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One More Step Towards 
Outstanding

Water Orton Primary is located the county of 
Warwickshire, on the northern fringe of Birmingham 
and Solihull.  With 330 pupils on role split into mixed 
age classes, it is larger than most primary schools.  
The village lies within a small area of greenbelt land, 
yet is surrounded by some highly deprived areas and 
some of the busiest motorways in the country; the 
M6, M6 Toll and M42. 

Water Orton has a higher than average percentage of 
pupils who are disabled or whose special educational 
needs are supported by school action.  The school 
maintains a reputation for successfully managing 
children who have found integration challenging, 
both in mainstream schools and special education.  
As part of its pastoral care, the school also has two 
learning mentors, a nurturing group and actively 
uses the Common Assessment Framework to 
support children and families.

In terms of improvement, the school’s journey has 
been more of an endurance race than a sprint.  On 
taking on the headship nine years ago, Carl Lewis the 
headteacher was faced with a school shell-shocked 
by the sudden death of the previous headteacher. 
‘Good,’ under the old Ofsted framework and then 
‘Satisfactory’ and ‘Requires Improvement’ under 
the new, staffing costs were high and admission 
numbers were variable.

Inspiration came from former Great Britain cycling 
coach, Dave Brailsford who suggested that cycling 
performance could be improved by a series of 1% 
gains, in other words, attention to detail.  When 

accumulated, many small improvements should 
provide a significant increase in overall achievement. 
It seemed a logical approach (and it had proved 
successful for Team GB Cycling).  

The Leadership Team identified some initial 
changes: 
• Restructuring the organisation and ethos of the 

building.
• Restructuring staff to incorporate good practice 

in leadership, particularly in FKS and KS1, 
where there was a need to find a balance 
between formal teaching, independent learning 
and play.

• Taking a proactive approach to manage the 
concerns and expectations of parents towards 
mixed age classes by engaging them in change 
management. 

The Pre-school provider was relocated to the 
original Victorian part of the school, next to the 
two reception class bases, creating a Foundation 
Key Stage block.  With hard work, the Pre-school 
achieved ‘outstanding’ in its next Ofsted inspection. 
Transferring Years 1 and 2 to the former middle 
school site, created an area, which then, bridged the 
gap between Foundation and lower Key Stage Two.  
It provided areas for play and flow, with a phonics 
room and a Foundation style ethos. New FKS and 
KS1 leaders were appointed and although a focus on 
years 5 and 6 was inevitable, getting the Foundation 
and Key Stage One right was important to getting 
the school set up for long-term success.

Further change was broken down into steps, 
delegated to individuals or teams:
• A Standards Team rather than a management 

team.
• A Parent Forum and an Inspire (parent 

workshop) programme.
• A Healthy Schools Working Party (to include 

food, fitness and well-being and a sub group 
focusing on Traffic and Safe Routes to School.

• A School Council.
• An Intervention Team including 2 HLTAs, 

two learning mentors. The addition of 
teaching assistant meetings, TA performance 
management and more regular training 
opportunities.
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Over time, each action had an impact, sometimes 
1%, sometimes greater. From parking issues to 
class organisation, parents, while still sometimes 
challenging, began to see the reasons behind the need 
for change.  They began to collaborate in the change 
itself. Children and staff took more responsibility for 
the school and its ethos. Behaviour and engagement 
improved. Staff became more confident in building 
better relationships with children. With good 
modelling from staff, children and adults began 
to open doors for each other and wish each other 
‘good morning’. There was an increasing sense of 
ownership - everyone had a stake in the school.  

The later stages were more challenging.  Teaching 
and learning was inconsistent and results were 
fluctuating. Leadership was revitalised with a new 
deputy head teacher and new leaders in Year 3/4 
and 5/6. A more consistent approach to planning 
and monitoring was adopted.  Sports Premium 
and additional funds were allocated to really push 
for high quality sport. By investing in two sports 
coaches and a new Senior Midday Supervisor, the 
school was able to provide a vast range of lunchtime 
and afterschool sporting activities and sport became 
an integral part of lunchtimes.  Children became 
happier and reinvigorated and lunchtime behaviour 
incidents reduced. This approach also provided 
quality time for year teams to be released together for 
planning and assessment.  Teams no longer sat and 
trawled laboriously through plans, but moderation 
and peer support was in built into the planning 
process. Staff rapidly began to improve the use of 
AfL strategies and could soon be heard talking about 
learning as a matter of daily conversation.

Governors engaged in an increasingly rigorous 
process of monitoring. Working closely with the 
Leadership Team, they ensured the school’s highest 
priority was raising the quality of learning. Over 
the last two years governors were provided with 
increasingly focused, anonymised data on teacher 

performance, attainment and progress. Monitoring 
was linked tightly into performance management, in 
order to ensure more children would achieve 2 and 
3 levels of progress in English and Maths by the end 
of Key Stage Two.

Finally, strategies for supporting children were totally 
reviewed.  Based of the findings of the EEF Sutton 
Trust report, empowering teaching assistants and 
being focussed on the actual impact of interventions 
was vital in closing the gap.   

Teaching assistants became:
• Engaged and informed about planning and 

incorporated into the dynamic delivery of 
lessons.

• More informed and accurately targeted (using 
precise assessment data) about the needs of 
each child – Who are Pupil Premium children? 
Where are the gaps in attainment? 

• Well trained in pedagogy – Being confident and 
flexible to consider which strategies work best? 

Our challenges continue. Under the current HS2 Bill, 
high-speed rail tracks have been planned around the 
village, with one of these crossing the school field. 
The school has worked with Warwickshire County 
Council to secure a new building from HS2 to be 
built in 2018. As part of a consortium model, Water 
Orton is helping to guide the direction of other local 
consortia schools and is working to secure 100% of 
consortia schools graded ‘good’ or better by Ofsted. 
As before, long-term success will be achieved by 
series of small successful steps, improving just 1% 
at a time.   

School Ofsted report: http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/
ELS/125620

School website: www.waterortonprimary.co.uk


