blackfirs••

1/4/07

8:18 AM

Page 1

Learner-centred study work
Black Firs Primary School, Congleton

Summary

Context
Black Firs is a 240-pupil primary school on the outskirts of
Congleton in Cheshire. Some 54 per cent of students come
from the immediate catchment of the school, the other 46 per
cent having chosen to attend from other parts of Congleton.
Students are organised in teams of two-year groups, that is
upper juniors in years 5 and 6, lower juniors in years 3 and 4,
infants in years 1 and 2 and early years reception and

playgroup, with two teachers and two teaching assistants
responsible for team-teaching each group of around 80.
Around five per cent of students are entitled to free school
meals; 12 per cent of students are from ethnic minorities.

Making the change from formal class teaching to learner-centred teaching has transformed Black
Firs Primary School from a good school to an outstanding one. Learning through self-managed
projects (‘study work’), self-organisation, self-evaluation and independent study weeks, has
encouraged Black Firs students to reach high levels of self-confidence and achievement.

What difference did the school want to make for its young people?
On his arrival at Black Firs nine years ago, headteacher
Martin Casserley identified that it was already a ‘good’
school, if a little set in its ways. However, he saw that the
children had the potential to achieve much more, and he was
keen to develop children’s independence and involvement in
their own learning. His vision, for the school and for each
child, was and remains for them to strive to be ‘the best they
can be’.

particularly strong, but there was relative underachievement
in writing. Only 69 per cent of students were achieving
writing level 4+ in year 6, in contrast to over 80 per cent
reaching that level in mathematics, science and reading.

Most staff had been in post for a long time – and the
curriculum was tied to timetabled, single-subject teaching.
Behaviour and attainment were good; reading was

What has the school done?
The headteacher has introduced what he describes as a
‘holistic delivery model’ to develop students’ independence
and ownership of their learning. The core element of this
model involves students from year 2 onward (the school calls
its pupils ‘students’ because it believes that this better
represents the idea of them following a programme of study,
rather than being led) in carrying through projects, or study
work, each of which comprises a number of project tasks, or
assignments.

Research associate: Mandie Haywood, Langley St Leonards Primary School

This report was written as part of the NCSL Research Associate programme. NCSL and QCA have been working with research associates
since October 2005 to consider the role of curriculum innovation in school improvement. NCSL welcomes enquiries about the Research
Associate programme. Please visit the website at www.ncsl.org.uk/researchassociates. These summaries will be available to download at
www.ncsl.org.uk/publications. You can also download this and other innovation stories on the QCA website at www.qca.org.uk/innovation.

The students begin the holistic study work theme by making
a high-quality book in to which all the completed
assignments. Study work enables the student to transfer
knowledge, skills and concepts from one area of learning
and experience to another. Study work is a way of
personalising learning: it reflects high quality, it inspires a
sense of ownership and celebrates the individual’s work.
Students are encouraged to become independent workers
who assume responsibility for their own learning. Older
children are given the opportunity to exercise an element of
choice, negotiating assignment outcomes with specific time
scales. They are accountable to the teacher for managing
their own learning. In study time the students are taught
specific skills, then given a series of assignments in which

they will apply those skills. All students are able to discuss
and explain their work with their peers, parents, visitors and
teachers.
Compared with the school’s previous routines, a complete
transformation in approach to and organisation of learning has
been accomplished. Consequently, holistic learning was
implemented simultaneously throughout the open-plan school.
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What has the school done? (continued)
The number of assignments per study varies according to the
children’s age. In younger classes only a few assignments are
expected and there is greater emphasis on learning to learn,
and on teaching a range of ways to present information. As
students progress through the school more time is allocated
for their independent activities. By the time the students
reach years 5 and 6 they can apply a range of techniques for
presenting their work, and so their study books vary greatly in
style. In most years, four or five study-work books are
produced, with the number of assignments varying from
around 10 in year 2 to around 18 in year 6.
Each study theme has a clear focus based on previously
taught skills or knowledge, with a good piece of children’s
literature as a central element. For example, in a study based
on The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett, a ‘secret
garden’ was created in the home-bay in the classroom. The
overall study theme was the Victorians and The Secret Garden
was used as the supporting text. The various themes within
the book were used as access points for the students to carry
out further research about life in Victorian times. These
included comparative religions, Victorian social class, disability
and family responsibility, science – life and living processes,
the Victorian plant collectors and gentlemen gardeners, and
the Victorian passion for changing and controlling the
environment.
Preparation of assignments is a key focus of teachers’
planning tasks, and emphasis is placed on providing scope for
personalised learning. Levels of skill, knowledge, and
understanding are identified for individual students, allowing
for differentiation, while making sure that they are clear about
intended task outcomes. This helps students to be freely
creative in the way they interpret tasks and demonstrate their
learning.

