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Sweyne Park Comprehensive School in Essex is an amalgamation of two previous schools. It is now a science specialist school with Leading Edge status, as well as a training school. The amalgamation caused the schools to seek pupil voice contributions so as to inform the change process. The extension of this culture can be seen across the school’s processes now.

Kate Spiller, the school’s headteacher, is committed to developing an ongoing, evaluative culture focused on improvement. The provision for self-evaluation comprises:

• leadership team co-ordinated processes that include teachers, support staff, pupils, parents,

governors and assessors and consultants

• a range of methods: questionnaires, interviews, lesson and task observation, work scrutiny,

pupil panels, evaluative reporting and attainment data analysis

• school development planning arising through a consultative process involving attainment data analysis, questionnaires to staff, pupils, families and governors. This sits alongside annual departmental self-evaluation and leadership team interactive evaluation at a designated residential conference. The joint leadership team and governors’ self-evaluation form conference also feeds improvement planning

Departmental reviews

Three of these occur each year on a termly basis so that each department is reviewed in this way every three years (yearly self-review occurs as a matter of course but does not include all these elements). It comprises:

• lesson observations

• pupil questionnaires and interviews (interviews are conducted with a selection of pupils following a lesson observation to establish their view of the teaching and of the curriculum on offer in this session)

• preparatory data research and analysis, including parent review meetings

• staff interviews

• work scrutiny

• pupil panels

• the use of relevant experts

The use of pupil panels has developed from the school’s emphasis on promoting a culture of pupil voice since amalgamation in 1997. The panels will typically comprise:

• school’s council members

• year group school’s council members (selected from the 20 pupils that represent

each year group)

• other pupil attendees as appropriate to ensure breadth of representation
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A major role for the panel is to contribute to the termly departmental reviews. This will see the pupils, chaired by the deputy head, engage in dialogue about the subject area in question with the head of department as listener.

The dialogue centres initially on two key areas:

1 What the pupils enjoy about their learning in this subject.

2 What they feel the department could do more of, or do differently, in order to meet pupil learning needs more effectively.

The direction of the discussion is then guided by the pupils’ observations and contributions.

The deputy head in his chairing capacity probes the pupils’ dialogue and encourages contributions without using loaded or closed questions, so that pupils feel comfortable in adding to the discussion.

Essential however to this process is careful and sensitive handling of the session and briefing of its participants, as the process is not about the department being on trial, or similarly pupils being afraid to voice their thoughts because the head of department is listening. It is carefully managed so that it is a constructive, developmental process as opposed to an accountability exercise.

The deputy head therefore meets with the pupils an hour in advance to brief them in an informal setting with refreshments. The briefing is aimed at putting pupils at their ease as well as preparing them with some initial starting points for discussion to warm them up. It also serves to inform them as to how the session will be conducted and their role in this.

The deputy head also discusses the session in advance with the head of department.

The outcomes have informed school improvement and the process has been well received by pupils and heads of department. Sometimes outcomes relate to clarification and communication as pupil perceptions of the department’s work could be better informed. Sometimes there are areas of the department to be resolved which have been brought to light, in a constructive manner, through the unique medium that pupil voice offers.

It is made clear that developments arising from departmental reviews will be supported financially, eg to pay for physical resources or staff development opportunities. This again sends the clear message that this is about self-evaluation for development rather than accountability.

