Crosshall Junior School: Account of Practice 

“Personalised Learning doesn’t just happen” 

On 21 May, a team from The Innovation Unit visited Crosshall Junior School, one of its Next Practice field trial sites. The team spent the day enquiring into the school’s practice as part of their ongoing investigation into innovative approaches to Resourcing Personalisation. 
We were impressed by the quiet buzz and high levels of engagement of pupils with their work throughout the school. We saw pupils participating in their learning to a very large extent.  They seemed enthusiastic about learning, and keen to show their work to visitors. All were confident, no matter their abilities, to talk about their learning and what trying to achieve. 
We were aware of the ways in which the school is constantly seeking ways for pupils to demonstrate achievement, whether that is through art, sculpture, story telling through comic strips and animations. Another impressive aspect was the way in which ICT enabled success for pupils who find other parts of the curriculum challenging.   
Innovation

The Headteacher, Julia Elliott has been at the school for 20 years and the deputy head Anne Eardley for 16.  They have been Head and Deputy for 7 and 6 years respectively. They described the overall philosophy of the school as one of innovation and how they are committed to promoting a culture which can embrace new ideas. They see this as important in staff development and retention. The culture of the school is all about new initiatives. “The staff wouldn’t stay if we were not continuously innovating” Julia told us. They believe that their highly stable staff is a significant factor in their success. 
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“Achieve your dreams”

The learning culture within the school is one within which children are asked “You choose”, “you decide”, and we saw children everywhere taking responsibility for their learning and behaviour. On the Deputy Headteacher’s door and throughout the school we could see a big signs that read “Achieve your dreams” – the school mission statement re-written by pupils in the School Council. 
Julia and Anne’s overall goal is to move the focus from teaching to learning – ensuring every member of staff is focussed on the learner. They do this by promoting what they call a HOT culture, one of honesty, openness, trust.
This ‘account of practice’ gives a flavour of what we saw and heard and is a tribute to how successful Crosshall Junior is at using a range of resources to personalise learning in practice for its students. 
Who is the teacher and who is the learner? 
At Crosshall School the staff use a range of strategies to understand the abilities, motivations and aspirations of their students. Part of this is their rigorous analysis of data, which they use to personalise the curriculum and raise achievement.  

Another strategy is the tutorials that every class teacher has with each of their students at the start of the year. These conversations last 15 minutes, and cover the personal targets that the student wants to set her or himself for the year, things they like, or find difficult and want to be better at. 
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Each pupil brings in a personal photograph which is displayed as part of a class group. The targets the pupil has chosen to work on are attached to this photograph. The interviews and the photos help the teacher and the school as a whole to acknowledge that the student has a life, interests and learning challenges outside school.  
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Post-it notes are used on a display board near the main entrance, where students can record special achievements. As early as Year 3 students identify their own leadership potential: “I know I am a leader because… me and my friends ran a club, I made the school a better place, I helped teacher tidy up, put paints out, I tried my best, I proved I could do….”. 
Feelings

They are also keen that students are able to identify and articulate emotions and feelings. Students are encouraged to do this via learning intentions: “by the end of the lesson I will be able to describe a character’s feelings” and by exploring the emotions that they and their peers experience. 
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The Headteacher described a strategy whereby she makes her office available on a Wednesday afternoon for students (often girls in Year 6 who have experienced minor confrontations) to talk about their feelings. This helps them find the language to be assertive: “I don’t like it when you say that”, and reduces the need to involve a teacher to advocate on their behalf. The group takes responsibility for their behaviour in the office.  
Space

As we walked through the open plan school we saw examples of the ways in which students have taken ownership of the school space, along with the sense of freedom and responsibility this has conferred upon them. Students moved about freely, getting out of their seats to help others with their work, and are able to visit the library when they choose. At the same time they were polite to each other and to adults, and were praised for their ‘lovely manners’ when moving about the school showing consideration to others. 
They knew they must use equipment responsibly, washing their hands before using technical equipment and carrying laptops with two hands. 
Desks in Year 6 were arranged to a student design. Whilst there was one desk per student, each fitted with a personal drawer, they were placed together in groups of 4 and 6. “Students do move from desk to desk, but the rule is that you never touch any one else’s drawer”. We saw year 5 girls practising their dance moves at break having ‘booked’ a school CD player to use, and all students scraping their plates after lunch and putting their knives and forks in bowls to soak. 
Lunchtimes

