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Background

Oakbank is a residential and day school catering for sixty
adolescent boys and girls with special educational needs.
These needs are mainly of a social, emotional and behavioural
nature.
Formerly a List ‘D’ school, Oakbank provides care and
education for pupils who have failed within the mainstream
education setting (or who have been failed by mainstream
education).

_]kThe typical Oakbank pupil on admission will be lacking in

chlow self- esteem. Itis common for there to be a history of

personal confidence and will demonstrate behaviour relating to

truanting and exclusion for anti- social behaviour within the
classroom setting. They have unhappy memories of their
previous, generally unsatisfactory school experiences.

This view of education is the main challenge faced by our
multi-disciplinary staff group which comprises social care and
teaching staff. Other challenges are:

« how to overcome the pupils’ resistance to learning and

e

) ensure they achieve success?

» how to create opportunities to allow the teachers to teach?

 how to provide an environment where pupils and staff feel

they have ownership of the school’s policies and practices?
[
Some two years ago when we were inspected by HMI
guestions such as, “Tell us about your ethos indicators?” were
not familiar to us. It was clear we had been left behind in some

—

important educational developments. The HMI report subse-
guently confirmed that we needed to work on this central
aspect of our school.

In retrospect, the past two years has been an exciting period
where we as a school population (management/staff/pupils)
have tackled the recommendations of the report. The commit-
ment of the staff and the involvement of the pupils during this
period of hard work saw us become more cohesive, innovative
and in the vanguard of current ethos developments.

General Aims

These could be summarised as follows:

m reorganising and clarifying the role, function and responsi-
biliities of the senior management team,

m providing the right ethos for effective learning and teaching
to take place,

m ensuring there was a balanced curriculum with an appropri-
ate range of core and elective subjects,
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m encouraging positive behaviour in the classroom,
m promoting cooperation and collaboration between staff, pupils

and parents,

m identifying short, medium and long term targets which could be
favourably influenced by a positive ethos and to which the

entire community would feel they had made their contribution.

Methods/Strategies

In addition to clarifying the responsibilities of the senior manage-

ment team and the allocation of specific tasks we consulted with
staff and pupils as to how the school could be improved.

Phasel

This involved several meetings with staff where we agreed our

Statement of Values/Mission Statement which in turn led to a

reappraisal of our aims and objectives. Having confirmed our
philosophy we were then able to formulate our policies, which in

turn enabled us to specify the target practices in education and

social care, the twin strands of our school.
Our value base, aims and objectives, policies and practices were

presented in our school document “Statement of Functions and

Objectives”.

Phase2

We asked staff, pupils and parents what they thought about our
school and how it might be improved.

Staff were consulted by the use of a confidential questionnaire

administered by our consultant psychologist. The questions
included in this audit were based on the job descriptions of the

senior managers and the subsequent published data provided an

indicator as to how we as managers were perceived by staff to
be carrying out our responsibilities. Suggestions received

included that we should adapt a cohesive and consistent

managerial approach, improve communication, give a higher
profile to training for education and social care staff, involve staff

more in developing school policies, place higher emphasis on

pupil behaviour etc. In all, we undertook three audits of staff and
it was encouraging to note that the number of adverse comments

of the staff fell successively with each audit.

Pupils were consulted during the weekly tutor groups and they
were asked to identify features of the school, both positive and

negative, with the results being grouped into categories for

analysis. This resulted in a report entitled “How to Improve Our
School” and identified tone and environment as the main

aspects, with specific reference being made to a bully-free

environment, making the classrooms and the social areas more
attractive. misbehaviour of uncooperative pupils to be targeted,

and a wider choice of curricular subjects to be made available.

As part of our belief that parents are, and must be, partners in the
care and education of the children, staff are required to make
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contact with parents on a weekly basis. It was therefore a
natural extension of this contact to include parents in the
consultation exercise. This was effected by asking them to
complete a questionnaire evaluating our service in terms of
their own satisfaction with it. It was encouraging that over
90% of our parents commented favourably on their child's
education and care at Oakbank.

Issues & Problems
|dentified

The process of consultation and collaboration, whether with
staff or pupils, is obviously essential but it is time-consuming
and has a tendency to slow down the process of change.
As an example, it took six meetings for staff to reach
agreement on our Statement of Values, and there was
endless debate as to what should be our aims and objec-
tives. Patience is therefore required.

Secondly, presenting the findings of the various staff audits
was initially very threatening to the senior managers. It was
not an easy task to report views which were critical of our
management style. It is, however, a good learning process
and fortunately the number of critical comments reduced as
we tackled the areas of concern and staff indicated a higher
level of satisfaction with the management of the school.
Thirdly, the pupils, due in part to their previous school
experiences, were suspicious of our collaborative approach
and it was therefore vital to involve them at all stages and to
keep the process simple and uncomplicated with good clear
regular feedback.

Fourthly, having gone through process of changing the
ethos of the school there needs to be a cycle of review to
ensure that recent staff appointments and the admission of
new pupils also gives newcomers ownership of the policies
and practices

What has been the results
of Improving the School Ethos

The beneéfits to the school population of improving the
school ethos has resulted in the following:

« greater staff participation in developing school policies,

« greater emphasis on improving pupil behaviour,

« a successful initiative to involve the pupils in designing a
“Pupil Code of Conduct” referred to as the “10 Command-
ments of Good Behaviour”,

« reduction of daily “roll call” assemblies from four per day to
one,
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« introduction of curricular choice for pupils and widening of the
curriculum,

« development of the “Education for Leisure” programme,

« refurbishment of parts of the school including decorating and
carpeting to improve the social areas as requested by pupils,

« introduction of the Educational Tutor role (guidance) to work with
the Key Worker (Care Worker) to promote cooperation, collabora-
tion and consultation,

» School Council established comprising staff and pupils and
chaired by a pupil,

« introduction of Parents Evenings where the attendance of parents
has been very encouraging and has resulted in the setting up of a
Parents Association with its own Executive Committee and
constitution,

« strengthening the school’s external links by establishing a
Charities' Committee (staff and pupils) which produced a School
Calendar, sponsored by local firms and promoted by our local
newspaper (the Evening Express) and with proceeds donated to
Voluntary Services, Aberdeen,

« participation in the national schools competition the “Rover
Challenge” for which our pupils designed and made a go-cart for
use by persons with a physical disability. It was encouraging to be
placed third in this competition and the go-cart has now been given
to Aberdeen City Council for use by local physical disability
organisations.

Evaluation

By concentrating on the ethos factors of tone, atmosphere,
environment and relationships, the result has been a real cultural
change within the management and organisation of Oakbank
School.

The benefits have been a more committed staff group and pupils
who behave more appropriately and seemed to be generally
happier and more content.

By getting the ethos right it provides a setting where more effective
learning and teaching can take place. In 1996 the increase in the
number of pupils sitting Standard Grade examinations was some
400%. We are on target to enter the same high number of pupils
for the examinations in 1997.

Summary

In summary, we are not suggesting that we have solved all our
difficulties and problems, but as an organisation we are now more
effective.

Our task now is to maintain this momentum by constantly ensuring
that we nurture the positive ethos which was created through much
effort and thought.



