
The Creative School
Leading Cultural Learning

R O YA L
O P E R A
H O U S E 
BRIDGE





The Creative School
Leading Cultural Learning



The Paths Children Take: Royal Opera House Bridge Conference 2018, South Essex College 
©ROH 2018. Photographs by Belinda Lawley

 
4



©
C

h
ar

lo
tt

e 
M

ac
M

ill
an

We at the Royal Opera House believe 
passionately in the power of cultural 
learning to enliven, challenge, inspire 
and transform lives. Over the course 
of the 2017/18 season our Learning 
and Participation programme 
has encouraged almost 42,000 
people to actively engage with our 
programmes and I’m immensely 
proud of this work.

In the last six years the Royal Opera 
House Bridge team have 
been working strategically to 
connect children and young people 
to great art and culture across 
Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, Essex 
and North Kent.  

By fostering partnerships between 
cultural providers and educators, 
we are unlocking exciting new 
opportunities for participation for 
children. 

Schools are a crucial arena for 
children to engage with the arts and 
culture, yet we know that schools 
are finding it harder and harder to 
ensure that children have access 
to arts and cultural learning. It 
takes a courageous and visionary 
headteacher to strengthen their arts 
offer in the current climate. 

All the schools featured in this 
collection describe the importance 
of cultural learning for their pupils. 
Although they all have different 
circumstances and challenges, they 
all demonstrate different ways in 
which the arts and culture can be a 
central part of a school.

I hope that the stories told in this 
collection will inspire many more 
schools to explore the life-changing 
opportunities that cultural learning 
can bring to children.

Preface
Alex Beard CBE
Chief Executive, Royal Opera House

For more information about the Royal Opera 
House’s Learning and Participation offer for 

schools, please visit roh.org.uk/learning

Charlotte MacMillan
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The Creative School can take many 
forms. It might be a secondary with 
many pupils studying for qualifications 
in creative subjects, a primary with a 
rich, culturally infused curriculum, or a 
special school where arts and culture 
help to reach and inspire every child 
in their care. What they all need are 
courageous senior leaders whose 
commitment to creativity, arts and 
cultural learning is unrelenting. 

In this booklet we present candid and 
authentic testimony from such leaders, 
compiled from over twenty-five hours 
of interviews. We have tried to select 
from a range of pupil rolls, phases and 
catchments so that each reader might 
find some content of direct relevance 
to their own professional lives. Through 
offering a window into these schools, 
we hope to encourage more schools to 
see the benefits of strengthening their 
creative and cultural learning offer. 

In each distinct school improvement 
journey the role of professional 
champions is hugely significant. 
Senior staff, driven by the value they 
place on a quality arts education, 
illustrate how they advocate for a 
more central place for the arts in 
their school’s curriculum. Making 
this case for change often involves 
connecting a school’s arts offer to 
the overall vision and values of the 
school and requires patience and 
determination to extend ownership 
of new ideas across all staff and 
governors. To grow both confidence 
and skill takes time and regular 
exposure to good practice: learning 
by doing is key. 

All contributors are clear that 
maintaining or improving standards 
in core subject areas is a central 
driver but recognize that the arts 
can complement these core areas 

Introduction

and accelerate progress across the 
curriculum. One or two schools have 
placed prominence on the benefits of 
strengthening the arts when a school 
is facing adverse circumstances. Here 
the arts have become an important 
and integral part of the solution–
focused action planning. A number of 
contributors have applied strengthening 
the arts to a specific problem like helping 
to address an attainment gap amongst 

Sally Manser
Head of Royal Opera House Bridge

Photo: Royal Opera House / Photographer: Emile Holba

 
3



targeted pupils, improving attendance 
and behaviour or building a school’s 
reputation.

The importance of equality of access 
to a quality cultural education for all 
children and young people is often 
mentioned, as is the role of Pupil 
Premium resources to help redress a 
deficit in participation. There is wide 
recognition that children need exposure 

to a range of cultural experiences 
before they begin to know what they 
like. Striving for excellence and mastery 
of the arts while also assuring an 
inclusive offer is a familiar challenge. 
The monitoring of cultural learning 
visits to plot who is accessing what 
over their school career and also the 
assessment of progress in arts 
subjects over time are welcome 
innovations.

At a time of teacher shortages, it is 
interesting to note that some senior 
leaders are using the value they place 
on creative and cultural learning as a 
successful recruitment tool and some 
suggest that teachers’ freedom to 
lead creative and cultural learning can 
play a vital role in staff retention. This 
is echoed in the approaches some 
schools have taken to involve parents 
and the wider community in a creative 
school ethos. The importance of 
broadening horizons and building and 
sustaining aspiration in a community 
cannot be underestimated. 

In special education settings the 
curriculum is particularly bespoke 
and benefits from the wide range of 
physical and emotional aspects of 
learning inherent within the arts. The 
three schools featured in our ‘Focus 
on...Special Educational Needs’ article 
see the arts as multi-sensory, helping 
diversify learning pathways matched 
to pupil need and keeping challenges 
fresh. Working in partnership helps 
their pupils practice self-regulation 
and become confident communicators 
thus building their self-esteem. Much 
innovative practice is born through 
these collaborations.
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All contributors are outward facing 
and strive to be better networked 
and collaborative. They show great 
resourcefulness in identifying 
relationships to develop and creative 
partnerships to sustain. The ability to 
spot an opportunity is a common skill 
whether exploiting neighbourhood 
links to maritime history or becoming 
an established international school.  
Some schools have developed such 
strong relationships with the cultural 
sector that creative partners are hard 
to distinguish from regular staff so 
involved are they in curriculum delivery. 
Successful cultural partnerships are  
memorable and influence pedagogy 
long after they have finished.

There are still battles to win. 
Headteachers consistently highlight 
the challenges of funding and/or 
accountability pressures and, though 
many are finding creative ways to 
overcome such obstacles, it remains 
a significant challenge. The creative 
case for children’s exposure to cultural 
diversity was implicit rather than 
explicit. And although a number of 
teachers spoke about their desire to 
improve the creative use of digital 
learning, few identified it as a strength, 

despite the emphasis placed on this 
area by agencies including Arts Council 
England.

Successful integration of a strong arts 
offer into schools seems to be about 
a mixture of seizing opportunities, 
holding your nerve, fostering curiosity 
and experimentation and maintaining 
an infectious enthusiasm. Supporting 
the rigour of this process with a journey 
to an Artsmark Award can help. 
Sustained over time, a commitment to 
a strong arts offer can truly get into the 
bricks of an institution.

I would like to extend my thanks to 
all the senior leaders who generously 
gave their time to be interviewed 
for this collection, to our team of 
photographers and to Pete McGuigan, 
our interviewer, who contributed his 
extensive experience as a primary 
school head and arts educator to telling 
these stories.

If you’d like to know more about the 
work of Royal Opera House Bridge or 
to work with us, please get in touch at 
bridge@roh.org.uk or 01708 891200.

School photographs in this publication were 
taken by Rachel Cherry, Jen Farrant, Roger 
King and Nick Strugnell.

Cover photo by Brian Slater.

Initial interviews were conducted by Pete 
McGuigan and the publication was edited by 
Richard Speight.

 
5



A Thriving Community
The Mary Bassett Lower School, Central Bedfordshire



How does a school embark on a journey 
towards strengthening children’s access 
to arts and culture? Strong leadership 
is one of the key aspects shared by all 
the schools featured in this publication. 
When facing up to the challenge of 
embedding the arts, the inspiration of 
one leader or one teacher can be the 
spark that lights the fire. 

Kristian Hewitt, headteacher at The 
Mary Bassett Lower School has very 
clear, and very personal reasons for why 
he has prioritized the arts and culture in 
school. 

‘I grew up in this town as a 
disadvantaged pupil and, for me, one 
of the biggest dangers in our current 
educational situation is that we’ve lost 
the focus of developing the whole 
child in favour of academic progress’, he 
says. 

‘There’s been a national agenda 
for schools to refocus on academic 
outcomes, but I think it’s been at the 
expense of those other things that 
actually support children to become 
successful adults. So, my big passion is 
to see how a local community can be 
transformed, using the influence that 
schools can have when developing the 
next generation’. 

As the former head of a secondary 
school Design and Technology 
department, Kristian has taken a big 
leap into the unknown as a lower 
school leader, but his powerful sense 
of mission is already informing the 
strategic vision he has put into place at 
Mary Bassett. All three of the key aims 
within the school’s vision reflect both 
the school’s community ambitions and 
the focus on the arts and culture that 
will help to realize it. 

‘The first priority is a whole school 
approach that develops physical and 
emotional well-being and positive 
mental health. Second, is to broaden 
our pupils’ interest and exposure to arts 
and culture. This is about celebrating 
the richness of the world and making 
exciting, broad learning a daily 
experience. And, the third one is about 
pupil progress, and preparing young 
people for the next level of education 
- which we overtly say is not just about 
English and maths, it has got to include 
all subjects across the curriculum’. 

Part of the community outreach that 
Kristian seeks involves bringing parents 
more actively into the education of their 
children. Mary Bassett takes children 
from two years old and upwards, an age 
at which parental engagement is key to 
learning.  

‘I’m looking at ways of engaging young 
parents in arts and culture activity as 
a tool to build their confidence and 
understanding of how their child will 
develop and grow. If we could find 

Mary Bassett Lower School is a two-form entry lower school in 
Leighton Buzzard. Cultural and creative learning plays a vital role 
in the school’s efforts to improve children’s well-being and build a 
stronger community.
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an accessible place where these young 
parents can actually start getting 
stuck in… seeing the differences these 
experiences can make to their child’s 
confidence and language development. I 
know the arts and culture opportunities 

governing body: ‘I don’t see Ofsted as 
the problem, I see Ofsted as a freeing 
opportunity to back up some of the 
arguments that I feel passionate about’.