“We are always seeking to make more use of resources available”, Julia explained “and have opened up the school during lunchtimes with ‘Golden tickets’. These are magical passes which allow pupils to go anywhere in the school and do whatever they want during lunchtime.”  One Year 5 child when asked what he wanted to do with his golden ticket just wanted to walk around the school and see other year groups’ areas. Other pupils borrow a CD player and rehearse dance routines. The school also employs a TA so that ICT suite can be opened at lunchtime

Identity

The school is very successful in enabling pupils to have a strong sense of personal identity and to know that this is recognised and valued. Everywhere you look there are posters with motivational slogans such as “remember everything you have achieved today” and “don’t be a fool, learning is cool”. Students’ academic and personal efforts are recognised in the star student file. 
An issue for the school is that this sense of identity can be endangered during transition to secondary school. One notable example of this was Moses, a dyslexic pupil with high achievement at Crosshall. At his secondary school he found it hard to settle. Provision for his dyslexia was less sensitive, and he felt his ability and potential were not recognised. He said ‘I don’t know who I am anymore.’ Crosshall acknowledges that there may be some work to do in giving students coping strategies for a less sympathetic environment.
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From teaching to learning 

To achieve this level of active student participation in learning, Crosshall has worked hard to put building blocks in place which move the focus from teaching to learning. They are investigating the possibility that these building blocks could be developed as a toolkit for personalising learning. These blocks include:

· assertiveness training

· questioning skills

· problem solving

· leadership board
· use of success criteria
· mind-mapping

· big-picture enquiries

· use of assertive discipline

· a behaviour management plan 

· the voice wheel

Stated success criteria give children the tools to use to evaluate their own and others’ work, and enable learners to be self critical and resilient to constructive criticism from others, and able to criticise others’ work. They give teachers and children space to discuss their work. They take the emotional side out and allow children to be objective and move away from “it’s my best friend’s work, that’s why I like it.”  
We saw this working during the visit with Year 5 evaluating each other’s powerpoint presentations. Pupils were able to articulate what they were looking for and mark each presentation against a number of criteria. For example, the ones they liked were ‘full of facts’
It takes a long time for children not just to use the vocabulary but also to develop the level of maturity, confidence and self-esteem. Dan Ainscow commented that “teachers are better teachers as a result of the success criteria. They make them think through the mini steps a child has to achieve”

Voice wheels can be seen in every class area. 
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Julia commented “We don’t believe in silence.  You can’t say that children learn from each other if they are sitting in silence– that is why we devised the voice wheels.”  Pupils learn that different levels of voice are appropriate for different activities.
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Mind-mapping.  Children learn to mind map from Year 3. This was introduced by one teacher researching it and then the IT co-ordinator finding a tool.  The staff are always trying to find other ways for children to succeed. 

Big picture enquiries 

A topic is introduced with a big picture and children define the questions they want to answer 
In some subjects, e.g. study of Kenya in Year 6, we saw a board where pupils had stuck up questions on post-it notes.  
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The explanation was that the teacher had given the class an overview of the topic, the pupils had then decided what questions they wanted to ask and were going on to investigate the answers to their questions.
“We have adopted assertive discipline, giving praise to a child when they are on task because we find that others then imitate them.”

Julia Elliott & Anne Eardley

‘We say “prove to us you know these things”’
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Dan leader of special needs  tells us more about using success criteria, and how ICT works as an ‘equaliser’, building students self-esteem  
Using success criteria has been a number of years in the making. In lessons we link it with the use of learning intentions, and planning for learners. This is so that children know what they are looking for, have a greater degree of self-awareness in relation to setting their own targets. How’s it done?

Lots of lessons involve time to reflect.  “We try to build in green pen time to reflect.  In Year 3, children really hate it but by Year 6 it becomes a habit.”  Year 3 are still learning that you can tell your friend they have missed something out. They used to think ‘If I only say good things, then they might only say good things back’. Using the vocabulary of success criteria requires a level of maturity, self-esteem and confidence. When you see pupils talking to each other about their work, they say “You haven’t done this…, you’ve missed out…” They have developed a skill of redrafting their own work, refining it and sharing ideas about how they can make their work better. 
Success criteria are also useful if children struggle to remember what they are supposed to be doing, they can hang on the framework. For that matter so can the teacher when they are giving praise. Saying to them “look you’ve achieved this part of the task” helps you put yourself in the child’s shoes and appreciate that children don’t magically know how to follow the steps. 

