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Chalfonts  Community College is a co-educational 
secondary school based in Chalfont St Peter. As head 
teacher, Russell Denial is often asked about the values, 
vision and expectations the school has with respect to 
its pupils. His answer, he says, is simple: He wants the 
young people of Chalfonts  to have access to the very 
best opportunities that a school can offer – both in and 
out of the classroom – to provide each person with the 
perfect platform to succeed in their next steps. What 
follows is Russell’s account of how this is done at  
Chalfonts Community College.

The curriculum comes first…

Like many schools in the current climate of school 
funding, offering a wide range of subjects continues to 
be a challenge – a challenge that I tackle head on because 
we believe in its continued existence. The Chalfonts 
Community College is a large non-selective school in a 
selective authority set amongst a plethora of grammar and 
private schools. However one looks at this, we remain part 
of one of the lowest funded authorities in England, but we 
have nevertheless remained resolute in our belief that the 
curriculum, the co-curriculum and the opportunities that 
we provide for our young people should be the best and 
should open doors to life-changing chances.

Our first challenge has been to offer a full suite of subjects 
at Key Stage 3. I have always held the principle that 
students, when they arrive at secondary school, should 
have their eyes opened to education and what can be 
offered. While we do allot the necessary time for English, 
mathematics and the s ciences, we also believe in our 
STEAM (science, technology, arts and mathematics) 
agenda – with an emphasis on the visual and performing 
arts – subjects where many of our students thrive and 
succeed. When some students join us, they have never 
picked up a needle and cotton, baked a cake, played 
a musical instrument, played a full range of sports or 

spoken a language. By the time they finish year 8 and 
are about to embark on their GCSE subjects, however, 
everyone will have.

A dilemma that faces schools with the changing landscape 
of GCSEs and the new grading system and course content 
is whether to expand the length of study at GCSE from 
two to three years. As you may have realised from the 
previous comment, we do start all of our GCSE option 
subjects in Year 9 and run three-year courses for all 
subjects.  Yes – the downside is once again that this adds 
some expense to the cost of the curriculum, but as a non-
selective school, surely the extra time should be given 
to our students to study for longer on the more difficult 
GCSEs? For us, it is completely the right thing to do. 
We spend a great deal of time during year 8 preparing 
our young people to make the right choices and we are 
preparing for our options fair this week, led by the year 
10 students.  Such a perfect way to share the positivity of 
decision making at such a crucial time.

Our students choose four options. We maintain a choice 
of very considerable breadth across the curriculum with 
technology, engineering, music, art, digital art, a range 
of sport qualifications, drama, dance, religious studies 
and business – all of which running alongside the core 
curriculum and Ebacc subjects. As the years of building 
the fabric of our curriculum unfold, they progress into our 
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6th Form, and the increased offering is starting to produce 
results. In this regard, a balance between the academic 
and vocational is being struck. This, we believe, is the 
right curriculum for us.

Beyond the curriculum

As well as the juggling and balancing act of finances 
against outcomes, we have developed over the last few 
years an enterprise culture, linked to employability that 
embraces the sciences, technologies, engineering, the arts 
and maths – back to the delivery of the STEAM agenda 
once again! 

We have an ‘employability’ support programme for all 
year groups guaranteeing that all of our students are clear 
on their pathways both pre and post GCSE.  We were 
recently awarded the highest level ‘Investors in Careers’ 
Award in recognition of our work in preparing our young 
people.  We have fostered links with universities including 
an “Oxbridge Aspirations Workshop” for our high 
achieving year 9s followed up with taster days in year 
10. I know that for many schools this may be a regular 
occurrence, a humdrum activity, but for a school where 
the highest achieving students have departed to grammar 
or independent schools at the end of year 6, raising the bar 
and raising aspirations, is essential. Anything is possible 
and as we say at CCC, ‘Success is an Attitude’ – which 
entails the view that no child should be left behind, not 
matter how inauspicious his or her circumstances.

Rather than refer to the ‘extra’-curricular, we have moved 
over the last year to calling this ‘co’-curricular and we are 
trying to bring our activities, events and expeditions under 
the one ‘roof’; being a CCC student is about achieving well 
and being a success. It is also about accessing the range 
of opportunities that are available, to make a contribution 
to society, to represent the school locally and nationally 
and embrace the chance to do something different. Exams 
wear us down, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a life-
changing experience – certainly something we want our 
students to have on the way to excellent exam results.

A truly heart-warming moment came last summer on one 
of our “World Challenge” expeditions when I received 

a proud picture of our students after they had dug a 
200 metre trench for a water pipe and introduced fresh 
running water into a school in Zambia. An achievement 
that will be with those young people alongside their own 
academic results.  Add to this that we have nearly 200 
students currently on the Duke of Edinburgh Scheme, a 
Sports Tour about to depart for South Africa and a trip 
to Auschwitz in the summer, we feel that whilst we are 
challenging and chasing the progress and attainment 
of young people, we are presenting them all with an 
experience of school that they will always remember and 
acknowledge our contribution to their development into 
21st century global citizens.

Such endeavours, however, are proving more difficult 
under current political circumstances. For example, some 
schools are having to do more with less. At play here, 
we believe, is a fundamentally unequitable distribution 
of school funding. In some instances, this can mean 
our school having £3,000 fewer per pupil than others. 
Progress 8 also seems to be exacerbating this already 
uneven playing field.

Our next adventure – to achieve the International Schools 
Award. To do this requires redoubled efforts of the sort of 
successful measures discussed so far . 
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