teachers – which takes longer. They then try
to plug the gap with constant interventions… There is very little training
of senior leaders in teaching and learning and it normally requires a head
finding someone who is passionate about it to go away and research and
study in their own time.” 4
I only recently read this quote, but these have long been my unarticulated views. Surely, with all
this planning time, the above is precisely what we should do? So I found a passionate teacher
who went away and did the research and we debated it endlessly. Six months later we had our
teaching and learning handbook. Job done? Of course not. We now had to find like-minded
staff who bought into the vision, were up for a challenge and passionate about developing their
teaching and learning.

3
4

Ark Academy Learning and Teaching policy
Emery, H – A strategy for Pedagogical Development (2011)
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2 – Recruiting and developing our founder team of teachers
“Packard’s Law of Business: Those who build great companies
understand that the ultimate throttle on growth for any great company
is not markets, or technologies, or competition, or products. It is one
thing above all others: the ability to get and keep enough of the right
people.” 5
To get ‘the right people on the bus’6 in the absence of any buildings, students, existing staff
or established culture, it was important to be explicit about our beliefs, values and, of course,
practical issues. This required a clear statement to all prospective teachers and parents on:
our educational philosophy (Learning and Teaching Policy)
l
our core values (Ark Academy mission statement and four principles)
l
our standards and expectations of pupils
l
our extended day
l	the plans leading up to opening (e.g. our founder teachers all started on the 20th
August – cutting their holidays short to allow for training and planning)
l	the centrality of professional development – we train together and observe each
other on a continuous basis
l
our excitement at building a new school from scratch
l

And of course....
l
5
6

hard work

Jim Collins, Good to Great, (2001)
Jim Collins, ibid
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Open evenings for staff recruitment enabled us to put across this vision and encourage potential
new staff to buy into a school that was, as yet, a mere building site. We stressed at these
evenings that a start up school was not an easy option, but extremely hard work. How right we
were.
Searching for the best teachers, and observing all applicants in schools other than our own
(grateful thanks to Burlington Danes Academy and Mossbourne Academy), was a time consuming
but vitally important process. We needed teachers who potentially would lead departments, write
schemes of work and have the ‘vision thing’. And, with varying degrees of difficulty (know any
scientists?), we found them. Now all we needed to do was to enable a completely new vision to
take root and be owned by a diverse group of people, all with different experiences of what school
life involves. Easy!

Aims for end of Year 1?
l
l
l
l
l

6 good or outstanding lessons a day for every student
Excellent behaviour in and out of class
A strong agreed school culture
Buy in from staff, students and parents
Consistency across the piece
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Staff training – a constant theme of our life
“The quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its
teachers. The best systems get the right people to become teachers, and
then develop these people into effective instructors (the only way to
improve outcomes is to improve instruction).” 7
I believe that, of all the elements from our year one strategy, our commitment to quality training
from the outset has provided the biggest dividends.
Training went through several phases:
l	As the senior team expanded in the months preceding opening we combined

external inputs with our growing team training each other in their areas of
strength.
l	As a senior team, we worked for over half a term to ensure the training for the new
staff was of high calibre and ‘on the button’ for our early start on 23rd August.
l
The new core directors led on parts of the training, such as Fertile Questions
l	We also brought in some high quality external trainers/educational thinkers, from
Professor Guy Claxton to the Centre for Literacy in Primary Education.
l	A senior team residential in June moved us from philosophy to the detailed planning
of delivery; from pupil induction to duty rotas!
Of course, we didn’t get everything right, and some of our really detailed planning was too early
(difficult to write a duty rota from a set of building plans).
However, the big stuff…
l
l
l
l

teaching and learning
all teachers being reading teachers
enrichment and the extended day
how we do things around here

… were established through training early on. Crucially, our induction training nailed down the
basic, core belief that “we learn best when we learn together”. 8

7
8

McKinsey & Co – How the best-performing school system come out on top (2002)
The 13 Treasures – Ark Academy Learning and Teaching policy
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Training Plan – 4 weeks prior to opening
Week

Key topics covered

1

The big learning objectives – The Learning and Teaching Policy
Core values of the Ark classroom – the 13 treasures
Fertile questions
When and how we assess
Behaviour and rewards
Long term planning
Enrichment
The tutor programme
How we live CIVITAS – the holistic approach to citizenship
The House system and form tutors
Let’s take a walk through Ark Academy from gate to leaving (Virtual)

2

Who are our pupils?
Inclusion: how does it work in Ark?
Work in support of classes – co-teaching
Fronter and Lexia training
Morning Reading
Developing talk
Centre for Literacy in Primary Education (all day) – to support our reading policy
Safeguarding training
Walking the site for the first time

3

Health and safety
IT issues
How to use assessment systems
Our maths specialism
Accelerated Reader training
8 Habits of Mind
All teachers are teachers of language
Revisit ‘sweating the small stuff’ (non-negotiables) – pupils and staff
Marking and feedback systems
Staff social!

