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It’s with a sense of immense pride that we
reflect on the achievements of the Opportunity
Area in Stoke-on-Trent and the impact on our
children’s and young people’s education.
We have been able to work with pre-school
children through to those entering higher
education and importantly we have engaged
with not only their schools and colleges, but
also their families. A number of our projects
were also multi-agency working for example
with, the NHS in the phonics project, Stoke
Speaks Out, and with social services in Better
Together focused on early interventions for
families facing challenges.
We would put our success down to the
collaborative approach to the implementation
of this initiative. All parts of our education
system were represented in the identification
our priorities for the City, the agreement of

where we would invest our resource and
in the oversight of delivery and impact, but
also key is the engagement of our broader
community for example the two City football
clubs and employer representation.
Little could have prepared us for the
pandemic and its impact on our schools.
The Opportunity Area projects were of
course interrupted, but they also meant we
were better able to respond to some of the
challenges and we had projects in place that
have helped our recovery. These include the
transitions work supporting our children as
they progress between the key stages of
their education, the mental health support
provided in our Colleges and the holiday food
and activities programme that was adapted to
support our families through covid.
We hope you enjoy reading about the projects
and that we are able to ensure that the good
and best practice that has emerged continues
to be shared. We would like to thank all those
involved in whatever capacity throughout
the implementation of our Opportunity Area
initiative and to say a big thank you for giving
us the privilege of Chairing this work. It has
been inspiring working with you al.l

We hope you enjoy reading about
the projects and that we are able
to ensure that the good and best
practice that has emerged continues
to be shared.
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Introduction

Priority 1

Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area in numbers

41

separate projects
delivered over 5 years

80%

38,297

(approx) pupils have been
involved in the Stoke-on-Trent
Opportunity Area programme

78%

724,352,529

of students from 8 secondary
schools involved in our KS2
English project are now
sufficiently prepared to transition
to the KS3 reading unit

of pupils from schools in our
early years literacy work are now
on track to achieve the expected
standard in the phonics
screening check

?

The Maths Excellence
Partnership project created a
team of 12 Specialist Leaders
of Education, 3 support
Specialist Leaders in Education,
9 moderator leads and 7
developmental maths reviewers

85% of targeted schools
have engaged in continuous
professional development for
KS2 Science and over 4000
students have engaged with
Science Across the City with
50 science influencers created.

Our Wellbeing in Further
Education project won a
national Sixth Form College
Association award (June 2021)
for health and wellbeing.

Take up of over
continuous professional
development opportunities

adults and children have
taken part in the innovative
Family by Family project

City of Stoke-on-Trent
Sixth Form College and
Stoke-on-Trent College
saw a reduction in
counselling services of for the
2019/20 academic year

Closing the Word Gap
project nominated for an
award for adapting to COVID-19
and school closures
(2020 Esteem Awards)

Teacher Educators supported
(SSTEC)

The Independent Review
of Children’s Social Care
features the Family by Family
project as an example of peer
support for families

587 participants benefitted from
CPD training to improve knowledge
and confidence of early reading,
phonics and maths teaching
through the Improving Literacy
and Numeracy in the Early Years
in the 2021-2022 academic year

young people have been
supported by the Football
Mentoring project at Stoke City
FC and Port Vale during the past
academic year

words read by Year 7 students
(reading challenge
- KS4 English project)

42 schools in year 5 and 6
maths competitions correctly
answered more than 8.4 million
questions in one week (KS2
maths project)

4

All

Secondary schools and 71
Primary schools have been
involved in the programme

Improving outcomes in the Early Years Foundation Stage

1,302

139

Over 300

Rose Dingle, OA Partnership Board
member and manager of Rosy
Cheeks Nurseries
Introduction
In 2017 the Opportunity Area
(OA) Partnership Board identified
four priorities, having early years
rightly at the front of the investment to give our children the
best possible start to their life and learning.
We have established many successful projects over the five
years, improving the experiences of our youngest children
within Stoke-on-Trent. As the ‘priority 1’ chair there are a few
that feel significant to me.
• ‘SMILE’ (Speech, Milestones, Interaction, Learning and
Expression) – has been so successful it has now been
rolled out across the city, improving speech and language
opportunities for our youngest most vulnerable children.
• ‘Exploring the Wider World’, which enabled early years
practitioners to develop their confidence in celebrating
the community around us and showing that there are
many exciting places for young people to explore around
Stoke-on-Trent.
There has been great work done in phonics and maths
within early years, including building sustained relationships
between schools and early years settings over the duration of
the OA to help with school readiness.
Finally, OA-funded mental health first aid training has enabled me and my colleagues in nursery settings - to support the colleagues
and parents we work with – helping us to help those who are going
through difficult times during the COVID-19 pandemic.