The increased sense of responsibility and independence in learning that using success criteria brings helps with target setting too. Some are at the level where they are aware of their targets but not quite at the level where they can say what the target should be. The next step is for children to start choosing their own targets, not just writing targets we want to hear, or ones they think we want to hear. 

Self-esteem
They can choose who they work with, I ask them to ‘make sure it is someone you can work with’, and to think about the effectiveness of their learning, to reflect on the way they worked with peers, including the process, outcomes and products. Children frequently take on the role of being additional teachers. For example, in Year 6 in maths, the more able tutor the less able – they are given advanced warning of the work and then teach a table of children.  In Year 3, after a French lesson, a Spanish pupil taught the equivalent lesson in Spanish. Taken together, success criteria and target setting help the children learn about team skills, communication, problem-solving, perseverance, assertiveness, consideration, and their own identities as learners. 
IT is a great equaliser
It can make work look neat, and it enables children to be more autonomous. SEN children can participate in animation and they feel like experts, and their parents look on in amazement, because it is far beyond anything they themselves can do. For some students, it is a release to know they don’t have to come up with 2 pages of writing.  If they have difficulty interacting with peers it helps with the social side of group work as the focus is on the laptop and not on them. If they have Aspergers for example, they like to be in control, but during group work they have to learn to step back.  

Another thing we have done to help them is moving from software to hardware. We use macs which have simple operating system which allows children to be more creative. They also use generic software which is not subject specific. So we use bits of Number Shark and Word Shark, but we don’t buy much education software. We use bits of some software with others. Recently one of my groups used iphoto to insert a sequence of photos into a slide show and put a music backing to it… and these are the less able children.
We say “prove to us you know these things” and children choose ways to prove they know it. It’s important that we find other ways for our children to succeed than just writing, like powerpoint or mindmaps for example. Visual tools like mindmaps don’t just have to be for note-taking but can address this problem.  

‘Me and my Dad’
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Paul a parent describes his experience of Saturday schools with fathers at Crosshall.
My daughter has some special educational needs, but she always sees school as a good place to come. She was very enthusiastic about the idea of Saturday school and didn’t even mind missing swimming, her favourite activity, for the chance of doing something with Dad. At the first session, there was nervousness on all sides. By the second one this had disappeared. There was a very good response:  all those who had attended the first session came to the second one.

At the first session, they had to make a presentation on me and my Dad. She and I enjoyed using the laptop and digital camera, because it was more like playing not learning. The idea was to take your Dad to the things you like doing best so we did painting butterflies, and had total freedom in music room. Then we recorded each place with the photographs. It was a very productive morning. 
One girl took her father (who she rarely sees) to all her favourite places in the school and asked people to photograph her being held up in the air on one of his arms (he would lift her up in this way when she was little).  A lot of it was children teaching their and others’ Dads.  The time (3 hours) went by in a click. 
At the second session, we composed music using Garageband on the macs. By that time the parents were calling each other by their first names. There was also a degree of fluidity in which child was working with which Dad. Animation will be the topic of the next Saturday school. 
‘Leadership isn’t just about being the boss’
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Hannah  Year 5 team leader  
Crosshall is extending this process of scaffolding pupils’ progress towards being able to lead their own learning in the Field Trial through teaching pupils the different roles in team working. The preparation with Year 5 addresses the issue that not all students may be ready to lead their learning. They may want to but do not have the emotional literacy to work together.

Hannah reflected on how team work, a key skill in the repertoire of the independent learner, can be a real challenge for many students. In recent weeks her literacy and maths classes have involved children being given different roles in a group and asked to solve problems. “There are still lots of areas to improve upon with the group work. Students need training to help them solve a problem – for example how to make a product to filter water for a cat, or what is the cheapest fastest way to get to Le Touquet.” 
The input took place over 3 afternoons and has made a big difference in comparison to those children who have not yet had this input.  It is very quick to have an impact. “I have learned that when pupils choose their own groups, they are much more focussed. When they are put into groups, they want to see what the teacher thought their roles should be. Then they argue about it! Leadership is one of the key skills that they learn through group work. They also need help to learn about what they can do if someone in their group isn’t helping, without just coming to the teacher. They need to learn how, if you are the Chair, how you support others. It’s not just about being the boss.”
‘Every child has a talent’
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Ann Year 3 team leader 
Each year, at the start of Year 3 we have a blank slate.  The year groups can vary tremendously.  As soon as the Year 3s arrive, we move the focus from teaching to learning. They come in reliant on adult help and a structured approach.