His conviction is paying dividends in 
unexpected areas. ‘I did a recruitment 
drive last summer, ready for September’, 
he says, ‘and I was very bold with the 
style of advert that I put out, focussing 
on the vision for the school. At a time 
when schools locally are really struggling 
to recruit, I was overwhelmed with 

that we provide stimulate discussion, 
they stimulate vocabulary, and I know 
that is partly why the evidence shows 
that arts and culture opportunities 
improve children’s outcomes because 
you develop curiosity. You develop the 
intellect, the critical thinking, and the 
confidence to talk even at a very early 
age’. 

‘As a starting point, I’m looking at 
setting up an art class on a Wednesday 
evening. I’ve found a local artist who I 
think is going to be willing to do it and 
I’m looking at investing some resources 
in order to transform the hall into an art 
studio for the whole evening’.

Kristian is aware that much of what he 
does is a risk - ‘I decided I’m going to 
act by what I believe could work, what 
I know works, what I’ve learnt so far’ 
- but is convinced that his approach is 
the right one for his pupils. To support 
his position, he has utilized positive 
feedback from school inspectors to 
continue to sell his vision for the 
school to the local authority and to the 

‘With the distorted pressure 
to perform to attainment 
outcomes - to the detriment 
of the development of the 
whole child - there is a lot of 
fear that holds talented and 
able professionals back. To 
challenge this climate you 
have to be bold and stick to 
your principles’.
Kristian Hewitt
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‘This transition in mindset, expertise and 
understanding in my teachers is the key 
thing for me. I can talk about arts and 
culture until the cows come home, but 
I can’t teach every child in the school. 
My challenge is how to ensure that every 
child has an experience every day that 
reflects the creativity that I know will 
make a difference’. 

applications. I found that really positive: 
we’re selling a vision that people are 
interested in. It meant we were able to 
select the ideal candidates to join our 
team’.

The need to build support and skills 
within the staff is one of the big 
challenges Kristian is addressing. 

‘That’s the Achilles’ heel at the moment, 
that arts and cultural expertise sits with 
a limited number of employees. I need 
to really make sure I’ve embedded a 
vision for arts and culture and provided 
all of our staff with experiences that 
makes it become part of their own 
instinct. We are just on the threshold 
of establishing the routines and 
opportunities that would support this 
becoming a reality’.

To achieve this instinctual attitude to 
arts and cultural learning, Kristian is 
encouraging teachers to think of where 
cross-curricular links can be forged 
and the school has started an Artsmark 
journey. 

‘We have two teachers in each year 
group. They plan together and I’ve said, 
“let’s throw planning up in the air. 
How do you make every day in your 
classroom an exciting possibility?” How 
do you deliver maths and English 
criteria without the boundaries of, “
This is maths, this is English”?’, he 
explains.
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Creative Habits of Mind
The Victory Academy, Medway



All along the littoral of the Thames 
Estuary, there are communities trying 
to adapt to the changing nature of the 
British economy. Areas with previously 
high levels of work in industry or 
shipping are regenerating and shifting 
their economic priorities. 

This challenge has been particularly 
marked in Chatham, with the closure of 
the Dockyard in 1984 leaving a legacy of 
deprivation that is only now starting to 
be addressed. Schools like The Victory 
Academy are in the vanguard of efforts 
to help improve the life chances of 
young people in these areas.  

As Principal Mandy Gage readily 
acknowledges, The Victory Academy 
has faced some significant challenges in 
transforming academic standards and 
improving its reputation in the local 
community. 

‘When I became head in 2015, the school 
was in a difficult position – we knew 
we needed to instil respect, pride, and 
belief in our young people. The arts have 
always been successful at Victory, but 
now we are using them as a vehicle to 
drive forward whole school success. In 
only two years, the school has gone from 
‘Requires Improvement’ to being rated 
‘Good’ by Ofsted, achieved record GCSE 
results, and in 2017 was ranked the best 
non-selective school in Medway by the 
Department for Education’.

The road to improvement really began 
when Victory became part of the 
Thinking Schools Academy Trust. 
The ethos of the Trust is to nurture 
successful children who are confident 
and can think and act independently. It 
encourages children to recognize their 
own habits, strengths and areas for 
development.

Such an approach chimed well with 
Victory’s existing strength in the 
performing and visual arts, and was 
integral to the development of the 
school’s Victory Virtues. These are a set 
of principles co-devised with students 
at the school, and include skills like 
‘bounceability’ and listening with 
empathy.

Carley Dawkins, head of the school’s 
visual arts department, explains: ‘Our 
Victory Virtues are habits of mind. 
They encourage students to think 
independently and empower them to 
adopt positive habits’.

The Victory Academy is a secondary school in Medway with 740 
students. Having successfully used the arts as part of its school 
improvement journey, it is now a leading player in the Medway 
Cultural Education Partnership.

‘We’ve attracted a lot of 
attention because of our 
innovative approach... 
how this school has used 
‘thinking’ together with its 
arts specialism to transform 
the life chances of young 
people’.
Mandy Gage
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Each Virtue has its own branding and 
every single year group that goes through 
the school is encouraged to consider the 
Virtues through artistic expression.

‘If you say “Draw persisting”, it’s a really 
hard concept. But because students 
have had to research each virtue in so 
much depth, they know what they mean 
through and through. The Virtues have 
been really, really successful. They instil 
a desire to constantly strive for accuracy, 
and the determination to keep trying’.

Hannah Couch, head of the performing 
arts department, adds: ‘Previously, 
students would relish arts lessons but 
sometimes misbehave in other subjects. 
What we have now - and we’re really 
proud of this, it has transformed the 
school - is a universal language of 
learning. So, how you behave in art is 
exactly how you behave in maths, in 
science, in English, because we’re using 
the same thinking toolkit’.

According to Mandy, these changes have 
become part of the fabric of Victory: 

Developing a strong programme of 
arts education has also been vital 
in redressing another long-standing 
challenge for the school: low student 
numbers. Last year, the school had 88 
Year 11 students, but 170 in Year 7.

Mandy sets out the transformation that 
is underway: ‘Over the last three years, I 
have visited different primary schools in 
the local area and surrounding towns, 
building strong relationships with 
teachers and showcasing the innovative 

‘When you walk into our school, the 
first thing you see is an absolutely 
massive mosaic that the whole school 
created and it’s about us and our values. 
It shows that link between thinking and 
the arts and there’s a naval reference 
on there as well. That’s the first thing 
you see. You walk around the school, 
everywhere you go you will see it. And 
not just displays either, you feel it. You 
listen to students, they talk about it. You 
go into lessons, you feel that. There’s an 
energy here’.
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Education Partnership, Mandy sits 
on the board of Nucleus Arts, a local 
community arts charity. Hannah sits on 
the Medway Music Hub board and leads 
agenda items on teacher development for 
the Hub.  With all this activity, Victory’s 
ambition is unlikely to diminish.

‘We see ourselves at Victory as quite a 
brave school because we have taken some 
really bold, innovative steps to transform 
performance and student engagement’, 
says Mandy. ‘We’re doing what we believe 
in – and achieving great success’.

arts-based approach that we have 
pioneered here. We have invited primary 
school pupils to taster days, to try out 
activities like creative writing, and the 
response has been absolutely fantastic. 
We’re looking at being potentially 
oversubscribed for the first time’. 

Medway’s rich heritage offers a further 
opportunities for students. Rochester 
was the long-time home of Charles 
Dickens; Rochester Guildhall and 
Cathedral both actively engage with 
children and young people; and 
Chatham Historic Dockyard is one the 
country’s leading independent museums.

‘Medway is a really culturally rich area, 
and what we must all strive to do is draw 
on that culture to support the personal 
development and growth of young 
people’, says Mandy. 

Naval links feature strongly in her vision 
for the school, which she describes as 
the ANT triad: Arts, Naval, Thinking. 
There are strong links with the Historic 
Dockyard, whose Preservation and 

Education Director is a Governor at the 
school, and the school now has its own 
unit of Sea Cadets. This combination 
of different strengths has helped define 
a new identity for Victory, one which 
has been recognized with an Artsmark 
Platinum Award. 

The relationship between school and 
community goes both ways. Staff 
members are actively engaged in the 
work of cultural organizations in 
Medway to shape provision. In addition 
to her role in the Medway Local Cultural 
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Creativity for All
Denbigh Primary School, Luton



As the area that Royal Opera House 
Bridge serves becomes increasingly 
diverse, schools are being posed new 
questions about how they make cultural 
learning inclusive and accessible to all. 
With the nationwide ‘Taking Part’ survey 
consistently showing that those from 
ethnic minority groups participate less 
frequently in a range of cultural activities, 
these questions take on a particular 
urgency. 

Denbigh Primary School in Luton has 
been considering how to respond to 
these issues for some time. Situated in a 
deprived part of the town with a large 
Muslim population, widening access to 
cultural opportunities has been a huge 
priority, and has become a key part of 
school improvement. The school’s former 
headteacher Lynne McMulkin, who 
retired at the end of the 2018-19 academic 
year explains.

‘When I became Head here just over six 
years ago, the school was very different. 
The children were very quiet and passive 
and had no voice or opportunity for 
expression. There was a lack of creativity 
and vitality. The arts curriculum was 
sidelined in favour of a focus on the core 
subjects. Learning took place in silence. 
In class and around the school, the 
children did not lift their heads. Teachers 
spoke at length, the children listened and 
then performed the tasks set. Standards 
and levels of engagement were very poor’.

‘Something had to be done. I needed 
a whole school focus to inject colour 
and energy and life and inspiration and 
aspiration and excellence, and so I chose 
to use the arts to enliven and shake up 
the whole curriculum. This approach has 
transformed the culture and outlook of 
our school’.

Denbigh initially focussed on music and 
received extensive support from Luton 
Music Education Hub but soon moved 
into different areas of creative learning, 
working in partnership with local 
theatres, dance groups and professional 
artists. The school participated in the 
Shakespeare for Schools programme and 
children have taken to the stage in Luton, 

Denbigh Primary School is a three-form entry primary school in the 
centre of Luton. It has enthusiastically embraced a wide range of 
creative learning to provide opportunities for its pupils, almost all of 
whom come from ethnic minority backgrounds.
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Dunstable and Stevenage. Children now 
participate in a range of local, national 
and international arts events, including 
a recent ERASMUS project in which the 
school hosted a transnational event.