118
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We have established so many successful projects over the five years,
improving the experiences of our youngest children within Stoke on Trent.
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Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Closing the Word Gap
This project, led by the Midlands Partnership NHS Foundation Trust Speech Therapy service, has
provided specialist support to 40+ primary schools.
The project funded a range of activities including working with parents to improve outcomes
in speech, language and communication at Early Years Foundation Stage by improving early
language acquisition in order to close the ‘word gap’.
Specialist speech and language therapists were assigned to named schools, which meant they
had regular contact, developing relationships and trust between partners.
The therapists helped shape and guide the schools in developing an action plan, providing
training, modelling and support as necessary. The therapists organised a half termly network
meeting to support each aspect covered by an audit tool including a “closing the word gap”
training day.

My confidence has improved,
and I have more ideas of how to
incorporate the vocabulary into
daily activities.15

The audit tool provided
a baseline for schools to
develop an individual action
plan and the audit captured
nationally recognised best
practice in speech, language
and communication, based
on research of what works
to support children’s
development.

Early years teacher after Closing the
Word Gap training, March 2022

The project’s website
received over

113

practitioners accessed training during
Spring term 2022 and 100% reported
increase in confidence and skills17

1188

visitors and 1086 new users
during the Summer term 202118

What has the OA Closing the Word Gap project achieved for speech and
language?
The project began in September 2018.
W
 e were able to develop new ways of working, extend and improve things that were
working and try things out.
It built on the school readiness programme of 2016-2018.
It allowed capacity for Speech and Language Therapists to be more involved in partnership
working at a cross-city and targeted school level.

The Opportunity Area funding from the Department of Education has given us the chance to
address specific needs around children’s speech, language and communication development.
It has been a great opportunity to develop close working relationships with schools and
settings to really drill down into what is needed to support children.
Janet Cooper, Project Lead. Midland Partnership Foundation Trust16
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Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Parent Ambassadors

SMILE (Speech, Milestones, Interaction, Learning and Expression)

Led by the council and the Speech, Language and Communication team at the Midlands
Partnership NHS Foundation Trust, the project ran from 2018 to 2020 and introduced evidencebased programmes to improve engagement and skills of parents in areas of greatest need.
The aim was to improve speech, language and communication learning for children in the early
years, and to generate a love of reading in the home.
This included working with parents to determine best practice and using the locally developed
‘Together We Learn’ package to build the engagement and skills of parents, early years staff in
nurseries, and staff in the first years of primary.

The SMILE project, led by the Midlands Partnership NHS Foundation Trust aimed to introduce
evidence based programmes to improve engagement and skills of parents in areas of greatest
need to improve speech, language and communication learning and generate a love of reading in
the home.
The project was, and continues to be run, by Speech and Language Therapy Assistant
Practitioners. The work focuses on supporting parents and it is targeted at children who are
already presenting with delayed speech, language and communication at their Ages and Stages
Questionnaire check with the Health Visiting Service. Each cycle of groups are delivered over a
six week period with child rating scales undertaken at the beginning of the group and repeated
at the end. Parents also complete a simple questionnaire to share what they have learnt from
the groups. The project teaches parents simple strategies based on the ‘Stoke Speaks Out’ key
messages.

42

During the life of
the project,

schools in the most
deprived areas of the city
accessed support from
the project, and all private,
independent and voluntary
nurseries and playgroups had
access to the training and
resources.

962

new library memberships
were linked to the work
of the reading and
communication
champions.20

 ince July 2019, over 800 children
S
and families have been supported
through SMILE.

Three quarters of children attending
sessions make progress over the 6 weeks
and are discharged.

Communication and Reading
Champions

Communication Champions
visited schools and delivered
workshops for parents, starting
with informal coffee mornings to
build positive relationships before
moving on to workshops which
encouraged parents to share in
their child’s learning journey.

I didn’t read when I was younger, I didn’t like reading and
if I’m honest it scared me a bit because I wasn’t a very
good reader. When I had these two, I wanted to make sure
they didn’t struggle like I did….the good news is they love
reading and getting a library card today will be great for
them, they’ll probably have 20 each!19

The SMILE project is now
embedded as a targeted
pathway in Stoke-on-Trent
and in Tamworth, and is soon
to be rolled out to Stafford.

(Parent, Mill Hill Primary School, November 2018)

BBC One Midlands Today featured the Little Library Van
and the communication champions work throughout
their news bulletins on 19th July 2019. The Little Library
Van Roadshow took place throughout the 2019 summer
holidays, linking the National Literacy Trust who attended
some of the sessions to give away free books.The van
is funded by the Local Authority but staffed by a reading
champion employed for the project.

8
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Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Exploring the Wider World
The project, led by Early Education , which ran from 2019 to 2020, was commissioned in
response to an audit carried out by Keele University to determine good practice around the Early
Years Foundation Stage ‘Understanding the World’ Early Learning Goals.