4

Year 7 induction plan
A PSHE classroom
Enrichment induction till half term
First half term training in detail
Let’s walk through a day again

All four weeks training were interspersed with planning time.
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Growing capacity and Fertile Questions
“Most people teach biology by starting with the molecule! This is exactly
the wrong way to go. No one cares about the molecule. I don’t care about
the molecule. Unless I have a reason to care – that is, a problem that I
am working on that requires understanding of molecules to address.” 9
One of the distinguishing features of our approach to teaching and curriculum planning is that we
don’t teach ‘units of work’, we teach enquiries (or ‘fertile questions’). These are central to our
learning and teaching policy.
This approach to medium term planning moved from a statement to a question. For example, in
History, instead of saying “next term we are studying the Romans” could we say “next term we are
answering the fertile question: ‘Was the Roman Empire a force for good or evil?’” Would this help
our students to think like a historian?
Planning using fertile questions led to much scratching of heads, and in many ways was the
hardest task that the newly appointed curriculum leaders had to deal with. How were we going to
structure the whole of the Key Stage 3 curriculum around a series of rich, engaging questions?
With the early appointment of the Directors of English, maths and science, it soon became clear
that they would need to think through how to implement fertile questions in their areas, and that
they could then support the other heads of department in this task. They were the guinea pigs
and then the trainers.
The curriculum questions we came back to time and time again in that first month were:
l
l

How would we use fertile questions to frame units of work?
How would planning sequence back from GCSE?

The ownership of fertile questions ultimately came from all the lead teachers talking and sharing
their struggles and triumphs with each other. As the Head of Girls PE said, “They’re tricky, but
when you finally get a good one, you really know it.” Our fertile questions gave pupils the big
picture of the unit of work being undertaken, and required them to do some hard thinking and
engage with key concepts – not knowledge in a vacuum. Was the effort worth it? Undoubtedly,
yes. Fertile questions are one of the real success stories of Ark Academy (as evidenced by the
case studies that follow).

9

E.O. Wilson, Professor of Biology, Harvard University
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Why has this approach been successful?
It’s the big picture first – we know this aids learning.
l	Questions demand answers. Enquiries lead to higher levels of student engagement
as their curiosity is fired up and they try to puzzle out the solutions.
l	Our brains like concepts – they help us to remember things and organise our
knowledge.
l
Fertile questions make curriculum content relevant – relating it to real problems.
l	Sharing fertile questions across departments and subject areas generated lively,
high-level professional debates.
l

“Fertile questions generate genuine intrigue.”
“Students loved visiting the theatre when studying the novel War Horse,
as part of their enquiry ‘Can text capture experiences?’”
“Use of Olympic themed fertile questions has had an impact on pupil
engagement in science.”
These are a few quotes from Heads of Department who have seen the benefit of this enquiry
approach.
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Examples of Fertile Questions from the Autumn Term 2011:
Subject

Autumn Term first half

Autumn Term second half

English

Y7: How do writers present characters?
Y8: Can texts capture experiences?

Y7: How powerful can language be?
Y8: Is it possible to sit on the fence?

Maths

Y7: Does speaking a different language mean
that we count differently?
Y7: Can the area and perimeter of a shape
ever be the same?
Y8: Is your guess as good as mine?
Y8: Does enlargement affect length, area and
volume in the same way?

Y7: Is life fairer because of maths ?
Y7: Could a world without algebra survive?
Y8: What is the price of money?
Y8: Can you always predict the next term in a
sequence?

Science

Y7: What must a gold medal Scientist know
and do?
Y8: How are the inner workings of an Olympic
athlete’s body different to mine?

Y7: How could we power the Olympic stadium?
Y8: How different are Gold, Silver and Bronze?
Y8: What happens when the Olympic torch
burns?

