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‘Where Learning Never Ends’

Ardleigh St. Mary’s is a smaller than 
average church school and is currently over-
subscribed. It serves pupils from the village 
of Ardleigh and beyond, so a significant 
number travel some distance to the school. 
The majority of pupils are from white British 
backgrounds.The school benefits from a 
supportive Friends Of Association who have 
raised significant funds over the years. 

It is housed in a Victorian building which has 
been considerably refurbished and extended. 
There is also an extensive outside area: located 
behind the hall is a working garden including 
a 50ft polytunnel and a chicken enclosure. In 
addition to this there is also a well-used Forest 
School area on site. This summer, we were 
fortunate to have the addition of an outdoor 
timber built classroom and a stage area. There 
is also a school kitchen which provides freshly 
cooked nutritious food every day.

The school enjoys a vibrant partnership through 
the Diocese with St. Paul’s School in Kenya. 
Teacher exchange visits take place annually, 
helping to enrich the curriculum and encourage 
regular contact between pupils.

Before taking up the post of Headteacher in 
September 2007, it was made clear to me that in 
order for the school to make even better progress 
a radical change to the curriculum was required. 
All staff were keen to meet this challenge and 
engaged fully in the process of change.

We felt, as a school, that there were key 
elements to the curriculum that we are seeking 
to develop; flexibility, creativity, independent 
thinking, resilience and enjoyment of learning.

We began by adopting a whole school thematic 
approach to the curriculum with a product 
outcome as an end result. Long and medium 
term planning was modified. staff responded 
well to the greater autonomy given them 
as part of this process. Outcomes typically 
involved festivals, open days and exhibitions 
with the pupils involved in the planning and 
organising of these events.

Underpinning the whole curriculum is a 
thinking skills approach based upon the 
work of Guy Claxton which had already been 
introduced but not fully developed across the 
school. Further staff training allowed this to 
be properly embedded in learning situations 
both inside and outside the classroom.

An important consequence was the creation 
of a stimulating outdoor environment. This 
has allowed us to develop high quality Forest 
School provision as well as an outdoor 
spiritual learning programme and parents 
frequently inform us that their children greatly 
enjoy these sessions.  The vegetable garden 
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and polytunnel has allowed the children to 
develop a greater awareness of where their 
food comes from which also complements our 
Healthy Schools Programme. Food grown in 
the garden is regularly used in our own school 
kitchen.   Following recommendations of a 
2008 OFSTED inspection, the Early Years 
outdoor area was further enhanced to provide 
quality learning opportunities for our youngest 
pupils.

To broaden the children’s experiences 
even further, we developed an extensive 
sports programme with regular input from 
professional coaches. This has raised 
standards in PE and promoted competitive 
sports. The school is a member of the local 
sports association and takes every opportunity 
to participate in the competitions available. 

There has been considerable financial 
investment in ICT, both in terms of equipment 
and training to develop staff expertise. This 
has helped us create a relevant curriculum fit 
for the 21st century.

Central to the school’s ethos is the spiritual 
and emotional well-being of every individual 
in the school community. We firmly believe the 
early recognition of children’s emotional needs 
are paramount to their success as learners. 
Children and adults have access to well-being 
mentors who offer tailored programmes of 
support. 

Tracking and monitoring procedures were 
overhauled which led us to devising a more 
rigorous system. This has allowed the school to 
focus on improving the rate of pupils’ progress 
through high quality teaching. This has also 
enabled us to effectively deploy support staff 
throughout the school.  

This work on our efforts to improve the 
curriculum was recognised in our last ofsted:

‘The school has developed an imaginative 
curriculum which is relevant to pupils’ needs 

and provides a good range of activities....
The broad range of experiences within the 
curriculum and contributes well to pupils’ 
achievements and to their spiritual, moral, 

social and cultural development.’ 

We look forward to continuing to build on 
our successes and achievements so far with a 
curriculum that engages and excites our whole 
school community.

Donna Parker – Headteacher