The Summer of Art – Through the eyes of a child

Children visited the Bare Wall Art Gallery. They visited
exhibitions, heard stories and explored a wide variety
of media before producing stories of their own. The
practitioners worked in conjunction with a curator to
ensure the pieces were displayed to make the most of
them and a catalogue was produced for visitors and as a
memento for the children who participated.

Children needed opportunities to explore their community
and to widen their experiences
Private, voluntary and independent early years settings were supported to provide children with
experiences they may not have had before, making the most of education resources and their
local surroundings in Stoke-on-Trent. Activities were chosen based on children’s interests and
were designed to support learning outcomes.
A broad range of activities were made accessible to settings and trips were made as a regular
feature of practice. Staff underwent a shift in their approach to activities outside the classroom,
and both staff and children’s confidence increased in this aspect. Staff understood the benefits
of children ‘Understanding the World’ and how to embed this learning into their practise.

“Lovely activities. Great for children. Super to see other
work” A child minder who visited with her children.
“Fantastic idea to get children excited with art and
creativity.” A Father.

Meeting an artist

80

65

practitioners have attended at
least 1 group training session

early years settings have been
involved in the project

The children explored a a range of media in a variety of
ways and discovered that artists are scientists at heart!
They worked collaboratively and have some pieces to
share with families.
It has made the setting think more widely about media
they introduce the children to.
“Planning for outings now goes beyond the required risk
assessments - staff have found that they are focusing
much more deeply on the potential of the whole journey
and reflecting on the deeper learning and impact on
everyone involved.” Nursery Setting
“Staff plan a wide range of experiences that recognise

children’s family backgrounds and positively support
their awareness of the community and the wider world.
For example, staff invite storytellers into the setting who
are male, so that children can experience different role
models.” Nursery Setting Ofsted report, February 2020

10
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Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Priority 1: Improve outcomes in
the Early Years Foundation Stage

Improving literacy and numeracy in early years

Mental Health and First Aid Training for early years settings

Led by the council, the aim of this project which ran from 2018 to 2022, was to build relationships
between schools and their local early years providers, using phonics and maths as a way to
encourage professional dialogue and to open avenues of CPD for early years staff.
In 2017, Early Years outcomes across Stoke-on-Trent were below average, and the relationship
between schools and early years settings needed strengthening to build a quality workforce.
By encouraging professional dialogue between staff from different settings this created an
opportunity to learn from each other. Staff observed practise, attended support sessions,
established termly subject focussed meetings, and accessed other learning opportunities such
as literacy reading schemes.
Feedback from participants showed that they found the training hugely beneficial and the
relationship between settings was strengthened through collaborative working. Staff also
reported increased confidence in their teaching and other benefits such as improved knowledge
and understanding in their subject areas.

Led by The Potteries Training School Alliance29 in partnership with Purple Cow30, this 2020
project provided access to Mental Health First Aid training for every early years setting in
Stoke-on-Trent.
This enabled practitioners to identify and recognise warning signs of mental health issues, along
with providing key strategies to support and empower those affected to access key support
services to help with recovery or to manage debilitating symptoms.

Over

600
training opportunities have
been accessed by teachers
and early years practitioners
to improve their knowledge
and skills in relation to
early reading, phonics and
mathematical development.27

As a manager I have carried out
observations on the delivery of
phonics now and compared them to
previous observations. It is evident
that practitioners are more confident in
planning and delivering the daily sessions
to the children. Also the children are more
engaged and enjoying the new activities.

A total of

99

practitioners were
trained as a Mental
Health First Aiders
covering 74 early
years settings.

Practitioners

I have found this course very interesting
to learn the different forms of mental
health and look at the trigger signs and
symptoms of someone who is suffering
from mental health problems. I now
understand how to support a person who
is suffereing from mental health issues.
Feedback received from a nursery
practitioner on the Mental Health First Aid Training

will hold the accreditation for three years.

Nursery Manager28

The Potteries
Training School
Alliance

12
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Priority 2: Improve outcomes
in English, Maths and Science

Improve outcomes in English, Maths and Science
Margaret Yates
OA Partnership
Board member
and Chief
Executive, All
Saints Catholic
Collegiate

Mark Stanyer
OA Partnership
Board member and
Executive Principal
North, Ormiston
Academies Trust

Introduction
Several key projects, prioritised and funded through the ‘Priority
2’ Opportunity Area (OA) initiative, have generated a wave of
interest and commitment from skilled teaching professionals in
Stoke-on-Trent’s schools and academies. The already successfully
established Maths Excellence Partnership (MEP), inspired the
formation of two further curriculum projects with positive impact. The
English Excellence Partnership and Science Excellence Partnership
have been similarly developed, resulting in a significant increase in
leadership capacity at primary and secondary level; through sharing
of best practice staff have also accessed high quality professional
development and there is evidence that this has led to improvements
in the quality of teaching in these subject areas.
Historically, transition from key stage 2 to 3 has been highlighted
nationally as an area for improvement. With this in mind, all three
curriculum partnership projects have championed unprecedented
collaboration across all key stages and this has instilled and secured a
mutual respect for the importance of early years, primary and secondary
education. Colleagues have worked in close collaboration to plan and
distribute shared resources and materials which have enriched pupils’
learning, whilst raising expectations, and broadening and deepening an
understanding of pedagogy.