‘We’ve got such a reputation now within 
the town, that if any organization wants 
to try something, they’ll ask us to pilot 
it. Because we say “yes’’ – that’s our 
attitude’, says Lynne. ‘We have to provide 
our children with as many experiences 
as possible because, outside school, 
they wouldn’t take part in arts-based 
activities. If someone asks us to go to 

And ultimately, they’ve seen their 
children enjoying being at school, 
enjoying our curriculum and taking their 
learning home’.

Assistant Head at Denbigh and graduate 
of Royal Opera House Bridge’s Leaders of 
Impact programme Rebecca Cook also 
points to the role that school governors 
can play in building support for arts-led 
change: ‘Our chair of governors is from 
within the Muslim community, one 
of our parents, and he is a big driving 
force for us. We ask his opinion on a lot 
of things:  “do you think parents will 
appreciate this?”  And he might say “why 
don’t you tweak it this way or present it in 
this way”, and we listen’.

Having established community support, 
Denbigh’s route to improvement has 
been well-grounded in careful attention 
to curriculum and a thorough approach 
to pedagogy. The school studies the 
International Primary Curriculum, which 
incorporates the arts and culture within 
it, but the school add to it with increased 
attention on progression. 

Luton Museum to trial a new app, then 
that’s where we go. If a local dance group 
needs a group of children to perform 
at a festival – we volunteer. If a violin 
orchestra is required to provide incidental 
music – then we perform’.

Denbigh’s approach is one of openness 
and transparency. Alan Hodges, 
Deputy Head and headteacher of the 
school from autumn 2018, describes the 
spirit that surrounds the school. ‘We 
talk to the parents about everything 
that’s happening in school. We’re there 
morning and evening, outside on the 
school playground’.

The school invites parents and visitors 
into school at every opportunity to 
showcase its practice – instrumental 
concerts, dance displays, drama and 
poetry reading and art exhibitions, 
something Alan thinks is illustrative 
of the school’s approach. ‘It’s that kind 
of open door policy and that kind of 
welcomeness, and non-threateningness.  
I think sometimes you can distance 
communities by making it too highbrow. 
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‘We have made a conscious effort to 
employ staff with arts qualifications’, 
according to Lynne, ‘so if you haven’t 
an English degree at our school then 
you’ve probably got Art A-Level or 
Drama A-Level or you can play musical 
instruments. In each year group, at least 
one teacher has a background in the arts’. 

‘And the teaching assistants are the same. 
We tend to employ teaching assistants 
who have an interest in the arts. While 
they’re here, they give so much to our 
children: running extra-curricular art and 
dance clubs, preparing the children for 
concerts and festivals’.

Ultimately, it’s this team approach 
that Lynne views as key to Denbigh’s 
achievements to date. ‘The magic 
ingredient is getting the right staff around 
you. It’s getting really brilliant teachers’.
 
Alan agrees, ‘Yes, it’s really getting 
teachers, but it’s also the positivity. 
You smile, you are polite, you are well 
mannered, you celebrate, and you share 
success’.

Rebecca sets out their approach: ‘We’ve 
mapped the progression of skills, which 
supports teachers in their planning. 
When they’re teaching art, music, 
design and technology, or drama they 
know where to pitch it to ensure there 
is progression from learning in previous 
years’.

This approach also ensures that children 
get a good breadth of different genres 
and different experiences. Teachers are 
provided with the pedagogical structure 
for learning within the school but are 
given the flexibility to use different 
elements at different points. 

Flexibility extends to the children’s 
learning and there’s a strong focus on 
transferable skills that can be acquired 
through the arts. Lynne says, ‘Children 
apply the skills they’ve learnt through 
appreciation of art to the appreciation of 
reading. This just involves looking at the 
work of the author, rather than the work 
of the artist’.

Lynne is very clear that the arts has played 
a major role in the school’s ability to 
accelerate the learning of pupils. Around 
75% of the children come into the school 
either below or well below expectations, 
yet, as recent statistics demonstrate, by 
the end of Key Stage 2 the students exceed 
national averages with 74% of children 
meeting expected levels in achieving 
combined reading, writing and maths. 
Denbigh has also been awarded an 
Artsmark Platinum Award.

Recruiting and retaining the highest 
quality staff is a major part of Denbigh’s 
journey to success and has emerged as 
a key priority for senior leaders in the 
school.

“The community is so proud: 
the parents and the governors 
are so proud of the skills and 
confidence the children have 
developed – of what we’ve 
achieved - and they want us to 
shout it out loud.”
Lynne McMulkin
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Respect and Identity
The Sweyne Park School, Essex



Recent years have seen increasing 
public attention on the challenges 
facing creative and cultural learning. A 
strong central focus on accountability 
measures saps teacher time and, despite 
protestations to the contrary, literacy 
and numeracy focus in primaries and 
pressure to not enter pupils for arts 
GCSEs in secondaries are creating the 
perception that creative learning is less 
valued. Moreover, reductions in school 
funding in real terms are making it 
harder and harder for headteachers to 
justify spending money on the arts. 

These are all challenges that face The 
Sweyne Park School and its headteacher 
Andy Hodgkinson, who has emerged 
as a key voice promoting the arts and 
culture in school in the region. 

‘If you want to protect the arts, to defend 
them and promote them’, he says, ‘I 

think you’ve got to be really clear about 
all of the arguments you can marshal, 
because they are under threat at the 
moment. Because of curriculum reforms. 
Because of accountability measures. And 
because of austerity, in particular’. 

‘When things are well established, I 
can work hard with governors and 
stakeholders to ensure we preserve them 
despite these constraints. However, 
developing brand new permanent 
provision is a real challenge. I’m proud 
of the fact we have preserved art, music 
and drama... They’re about respect and 
identity, self-expression and confidence 
for our students’. 

Respect in particular is one of the key 
attributes that Sweyne Park wants to 
instil in its pupils, as recognized by 
its 2015 Department for Education 
Character Award, and Andy is clear 

that the arts plays a significant role in 
supporting this agenda. 

‘Drama has a particular significance 
to our ethos of respecting yourself and 
others in the community. Through that 
act of putting on a mask, you are able 
to explore different identities, different 
narratives, and what that does, I think, is 
really reflective of our ethos’. 

This respect for different identities 
encompasses broadening students’ 
understanding of those from different 
cultural backgrounds, something that 

The Sweyne Park School is a large secondary school in Rayleigh, 
Essex. Despite financial and curriculum pressures, its leadership team 
are committed to supporting the arts within school, and advocating 
for their importance to the wider community.

‘We’re in a strong strategic 
position as a school, and if 
we genuinely believe in the 
inherent value of the arts, 
then surely we’ve got a moral 
duty to go out of our way to 
protect them and to celebrate 
them’.
Andy Hodgkinson
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Andy acknowledges is a real challenge 
in a school with an overwhelmingly 
white British demographic. ‘We do 
try very hard in this regard. One of 
the awards that we most cherish is the 
International Schools Award and we’ve 
had that reaccredited five times now. 
It’s about trying to widen horizons 
and get pupils thinking about different 
kind of perspectives on things which is 
hugely important. We certainly haven’t 
got that cracked yet, but it is big on our 
radar’. 

Deaf or hearing impaired, and children 
who are hearing but have chosen to 
learn BSL’. 

However, Andy is also aware that a focus 
on inclusion carries its own tensions 
and can be prejudicial towards ensuring 
provision that supports the most able. 

‘On the one hand I want a school that 
is utterly inclusive, so everyone does 
the arts and everyone hopefully gets 
something from it. On the other hand, 
I want to have something that is a 
provision that allows people with a real 
gift or flair to unleash their talents, and 
the two can sometimes compete with 
each other. What we’re trying to do is get 
the best of both worlds’. 

‘We start at the point of transition and 
when pupils are in Year 6 at local feeder 
primary schools, one of the things we do 
is a thing called the Play in a Day. It costs 
us, but it is money well spent’.  

‘A professional drama consultant comes 
in and works with Year 6 and some 

Another element where Andy sees the 
arts has a particularly positive role 
to play is in being inclusive. ‘We take 
everyone in our catchment area – no 
matter what their needs. For example, 
we’ve got a unit for 24 Deaf and hearing-
impaired children at the school who all 
engage in the arts, which are a hugely 
powerful part of their experience here’. 

‘Were you to have visited next week 
you would have seen our signing choir, 
which is a mixture of children who are 
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Despite the opportunities these kind of 
changes offer, Andy knows that resource, 
workload and accountability pressures 
will continue to be a factor. ‘On our 
stance on the arts, my conscience is clear 
because we do such a lot with very little. 
But ultimately if we didn’t have such high 
demands on us as teachers we could do an 
awful lot more’.  

It is this message which he will continue 
to spread as he fights for the future of 
the arts in his school and beyond. 

of our Year 7 pupils who went to that 
primary school and use it as a way to 
find out about Sweyne Park. They create 
a performance, develop some skills 
and some confidence, make some new 
friends and relationships, and then the 
parents come in in the afternoon and 
watch the performance’. 

‘What’s great about it is that it creates 
a sense of family. It’s one of the most 
effective things that we do with 
transition, but it’s also a statement 
of intent in terms of how we want 
to work with our families and pupils 
collaboratively, and that we value the 
arts’. 

This work with feeder primaries has 
developed into a more substantive 
partnership with a local primary school 
that has joined with Sweyne Park in a 
multi-academy trust. ‘It’s going to be 
another opportunity for us to use our 
expertise to work with the primary 
school to enhance their arts provision. 
That will in turn help us with transition 
and progression’. 

In addition to this work, there is plenty 
on Andy’s to-do list around the arts 
in the senior school. and to help this 
the school has started an Artsmark 
journey. ‘The question is now “what 
have you got to do more of?”. There 
are certain cohorts – at this school that 
would be disadvantaged pupils – with 
whom we need to do more to encourage 
engagement in the arts. I think there are 
more cross-curricular links to be made, 
the links to things like reading, writing 
and maths’. 
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Unlocking Pupils’ Voices
St Meryl School, Hertfordshire



In a small school, with limited budgets 
and a smaller pool of staff experience 
to draw on, embedding the arts and 
culture into the life of the school can 
be particularly difficult. Senior leaders 
often have to show remarkable flexibility 
and tenacity to grab hold of and exploit 
any cultural learning opportunities that 
become available.  