History

Y7: Can we know what happened without being
there?
Y8: Does change mean progress?

Y7: Who benefits from empires?
Y8: What made a king lose his head?

Geography

Y7: Where on earth am I?
Y8: How does water change our world?

Y7: How do maps control the world?
Y8: Should we protect nature or people?

MFL

Y7: Who am I?
Y8: What makes my family different from
others?

Y7: What makes me different to my friend?
Y8: How do French/Spanish meals differ from
English ones?

RE

Y7: What’s the point of RE?
Y8: If Britain was a Muslim country how would
life be different?

Y7: Is it ever all right to break the law?
Y8:Why are some people followed and others
ignored?

Music

				
				

Drama

Y7: How do I win a BAFTA?
Y8: Can a bully also be a victim?

Y7: Do actions really speak louder than words?
Y8: Who’s behind you?

PE

Y7: How Physically Educated am I?
Y8: To be a good netballer you must be tall. Do
you agree?

Y7: Does being thin mean you are healthy?
Y8: What is more important to an athlete: good
co-ordination or speed?

Art

Y7: How can you make a picture come alive?
Y8: Can art be a science?

Y7: How can you make a picture come alive?
(cont)
Y8: Can art be a science? (cont)

DT

7RM: How do I make things out of metal?
7FD: What is the most important thing about
food?
8RM: Why, in this technological age, should
you make things out of wood?
8FD: Are staple foods a poor man’s food?

7GP: What is the purpose of packaging?
7TX: Why do we wear clothes?
8GP: How do designers communicate ideas?
8TX: How could you make your room more
tidy?

Y7: What is music?
Y8: Is 3 the magic number?
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Reflecting on practice and continually seeking to improve
The fundamental role of lesson observation is to learn from each other – “We learn best when
we learn together.” 10 We wanted to achieve this culture from the outset, to build upon the
training we had given and received by observing it in practice. We wanted to develop an open
culture that saw lesson observation as an entitlement of professional development, and not an
imposition. This way we would be growing our joint professional expertise.

“Teachers and school leaders often give more weight to their colleagues
and their own practices than to external evidence”11
The lesson observation programme therefore needed to be systematic and sustained and fulfil
a number of diverse functions, including mentoring, coaching, peer evaluation, and, yes, line
management.
A key feature of developing the culture of observation was the weekly request of “who would you
like to observe next week, and who would you like to observe you?” These are then listed in the
weekly staff bulletin.

10
11

Ark Aacdemy Learning and Teaching policy – The 13 Treasures
Emery, H ibid
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Secondary Lesson Observation Schedule
The purpose of lesson observation is to learn from one another
Day
Period Location
Observer
				
				

Teacher
Focus
being		
observed

Cover
required?

Mon
Tues
Tues
Weds
Weds
Thurs
Thurs
Thurs
Fri
Fri

ZH
TK
DB
JK
AR
OK
RK
BB
LS
EO

N
N
N
Y
N
N
N
N
N
Y

3
2 (1st half)
2 (1st half)
2 (2nd half)
3 (2nd half)
1 (2nd half)
2 (1st half)
3 (1st half)
1 (1st half)
2 (2nd half)

G10
G04
115
116
114
115
112
MU1
115
113

ZH
LS
RK + CH
SG
DB
TD
CH
DAS
OK
TK

Self-reflection
Professional development
Professional development
Professional development
Pupil progress
Professional development
Pupil progress
Pupil progress
Use of co-teacher
Use of co-teacher

Pupil progress – largely line management/new staff
Professional Development – teacher request to observe or be observed
Self reflection – observation room booking to analyse a recording of your lesson (see below)
Use of co-teacher – how the treacher and co-teacher work together to support learners’ progress

Classroom observation rooms and self-reflections
In planning the new buildings, I decided to devote a significant segment of the IT budget to
classroom observation rooms on every corridor. These are classrooms equipped with cameras
and microphones for teachers to record their lessons and watch them back later (often with
a large glass of wine). Sometimes teachers chose to share their recordings with department
colleagues and evaluate together the strengths/areas for development in the lesson.
So to the our repertoire of lesson observations we added a further, crucial one, the concept of a
‘self-reflection’. This is a totally private recording of your own lesson. You elect which class to film,
which lesson etc, and you own the DVD. No one else will see it unless you choose to share with
them. From the outset, we decided that all teachers should record themselves at least once in
our first year, then evaluate the recording in their own time. They found (and continue to find) selfreflections very enlightening – every time you record yourself you’ll see things you’d like to change
(as well as many things you’re doing well).