Primary-Secondary Transition pilot
In 2018 – 2019, eight clusters of secondary and primary schools worked together to test and
develop evidence-based approaches. For example, sharing pedagogy and activities in English,
Maths and Science. Learning and practice from this pilot project was absorbed within the
OA-funded three curriculum partnerships over the 2019/20 academic year.

Examples of activity that took place:
One secondary school mapped curriculum links with primary schools.
 KS2 teachers and 4 KS3 teachers from one cluster shared pedagogy via visits and
7
observations. They met together to discuss their findings and this informed future planning e.g.
Schemes Of Work for year 7 Maths, English and Science.
 cross several clusters, KS3 core subject leads met with KS2 leads in all partner primary
A
schools for cross-phase moderation which also provided the opportunity to identify and share
good practice.
In one primary school, a member of staff was allowed to team teach with the KS3 Maths
teacher, which he described as ‘a privilege to gain an insight into the skilful way he taught
Maths.’ The primary teacher also noted how the problem-solving approach he witnessed and
the way the KS3 teacher taught led to him changing his methods and these were disseminated
to all his junior school colleagues.
 he Head of year 7/Assistant Head in charge of year 7 pastoral/SENDCo from one secondary
T
Academy visited primary schools throughout the summer term of 2018, liaising with primary
staff and gathering year 6 student information. This helped with creation of class groupings,
identified target students and informed the transition programme that ran for four weeks in the
final half term of 2018, as well as discussing some of the main worries that pupils had about
starting secondary school.
Learning from this work helped develop a Common Transition document used by schools to
capture information and help with action planning.
“The establishment of such common standards and expectations can help pupils moving from primary
to secondary school to adapt easily to new routines and school organisation and experience curriculum
continuity. As one colleague stated, it is ‘all about knowing one another’s professional worlds and learning
from each’. Another colleague emphasised: ‘trust is important, each sector to trust each other’, and ‘we have
found a lot of common ground and begun to talk about the issues around teaching Maths.”
Project independent evaluation November 201931

With the more recent collaboration with Early Years’ settings - private and voluntary, as well
as in schools – we hope that by continuing our investment in the workforce through these
partnerships, every pupil attending a Stoke-on-Trent setting or school will receive consistently
high-quality teaching, achieve better outcomes and aspire to seek and seize the vast
opportunities available to help them succeed.

14
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Priority 2: Improve outcomes
in English, Maths and Science

Priority 2: Improve outcomes
in English, Maths and Science

English Excellence Partnership KS2
Led by St Gregory’s Academy /The Potteries Training School Alliance, the KS2 project ran
from 2019 to 2022 and was commissioned in response to provisional 2018 outcomes. Data
showed the proportion of children in Stoke-on-Trent at the end of KS2 achieving the expected
standard in reading and writing was below the national average.36 The project aimed to provide
specific, targeted support to schools where achievement was lowest. The project was formed
of several strands:
Continuous
Professional
Development (CPD):
Teachers were invited
to attend CPD sessions
to increase awareness
of pedagogy across
the KS2/3 national
curriculum. This aimed
to build capacity in the
teaching workforce.

English Excellence
Partnership Subject
Leader network:
The network held
meetings to provide
opportunities for English
leaders to keep up
to date with current
thinking and share best
practice.

Feedback from teachers and pupils has been
overwhelmingly positive with teachers reporting
that they feel much better equipped to support
struggling readers. The quality of teaching and
learning in reading and writing has improved
and grade averages have increased.
This project was featured in the Department
for Education ‘School Improvement Insight
Guide’ (2022) published on gov.uk39

Improving outcomes
at KS2:
The project has worked
with programmes
such as the Hackney
Learning Trust37 which
created additional
resources for schools
and encouraged
children to take part in
reading activities and
challenges.

English Transition
Unit:
The unit addressed
potential subject deficit
between KS2 and
KS3, and elaborated
the differences in
teaching pedagogy and
skills with the aim of
providing continuity and
consistency for pupils
between the two key
stages.38

Independent evaluation (Keele University, 202140)
found that the work targeted Senior Leaders in
education support and developed curriculum
leadership. Also that Hackney Learning Trust
resources were perceived to improve KS2
reading and writing outcomes overall and high
quality CPD was delivered: effective in supporting
teachers and leaders to work towards improving
KS2 reading and writing outcomes.

