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‘Personal and academic 
excellence; everyone, every day.’

Surrey Square is a special place. Serving 
a community where 100% of families are 
from the lowest Icadi deprivation bands, we 
ensure our pupils make exceptional progress. 
But progress in what? And how? 

As schools, we are judged on a very important, 
but very narrow, set of academic outcomes. 
Children unarguably need to leave primary 
school with a high level of written English, 
the ability to read fluently and calculate and 
problem solve effectively. Our Key Stage 2 
results have been consistently significantly 
above the national average over many 
years and are testament to our commitment 
to ‘academic excellence’. However, that 
is not all they need, and so we enter the 
world of debate around ‘character’, ‘soft 
skills’, ‘meta-congnition’ and ‘behaviour for 
learning’. Call it what you will, it is self-
evident that our pupils need other types of 
learning to support them on their academic 
journey; what we call ‘personal excellence’. 

The need for this work was highlighted very 
soon after we took over the school when a 
Teaching Assistant brought a child to the 
office, stating, in rather negative terms, that 
‘this child doesn’t know how to behave’. 
She was, of course, absolutely right. He 
didn’t. But what was significant was that 
the culture of the school at that time was to 
judge and blame children for ‘not knowing 
how to behave’, in stark contrast to, for 
example, the attitude towards children who 
could not read well, or do their maths. It 
was clear that we needed to first work on 
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this attitude, and to establish that it was 
entirely ‘our job’ to teach behaviour as well 
as academic learning. Drawing on research 
and developing our shared understanding of 
why children might behave in certain ways, 
we then set about responding appropriately 
to these needs. This means clearly and 
explicitly teaching the elements of ‘personal 
excellence’, alongside meeting children’s 
emotional and mental health needs through 
a wide range of bought-in specialist services 
in the school. 

Our seven core values – respect, 
responsibility, compassion, community, 
enjoyment, excellence and perseverance, are 
our ‘success criteria in achieving personal 
excellence’. Over the last nine years, we 
have worked to embed these values, taking 
them from being ‘words on a card’, to now 
being ‘the backbone of our school’, as one 
staff member put it. We began by working as 
a staff team to define our values. We did not 
include the parents and carers in this process 
as we simply felt we would not be able to 
reach a consensus given the diversity of the 
community. We then began the journey of 
making them alive as a part of our everyday 
work. 

One of the first steps we took was to get rid 
of the school rules. This bold step enabled 
us to replace these very narrowly defined 
expectations of what pupils should, or 
in most cases, shouldn’t do, and replace 
them with a positive expectation of their 
behaviour. Around this goes a huge amount of 
reinforcement work; stickers for each value, 
postcards with them on, specific certificates 
to celebrate success, along with structured, 
values-based debrief conversations when 

things go wrong. Everyone wears a green 
wristband with the words ‘GIVE IT A GO – 
Perseverance’ to show their membership of 
our ‘club’.

Our staff code of conduct is an example 
of how the values robustly impact on 
our practice. By explicitly defining the 
behaviours we expect in line with each 
value, it gives no hiding place for adults, 
who must model what we expect from the 
children. Frequent review of this ensures it 
stays alive, and also allows for development. 
We have recently, for example, added a new 
value, ‘perseverance’, turning the school 
into the ‘give it a go club’. 

Ultimately, the impact is what matters. 
Currently, our strong academic achievements 
as a school are testament to the fact that 
our work results in great learning. We are 
excited about the opportunities of moving 
‘beyond levels’ as a way of looking again at 
our assessment framework in order to more 
formally and rigorously capture the progress 
and attainment in ‘personal excellence’. 
For now, much is ‘soft’ data, the ‘warm 
and welcoming feel’, the nursery child who 
can articulate what is means to be part of 
the Give It a Go Club, the year 5 boy who 
manages to keep his cool. Everyone, every 
day? We are working on it!