Question – If you cannot reflect on your own practice,
how can you comment on others?

A YEAR IN THE L I F E
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Of course this facility has evolved to be so much more. The recording rooms have added to the
vibrancy of our discussions on teaching and learning, including:
l	Observations using the recording rooms by two teachers who always teach at the

same time (a feature of a small staff). Easy to get around if the lesson is recorded
and the observer watches it later when they are free.
l	Co-planning and co-observation of a lesson by two teachers – they write the lesson
plan together, both record themselves teaching it, then critically evaluate the
recordings. Very powerful way of understanding why pupil misconceptions come
about, and how to avoid them.
l	Ongoing coaching/mentoring using recordings of each other and videos from the
(ever growing) training archive.
The professional dialogue that follows from an observation, whether it’s one teacher feeding
back to another, or two teachers conducting a joint analysis of a DVD, has undoubtedly been the
most important aspect of our observation programme. Through this process a shared language
for talking about teaching has emerged; we have an agreement on effective strategies, and a
collective professional expertise that extends across subject boundaries.12
Both lesson observations and co-teaching had a further impact that was not foreseen from the
start, namely consistency.

“Teachers in a challenging and successful school commented that,
paradoxically, the consistent practices they adopt ‘allow us to be more
creative in how we approach the individual teaching context of each
lesson, class and even individual.’ ” 13
By consistency we do not mean conformity. We mean an agreed consistency of practice, and
an agreed standard which we’re aiming for. Within this framework teachers feel able to debate
and challenge views on teaching and learning methodologies. Real consistency emerges from a
creative a dialogue on what works to improve student outcomes. As Ken Robinson expresses it,
great creative teams are diverse:

“It was their differences that made their creative work together greater
than the sum of their individual parts. ” 14

12	Sharing of expertise across professional boundaries was further enhanced by co-teaching)
13 Buck, A – What makes a great school. National College and London Challenge (2010)
14 Ken Robinson The Element (2009)
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3 – Building a distinctive school culture.
What makes Ark Academy tick?
We know it is impossible to build a strong, positive school culture without the cornerstone of
great teaching and pupil engagement. However, we all also know that one feeds into the other
symbiotically. So what steps did we take to go from a blank page to a school with customs,
rituals, symbols and a shared language. How did we create our history in a year?
All great institutions have a rhythm. Just think: what will you archive at the end of the year that
starts or perpetuates a history, and promotes cyclical events? We planned the rhythm of our year
in detail, and then jointly brought it to life. By the summer term, key aspects of our culture were
embedded – they had taken root far deeper than we could have hoped for.
We started with a motto we could all gather around – CIVITAS – and then agreed our four core
principles:
l
l
l
l

Excellence
Participation
Persistence
Civitas

Having agreed these we could then focus our efforts on a consistent message. The core
values above underpin our rewards system, our assembly themes, our school pledge – they are
ubiquitous around the academy and genuinely meaningful to staff, pupils and parents. How we
implemented our values, and made them relevant to pupils, is covered here briefly, and in more
detail in later case studies.
Many, many different factors helped construct our ethos and the build clarity of understanding
about what our values mean to us. I can only list some of the main factors here:
l	pupil induction – a full week of induction activities before
l
l
l
l
l
l
l

timetabled lessons start – weeks in the planning
assemblies and set pieces
the House system
enrichment
the behaviour system
rewards, rewards and more rewards
pupil roles and responsibilities
the visual environment