Treasure Island
Within this project a transition
unit provided teachers with a
range of resources to develop
student’s reading ability,
aiming to address the ‘gap’ in
knowledge between KS2 and
KS3 by building a ‘pedagogical
bridge’ and provide students
with continuity and consistency
as they progress to secondary
school. Feedback from teachers
showed that the Treasure Island
unit helped students improve
their reading fluency and
punctuation use, as well as their
inference and analytical skills.
In response to this feedback,
Specialist Leaders of Education (SLEs) have made further adaptations to the KS2 and KS3
elements of the Schemes of Learning.

School A – example of how this project has made a difference
The school had already identified writing as a focus and have engaged with an SLE, who
has supported the school over the last two years, to continue to empower the English
Leader to lead improvements in writing across the school. The English Leader has gone
from strength to strength and has recently been accredited as an SLE himself. He has
also recently, as a result of his own excellent practice, joined the ‘non-fiction into fiction’
working group
“Reading is prioritised across the school. Children quickly learn to read because staff deliver
the phonics programme well.”
Ofsted report February 2022:

100%

of eligible schools participated
in the project.41

16
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Priority 2: Improve outcomes
in English, Maths and Science

English Excellence Partnership KS4

Post Pupil Premium Follow up review

The KS4 element of the English Excellence Partnership (2019 – 2021), led by Ormiston Meridian
Academy, had subject leaders in English collaborating to increase student’s progress in years
7 to 11.43 Funding was prioritised for disadvantaged students in years 10 and 11 and additional
support and resources were provided to prepare them to sit their GCSEs. The project also
worked with Post-16 providers for GCSEs and A levels to support students’ transition to KS5.
The project funded professional development opportunities for teachers to develop teaching
standards and provided additional support to students in KS3 and KS4 to improve attainment.
There has been a commitment to teacher development from secondary schools and high
participation from students, particularly with GCSE readiness masterclasses.44

The project offered a package of support to schools, focusing on maximising the impact of the
Pupil Premium Grant, and with a particular focus on supporting disadvantaged pupils.
The aim was for schools to become more effective in creating capacity, providing expertise and
supporting teachers so that schools better meet the needs of their disadvantaged pupils.
The project was delivered by Britannia Teaching School Alliance, working with C2C Teaching
School Alliance, The Potteries Teaching School Alliance, Painsley Catholic Teaching School
Alliance and the Stoke-on-Trent Research School.32

Some of the activities included:

The ‘Stoke it up challenge’ an initiative aimed to
address gaps in reading attainment by promoting
reading engagement. Year 7 pupils from 14 high
schools were challenged to read one billion words
between them from the start of the 2020 – 2021
academic year, by the end of May. Despite the
disruption caused by the national COVID lockdown,
students managed to read 724 million words.45
GCSE readiness: Additional support for KS4
students was provided throughout remote learning
which enabled students to have access to high
quality resources. Further to this, students in Year 10
received specific intervention on approaches to key
examination questions and in-school workshops to
boost performance in extended writing. Saturday
online workshops
were set up for
year 10 students
to support learning
catch up from the
national lockdown.
Both student and
staff participation
levels and feedback
show that the
workshops helped
increase confidence
significantly.

18

1,760

students from 10 schools attended
GCSE workshops in June 2021

70+

hours of CPD was provided
to staff between 2019 and 2021,
covering all aspects of teacher
development, including specialised
subject knowledge; curriculum
planning; effective pedagogy;
behaviour management
and assessment.

The Gareth Jones Award for
Excellence

Finally, the annual Gareth Jones
Award for Excellence was established
in honour of Gareth Jones, which is
awarded to any pupil from year 7 to
year 11 who has excelled in creative
writing. Gareth was the former Principal
of Ormiston Meridian Academy and led
the KS4 English project until he very
sadly lost his life to COVID-19 in March
2021.
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 isadvantaged and vulnerable children are now
D
at the forefront of the 36 schools that have fully
engaged in the project. An additional 30+ schools
that attended the training events and conferences are
now developing their strategies to better support their
disadvantaged pupils
“The best Pupil Premium training I have ever attended. Since
attending Marc Rowland’s conference, we have completely
overhauled our support and intervention provision.”

24
Marc Rowland33
completed 24
Pupil Premium reviews

Teacher feedback
The project has raised the profile of disadvantaged and
vulnerable pupils across the city, supported a wholeschool approach – from Senior Leaders to the classroom
– to establish the ingredients that can transform children’s
lives, and developed a Stoke-on-Trent strategy for all
schools, written by Marc Rowland, to help maintain the
momentum built by this project.

