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Accepting the Challenge

Elizabeth Stevens, Headteacher of 
Trottiscliffe CE Primary School

“Challenge” is not the word that first springs 
to mind when you visit Trottiscliffe CE 
Primary School, tucked away in a beautiful 
Kent village, nestling at the bottom of the 
North Downs.  Our prospectus and website 
speak of the family ethos that pervades our 
school – a small school with a big heart.  
But “challenge” is what has ensured the 
survival and improvement of our school, 
culminating in a positive Ofsted inspection 
in June 2013, when we were deemed to be 
“Good” with outstanding features.

With dwindling numbers of pupils, the 
residents of Trottiscliffe village had fought 
hard to retain the school when it was made 
subject to Special Measures in January 

2003, and in 2006 Kent County Council 
agreed to keep the school open.  People still 
talk of the intensity of the support to keep 
alive the “heart of the village”.  Subsequent 
Ofsted inspections rated the school as 
“satisfactory”, until the prospect of this 
actually being unsatisfactory loomed and 
the previous headteacher challenged the 
staff to focus on strengthening teaching and 
learning further. Local authority advisers 
gave support and ratification to these 
improvements.

So how was it done?  Through the 
implementation of a “Challenge approach 
to learning”.  This relies heavily on giving 
children opportunities to investigate and 
problem solve, hand in hand with the 
discrete teaching of knowledge and skills 
needed to find answers.  Out went the more 
traditional approach of giving children 
solutions and in came the language of 
challenge.  Children and teachers talked 
of being in the “learning pit”, and using 
a range of strategies to get out and find 
answers.  We use phrases like “stuck is 
good” because “you are then at the point 
of new learning”.  This approach received 
verification from the Ofsted inspector who 
told me it was evident that “children had 
learning resilience in bucket loads”! 
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When I came to the school in January 2013, 
accepting the challenge of moving the 
school forward again without the sizeable 
leadership team that I had been used to 
as head of larger schools, it was evident 
that teaching and learning was good. The 
missing bit of the jigsaw was staff being 
able to access assessment data quickly 
and easily and “own” it for themselves.  
I devised a simple but comprehensive 
spreadsheet for each year group that records 
levels of attainment and progress in points 
scores, six times a year. Teachers have 
instant access to it and it is used to monitor 
progress very carefully, referred to in Pupil 
Progress meetings, and it informs Provision 
Mapping so that targeted children receive 
appropriate support and extension. 

As a school with a small cohort each year, 
with sometimes very different profiles, we 
are proud of the 2013 levels of attainment:

Now we know we are a good and improving 
school, but the challenge is as strong as ever; 
we are on the journey to “outstanding”. The 
key issues are about teaching and learning: 
embedding consistently outstanding 
practice in marking and feedback to 
children to create and maintain a learning 
dialogue; timing the moment of teacher 
intervention perfectly so that children 
make maximum progress; and tying 
detailed planning tightly to this. However, 
the expertise is in the school already. 
Through the collaboration of the Pilgrims 
Way Partnership of schools, we are about 
to embark on action research projects for 
teachers with Canterbury Christ Church 
University, based on these key issues.  Add 
to this a highly motivated Governing Body, 
a curriculum that is increasingly based on 
practical and enriching experiences, in 
and out of school, and the underpinning 
of our Anglican school ethos. The result 
is children having fun while they learn. 
The last words should go to the children 
interviewed by the Ofsted inspector; when 
asked what they would change about the 
school, they replied “We can’t think of 
anything”! 

For more information 
on Trottiscliffe CE 
Primary School please 
visit;

w w w. t r o t t i s c l i f f e .
kent.sch.uk

Founda t ion 
Stage

Year 1 
Phonics

Year 2 
Phonics

KS1

Level 2b+

KS1

Level 3

KS2 

Level 4+

KS2

Level 5

62.5% at a 
Good level of 
development 

91% 100% Reading  92% Reading  50% Reading  91% Reading  36%

Writing   83% Writing   50% Writing  82% Writing   36%

Maths    92% Maths    42% Maths    82% Maths     27%