26

A R K AC A D E M Y C A S E STUDY

Most of these aspects are analysed more fully later, but it is vital in this case study to reference
culture as a key element in the building of our new academy. In the first weeks of a new school
we knew we had a foundation period that would never be repeated – we had to exploit it for all it
was worth.
The phrase ‘We will never have this opportunity again’ was used at virtually every opportunity
throughout the year. The 2010 Year 7 intake were the secondary founder pupils and, as such,
were hugely privileged. We didn’t let them forget it. Never again will a single year group have so
much attention lavished on them – they are really in the spotlight. This, of course, also brings
challenges as the ‘special ones’ could mutate into the ‘spoilt ones’!
For this reason the need for pupils to live the meaning of CIVITAS was crucially important. The
notion of citizenship as a doing activity, and not an abstract concept or a desk based task, was
greatly reinforced to students. A major step forward was when Ark Academy secured funding to
be the hub of the newly founded North London Citizens (NLC). The commitment of so many of
Year 7 to being actively engaged with NLC, and finding out how to work with and improve their own
communities, has been really inspirational.
Undoubtedly, our founder Year 7 have had to step up and deliver where normally older year groups
would do so. Making their pledge at the age of eleven in front of 500 people at the first North
London Citizens Assembly was just one of the early steps onto centre stage that they have taken.
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Hopefully they are very aware of the responsibility they have to model what makes an excellent
Ark student for future year groups. And yes, of course they will slip up from time to time.
Our mantra has moved on quickly now, from “we will never have this opportunity again” to, in our
second year, “the way we do things around here”. Year 8 students explaining this to our new year
7s is heart-warming to see. Older students modelling behaviour for younger ones is facilitated by
our House system. This took off in a way that none of us anticipated. How? Well, I’ll leave that
to a future case study, but frequent competitions, house points linked to individual awards, and
a (rather rumbustuous) assembly at the end of each half term updating students on the overall
House rankings, is a heady mixture that kids cannot resist. Link the House system to events that
they love and enable them to show off and it’s game over – the House system rules.
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Challenges of start up OR what we have learnt
“Leadership describes the way that individuals are wrestling with really
complicated, complex problems that don’t have simple answers.” 15
Let’s get the bricks and mortar out of the way:
l	You are at the mercy of the builders. No matter how good a relationship you have

with them, remember they are there to make the best profit they can. Snagging
and defects are time consuming but essential. Nevertheless, buildings easy –
people difficult!
More generally:
l

The first term is exhausting emotionally and physically.

Setting the standard from day one with both staff and pupils is crucial. You will never have the
first year back. In fact “you will never have this opportunity again” (see how often that phrase
comes in handy?)
In setting a clear standard there’s a tension between ‘sweating the small stuff’ and tipping
over into boot camp territory. It’s a school, not a barracks. Have the confidence to know that
good behaviour doesn’t have to look grim. Have fun and excitement; make the school a happy
place. The more positive experiences they associate with school, the more willing they will be.
Good routines, great lessons, approachable and warm staff who smile at students, and lots of
competitions and praise seems to do the trick. Easy to say, but must be worked at!
Much of the tone is down to the Principal’s view of what the climate of the school should be. The
more that you lead from the front at assemblies and other set pieces the more the tone will be
set and followed by the newly assembled staff.

15

Keith Grint – Professor of Leadership Warwick University
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Review of Year 1
What went well
Staff induction and staff training
Implementation of the learning
and teaching policy
Enrichment and the House system
		
Establishment of rules and routines
Lesson observation and co-teaching –
open culture and dialogue about teaching

Even better if
Greater emphasis on overt team building
Don’t make assumptions about teacher’s
previous experiences or practices
Senior staff spread very thinly –
who’s up for loads of duties?
Help people to tolerate the ambiguity