St Meryl Primary School serves the 
community of Carpenders Park, an 
estate dating from the 1930s, just 
south of Watford. With just over 200 
students on roll, St Meryl is a one-form 
entry primary in which almost all of 
the students come from Carpenders 
Park, which, owing to infrastructure, is 
somewhat isolated from neighbouring 
communities. Michele Geddes, the 
headteacher, outlines some of the 
challenges that come with working in 
such an environment.  

‘Recruitment is an issue for any school, 
but our geography makes this even 
more challenging for us as we’re close 
to Harrow where schools are able to 
offer London weighting. Our budget has 
pretty much been frozen but what we 
have to pay out has increased. So, things 
are becoming more and more stretched: 
things like the national living wage, 
the apprenticeship levy and pension 
contributions have had a significant 
impact’.

Michele joined St Meryl in 2013. 
The school had experienced some 
time without a substantive head, had 
experienced a big turnover of staff and 
Key Stage 2 results had suffered. After an 
initial period of intense focus on English 
and maths in order to get standards back 
up to where they should be, a favourable 
Ofsted report gave Michele and her staff 
the space to think about the kind of 

experiences that they wanted pupils to 
have at St Meryl. It was, says Michele, ‘a 
refusal to allow the arts and culture to 
be marginalized’.

Unsurprisingly, the twin challenges of 
isolation and pinched finances have 
informed how St Meryl is trying to 
develop its offer of arts and culture.  

St Meryl School is a small primary school near Watford, close to the 
border with London. With limited resources, the school has had to 
be entrepreneurial in accessing cultural opportunities and is making 
pupils part of this process.
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‘I’ve not found it easy to access cultural 
organizations. I’ve gone out to them, 
rather than them coming out to me. And 
while there are lots of things around, if 
you haven’t got a lot of money, then it’s 
very difficult to access’.

The school has, therefore, pursued 
multiple partnerships, with 
organizations like Hertfordshire Music 
Service and Watford Museum that are 
able to bring a strong focus on teachers’ 
CPD to the table. It has also made use 

What perhaps makes St Meryl stand 
out most amongst its peers, both in 
Hertfordshire and the wider Royal 
Opera House Bridge region, is its deep 
focus on pupil voice.

‘I’d say pupil voice is really strong here; 
we seek children’s views in all sorts of 
ways and for lots of different things. 
We’ve got the steering group for the 
Rights Respecting School programme 
that we’re a part of. We’ve got our 
School council, Eco Council and our 
Arts Ambassadors. The children are 
very much involved in designing their 
own curriculum and they have their 
say through regular ‘News and Views’ 
assemblies’.

The Arts Ambassador programme is 
something that Michele is particularly 
proud of. This brings together a group of 
children with a particular talent in one 
or more artforms, who are passionate 
about the arts. The group meets every 
month to talk about the opportunities 
they’ve had and how they can help to 
enhance the curriculum even more. 

of its proximity to London to take 
advantage of the capital’s cultural offer: 
just one example being the annual Year 
Three visit to Tate Britain. 

Michele personally has taken hold of 
every opportunity to expand her own 
network – she is a graduate of Royal 
Opera House Bridge’s Leaders for Impact 
programme. She also wants to involve 
St Meryl in wider networks, particularly 
in the emerging Hertfordshire Cultural 
Education Partnership. 
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This approach marries in with other 
innovations, including cutting down 
the number of exercise books children 
are given, putting English and 
humanities subjects in one book and 
science, technology, engineering and 
maths subjects in another book with 
no separate workbooks for the arts 
and creative subjects. The impact of 
this is that there is now consistency in 
the work produced by children in all 
subjects and creative work is subject to 
the same scrutiny and monitoring as 
other subjects.

Funding remains a key issue for the 
school and one of the measures that the 
school is investigating to redress this is 
joining a Multi-Academy Trust, in 
order to benefit from some economies 
of scale and work more collaboratively. 

But, whatever comes next, Michele is 
determined to hold on to what makes St 
Meryl special. ‘A degree of autonomy is 
really, really important to us. We want 
to keep our own identity and our own 
ethos’.

‘For example, this year, the Arts 
Ambassadors have said that they 
would like to do an arts week’, Michele 
explains. ‘They’re going to plan a 
whole week, based on the arts, with a 
performance at the end’.

This focus on pupil voice has fed into 
how teachers at the school plan lessons 
and St Meryl has broken away from 
some established orthodoxies in how to 
arrange learning. 

‘Before teachers start a unit of work, they 
will always ask the children what they 
know and what they’d like to know and 

plan accordingly. So, teachers here don’t 
plan too far in advance. In fact, we don’t 
use planning formats at all… we plan 
directly onto whiteboard slides, which 
was a real leap of faith. But I wanted 
teachers to use their time resourcing 
fantastic learning opportunities rather 
than wasting time filling out planning 
forms. It’s made planning much more 
creative and enjoyable’.

Pupils too are encouraged to 
demonstrate their creativity in their 
day-to-day learning. ‘We use ‘choice of 
challenge’ across the school so children 
are able to take greater responsibility for 
their learning. We also encourage them 
to make choices about how they present 
their learning’, says Michele. 

‘If we’re teaching them something, we 
quite often will say to them, you can 
choose how you want to present your 
learning today it might be through 
writing but it might also be through 
some artwork, or drawing, or making 
something or through working with 
others to create a piece of drama’.

‘I think that you should offer 
children as many different 
opportunities as you possibly 
can, so that they can find 
their niche. We need to get 
them excited about the 
opportunities that are open to 
them’. 
Michele Geddes
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Focus on... Special Educational Needs
Beacon Hill Academy, Thurrock
Lexden Springs School, Essex 
The Valley School, Hertfordshire



Creative and cultural learning has a 
particularly strong role to play in schools 
that work with pupils with special 
educational needs and disabilities. In 
order to try and capture the range of 
cultural education innovation that is 
taking place in our region, we spoke to 
three schools who work with pupils with 
complex needs: Beacon Hill Academy 
in Thurrock, Lexden Springs School 
in Colchester and The Valley School in 
Stevenage. 

Though each school differs slightly in 
the pupils that it supports, whether by 
age range or the nature of the children’s 
needs, various common themes have 
emerged. Strongly represented 
throughout is a focus on supporting 
communication for children who might 
otherwise have problems expressing 
themselves or who feel constrained by 
their needs. 

 
Simon Wall, headteacher at Lexden 
Springs articulates the importance of 
cultural learning to break through 
these barriers. ‘The arts’, he says, ‘are 
about teaching children to self-regulate, 
to express, to recognize emotions in 
themselves and other people’. 

Flis Kirk, Learning Leader for Performing 
Arts at The Valley, gives similar weight 
to the arts as a means to improve 
communication: ‘The bigger picture for 
us is to ensure our children are confident 
communicators and feel as if they have 
something to offer.  So many of our pupils 
have such low self-esteem and think that 
they have absolutely nothing to offer the 
world.  And though it might sound a bit 
cliché, the arts are a really powerful way 
of them realizing that they do’. 

For children who face severe challenges 
with communication, the arts offer the 

opportunity for multi-sensory learning 
that can enhance communications 
between adult and child and the child 
and their peers. Lexden Springs have 
developed this kind of practice through 
providing sensory art sessions for their 
pupils. 

As Music Co-ordinator at Lexden Springs 
Victoria Utting explains: ‘We use lots of 
resources linked to a topic and we just 
allow the children to explore them, often 
in a sensory way. Pupils are smelling the 
resources, they’re licking them, they are 
feeling them on their bodies… they’re 
making choices’ 

Cultural education is also influencing 
teaching methods and learning 
behaviours within the special schools 
that we interviewed. Assessment 
frameworks for children with SEND can 
be more flexible than those used within 
mainstream schools. This has allowed 
some schools to be innovative about the 
contexts where children learn, taking 
inspiration from how arts and culture can 
support learning. 

Across the Royal Opera House Bridge region, schools that work with 
children with special educational needs and disabilities are developing 
new approaches to cultural learning tailored to the requirements of 
their students.  

 
27



This inspiration is evident in how strongly 
special schools emphasize the entitlement 
that children have for cultural learning. 

For The Valley School, a secondary 
school that frequently takes children who 
come from mainstream primaries, this is 
central. 

‘Often if children come to us from a 
mainstream primary school, they’re not 
part of plays and things, because they 
either ‘couldn’t cope’ or they were doing 

‘The learning and the targets that 
we’re trying to achieve for each child is 
completely different. It doesn’t come off 
a check list, and it doesn’t say, “Well, you 
started at ‘A’ so you have to go to ‘B’, then 
you go to ‘C’ next”. Actually, we plot 
where our children go depending on their 
emerging interests, needs and skills. That 
flexible way of working knits in really well 
with the arts. If there’s something that’s 
really working for a particular child, we 
can carry on developing learning down 
that route, we don’t have to go down 
a set pathway’. This tailored approach 
to learning was particularly positively 
noted in the school’s most recent Ofsted 
inspection. 

The Valley School too has changed how 
they conceive of children’s learning 
alongside their increasing focus on 
creative learning. ‘One of the first 
‘mantras’ I brought in when I came into 
the school, was the idea that making 
mistakes is good’, says Corina Foster, 
headteacher of The Valley School. ‘And 
we’ve subsequently changed a lot of the 
language over the years. We stopped 

extra maths and English’, says Flis Kirk. 
‘For them, being in the play is seen as 
a reward. And we need to fight against 
that sort of mentality. Because it’s an 
entitlement, these opportunities shouldn’t 
be given as if they’re treats’. 