How does the school know it has achieved what it set out to achieve?
responsibility is an essential factor in encouraging the
students to produce assignments of very high quality.
Literacy and numeracy are linked to the theme wherever
possible and taught every day. Involving children in their own
learning is so embedded in the Black Firs culture that
teachers only plan for three days each week. This means that,
prompted by the students’ responses and suggestions, there
is flexibility to move in new directions as appropriate; the
commitment to creativity means that there is an expectation
that this will happen. Coverage of national curriculum content
is not neglected, and all required subject areas are covered
through the study work to ensure breadth and balance. The
atmosphere in the school is one of purposeful activity.
Students take full ownership of their learning, and
demonstrate enormous pride in their work and their school.
In recent years the study work approach has been extended
through the introduction of independent study weeks,
occupying some 20 per cent of tuition time. On designated
Thursdays and Fridays, the students choose and plan their
activities for the following week. A specific objective is for the
students to be able to talk about their week on the final
Friday afternoon, when parents are invited to an open-day, so
that their children can share the results of their independent
study with them. The students approach the independent
study week seriously, and their projects have included
compiling study books, preparing artwork, and performing
plays – in costume and using scenery. As soon as one
independent study week is over the students are often busy
making plans for the next.

The emphasis is on quality rather than quantity, and this
message is communicated to everyone involved with the
school. The students are given many first-hand experiences
and taught to extract information, take notes, plan, draft, and
proof read. They are expected to evaluate their own work
and to demonstrate how it meets assessment criteria. This

The students take pride in their work and have invested a
great deal of time and effort in completing their study books.
Standards in writing, the original area of concern, have
improved and results are now well above average. The
proportion of students gaining level 4 or above has been
above 95 per cent for all subjects in recent years.
The school has become much more of a professional learning
community with a number of staff undertaking classroombased research and some have had their work published.

Black Firs’ most recent Ofsted report recognised the impact
that Martin Casserley’s good leadership and management
have had on the school. Furthermore, when the government
launched the Primary National Strategy, many of the
suggestions it made were already firmly embedded in the
school’s existing practice, showing that the Black Firs
philosophy was fully abreast of the latest developments in the
world of education.

What happens next?
Innovation continues to be encouraged at Black Firs. There
is a strong feeling that the school should not stand still,
and it is continually looking for ways to improve practice.
The current initiative is ‘Transition to secondary’, with the
headteacher and staff now developing a project to support
the transition from key stage 2 to key stage 3. Still
employing the holistic study-work approach, it is intended
that this new enterprise will involve year 6 students during
their final summer term. They will then carry this last studywork project across to the local high school for their first
two terms as year 7 students.
The progress of these students will be tracked against that
of a control group during their first high school year, so
that the potential to improve key stage 3 curriculum
delivery can be assessed. Black Firs staff are also seeking
other opportunities to collaborate with their high school
colleagues through cross-phase teaching and learning and
examining alternative curriculum delivery models for key
stage 3, which will focus on how students learn best.

How was the innovation led?
Before moving to Black Firs, Martin Casserley had been using
the holistic delivery model for a number of years as a class
teacher and then as a deputy head. In his preliminary contacts
with Black Firs staff, he explained that this was the model he
wanted them to adopt and introduce. He did this, prior to
taking up his appointment, by inviting all the Black Firs
teachers to visit him in his own classroom to see his approach
in action. This helped to gain the cooperation, commitment,
and enthusiasm of the teachers, who in turn enthused their
students.
The headteacher promotes the view that a good education
should be about developing skills, knowledge, and

understanding that will inspire a lifelong readiness to learn.
He feels that education should be learner-centred, and that
learning constitutes a reflective, creative, practical, lifelong
process that should improve the quality of a person’s life.
The headteacher aims to use the skills and talents of all
teachers and support staff as much as possible, and has
encouraged an increased level of team-teaching. The
students are involved in decision-making where appropriate,
and they understand that they have a genuine stake in their
school.

Thinking points
•

How could your school make pupils more independent?

•

Is there one particular area of weakness at your school
that you could address across the whole curriculum
rather than through a single subject?