High levels of buy-in and alignment

Procedural issues will tend to dominate the first term. This is to be expected (I didn’t) as the
daily workings of a new building and new teams are teased out. This doesn’t mean you lose sight
of teaching and learning, you just have to embed both, and quickly.
You cannot anticipate everything, no matter how good a planner you are. The first term is
littered with people popping their head around the door and asking “what is our policy on this?”
Try not to look too bewildered and stall for time.
Everyone wants instant answers – you and the staff must really embrace the term “tolerate the
ambiguity” – of course, some find this easier than others.
All teams are completely new and new staff will interpret language in the context of their
previous experiences. For example, the phase ‘line management’ will mean different things to
different people (or have no meaning at all).
As a head of many years standing, I made too many assumptions about what others knew
or understood about how I worked. Most importantly, I presumed they understood my context,
when on reflection it was inevitable they didn’t. This is very hard when you are used to talking in
shorthand. So my biggest lesson – NEVER ASSUME ANYTHING!
The first term also is a time of ongoing staff recruitment, as you realise even though you only
have 180 pupils it doesn’t mean you cannot survive with one admin staff and one receptionist
and one site bod or whatever. So money is rapidly spent on extra ancillary staff and, oh yes, you
need them to start tomorrow.
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No matter how rigorous your selection procedures and training not everyone will turn out to be
on the right bus.
Moving from a large teaching force to a small one (21 teachers in the secondary school in our
first year – including myself) is quite a cultural shift. Feelings appear more intense, viewpoints
move through the system at a rapid rate, and to put it bluntly everyone is rather on top of each
other. Think of it as small village rather than the small town that I was used to running. So just
like St Mary Meade16 – everyone knows everything and has an opinion.
Another challenge of a small staff is you have to double up/quadruple everyone’s roles.
Nevertheless, the camaraderie and unity of the first cohort of staff is palpable, and at the end
of year one the sense of joy and group achievement at the final assembly, where you pull out all
the stops, really takes your collective breath away.
Share as much as possible with all staff. There should be no secret gardens. Accept we all make
mistakes and learn from them. We are excellent at telling pupils this, but find it much harder for
ourselves.
Primary and secondary phases have a great deal to learn from each other. Try and use every
opportunity to do so. It has probably taken us our first year to work this out fully, and of course
it’s an ongoing journey, but we will definitely be looking next year to reflect on the benefits of an
all through school. Eventually all the key pieces – staff training, assessment and tracking, lesson
observation, SEN – will be fully integrated, certainly across Key Stage 2 and 3.
We have really learnt that co-planning is at the heart of great teaching (two heads are better
than one). But this takes time, and as the school grows the time element gets squeezed.
Even if you have just Year 7, analyse their outcomes and progress as if they were Year 11. How
many times have you heard it said that schools focus their interventions on Key Stage 4 and
neglect Key Stage 3? Well, here’s your chance not to. Plus, the tracking systems you put in place
now will evolve into the Key Stage 4 and 5 ones, so need to be established from year one.
Planning for your second year needs to begin in earnest in the spring term of the first year. This
is tricky, as you are still trying to learn the lessons of Year 1, but we have to remember – every
year is a first for seven years (or six if primary).
Lack of time is a very big challenge, but it is crucial to build in time to stop, think and reflect
on progress/challenges. The classic ‘what went well/even better if’.
16

Miss Marple, Agatha Christie for non sleuths!

A YEAR IN THE L I F E

31

Ongoing self evaluation of teaching and learning is vital to the growth of the school, and
maintains the centrality of this in the minds of all.
Year 2 is about assimilating a whole new cohort of staff and ensuring that they buy into the
culture and standards already set. Induction, staff training all over again, this time in quarter of
the time and alongside running your school.
Remember changing structures will become more difficult as you grow.
Finally, try not to assault people who have never been in this situation when they say ‘you only
have 180 kids’. Remember, they have never had the joy of simultaneously:
setting up a catering system
l
and how the school will be cleaned
l
and a complete administration from scratch
l
while operating a budget with no historical data
l
and working with everyone for the first time
l	in between holding weekly meetings with builders and/or site staff about snagging
and then the lovely defects!
l

Then of course the important stuff – teaching and learning/assessment/behaviour/ethos. It is
extremely hard work doing everything for the first time.
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Would I do it if I had the time again? In the blink of an eye – yes!
Many lessons have been learnt, and hopefully these will make a difference as we grow. I know
we will continue to be challenged. I keep remembering the phrase of a very successful CEO who
turned around and ran a huge paper company in the USA: “I never stopped trying to become

qualified for the job.” 17
Setting up a new school is the most exciting professional activity I have ever undertaken and I
have learnt more in the past year than I have in many previous years. Overwhelming, stimulating
and hopefully making a difference.
We aspire to this...

“as a collection of people with similar interests who create something much greater
than any of us could create individually – who become more than the sum of the
parts…”
We are talking here of...

“…The combination of creative energies and the need to perform at the highest
level to keep up with peers leads to an otherwise unattainable commitment to
excellence.” 18
...in the service of all our students.

17
18

Jim Collins, ibid – A reference to Robert Spector of Kimberly-Clark
Ken Robinson, ibid
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What is the DNA of Ark Academy?

19

Teaching and learning –
the main thing is the main thing
We learn best when we learn together
Teaching is a craft that we can always improve
Strong ethos –
Civitas, compassionately ruthless

So what is your DNA?
“Like the conductor of an orchestra, the role
of the resonant leader is to help those
they lead understand the bigger picture.” 20

19
20

David Woods spoke about the ‘DNA of London Challenge’ in a 2009 speech
Steve Mumby – Leadership Focus for the National Association of Head Teachers (2011)
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Co-teaching and curriculum

