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Westhaven School is a specialist school in 
Weston-super-Mare, a seaside town in North 
Somerset.  Weston-super-Mare is a lovely area, 
however few realise that alongside the golden 
sands of the beach there are also large pockets of 
deprivation.  Statistically, these areas are in the 
highest 2% for deprivation in the whole country.  
In a county of both great wealth and great 
poverty the school’s cohort is socially diverse.  
The pupil premium rate is 33% and at the same 
time we have pupils who are from the highest 
socially advantaged groups in society, coming 
from leafy well-heeled communities across 
North Somerset.  Why?  We cater for a specific 
group of pupils – those with significant barriers 
to learning, those who are on the spectrum of 
autism, are hypersensitive, are school phobic 
and increasingly those ‘with a multi-diagnosis’.

In May 2016 Westhaven had an exacting 
Ofsted Inspection and the school dropped from 
Outstanding to Requires Improvement in all 
four criteria – this sent shock waves through 
the school community.  On reflection we realise 
that it would not have taken much detection to 
understand why this had happened:

• The Ofsted framework had changed.
• There were three changes of Headteacher 

over a five-year period.
• Governance had been weakened by 

established members resigning.
• Established SLT members had retired, and ….
• The school had basked under the ‘outstanding’ 

banner for many years – time for a root and 
branch change was well overdue.

The journey to Good

Right from the start we knew that the 
pupils were at the centre of the process and 
we aspired to improve to ‘Good’ within a 
two-year cycle.  Things changed quickly – 
change had purpose and intent – everything 
changed!

Tracy Towler and her leadership team started 
to work on the change process quickly; as 
quickly as one week after the Ofsted visit.  
North Somerset Local Authority reacted in a 
timely manner providing an excellent School 
Improvement Partner Support employing 
Gail Webb, MBE, to work alongside the 
team.  Quickly a challenging and supportive 
relationship with Gail enabled the SLT to 
work at pace to set out a School Improvement 
Plan (SIP), to regularly monitor it and to 
evaluate its impact for the children.

The leadership team was restructured and 
each member was made accountable for their 
area of improvement by a newly appointed 
governing body.  A new Chair of Governors, 
Steve Etchells a former high raking Naval 
Commander, brought a fresh set of strategic 
expertise.  Then new governors from 
specialist backgrounds were appointed to the 
body providing both vigorous challenge and 
high levels of support.  The teaching team in 
the main stayed stable, however SLT made 
teachers accountable and difficult decisions 
regarding staffing were made.  

Westhaven School

From primary level the ‘Westhaven Way’ embeds learning 
behaviour from an early age

The Teaching and Learning Leaders regularly scrutinise work and 
standards
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The Headteacher and children regularly remind themselves of the ‘Westhaven Way’

Once a new SIP was written the first stage of 
change was teacher appraisals. The Headteacher 
ensured that all teachers had exacting targets based 
on the improvement plan and closely aligned 
to teachers’ standards.  The Head of English 
and newly appointed Mathematics Lead were 
given a wider brief under the role of Assistant 
Headteacher.  Leadership appraisals were linked 
to the L&M section of the SIP.  The leadership 
team were given time to both challenge and 
support staff in this time of increased professional 
expectation and in a ‘rapid change’ environment.

A new data manager, Endre Gal, was employed 
to support the governors and SLT to monitor 
progress via the ‘Westhaven Learning Ladders’, 
an assessment system closely linked to the 
National Curriculum standards, but using much 
smaller steps to improve confidence in learners 
and demonstrate progress.  Data on social 
emotional and behaviour outcomes was also 
closely linked to data on academic progress.  
This is a powerful tool for change, enabling 
the SLT and Governors to scrutinise outcomes, 
triangulate and challenge and change again.
The Deputy Head, Jamie Peacock, led on 
behaviour management and health and safety.  
A behaviour manager was also employed to 
constantly monitor behaviour patterns and 
employ pupil-centred solutions.