We identify those skills that those children need to develop and change the curriculum accordingly.

We are always looking for skills that individual children have and valuing them e.g. comic books have been very successful for those children who cannot access literacy through writing. Every child has talent, our role is to help them find and develop it.
Ann is developing a Passport to be introduced to the new Year 3 in September.  This will incorporate the RSA opening minds work, putting the 5 competences into child friendly ‘I can do’ statements.  The new parents will be introduced to it in July.  The passport for each child will be reviewed every term.  Children will need to be able to articulate these skills.  This will give them the language.  It will help parents to know what their children are expected to do.

Issues

Transition in Year 6
Crosshall takes transition times seriously. Pupils from the infant school are helped to adapt from a teaching culture to one of learning. It is also aware that transition affects a whole family, and advises parents of expectations as well as seeking their views. A particular concern is what happens to their pupils when they move on to secondary schools. Crosshall is considering a passport of skills for year 6 pupils. It could contain examples of their work including electronic files such as the animated films that students in Year 4 create to GCSE standard (see case study 1)
Measuring what the school achieves with pupils – Ofsted

A recent Ofsted inspection highlighted issues of how to measure success in areas of strength at the school, including life skills such as independent learning and resilience. The field trial(s) will hopefully enable them to develop ideas about creating such a metric alongside the building blocks within the proposed toolkit for personalised learning and ‘skills passport’.  
How does scale affect what can be achieved?

Crosshall has a student population of just under 500 pupils. This has two benefits: it is small enough for pupils and staff to be known and to feel known; and it has the economies of scale which enable staff flexibility e.g. the creation of some posts with reduced contact time. It would be interesting to look at how their approach might work in smaller and larger schools. There is also an issue of how far the approach is affected by the characteristics of the intake group and by the impressive stability of the pupil intake: almost every pupil who joins in year 3 are still present at the end of year 6.

Striking a balance between the need for systems and creativity

The Head and Deputy both spoke of the need to strike a balance between effective systems and the space for creativity, and this would be an area for further exploration. In particular it would be interesting to explore the impact of assertive discipline and whether it remains as effective to the end of year 6.


Case study 1 Year 3 boys

We observed a team of 5 boys working in a team using Mac computers to animate the final sequence in their film of the 12 tasks of Heracles - the Hydra. One moved the camera, two moved the figures, another (the director) said “Clear the set, action!” and the cameraman clicked the mouse to record the shot. The boys worked with complete concentration, and whilst there were lots of suggestions and animated chat, they were on task for over 45 minutes. They also helped each other with technological problems, and were unphased when they had to wait to sort these out. At these times they rehearsed the scenes they were about to shoot, as though they were playing at home together. They were so well versed in the details of the story that they did not need to speak to each other about the stages of the shoot. They simply knew when it was night and switched their lamp off. They knew when Athena was required and she appeared.  


Learner: “How do we do close-ups?”

Teacher:  “I’ll leave that to you, you guys are clever.”

Learner:  “Now what about we….”

Learner:  “Yes, then we can…”

Learner:  “Want to do it?  Let’s have a go.”

Learner:  “I think we’ve done that bit now.”

Learner:  “How about moving it upwards?”

One boy in the team joined the school in September. He had previously been living in Spain and had no English. In the space of 9 months his command of the English language had progressed so quickly that he was able to communicate fully in the team and contribute to their work.  
Case study 2: Year 3 girls 

Charlie and Amy had produced a slide show on house sparrows and why they are endangered. They came up to the Headteacher during break and asked if they could show her and us. When they tried to introduce it on their apple mac laptop, they failed to get a connection to the wireless network. Other technical problems prevented them from presenting it to us, but the girls were undeterred! They even brought laptop into the Headteacher’s office when they had solved one set of problems with the equipment, only to find that another one was going to have to be sorted out. They showed enormous perseverance and maturity as time and again the laptop encountered difficulties, and their disappointment grew. 
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