Beacon Hill Academy has developed 
its own approach to children’s learning 
environments in which children follow 
their own ‘personalized learning 
adventure’ as Sue Hewitt, Principal of 
Beacon Hill, explains. 
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Gwyneth Terrell, Lead for the 
Communications/Sensory Team at Beacon 
Hill is clear that the arts and culture 
provides a particularly fruitful area for 
this kind of learning: ‘You can do it again 
and again, and each time it’s still fresh and 
interesting for everybody involved in the 
project’. 

Collaboration with cultural partners 
forms a vital a part of the work of those 
seeking to strengthen creative learning 
in SEND settings. A willingness and 
openness to working with external 
partners is characteristic of all three 
schools and this goes beyond hiring 
in a one-off intervention. Successful 
partnerships see skills pass both ways 
between SEND-specialist teachers 
and cultural practitioners with strong 
proficiency in a particular artform. 

Lexden Springs was a participant in an 
ongoing programme – Bright Futures 
for SEND Music – run by Essex Music 
Education Hub, that seeks to improve 
musical opportunities for children 
with special educational needs. The 

talking about work and we started talking 
about learning. And we stopped talking 
about mistakes as being bad.  And the 
mindset changes that have accompanied 
this language change have been huge. The 
arts have been a wonderful medium to 
explore this’.

Arts participation also allows schools to 
quite specifically plan learning experiences 
for different groups of children, something 
of particular concern to special schools 
that might have a range of different needs 
amongst their student body. For children 
who have a low level of cognition, the 
process of cultural learning can be hugely 
helpful as Sue Hewitt, explains: 

‘A lot of what we are doing is repeating 
the same types of activity over and over 
again because the steps are so small, and 
they take such a long time to embed. So, if 
you’re working on stimulate/response type 
things, if you can vary the settings and the 
way in which you deliver that, you might 
suddenly find the one thing that a child 
connects with. For a particular child that’s 
your golden moment’. 

 
29



programme looked at what professional 
development schools needed and brought 
in professional musicians into schools to 
run a 10-week music project which the 
school could tailor: at Lexden Springs the 
practitioners ran a project on using iPad 
apps to compose and remix music. 

Significantly, the programme involved 
transferring skills from teacher to 
practitioner, as Victoria Utting explains: 
‘The first week the professional would 
model a session and then the second 
week the practitioner and someone from 
the teaching team would run this same 
session. The idea is you’re skilling up 

currently has students from other local 
schools come in and take part in dance 
activities with Beacon Hill’s pupils and 
there are plans to expand this programme 
in the coming academic year.  

Sue Hewitt believes that this work has been 
one of the most exciting things to come out 
of the school’s cultural learning journey: 
‘We’ve got to the point in projects where 
the mainstream students and our students 
were working alongside each other and 
gradually our staff are taking a back seat. 
The mainstream students were able to give 
our students the support they needed but 
allowed them to take the lead and decide 
on how it was going to work - that was 
fabulous to watch’. 

Special schools across the Bridge region 
are active participants in Artsmark and 
Arts Award. Twelve special schools, 
inluding Beacon Hill and The Valley 
School, have embarked on an Artsmark 
journey and over 100 Arts Awards at a 
range of levels were awarded last year by 
special schools who are registered Arts 
Award Centres. 

more special needs practitioners, you’re 
skilling up the teaching cohort and you 
are motivating and exciting the pupils. 
By having professionals in, you can see it 
working and it gives staff the confidence 
and the desire to carry that on’. 

Beacon Hill too has worked extensively 
with external partners, facilitated by 
the Royal Opera House’s Thurrock 
Trailblazer programme. The school has 
broadened its range of cultural learning 
through participation in the programme, 
particularly around dance and heritage 
activities, developed in partnership with 
Historic Royal Palaces. As Amanda 
Bradley, the school’s Cultural Champion 
says, ‘The projects that we took on 
through Trailblazer have given us 
more options just to get out into the 
community to explore different places, 
and also try new activities in schools’. 

This outward-facing approach has 
strengthened an aspect of Beacon Hill’s 
practice that is particular noticeable: the 
school’s focus on partnership working 
with mainstream settings. The school 

“We have children who have 
the ability to celebrate their 
differences through the 
performing arts… they’re 
able to express themselves 
differently”
Corina Foster, Headteacher at 
The Valley School
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says: ‘From our work with mainstream 
students, there’s quite often an expectation 
that they learn the arts as a skill. But 
before you have to worry about pupils 
learning how to do something as a skill, 
they need to first learn how to enjoy it’.

The Valley School is one of those schools 
that has placed a strong focus on Arts 
Award, seeing its value as a structured 
award in an environment in which few 
pupils go on to take GCSEs in creative 
subjects 

Flis Kirk describes how The Valley use 
Arts Award: ‘Arts Award has been brilliant 
for us because, at its core, it’s about young 
people making choices about making 
your own decisions and taking yourself 
on an arts journey. We offer Arts Award 
right through from Discover to Gold 
and it has worked brilliantly with our 
curriculum. For example, we’ve currently 
got a group Year 10s who are all working 
on an Arts Award. And every single one of 
them is doing a different project: a drum 
challenge, an animation project, learning 
how to use stage lights, set design, 
painting. But they’re all able to collaborate 
and share what they’re doing with each 
other’. 

From all three schools interviewed, it is 
clear that there is excellent and innovative 
practice all across our region for children 

with special educational needs. While 
many of the approaches are highly 
tailored to support children with complex 
needs, all those who we spoke to have a 
strong sense of the intrinsic value of the 
arts for all pupils. As Amanda Bradley 
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Excellence and Inclusion
Saffron Walden County High School, Essex



Saffron Walden County High School is 
a somewhat unusual secondary school. 
There aren’t many schools whose 
grounds contain a 740-seat, modern 
concert hall with its own resident 
orchestra (Saffron Hall and the Britten 
Sinfonia respectively). It is the sole 
secondary school serving the Essex 
market town of Saffron Walden, around 
20 miles south of Cambridge. With 
a limited independent sector and no 
grammar schools in travelling distance, 
almost all Saffron Walden’s young people 
attend the school.

In the midst of these advantages – 
which the leadership team are quick to 
acknowledge – familiar debates around 
arts and cultural learning animate 
discussions amongst staff at Saffron 
Walden. Principal amongst these is 
the dynamic between excellence and 
inclusion.

Caroline Derbyshire, headteacher at 
Saffron Walden County High School 
says: ‘Everybody is here which makes us a 
genuinely comprehensive school in terms 
of the ability profile. 

‘There’s a tension working with a big arts 
organization like Saffron Hall. You might 
feel under quite a lot of pressure to actually 
only focus on the more able. We say no. 
Saffron Hall is there to enrich music in this 
school and that means for everyone. Staff 
included, actually. At whatever level you’re 
playing, the idea is that you’re pushing on 
and that you recognize excellence and you 
strive to achieve it’.

‘There’s also recognition that for some 
people, that’s not going to be their 
pathway. But if they can appreciate 
it, if they can love it, if they can get 
involved at their own level, that’s what’s 
important’.

Cultural learning at Saffron Walden is 
inescapable; the school, in the words 
of Director of Music Alan Broadbent, 
‘puts the arts right in people’s faces’. 
This approach is perhaps why Saffron 
Walden has a strong track record in 
encouraging young people into further 
cultural studies or into the creative 
industries. Many students go onto 
courses in fashion, in textiles or in fine 
art and a comparatively large number 
of students each year go on to music 
school or conservatoire training. As 
Deputy Head Polly Lankester points 
out, this is helping to create a virtuous 
circle: ‘Students are seeing other students 
be very successful and that helps them 
think “I could do that’”.

It’s not just in creative career paths that 
cultural learning is supporting pupils 
after they leave school. The school has 
adopted the ‘Four Cs of 21st century 
learning’ – creativity, communication, 
critical thinking and collaboration 
– to which they’ve added their own 
focuses on positivity, resilience and 
independence. 

Saffron Walden County High School is a secondary school with 
around 2,000 students. Rated Outstanding by Ofsted and holding an 
Artsmark Platinum Award, the school is committed to providing high 
quality cultural learning to all it students.

 
33



Caroline explains the links to the wider 
world: ‘We’re tying this up with all sorts 
of business groups in the community 
who are emphasizing, funnily enough, 
the same skillset. They are sometimes 
described as the entrepreneurial skills 
but that makes it sound like it’s about 
making money. Clearly in the world of 

the arts, it’s very little to do with that. It’s 
more about living a fulfilling and useful 
life and that’s what we’re emphasizing’.

Embedding cultural learning within the 
wider framework of the ‘Four Cs’ has 
meant that teachers at Saffron Walden 
have a strong sense of the benefits of 

the arts and culture to wider learning 
behaviours. 

Polly explains what arts subjects offer 
to learners: ‘The arts naturally offers 
collaborative opportunities. It also helps 
students to reflect on their learning, the 
barriers and what the next steps could 
be for them. Cultural learning often 
has really high-quality verbal feedback, 
both peer to peer and teacher to student. 
But importantly, there is the ability 
for students to respond and use that 
feedback. Across all the arts faculty, 
people are very skilled at getting students 
to engage’.

Saffron Walden, which has developed a 
bespoke CPD pathway for its teachers, 
has encouraged teachers of creative 
and cultural subjects to lead. Examples 
include drama teachers leading CPD 
sessions on how to use drama within 
class for effective role-play. According to 
Alan involving arts teachers in leading 
CPD can inspire risk taking in others ‘It 
can be something fundamental as 
letting kids go in your classroom, 
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for 12 years now and I’ve seen so many 
different iterations of results’, says 
Caroline. 

‘If you are measured by this year’s 
flavour, you don’t look any good. 
Whereas measured by last year’s flavour, 
you might look amazing. To some 
degree, you’ve got to hold your nerve 
about this and you have to say “we know 
what we’re doing is really valuable” and 
argue for it’.

physically and being confident you can 
get them back. For people who teach 
kids behind desks, that’s quite a big 
thing’.