I have been so, so impressed by the quality of conversations
with Stoke colleagues about disadvantage. Amongst ALL that
school leaders have to deal with, they are knowledgeable –
with an expertise about how to plan and implement the most
effective strategies to address disadvantage is unsurpassed.
These are the building blocks for better outcomes, life
chances and life choices for pupils from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Disadvantaged children don’t lack talent or
ability. But they sometimes lack opportunity. Colleagues hold
disadvantaged pupils and their families in very high regard.
Marc Rowland (feedback following conference)

Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area 2018-22 - Strength through Partnership

95
strategic partner visits
took place to deliver the
support package

25
Pupil Premium leads accessed
and attended the PP reviewer
training and have become
‘experts’ in their schools
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in English, Maths and Science

Science Across the City
The KS2 Science Across The City (SATC) project, led by Moorpark Junior School, aimed to raise
the profile of Primary Science in Stoke-on-Trent to align with that of English and Mathematics.
Science leaders collaborated in active learning communities to share pedagogy, resources and
best practise to ensure all students experience high quality teaching.
Local intelligence-gathering through surveys, school audits and consultation allowed mapping
of both good practice and concerns, informing priorities for a Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) offer.

Pupils enjoy learning the science curriculum. It is exceptionally well organised. Any new work
builds well on prior learning. Most science work builds knowledge and develops skills of
enquiry. This helps pupils become confident scientists. During their time at school, pupils learn
a good range of scientific knowledge and skills.
Ofsted report 2019

 he project has been successful in building a community of shared practise and enabling a
T
strong legacy of professional culture through reflective leadership at all levels. Recruitment of
CPD and engagement from schools has been high throughout the project, with many teacher
forums meeting more regularly and being immersed in supportive dialogue of reflective practise.
 his project was featured in the Department for Education ‘School Improvement Insight Guide’
T
(2022) published on gov.uk
“When we read the book, we had to keep stopping whilst they discussed things”
“A real plus was the big ideas and resources…the big ideas could be used across all subjects to engage
pupils of all abilities.”

Professional Development
“SATC has provided a wealth of CPD
opportunities. I have met and been trained by
people form the Royal Society of Chemistry for
example. When I come back to school I have so
many ideas I can implement and resources to
share with my colleagues.”

The project brought recognised quality
resources to all classrooms, and action
research informed teacher guides to
accompany the new latest Jules Pottle book,
Jasper the Spider, and practitioner research
exemplified meaningful cross curriculum links.

Emma Edwards from Christ Church CE
Primary Academy49
“Being part of an external community gives worth
to what you are trying to do, and it challenges you
to do it better.”
Becki Price, Science Influencer 50
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STEM clubs, children
attending the theatre
production Jina and
the STEM Sisters,
visiting inspirational
scientist workshops
and the latest launch of
adopt a scientist with
the intention of legacy
relationships not just
one ‘off’.
Jina and the STEM Sisters
production was performed
at the Mitchell Arts Centre,
March 2022
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KS4 Science

Whole School SEND

From 2018 to 2021, this project led by Alpha Academies Trust on behalf of SASCAL, linked closely
with the KS2 science project and was co-ordinated under the umbrella of ‘Science Across the
City’ (SATC). It was commissioned to strengthen primary-secondary transition and carry the same
enthusiasm for the subject across to secondary school and post-16. Science leads provided a
collaborative network of support for KS4 teachers that allowed all secondary schools to have
access to invaluable CPD sessions to develop their skills and confidence in teaching.

This 2020 project was led by the Blackfriars Teaching School Alliance
working collaboratively with Whole School SEND, the EEF Research
School and the council. The project involved reviewing the quality of
education for SEND pupils in a selection of Stoke-on-Trent schools and
supporting schools to identify best practice, areas for development
and next steps to ensure SEND learners are provided with the very
best education.
The project team visited schools, working with SENCOs and headteachers to conduct reviews of
SEND practice. The process was supportive and received positive feedback from schools.

Diagnostic Assessment
and the BEST tool

Materials from Best Evidence Science
Teaching (BEST) at York University were
used to create a diagnostic assessment
for children entering year seven, which
allows greater insight into what students are
thinking than most tests. This assessment
was used to support secondary school
teachers understand strength and
weakness in scientific knowledge of
students and allow them to plan curriculum
and catch-up activities tailored to learning
needs. The assessment was developed
as a quiz for pupils to complete with little
pressure and in manageable chunks. The
quiz enabled discussion amongst teachers
about pedagogy and potential changes to
planning.
For the first time, secondary
colleagues had diagnostic data
available, which has provided much more
than just data. One school for example,
asked for more information about children’s
investigative skills and on the composite
parts that make up progress enquiry. This
informed the creation of a cross school
curriculum map.
22

I was surprised at the question about
evaporation; surprised that they got it right!
KS3 would need to adapt their unit starting
point because they clearly have the basic key
terms on the changes of state. They wouldn’t
need teaching the terms; there’s no point in
hammering them in.
Science Lead at local
Secondary School.

