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In September 2009 I gained my first 
permanent Head ship as Executive Head 
teacher to Kymbrook and Thurleigh Lower 
Schools, two very different small rural 
schools in North Bedfordshire. The schools 
had been languishing without a permanent 
Head teacher for almost three years and the 
lack of firm forward thinking leadership was 
very evident. 

My first year consisted of assessing the 
good practice in evidence and strengthening 
the schools partnership by obtaining hard 
federation status. Hard Federation was key 
to our development, we had a good quality 
of staff, but they were operating in isolation 
we needed to build a strong sense of team in 
order to move the schools forward and re-
create a curriculum focussed on the pupils 
needs. 

In 2010, lacking in any guidance on curriculum 
from government (aside from keep following 
the old curriculum) I determined that we 
should seize the opportunity to develop our 
own personalised curriculum. 

We needed to re-define our own principles of 
education, having seen the You Tube film of 
‘Shift Happens’ we were stunned to realise 
that our pupils were being prepared by us for 
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a world of jobs that hadn’t yet been invented.  
This realisation made us understand that 
it was not so much the ‘knowledge’ or 
‘content’ of any curriculum we devised but 
rather learning attitudes, aptitudes and skills 
that would be important to building the 
independent learners needed to cope with the 
exponentially changing world of work of the 
future.

It was very evident to us that at the heart 
of our curriculum must lay the emotionally 
intelligent child, we knew that children with 
any type of duress shut down to learning, 
therefore we built in ways to teach our pupils 
to recognise their own emotions and to be 
able to act upon them appropriately. We 
placed ‘Protective Behaviours’ philosophies 
and ‘Values’ education as the foundation 
stones to build our curriculum on.

We wanted to build a curriculum of two 
halves, one half very firmly based on the 
‘basic skills’ needed to access learning, skills 
of reading, phonics and numeracy were to be 
given daily dedicated classroom time, every 
day our children would read for half an hour, 
though each day would bring a different 
experience of reading. All staff members 
were trained in ‘Sounds Write’ enabling 
the schools to break the children into much 
smaller groups, determined according to their 
diagnostics, we placed the children in ‘Stage 
not Age’ phonics groups.
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The second half of our curriculum was to be 
child led; inspired by Sir Ken Robinson we 
knew that in order to engage the naturally 
curious children in our care whatever we 
offered needed most importantly to be 
relevant to them. We explored the teachings 
of ‘Mantle of the Expert’ and found that if 
the children believed themselves to be in 
control and the ‘expert’ in their own learning 
they pushed and challenged themselves to 
achieving far higher standards than if they 
were being ‘fed’ learning teacher led.  The 
children were surveyed and we gained forty 
possible topic titles, the topics were to be 
‘whole school’ and so we now could pledge 
‘never the same topic twice.’ 

Our attention turned to the attitudes and 
aptitudes our children would need to 
develop in order to be successful in their 
learning journeys, taking our cue from Chris 
Quigley’s work we identified eight ‘Learning 
Powers’ and a further ten ‘Learning Skills’. 
The schools actively teach the children to 
recognise when and where whilst they are 
learning they are using these attitudes or 

skills, by year three pupils are capable of self 
evaluating and monitoring their own use of 
their Learning Powers and Skills and even as 
young as four we now find incidents such as 
the child who told a visiting governor who 
was trying out an activity during science 
week “Don’t give up, you must try again.”

Referring back to Sir Ken Robinson we finally 
determined that our new curriculum must be 
memorable. Inspired by our topics we created 
‘Wow’ factor starts and finishes to each topic. 
When a child at our school says “Dad, today 
a medieval horseman came galloping up the 
field and told us to run the kingdom while 
he helps King James fight Horrid Henry of 
Lancaster.” It really did happen!

Learning in our schools is now engaging, 
motivating, challenging and skills based, the 
standards can’t fail to follow. 

For more information please visit:
www.thurleighlowerschool.co.uk