Peer-to-peer learning is also a significant 
feature of Saffron Walden’s approach. 
Work from the school’s sixth form is 
prominently displayed in the art rooms 
to inspire younger children. ‘I saw a 
really good example of that just the 
other day’, says Polly, ‘I was down in art 
and the member of staff had brought 
out his group to look at the board - to 
look at and to think - and they were 
using the work from other students to 
help students focus’. This practice isn’t 
limited to visual arts. In drama, students’ 
performances are filmed in order for 
them to look back at previous work and 
review.

Despite their evident successes in 
embedding the arts and culture into 
school life, senior leaders remain 
constantly reflective about their work. 
Participation in Artsmark – for which 
Saffron Walden was given a Platinum 

award – has been particularly helpful. 
‘Those mechanisms’, says Alan ‘are 
valuable in terms of making you sit back 
because you can be very complacent 
when you’re sat in class with lots of kids 
‘doing’. That’s a very dangerous place to 
slide into. Being made to account for it 
makes you think “Why do we do that? Is 
there a better way?’’’.

One area in particular that concerns 
Caroline is pushing back against the 
perception that Saffron Walden is a 
specialist music school: ‘There’s a 
certain prestige around music in the 
school. I worry that staff who are in 
other departments might look at that 
and might feel “we used to be more 
evenly treated”. We do our absolute 
best to make everybody feel we’re really 
interested in everything that happens 
here’.

While the school is keen to emphasize 
the balanced nature of its learning, 
the drive that has placed the arts at the 
centre of school life shows no signs of 
diminishing. ‘I’ve been a headteacher 

‘There are lots of students 
who will love the arts and 
they’ll play a big part in their 
lives but they’re not going 
to go off and study them. 
But they’re still involved in 
the orchestra or they’re in 
the dance show… It’s about 
making opportunities so 
that every child has those 
options’. 
Polly Lankester
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Getting off the Ground
Wix & Wrabness Primary School, Essex



For schools that have previously focussed 
relatively little on the arts and culture, 
it is often the spark provided by a new 
member of staff that can fire up a new 
approach. Many teachers have had 
access to ambitious and exciting creative 
partnerships, experiences which built 
their professional conviction of the 
value and impact of creative and cultural 
learning.

When James Newell, a veteran of 
cultural learning programmes under 
the auspices of Creative Partnerships, 
took up his first headship at Wix and 
Wrabness Primary in a remote seaside 
district of Essex, he was soon able to 
utilize his knowledge and experience.

‘I came into a school where I didn’t 
know anyone or anything about the 
school. I looked at their long-term plan 
and I was a bit surprised, really, with the 

way it was going.  The main focus was 
the government’s drive and direction.  
So, it was very staid, very safe, quite test-
based; it had lots of maths, English and 
grammar’.

James soon realized that to change the 
school’s ethos he would need support, 
so when a vacancy arose in school, he 
was able to bring in a former colleague, 
Vanessa Lindsay, who had similar 
experiences in creative and cultural 
learning.

‘We put our heads together and started 
to open up the curriculum and think 
about how we could make it culturally 
rich’, says James.

Together, the two developed a new 
vision for the school that put at its 
heart the ambition to provide children 
with inspiring cultural experiences, to 

broaden aspirations and horizons, to 
ignite natural curiosity and to grow 
lifelong learners. Pupils were fully 
involved in the process of designing this 
new vision for the school. 

‘For the first term, I used every assembly 
to talk about the vision and got the 
children’s ideas and input’, says James. 
‘I didn’t use parents so much because 
I think they needed to see what it was 
about, rather than have me telling them. 

Wix and Wrabness is a single form entry primary school serving 
village communities in rural Tendring. With new leadership, the school 
is rapidly expanding its programme of cultural learning with a strong 
focus on pupil voice.
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They needed to hear the children tell 
them and it seems to have worked well’.

With pupil voice embedded from the 
outset, James and Vanessa began to 
think more about involving children 
in decision making. As a start, they 
asked students to submit ideas for how 
to change the school for the better, the 
results of which are stuck up on the wall 
of the headteacher’s office. 

it, and they introduce it.  At the end of 
it, they’re all coming up saying, “Can I 
do it?  Can I be in it next week?” So, by 
the more confident children modelling 
what you could do, now lots of other 
children want to follow them’.

James and Vanessa also needed to 
bring staff with them on this new path, 
and ensure that they have the skills to 
support the new creative curriculum 
of the school. To do this, the two have 
drawn on their former connections 
to identify cultural partners to work 
with, including local authors, musicians 
and artists, the University of Essex and 
Harwich-based performance group The 
Grand Theatre of Lemmings. 

‘They’re part of the staff, really’, explains 
James. ‘They’ve worked with us from 
pretty much day one of us being here.  
It’s an extra cost but it’s now highly 
valued by the governors’. 

‘How do you, therefore, provide 
value for money? You ensure creative 
opportunities are never a bolt-on.  These 

Vanessa explains how this has 
continued to spark inspiration. ‘I was 
in the assembly where we asked the 
question and they came up with 23 
things. There’s some great ideas: really 
plausible, sensible things. Following on 
from that, I said, well, hang on… how 
about children running an assembly?  
So, I, with another teacher, do a music 
assembly, once a week. The children 
organize it, they plan who’s going to do 
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what we do. If I wasn’t, we could have 
retained a narrow focus on reading and 
writing, which would have been safe but 
uninspiring for our children’.

Vanessa agrees: ‘Obviously, as leadership, 
we’re constantly looking at data and 
monitoring but really, we know this 
is doing the right thing.  It’s a way of 
proving that you can do it another way’.

people – the Lemmings and their 
extended family, the Bhangra dancers, 
the musicians, whoever it is – they’re not 
just working with the children.  They’re 
working with the staff, as well.  For 
want of a better word, they’re upskilling 
the staff. So, we’re getting this rich 
CPD as well as brilliant cultural arts 
experiences for children. That’s linked to 
the plan’.  

The focus on teacher development 
extends also to teaching assistants 
who work at the school. As James notes: 
‘It’s no good if you’ve got everyone on 
board, apart from the teaching assistants 
and they’re working directly with 
children’. 

Teaching assistants are encouraged 
to attend staff meetings and to avail 
themselves of the opportunities for 
arts-based CPD; Vanessa specifically cites 
one teaching assistant who overcame 
a lack of confidence in performing 
through participation in a drama 
workshop. Another, a former journalist, 
is bringing her professional skills to bear 
as coordinator of the school’s newspaper 
‘The Curious Times’.

The school is beginning to see the results 
of these innovations. Ofsted 
inspectors recently commended Wix 
and Wrabness for its ‘new creative 
curriculum’ with which they ‘broaden 
pupils’ aspirations and horizons, and 
ignite natural curiosity’. In the last 
year, the school has almost doubled the 
combined results for Key Stage 2 and is 
in the top ten percent nationally for Key 
Stage 1. 

James is aware that he is taking risks, 
but retains his faith in a creative 
approach, with the school now on an 
Artsmark journey: ‘I’m confident in 

‘There are two things: the 
teaching and learning driven 
by arts methodology, and 
arts for their own sake. Both 
are important and they’re 
both evolving’
James Newell
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Building Pride
Northwick Park Primary Academy, Essex



Blaring out in neon blue in the corridor 
at Northwick Park is an illuminated sign 
in handwritten font that simply reads 
‘be kind’. It’s a characteristic touch from 
a school that seems imbued from top 
to bottom with a warm and inclusive 
atmosphere. This nurturing 
environment has developed hand-in-
hand with a growing focus on cultural 
learning and has underpinned the 
school’s journey to Artsmark Platinum.   

It has not been a simple journey for the 
school. Northwick Park is on Canvey 
Island, a riverside area of Essex with 
poor transport access and historically 
high levels of deprivation. Over half of 
Northwick Park’s pupil intake is eligible 
for pupil premium. In 2006, the school 
had to overcome a problematic rebirth 
as an amalgamation of an infant school 
and a junior school with problems with 
behaviour. 

Emma Lane, the current headteacher 
who had been the head of the 
predecessor infant school, is candid 
about the challenges of taking the reins 
at the newly combined school: ‘When 
I came in as Acting Head, what I could 
not get over was the behaviour that I saw. 
I’d done a lot of School Improvement 
work and a lot of outreach work in my 
career. I had been in some tough old 
schools, but I’d never seen behaviour like 
it’. 

‘So, I was immediately thinking: “how 
am I going to engage these children, 
particularly these really, really difficult 
boys?” So, the first thing I did was lots 
and lots of sport - cross country running, 
football. It was quite simple - if you want 
to play in my football team, you’ve got to 
behave in class’. 

Buoyed by the success of sport in 
addressing behavioural challenges, 
Emma started looking for other areas 
to target. Already at the former junior 
school was NQT and music graduate 
Sarah Goldsmith – now Assistant Head 
at the school – who was already starting 
music education work beyond class 

Northwick Park is a three-form entry primary school on Canvey Island 
in South Essex. A burgeoning programme of creative and cultural 
learning has helped tackle historic issues of behaviour and placed the 
school at the heart of the local community. 
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time. Music, always popular with pupils 
seemed a natural next step. 

‘We started with our choirs’, Emma 
recalls, ‘but it tended to be the higher-
achieving, better-behaved children that 
wanted to sing. So, we established a 
boys’ choir and, under Sarah’s guidance, 
we picked the right things to start with 
that engaged the boys. Then we had the 
fantastic idea of having a school rock 
band that was really successful. Within 
three years, it suddenly became really 
cool to do music at Northwick’. 

From small beginnings, the focus 
on music and, increasingly other art 
forms, has grown at Northwick Park. 
Sarah, while retaining an overall lead 
on music teaching, is looking to spread 
responsibility for arts teaching more 
widely amongst the staff, including 
Learning Support Assistants: ‘I’ve got 
two members of staff that are incredibly 
talented musicians, so I’ll work alongside 
them for certain things. When we 
started doing recorder in Year 3, we 
noticed one of our LSAs was incredibly 

to use Northwick Park’s Pupil Premium 
funding to support arts activity: ‘It’s 
priorities. We find the money for things. 
When we went to perform at ‘Christmas 
at St Paul’s’ in Covent Garden, we 
took all the families on the bus and we 
couldn’t charge them. But actually, that 
was a really good use of £500’. 

