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It is said that Micklefield lost its heart with 
the closure of the pit. Low aspirations, 
pockets of deprivation, drug use and third 
generation unemployment linger on here, 
but there has been plenty to be proud of in 
the past and we encourage pupils to take 
pride in their heritage and to contribute to 
reviving the sense of community. 

I began my headship in 2008 knowing that the 
school needed drastic action ... and quickly! 
Ofsted’s view of the learning environment in 
2007 was ‘uncared for’ while ‘detrimental to 
the lesson’ described one staff member. Staff 
morale was low, behaviour a major issue and 
families were leaving the school. The number 
on roll dropped from over 130 to 85.

I met staff individually, including the 
superintendent and cleaner, and asked their 
opinions. The main issues were the curriculum 
- dull and not age appropriate; low expectations 
of behaviour -staff and pupils shouting, pupils 
fighting, slamming out of classrooms and 
swearing - and staff morale, “Don’t worry, 
we’ve been told we’re rubbish.” one teacher 
quoted resignedly.

In 2012 we were delighted to achieve the 
second highest value added in the Outer East 
Leeds area; results were above floor targets, 

with some pupils progressing 3 levels. The 
2013 Ofsted report judged the school as good 
in all areas, with SMSC and Forest Schools 
featuring as outstanding elements. So….what 
changed?

The village used to have a colliery band, so 
the superintendent and three members of staff 
volunteered to learn brass alongside the pupils; 
we now have a small brass band and participate 
in the local schools’ Big Band concerts. Being 
a church school with a lively visiting priest 
strengthens community links and pupils are 
also involved with the Regeneration Board’s 
improvements to the village.

Existing schemes of work were scrapped 
and staff encouraged to create learning 
opportunities for the pupils through 
any topic that would enthuse them, and 
consequently their pupils, working outdoors 
whenever possible. Subject leadership was 
reallocated and the curriculum redesigned 
by staff, ensuring NC coverage and skills 
progression.

Progress in the core subjects is assessed and 
recorded electronically half-termly by staff, 
then analysed by the SLT to ensure pupils 
and groups make at least good progress. Class 
action plans detail Pupil Premium children 
and pupils at risk of falling behind, targeting 
them over the next half term. 
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Five pupil-sourced school rules were 
introduced, alongside a positive behaviour 
system supported by SEAL targets and 
celebration assemblies. Peanut the monkey 
joined the school family, regularly relating his 
adventures in assemblies so that the children 
could help him to use SEAL strategies for 
good behaviour choices. 

In 2009, Early Years and Year 1 moved into a 
spacious, well-equipped Family Unit created 
by combining three classrooms.  An outdoor 
play area, including a ship and a canopied 
area, enables learning to take place outside in 
all weathers. A Children’s Centre satellite was 
accommodated, offering high-quality sessions 
for parents with children from pre-birth to 
five, maximising pre-schoolers’ potential and 
offering parenting support.

Racking our brains over the continued lack 
of progress of some pupils below age-related 
expectations, despite changing the curriculum, 
the learning environment, behaviour and raising 
staff morale, led to a ‘light bulb’ moment. Our 
CPD focused on the work of Guy Claxton, Will 
Ryan, Chris Quigley and Ian Gilbert’s associates 
and we renewed efforts to tackle the barriers 
pupils face through primary school and beyond, 
caused by low emotional and social development 
on entry, combined with the low aspirations of a 
depressed community.

We increased the focus on the 5 Rs, resilience, 
resourcefulness, relationships, reflection and 
risk-taking, by organising all staff and children 
from Year 2 to 6 into Nurture Groups. Pupils’ 
key staff members are aware of their progress in 
the core subjects, SEAL and the 5 Rs and Friday 
afternoon Nurture Groups focus on these as they 
bake, act, sing, paint etc. We invested in Forest 
School training for the Assistant Head; all year 
groups go into the woods to experience den-
building, exploration and woodcraft skills.

The impact was quickly evident in the pupils’ 
increased self-esteem and there is a growing 
realisation that they can change themselves, 
their peers... and maybe even their community 
and the world!