There was an

18%

increase in progression to
science-based subjects at sixth form
college from 2018 to 2022 entry.55
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One school has had an Ofsted inspection recently and the feedback was that SEND is now a
major strength of their school.62

Opportunity Area funding also provided
opportunities for existing SENCOs who had
been through the review process to train as
SEND reviewers themselves. As a result of
the project, there are now 10 more trained
SEND Reviewers available to complete
SEND Reviews in schools across the
city. This not only celebrates the impact of
the project on SENCOs who participated in
the project and the increased confidence
in their practice, but also adds capacity to
the education workforce as they are now
available to support colleagues in other
settings across the city.

A series of case studies was also developed
by the project team and published on our
website www.stokeopportunityarea.
wordpress.com. The case studies are
intended to be ‘finger-tip’ guides to inform
and enrich schools’ support for students
with SEND. Each is based upon the findings
derived from the SEND Reviews undertaken
and offers an accessible, evidence-informed
summary of advice. This support is both
immediately actionable and can be used to
enrich further discussions. It is based upon
what is being used currently and effectively
in schools that were reviewed in Stokeon-Trent. All the case studies are aimed at
supporting busy professional colleagues so
that they can further develop their inclusive
educational practices.

Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area 2018-22 - Strength through Partnership
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Maths Primary School Improvement Offer
Stoke-on-Trent Mathematics Excellence Partnership (MEP), which has
been run through St Joseph’s College, has worked collaboratively with
primary and secondary schools and, as the scope of the project has
expanded, in liaison with the Opportunity Area Early Years maths and
literacy project (see above) to develop teaching, learning and leadership of mathematics across
the city. The project is based on a co-ordinated and collaborative approach. National expertise
from a range of providers has been brought to the city to deliver training on specific identified
needs to complement the work of the North Mids Maths Hub (led by Painsley Catholic College)
and networks of local maths leaders and teachers have been embedded which facilitate schools
working together and sharing best practice within the local context. New Specialist Leaders of
Education (SLEs) have been designated and leaders have been trained to lead developmental
reviews and moderation across the city.
The progression in maths from KS2 to KS3 has also been a focus of the project with primary and
secondary colleagues given opportunities to observe each other, attend joint training sessions
and plan and deliver transition activities to develop greater awareness of the progression of
maths cross phase and thus ensure a more successful transition from primary to secondary
school for pupils.
Pupils have also benefitted from city-wide intervention, revision and enrichment sessions and
a bank of resources, including holiday maths themed activities prepared for the Holiday Hubb
sessions are available via the website.
Schools have been committed to the project, and very high engagement and participation
have been consistent throughout. As a result, teacher and leader confidence and the quality of
teaching and learning has improved greatly.

An independent evaluation
conducted by Trueman Change
(2021)60 found that:

School Ofsted report, May 2022.

Timetables rockstar competitions
These competitions were run for pupils
from Years 2 to 7 as part of the maths
project. Pupils in primary and secondary
schools have competed in year group
competitions with the aim of improving
fluency and raising standards. 60
different schools have taken part in the
competitions and in the 2021/2022
academic year, 8,137 pupils have
so far answered over 14.5 million
questions correctly.

During the OA Maths project

171

 moother progression from KS2 to
S
KS3 has been supported.

CPD sessions were held
and attended by over

 eachers networks give
T
opportunities for good system
leaders to emerge.
 he project improved student
T
outcomes in terms of mathematical
confidence, problem solving and
willingness to try something new.
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Mathematics is taught well. Leaders have provided appropriate training for all staff in
mathematics. Teachers understand what pupils need to learn and the order it should be taught.
Pupils have daily opportunities to apply their knowledge and skills. The mathematics curriculum
is well planned and provides opportunities for pupils to build on previous learning.

850

 his project was featured in the
T
Department for Education ‘School
Improvement Insight Guide’ (2022)
published on gov.uk

participants.61
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Stoke and Staffordshire
Teacher Educator Collective

The Golden Thread
Teaching School Hub

The Stoke and Staffordshire Teacher Education Collective
(SSTEC) created the first network of Teacher Educators (TEs) across the city.
It takes an innovative approach to addressing teacher retention by developing a community of
shared practice across Initial Teacher Training (ITT) providers in the area.