Behaviour remains a key motivation, 
but a diminishing issue for Northwick 
Park. In their most recent report, Ofsted 
deemed pupils’ behaviour around the 
school and in class ‘exemplary’. 

good at it, so I’ve made sure she’s in 
on those sessions. And with our work 
on ‘Write an Opera’, if I’m called out 
somewhere else, the opera sessions still 
happen, because I’ve got a team of four 
trained LSAs. Each year, I step back a bit 
more, which, in some ways is really hard, 
but in other ways is exactly how I want 
it to be’. 

And this focus is being backed up with 
financial investment. With the relentless 
focus on ensuring inclusion for children 
from all backgrounds, Emma is happy 
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Emma adds, ‘About six or seven years 
ago, at a musical festival we attended, the 
adjudicator complimented one school on 
how smart they looked in their blazers. 
Ours were all in tatty, old school uniforms. 
So, we now provide tops, trousers, skirts, 
socks and shoes. You see massive pride 
when they put their tops on’. 

Northwick Park is also actively engaged 
in building links with the wider Canvey 
Island community, so much so that, in the 
school’s most recent Ofsted inspection, a 
parent remarked that ‘the community is 
held together by the school’.  

Sarah, in addition to her work with 
the school’s musicians, convenes a 
community choir that have collaborated 
with the school’s choirs and it has proved 
a vehicle for encouraging parental 
engagement. Musical professionals based 
in the community are invited into the 
school regularly, providing inspiration 
for pupils. As Sarah says, ‘I love that 
they come in and inspire the children to 
think, ‘it’s alright to do this - it could be a 
job, or it could be a hobby’.

‘They didn’t see any issues with 
behaviour, but that’s because we work 
so hard at it all the time. My teachers 
laugh about me because, when children 
come back from going out on visits, my 
first question is always ‘how was the 
behaviour?’ And it’s always fine’. says 
Emma, laughing.

Pride in achievement in the arts is a key 
part of this changing picture. Emma and 
Sarah actively recognize the need for 
children to feel part of something bigger 

than themselves and the school meets 
this need with investment, both of time 
and money.

‘If we are taking the choir somewhere, we 
give them time to feel secure with their 
performance’, says Sarah. ‘At a musical 
festival we attended this morning, it was 
very affluent - in fact, a couple of very 
affluent schools, private schools, and then 
us. You could see it that the children 
were actually a bit fazed by it to start 
with, but they wanted to perform’.  
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Taking the Lead
Oasis Academy Isle of Sheppey, Kent



The last decade has seen sweeping 
changes to the educational make up 
of our region. The local education 
authority led model is, in many parts 
of the country, giving way to a system 
in which new associations – Teaching 
School Alliances and Multi-Academy 
Trusts – are the norm. In this landscape, 
individual schools are taking up the 
mantle of local leadership. 

Oasis Academy is the only secondary 
school on the Isle of Sheppey, a low-lying 
island off the coast of Kent. The island 
was an historically important centre 
for shipping and shipbuilding, but in 
recent years has been characterized by 
cycles of economic deprivation. This is a 
reputation that principal John Cavadino 
is keen to push back against: ‘I don’t 
think it defines us. People talk about lack 
of aspiration but it’s not true of many of 
our families and our kids’. 

In Young Arts Advocates, eleven 
schools worked in partnership with 
Canterbury Christ Church University 
to establish a programme of arts and 
cultural learning for pupils and teachers, 
which introduced artists into schools, 
developing projects to help each school 
improve its arts provision. 

Many of the schools also took part in the 
Royal Opera House’s Create and Dance: 
The Nutcracker programme, with Oasis 
Academy students leading some of the 
learning for pupils from participating 
primary schools. 

Oasis Academy Isle of Sheppey is a secondary school with 16-19 
provision based across two sites on the Isle of Sheppey. As the only 
secondary in an isolated community, it is taking a leading role in 
making arts and culture available to all children on the island.

A desire to meet the aspirations of 
families on the island underpins much 
of Oasis Academy’s burgeoning work 
with the community. Participation in 
Young Arts Advocates, a Royal Opera 
House Bridge-supported programme, 
in partnership with Canterbury 
Christchurch University, has provided 
new impetus for this leadership, and this 
leadership has been recognized with an 
Artsmark Platinum Award.

Chantelle Crofskey, Faculty Leader of 
Arts and Culture at Oasis Academy and a 
graduate of Royal Opera House Bridge’s 
Leaders for Impact programme, explains:  

‘The end goal was that we would become 
a whole island on an Artsmark journey 
which we have achieved. We are one of 
the few places in the country that has 
a whole area that is so Artsmark rich – 
that’s really exciting’.  

‘The successes partner 
schools have had with their 
arts journeys and the impact 
of these projects has been 
phenomenal: each project has 
brought another opportunity 
and it just keeps growing and 
growing’.
Chantelle Crofskey
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‘The project has strengthened our 
partnership work and effectively opened 
up a whole world for us’, says Chantelle, 
‘Even though I’d worked on the island 
for eight years and thought I was well 
networked, there was a whole other 
element that we’ve got from being 
a part of that project. It brought so 

‘We created the first Island Schools’ 
Collaboration Arts Festival in order 
to celebrate all of the work that our 
children do and the work that’s going 
on in schools across the island. Every 
school took part and exhibited their 
achievements, performed or presented art 
work, dances, songs and drama. Other 
local partnerships and arts companies 
ran stalls and activities at the festival 
as well in order to promote their work 
to the community. The response was 
phenomenal, and this is now established 
as an annual celebration’. 

While Oasis Academy is embracing its 
leadership role on the island, school 
leaders have a very clear articulation of 
the role that arts and culture can play 
within school. 

‘Like all schools we are focused on 
progress, but I think that the engagement 
that things like the arts can bring can 
actually hook young people in. It can give 
them self-belief, enjoyment and give them 
fulfilment which then has a much wider 
impact’, says John. 

much opportunity to our school, our 
community and our children.With 
the reputation of the island, that John 
described earlier, what we really wanted 
to do was use the arts and the culture 
to celebrate all of the fantastic work 
that our children do and the work that’s 
going on in schools’. 
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‘We get to work together, talk about 
what we do in our classroom, the 
things that work really well, sharing 
good practice, and then the idea is that 
we get to go in and see that work in 
practice things like informal drop-in’. 

The school and Chantelle’s latest 
endeavour is to play a key role in 
the emerging Sheppey Cultural 
Education Partnership, building a 
close relationship with Canterbury 
Christchurch University. Together, 
they have successfully galvanized other 
partners to provide match funding 
for a programme, co-funded by Royal 
Opera House Bridge, that will build on 
their previous Young Arts Advocates 
programme. This work will also test and 
embed Talent Accelerator, a programme 
that seeks to develop pathways into 
creative careers for children and young 
people.  

Editor’s Note: Between the interview 
and publication John Cavadino has 
left his position as Principal of Oasis 
Academy Isle of Sheppey.

‘For example, we have dance showcases 
where you’ll get not just a select few but 
280 kids performing their work. What 
inspires me is that these are children of 
all different backgrounds and attitudes; 
it’s not just the kids that you would 
necessarily think would be involved. 
When they dance you see a pride, a 
commitment, and a discipline that they 
sometimes find difficult to show in other 
areas’.

‘I can think of two examples of students 
who were very difficult earlier in their 
school career - almost to the risk of 
permanent exclusion. They were hooked 
in by Chantelle and her team with dance 
and went on to full time Performing 
Arts courses. I don’t think those kids 
would have got through without 
Chantelle and her team working in the 
arts’. 

The arts and the interdisciplinary 
approach that Oasis has embraced has 
also informed Oasis’ approach to CPD. 
As John explains: ‘Good outcomes 
come through a process of trying and 
succeeding and failing - just like when 
you put together a piece of theatre or 
dance. But not only kids are afraid to 
fail, teachers are too’. 

Chantelle develops this further: ‘Within 
our CPD programme we put together 
staff members from all subject areas 
from all different levels. So, you might 
have in a trio: one more experienced 
teacher, an NQT, and somebody who’s in 
a different subject. 
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Opportunities for Inspiration
Kenningtons Primary Academy, Thurrock



For many parts of the Royal Opera 
House Bridge region, the cultural 
opportunities that London offers loom 
large. But physical proximity often 
masks a wide cultural gap as schools and 
families inconsistently take advantage 
of London’s opportunities and more 
local cultural offers are stifled by the 
overpowering influence of the capital.  

This is particularly true at Kenningtons 
Primary Academy in Thurrock. The 
school and the community it serves are 
located within the orbit of the M25 and 
the sound of traffic is audible from the 
school playground. Yet the centre of 
London – 16 miles away as the crow flies 
– can feel much further away. Historic 
levels of cultural engagement amongst 
both adults and children have been low.  

It was, in part, to address this challenge 
that the Thurrock Trailblazer cultural 

entitlement programme was established 
four years ago. Kenningtons Primary 
Academy has been an enthusiastic 
participant in the programme since 
the very outset, taking part in a range 
of activities including the Royal Opera 
House Create and Sing: Carmen and 
Create and Dance: The Nutcracker 
programmes and school activities 
themed around the Historic Royal 
Palaces. In 2016, they were rewarded for 
their work on the latter with a national 
award for the Historic Royal Palaces’ 
Time Explorer Challenge.  

Jo Sawtell-Haynes, headteacher at 
Kenningtons, is realistic but positive 
about how far their journey into the 
arts has taken them: ‘I wouldn’t describe 
us as an “art school’’, she says. ‘I would 
describe us more as an academic school. 
The key drivers for us are English, maths 
and science.  

‘We’ve revamped our core values and one 
of them is about children experiencing 
success. It’s really important for us to 
make sure that we do lots of things so 
that every child finds the thing that they 
are really good at and can experience 
success’.

