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Learning, Enjoying, Achieving

Stokesley Primary  is a larger than average school 
situated in a thriving North Yorkshire market town.

I was appointed Head Teacher in 2006 at a time 
of change within the town which affected the 
school’s demographic. Over a period of five 
years deprivation factors increased significantly. 
Free School Meals percentage rose from 8% to 
nearly 40% and our population of Gypsy Romany 
Traveller pupils increased from 2% to 11%. The 
school commissioned a deprivation assessment of its 
catchment in 2011. Results from the study revealed 
that 42% of our intake lived in the highest quintile 
of deprivation and 42% in the lowest. This shift in 
context alongside a reflective fall in attainment and 
inspection judgement, led to necessary change in 
our approach.  It was obvious that a standardised 
approach to delivery was oblique to the needs of a 
far from standard population of increasing diversity. 
It was decided that innovation was a necessity rather 
than a luxuriant option.

Stokesley Primary was of a completely different 
context than five years previous. Attainment for 
our middle and higher ability pupils had remained 
good and often better than average, with particularly 
impressive results in Mathematics at Key Stage 
Two. However the progress of our Free School 
Meals pupils was significantly weaker. The gap in 
progress and attainment of this group and in that of 
our GRT cohort had grown and this compounded an 
OFSTED judgment of satisfactory in 2011. It was 
decided at this stage that we would “Re-Culture” 
the school. This process was underway by our 
next inspection but impact was yet to be significant 
enough for us to avoid a judgement of “Requiring 
Improvement”.  This was a judgment that was in-
line with our Self-Evaluation and became the label 
which justified our extensive actions of change.

Changes included, restructuring of the School 
Leadership Team, Restructuring of Teaching 
Assistant deployment, Introduction of a Mentoring 
approach to curriculum delivery, strict application of 
school uniform rules and a no-excuse approach to 
pupils being ready to learn. These changes alongside 
many other smaller “tweaks” were implemented and 
sustained within a culture of “High Expectations 
and No Excuses” for every pupil in the school, 
irrespective of their home environment. All pupils 
could achieve, the emphasis was put upon making 
the pupils believe that themselves.

Some aspects of Local Authority support were 
appreciated. There was however a piecemeal 
approach with an underlying lack of trust in 
our plans for change.  LA involvement was felt 
sometimes to be one of scrutiny rather than support. 
Support within our geographical cluster of schools 
was inhibited by competition for pupils and 
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contextual dissimilarity. LA brokered support from 
an Authority Teaching school was inhibited due the 
schools oblique context of the school with whom 
we were partnered. We decided at this stage to seek 
support from a contextual “Cluster” of schools rather 
than seek it within the more normal “Geographical” 
model.  I approached the Northallerton Town cluster 
of schools and joined with them at a time when 5 
of the 8 schools were “Requiring Improvement” 
or worse. We also worked closely with a teaching 
school from Middlesbrough Local Authority.  All 
the schools which we partnered ourselves with were 
of similar context and were led by Head Teachers 
with a passion for change and collaboration. By 
the end of 2015 all eight schools in the cluster were 
“Good or better”. 

The Mentoring systems in school were developed 
and implemented across Key Stage One and Two. 
All pupils have half-termly, 1:1 mentoring meetings 
with their teacher. During these meetings review of 
the previous half terms learning is discussed and new, 
personal targets are set for the following six weeks. 
These targets are set for academic subjects as well as 
behaviour for learning and attendance. The school 
has appointed a Community Support Officer who 
focusses upon pupils and families who are identified 
as currently disengaged from school systems. 
Parents receive frequent detailed information in 
relation to the success of their children meeting the 
targets set. The emphasis is upon teaching to the 
individual gaps in pupils learning. We try hard to 
avoid teaching content that individuals have already 
mastered. 

Alongside this structured approach to assessment 
and delivery we have committed to a broad and 
balanced cross curricular approach which was also 
celebrated in our recent inspection.

Data from the half termly assessments is used to 
track and intervene with any underperforming 
pupils. Teachers receive termly updates on their 
pupil progress and any perceived lack of progress is 
approached by delivering “Personal Teaching Plans” 
as part of individual teacher appraisal. This approach 
has become an appreciated and impacting element 
of school improvement. The High Expectations 
of pupils is reflected in the high expectations that 
teachers have in themselves.

Following on from the high frequency of assessment 
ad reactive intervention the school initiated an 
intervention base for underperforming pupils which 
we call “The Hive”. Against LA advice we opened 
the base for pupils who fitted the categories of 
“insufficient progress” and “persistent absenteeism”. 
This equated to approximately 5% of our school 
population. (20-30 pupils). Attendance for this 
cohort has risen in the interim from 73% to 92%. 
The progress measures for 2014/15 were higher for 
this cohort than any other identified cohort across 
the school. Again this approach reflected our new 
mantra of “High Expectations No-Excuses”.

The school applied many other changes across the 
last few years. New reporting systems, our own 
catering provision, our own grounds maintenance 
and care-taking. We feel we are well on our journey 
to further and continual improvement and that 
the turbulence of recent years has left in a strong 
position to tackle challenge and avoid the pitfalls of 
“coasting”. Staff morale is high and this is echoed 
by the motivation of the pupils and the support of 
our parent group. 

Scott McFarlane,
Head Teacher of Stokesley Primary School


