School Inspection Performance

Plume Academy
The essence of our improvement story is the
transition we have made from being a friendly,
supportive and highly regarded community
school to a Community Academy that also
wanted to secure the best possible student
outcomes through high quality teaching and
learning. The trigger for this was the external
appointment of a new Headteacher (in post
2009-2015). The core principles of his vision
were: strategic clarity, transparent systems
and structures in addition to, without question,
a clear moral purpose which had high quality
teaching and learning at its heart.

Plume, Maldon’s Community Academy,
enjoys a unique position as the largest school
in the district and the only secondary Academy
in Maldon. With a roll of over 1700 students
(274 in the Sixth Form) situated over three
campuses, we have been oversubscribed for
at least the last decade.
The Academy has always aspired to be at
the heart of the community, which is as
distinctive as is the composition of its staff
body. Approximately 45% of staff were
either students at the school or now live in
the immediate locality. At least 25% of the
staff have, or have had, children attend the
Academy. A not insubstantial number of
relatives work side by side in the school.
There is a palpable commitment and ‘buyin’ from staff to ensuring that the quality of
education provided to the students in this
community is at least good or better. Staff
have invested in their workplace. The fact that
the Academy community is referred to as ‘The
Plume Family’ gives a flavour of the closeknit nature of this organisation; Middle and
Senior leaders alone, have accrued over 230
years of leadership service. However, whilst
the fact that, for many years, Academy staff
have been nurtured, developed and internally
promoted is clearly a huge strength of the
institution’s success, it has also presented
challenges in the drive to secure improvement
in an increasingly demanding educational
environment.

On arrival, he undertook a systematic review
of the existing staffing structure. The number
of Teaching and Learning Responsibility
posts linked to ‘projects’ were removed and
the leadership of initiatives was rationalised.
Expectations and rigorous line management
protocols of Middle Leaders by the Senior
Leadership Team were also re-clarified. The
expectation was that leaders were to have
clearly defined roles and responsibilities and
that they were far more directly accountable
for delivering on the key areas of ‘Teaching
and Learning’ and ‘Behaviour and Safety’.
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For the Academy’s close-knit community
built on a multitude of relationships forged
over a significant period of time, this approach
represented a real ‘shock to the system’ which
initially divided opinion; for some it was
an unwelcome departure from the ‘pastoral’
relationships established with the internal
and external community; for others, it put
the core business of improving the quality
of teaching and learning firmly back at the
centre of the Academy’s work.
Two further key priorities were identified.
By 2011, attendance, at 90%, had become
a significant alert. Plume was ranked 77th
out of Essex schools. The Education Welfare
Service was not being used effectively and
once the Education Welfare Officer system
was disbanded, inconsistencies appeared
and any attempt at rigour was lost. The
Headteacher’s view that using Middle
Leaders as attendance leads was not an
effective or efficient use of their time and
crucially, was a diversion from core business.
Finance was redirected to allow us to employ
an Attendance Officer, a Home School
Liaison Officer and two administrative
support staff assistants. We also employed
a private service, ‘Aquinas’, who issue

Penalty Notices, run attendance meetings,
prepare paperwork for legal action, decide
on any further intervention and analyse
data to inform actions. By conducting home
visits, they are also visible in a community
which now sees the Academy as making
attendance a core and strategic priority.
Plume is now currently in the top 15 of Essex
schools with an attendance figure of 95.3%.
Whilst the leadership of this key area lies
with one of the Vice Principals, the day-today management of attendance remains the
responsibility of a highly effective support
staff team.
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In addition, a rigorous system was implemented
to ensure that the quality of teaching and
learning became typically good or better. In
an Academy of this size, this represented a
significant challenge. Leaders needed to be
able to discuss, with confidence, the quality
of teaching in their areas; to be able to
help colleagues develop professionally in a
structured and supportive fashion; to be in
a position to address underperformance and
implement strategies needed to improve. We
established a system whereby all staff would
be observed teaching formally twice in an
academic year: once for ‘Quality of Teaching’
(a developmental paired observation) and once
for ‘Performance Management’. All leaders
were trained to observe by an internal Ofsted
lead and a programme of refresher and new

leader training has become well-established.
The lesson observation pro forma, based on the
Teachers’ Standards, is now embedded practice.
Data from observations is also monitored weekly
to identify strengths and areas for development
and training has been directly linked to the
observation trends identified. The percentage
of colleagues teaching lessons where student
progress requires improvement has also greatly
reduced. We are moving towards a culture of
observational typicality and have identified
the requirement to teach ’authoritatively’ in
a time of significant curriculum change as an
improvement priority for the past two years.
The understanding of what good progress looks
like, and how good teaching secures that, is
now understood by all.
As a result of the woeful lack of national
direction in relation to attracting bright
graduates into teaching, re-numerating them
competitively and incentivising them to stay in
the profession, we have struggled - like many
schools - to recruit Mathematics and Science
specialists. However, we have become a Lead
School for ‘TES Global’ and as a result, are
now able to market our Academy in order
to attract and retain colleagues in shortage
areas. We have adopted a rigorous attitude to
recruitment, refusing to consider applicants
whose academic qualifications are not in
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our view of a required standard. One of our
greatest challenges is ensuring that staff have
the appropriate academic background to be
able to teach with strong subject knowledge
from Key Stage 3 to A Level. We have been
uncompromising in our recruitment processes
for any post in the Academy; all applicants
are required to demonstrate that they are
able to secure good or better progress for the
students they teach before we decide whether
to proceed to interview. Rather than making
poor appointments, we hold our nerve by, for
example, re-training our existing outstanding
teachers or using colleagues from our trained
Cover Supervisor pool, to cover a vacancy.

Within this context, the appointment of a
new Principal in September 2015, gave us
the confidence to implement an innovative
leadership model in Mathematics. This
has resulted in an 11% increase in student
outcomes A*-C at GCSE. Unable to recruit a
suitably qualified and experienced colleague,
we delegated the leadership of the Faculty to
a seconded SLT colleague who has a proven
track record of outstanding Faculty leadership.
A non-specialist, she implemented a model of
distributed leadership involving all members
of the team. Out of the lesson observation
process, she has, for example, worked with
colleagues to improve the quality of their
teaching, to train prospective colleagues
through to their NQT year, to support an
agency colleague to the point where he has
secured a permanent position, to support
three Physical Education colleagues on a nonspecialist Mathematics teaching programme
and to re-build the confidence of three
colleagues who were considering leaving

the profession. This strategy has been highly
effective, most importantly, for those students
whose outcomes were much improved this
year but also to the point where we no longer
feel the need to revert to a traditional, dare
we say somewhat outdated, model of subject
specialist leadership.
To conclude, research shows that in the
best performing schools ‘there is a belief
in the moral purpose, professional skill and
overwhelming importance of teachers’.
Over the past seven years, and as supported
by the findings in our latest full and subject
inspection by Ofsted, as well as record results
at both GCSE and A level in recent years, this
vision has been articulated in our Academy
with absolute clarity; in 2016, we can say,
with conviction, that Plume is now a place
where this vision is becoming embedded for
the benefit of the most important members of
the Maldon community – our students.
For more information please visit:
www.plume.essex.sch.uk
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