The main drive for change was establishing the 
‘Westhaven Way’ for both pupils and staff.  The 
whole school community created this vision of 
behaviour expectations and the whole community 
invests in this ensuring its success.  Our school 
is quiet and well ordered; consistency across the 
school is excellent.  A ‘one voice’ message from 
all staff, using an ethos of respect, manners and 

A dedicated primary playground allows age-appropriate play



School Inspection Performance

Government Initiatives IQ

high expectations, has created a quiet, focused 
school where even the most complex children 
can demonstrate learning behaviour.

We must never forget that a school’s main 
role, main work and main focus is to teach so 
that children learn.  Everything stems from the 
vision of governors and SLT being embedded 
by the best quality of teaching.  Once that is in 
order everything else follows and triangulation 
using data, outcomes and change measurement 
becomes daily practice giving everyone a 
transparent knowledge of the school.  We named 
this ‘Quality First’ teaching.  We achieved this 
ethos by creating ‘teaching teams’, the school 
paid teaching support an extra hour’s salary 
per week to ensure teachers, therapists and 
classroom support worked together around each 
class of children.  This created a high level of 
consistency in planning, assessment, care and 
the general learning environment.

There had been a total focus on ensuring 
consistency in each pupil’s achievement and 
progress by introducing a new set of expectations 
such as ‘My Best Work’, which was collated 
termly and was given to every teacher in the 
school.  When teachers were teaching pupils 
across the curriculum they could check and 
moderate outcomes by checking each pupil’s 
best efforts.  A pen licence was introduced 
to improve handwriting and mainstream 
expectations of less worksheets, more extended 
writing and using correct terminology was used 
across all subjects. All aspects of teaching and 
learning were scrutinised, assessed against 
teacher standards and analysed.  Bi-termly pupil 
progress meetings have been a focus for ensuring 
that data is a true reflection of what is going on 
in each pupil’s learning journey.  This enabled 
teachers to be held to account and ensured pupils 
had appropriate intervention if they were falling 
below their expected ‘flight path’ of attainment.  
Many other new systems were brought in across 
the piste in the classroom, too many to mention 
in this article, but the net result is success for 
everyone.

New weekly and termly planning sheets were 
introduced, which included behaviour notes and 
levels in English and Mathematics.  Vulnerable 
pupils were highlighted and all staff had an 
increased awareness of every child’s profile on 
which to build.  Zoe Payne and Sarah Vincent, 
the Teaching and Learning Leaders, held 
weekly meetings with a focus on pedagogy and 
improvements were seen on learning walks and 
observations as a result.  Dedicated Improvement 
and Reflection Time (DIRT) was introduced to 
ensure feedback to students was acted upon.

A school therapy team ensures that pupils get the best quality 
interventions to meet their needs

An emphasis is placed on extended writing rather than using 
worksheets to demonstrate learning

Endre Gal, the Data Manager, constantly updates and analyses 
statistics from across the school
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At Westhaven School the whole community works 
together.  We have a very supportive parent group, 
dedicated governors, staff and children.  We don’t 
call ourselves a special school; we call ourselves a 
specialist school.

If a child has aspirations to go to university we do 
everything to make that dream become a reality and 
we have pupils who have done so and will continue 
to do so in the future.

It is Miss Towler’s personal ambition that the school 
turns out resilient individuals who go out into 
society and ‘take part’, hold down employment and 
contribute to their community.

The SLT often reflects … we ask ourselves … “If 
we could go back and change our judgement in 2016 
would we?”  We would all say, “NO”.  Our journey 
has been many things and has resulted in change for 
the ‘Good’ and we are truly a ‘Good’ school.

Ofsted have provided us with very high value CPD 
and structured feedback.  In our inspection in July 2018 
we all say it was the best kind of staff development we 
have ever gained. They were thorough, they left no 
stone unturned and we value their judgement highly.

Is our journey over?  We have learned so much about 
continually improving our school it can’t possibly 
be over.  Like our pupils we too have a ‘flight path’ 
of expectation and we know how to get the very 
highest level out of our performance.  Our school 
will always aim high to enable our community of 
children to be the best that they can be.

A Middle School class, Newcastle, are very proud of their learning 
behaviour

Pupil Support Advisors ensure that all young people’s emotional 
needs are met

The Head, Deputy Head, Chair of Governors and Business Manager meet very regularly to plan for Governing Body meetings