Bianca Brand, Assistant Head and the 
school’s Cultural Champion, agrees: 
‘We are promoting the love for the arts. 
We are exposing children to a range of 

Kenningtons Primary Academy is a two-form entry primary school in 
Thurrock. Participation in the Royal Opera House Thurrock Trailblazer 
programme is helping the school to inspire children with an array of 
different artforms.
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experiences. For me it’s about giving 
these children opportunities so that they 
can make choices and decisions, and 
not be closed to things. They might say 
they don’t like ballet, for instance, but 
have they ever seen ballet? Give them the 
opportunity to see it, and then they can 
make up their mind: do I like it or not?’. 

The school’s recently-introduced pupil 
entitlement tracking system works to 
ensure that children make the most of 
the opportunities available with as little 
repetition as possible. 
‘Our aim’, Bianca explains, ‘is that by 
Year 6 they have been to a gallery. They 
have seen a ballet. They have experienced 
some kind of opera. They have been 
to a historical place, like the Tower of 
London’. 

Pupil feedback surveys have shown  
clearly how this approach has 
strengthened children’s understanding 
of the arts. Before Kenningtons joined 
the Thurrock Trailblazer programme, 
only one-fifth identified singing as an art 
form, but in more recent surveys that 

inspired them to participate more in 
arts activity. And almost every parent 
surveyed agreed with their child’s 
assessment. And 98% of parents said 
that children had shared their learning 
at home – a figure that Bianca cheerfully 
acknowledges is ‘a lot’. 

number has risen to over 70%. Likewise, 
the playing of musical instruments was 
previously recognized as artistic activity 
by 8% of pupils. Now over half do.  

Almost all children surveyed said that 
participation in the school’s Arts Week 
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Bianca echoes this: ‘The next focus is on 
delivering quality: the effort and money 
we put into CPD, is it actually making 
a difference in how we deliver lessons? 
How are we going to monitor or assess 
the children’s work or get quality out of 
them? Small steps at a time, but we have 
moved on’. 

Kenningtons is making the institutional 
changes that should ensure these 
small steps are taken. Delivery in the 
arts is embedded into performance 
management for a number of teachers. 
A cultural governor has been appointed 
and the wider governing body is 
enthusiastic for the arts journey to 
continue. 

And, perhaps most importantly of all 
for the future of cultural learning at 
Kenningtons, teachers’ enthusiasm and 
expectations have been dramatically 
raised right across the school. As Bianca 
says, ‘I know this is going to continue 
now. It’s going to be part of the school 
no matter who’s leaving and coming. It 
will stay’. 

Engagement with parents has been 
a particular area of interest for the 
leadership team. The school is within 
a community in South Essex where 
levels of cultural engagement have been 
comparatively low, something that has 
presented real challenges as the school 
broadens its offer for its pupils. 

‘In the past, we had quite a bit of 
resistance from parents’. Bianca says, 
‘Perhaps these are things that they 
haven’t experienced themselves or 
something that’s out of their comfort 
zone. The arts were not as valued as they 
should have been: we had boys who 
weren’t allowed to go and see a ballet 
because of how the parents felt’. 

But Bianca believes that real advances 
are being made – albeit slowly - with an 
approach that is increasingly bringing 
parents into the life of the school in a 
way that is targeted and progressive. 
Both Bianca and Jo acknowledge that 
there is still a way to go but there have 
been some significant changes. 

‘Three years ago, we had a couple of 
parents in to come and support our Arts 
Week. The year after that we opened 
up a museum for parents where they 
could come and view the work, and then 
last year we had the doors open to the 
public to come to the carnival. With the 
carnival, we were really concerned about 
how people would respond to it, and 
actually it was quite positive’. 

Outcomes in the arts are a key area 
for future development for Jo: ‘How 
do we really know if our children are 
getting better at sketching or painting? 
We are starting to monitor now how its 
delivered, but, at some point, we’re going 
to start looking at progression in what 
children are producing’. 

‘We want our children to 
be inspired, to expand their 
horizons and we believe that 
the art and culture really is 
important and that it can do 
that’. 
Bianca Brand

 
51



Promoting Partnership
John Bunyan Primary School, Essex



For schools across the Royal Opera 
House Bridge region, geographical 
isolation can make ensuring cultural 
learning for children a difficult task. 
When schools are far from providers and 
venues, senior leaders need to work hard 
to secure relationships with the cultural 
sector. 

John Bunyan Primary School has faced 
up to these challenges. The school came 
into being as the result of a merger 
between an infant school that had 
participated in the Creative Partnerships 
programme as an ‘enquiry’ and as a 
‘change’ school, and a junior school that 
was in special measures. 

To the leadership team of the new 
combined school, led by the former 
infant school head Deborah Bailey, 
cultural learning offered a pathway to 
school improvement. 

‘One of the stark things at the Junior 
School was there was very little on offer 
with regard to the arts and culture’, 
says Deborah. ‘There was a big drive 
to improve maths and English. We 
passionately believe that we can get those 
results through a broad and balanced 
curriculum, ensuring that everyone has 
equal opportunities’.

Results are starting to bear out Deborah’s 
belief. Key Stage 2 Level 4 attainment 
increased from 57% to 88% in two years 
and in 2017-18, 57% of children were 
reaching the expected standard across 
all three areas of Reading, Writing and 
Maths with school leadership predicting 
further improvement.

Key Stage 2 attainment isn’t the only 
area in which Deborah is seeing 
improvement: ‘We see our attendance 
rates improving, so children are coming 

into school excited about learning and 
they are making great choices because 
we’ve got our code of conduct’. This 
code of conduct and a culture of high 
expectations is paying dividends in pupil 
behaviour, something that had been 
a challenge for the predecessor Junior 
School. 

John Bunyan Primary School is a primary school in Braintree in North 
Essex with almost 600 pupils. Its robust approach to partnership 
with cultural organizations is helping to unlock opportunities for both 
children and teachers.
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‘Children are more respectful’, says 
Deborah, ‘and they’re buying into the 
culture of what’s expected’.

John Bunyan Primary School is 
particularly notable for the unusually 
close relationship it forges with cultural 
providers. This relationship goes beyond 
simply booking provision offered by a 
cultural organization, and in the case of 
one, Colchester’s Mercury Theatre, has 
been a long-standing partnership.  

‘It’s not an add-on’, says Deborah. ‘It’s 
not that an artist comes in, delivers 
a project and then disappears. The 
practitioners know our children really 
well, our children know them and 
they feel that they’re part of the staff. I 

of CPD so that our teachers will be able 
to run it themselves’.

A model of reflective practice is built 
into this work: ‘At the end of each 
morning of working, the children, the 
practitioners and the teachers gather to 
discuss the learning. They [the Mercury’s 

have seen teachers ask them for advice 
because they are part of our community’. 

Martin Russell, Head of Creative 
Learning and Talent at the Mercury 
Theatre, is similarly enthusiastic about 
the benefits of such partnership working, 
‘The long-standing relationship helps 
us to develop our offer and strengthens 
our understanding of the needs and 
demands of primary schools. Working 
with them, we can talk about impact, 
rather than just the ‘tick box’ evaluation 
– they genuinely see the long-term 
evidence of everything we say about the 
skills that the arts provide’.

The school devotes substantial resource 
to this kind of training but, significantly, 
takes steps to ensure sustainability. 
‘Because we have a high level of pupil 
premium, we have funding which we 
can draw upon for the Mercury Theatre 
to visit us’, says Deborah, ‘Having said 
that, we do say that our teachers have 
to participate in those workshops. If, 
in the future, we cannot fund external 
practitioners, we have put in an awful lot 

‘If your curriculum is broad 
and balanced and children 
have opportunities to 
experience culture, their levels 
of engagement go up’.
Deborah Bailey
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‘Our community is thriving on a 
rich, broad and balanced curriculum 
which focuses on individual’s needs 
and passions and allows them time to 
become engrossed in their learning’. 

practitioners] are working with three 
classes over a morning, some classes 
will take it in one direction, other 
classes will take it somewhere else. So, I 
think that it’s important that they have 
that discussion and are able to cater to 
children’s needs and interests’.
This close working relationship with 
the Mercury Theatre has informed 
other approaches to partnership. Claire 
Worrall, Assistant Headteacher, explores 
how a local history trip benefitted from 
the school’s experience of successful 
partnership building. 

‘It was a topic that was quite tricky 
for us because if you don’t come from 
Braintree then you don’t know much 
about its heritage or its culture. We 
worked closely with Braintree Museum 
over the summer and organized a 
bespoke trip. This led to a trail around 
town where children looked at different 
historical sites. Having something which 
we’re able to design with practitioners 
over time is a key element of making 
something that’s really authentic’.
It’s clear that ambitious leadership is 

a central part of how John Bunyan 
has been able to achieve such change, 
something Deborah identifies in herself: 
‘I’m a kind of starter. I’ve been a fire-
starter and then I give it away to others’.  

Claire recognizes the success of this 
approach: ‘If the leadership team are 
passionate about it, it will happen. If 
they’re not passionate about it, it’s not 
going to happen. Now, we’ve got a team 
driving music, a team driving English 
and drama and that’s the power behind 
it. There’s a lot of people doing a lot of 
work to make sure it happens for our 
children’. 

The school is currently on an Artsmark 
journey, and, despite the pressures 
on primary school curriculum time, 
Deborah’s belief in the power of the arts 
and culture to change lives continues 
unabated: ‘I’m passionate about this’, she 
says, ‘I’m not going to be driven solely by 
an English or maths agenda by which we 
are measured. I know it exists, so one has 
to keep one’s eye clearly on it, but one 
also has to keep a balance’. 
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Many of the schools featured in this 
publication have used Artsmark to help 
bring creative learning to life

For more information about Artsmark and to find out 
how your school can get involved in the programme, 
please contact our School Engagement Managers:

Adam Morris 
adam.morris@roh.org.uk

Tina Gray-Rampello
tina.gray-rampello@roh.org.uk

Or visit:

artsmark.org.uk

Bring arts & 
culture to life in 

your school



artsmark.org.uk



Connect with Us

Twitter: @ROHBridge
Facebook: facebook.com/ROH-Bridge
LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/rohbridge
Instagram: instagram.com/rohbridge
  
roh.org.uk/bridge
bridge@roh.org.uk