The core functions of The Golden Thread Teaching School Hub65 (TSH) - which covers
Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area (OA) - are to support the professional development of
teachers at all stages in their career and therefore retention and recruitment in the area
and to the teaching profession.

 his is the first time that
T
providers have come together
to work collaboratively in
this space, putting aside any
sense of competition, so
as to focus on the common
goal of improving support for
Teacher Educators.
 his project was featured in
T
the Department for Education
‘Teacher recruitment,
retention and workforce
insight guide’ (2022)
published on gov.uk64

The project has worked alongside the Opportunity Area-funded
Mathematics, English and Science excellence projects, which focus
on CPD and improved teacher networking. Together, they aim to
make Stoke-on-Trent a destination of choice for beginning, newly
and recently qualified teachers.
The collective worked together to support the essential work of TEs,
creating a website to support beginning and early career teachers
and teacher educators. Focussing on the core areas highlighted
in the ITT Core Content Framework. Each ITT provider took
responsibility for developing resources and materials in relation to an
element of the framework. The end product is an interactive website
which is an easily accessible resource, enabling connections
between the classroom and research evidence to support teacher
educators and early career teachers.
The Collective hosted its first
Teacher Educator conference
‘Becoming a collaborative
professional’ in June 2022, with
over 120 delegates attending

Participating ITT providers in the SSTEC project:

The TSH was formally linked to the OA curriculum projects in the 2021-22 academic
year focussing on:
 roviding access to DfE-approved programmes that will create sustainable networks and
P
accredited expertise beyond the lifespan of the OA.
Funding for curriculum-linked training.
 nowledge and experience through professional development in the OA to develop networks
K
beyond the geographical reach of the OA.
Through the TSH, a sustainable quality-assured professional development structure established.
The Teaching School Hub has provided teaching professionals
across the city with a professional development structure including
access to DfE-approved programmes and has created sustainable
networks and accredited expertise for staff. The TSH has worked
collaboratively with the OA curriculum hubs and with the OA-funded
SSTEC project to promote a city-wide, collegial approach to the
recruitment, retention and development of the teaching profession.
The TSH leads on the delivery of the new NPQ (National Professional
Qualification) for teachers and has worked closely with the curriculum
partnership projects to provide the opportunity for colleagues to
obtain this professional qualification.
Funding has also provided lots of opportunities for webinairs
and other professional development. For example, In December
2021 a webinar on ‘Classroom Strategies for Addressing
Disadvantage’ hosted by Marc Rowland was attended by
staff from 48 Stoke-on-Trent schools. Feedback showed that
participants’ understanding of classroom disadvantage and their role
‘deepened as a result of attending the webinair.’67

159

participants are
enrolled on NPQ
programmes from
Stoke-on-Trent schools

26

Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area 2018-22 - Strength through Partnership

Some of the excellent CPD
opportunities provided by the
Teaching School Hub

75%

of OA schools are engaged with at least
one of the curriculum hubs by the end of
the academic year 2021/22 with planned
participation in hub activities for 2022/2366.
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Improve pupil engagement in learning at all stages
Adrian Hurst, OA Partnership Board member and
Head of Community, Stoke City Community Trust.
Introduction
It has been a pleasure to lead and chair the Priority 3
sub-group.
The group brought together a unique and diverse
group of stakeholders with an array of skills,
expertise and knowledge, and with a clear aim and focus to improve pupil
engagement in learning at all stages and with a specific target to reduce
unauthorised absences rates in primary and secondary schools. While
this was an ambitious target, the group was committed to developing a
strategy and work streams to address these issues.
The general consensus of the group was if we could create rounded
individuals who were engaged and motivated then we would stand a chance
of achieving our targets. Many young people were provided with access to
activities that were aimed at extending their life experiences.
Looking back on the group’s achievements, everybody should be extremely
proud of their role in:
• The ground-breaking Alternative Provision (AP) offer that has seen a nurturing approach become
embedded across the city and part of the local authority’s Inclusion strategy.
• Running a range of post-curriculum activities and opportunities through the Essential Life Skills
programme.
• Developing a Holiday Activities & Food programme that has become part of a national
campaign, to ensure that young people are supported, stimulated and engaged during school
holidays through a range of activities.
We have been successful in developing a twinning project, through the city’s football clubs, with
football clubs in local authorities which weren’t an opportunity area. Through a football mentoring
project and using the expertise of Stoke City’s and Port Vale’s community organisations, we
were able to share our best practice in developing a programme of mentoring and support for
vulnerable young people in the city.
For me, this approach and focus gave
young people the opportunities and life
chances that we want all our young people
Many young people where provided
to have and over the next few years we
will find out if this approach was
with access to activities that would
the right one.

ultimately extend their life experiences.
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Holiday Activities and Food pilot projects
Partners:
YMCA, Port Vale Foundation Trust, Stoke City Community Trust, Space, The Hubb Foundation
Various pilot projects ran during school holidays throughout 2018 to 2020, aimed at helping
to address ‘holiday hunger’ and its impact on pupil attainment on their return after school
holiday periods.
Activity was targeted at schools and community venues in specific wards and support was
provided to pupils and families identified by school leads as being in particular need. The project
provided a range of enrichment activities, including advice on health and wellbeing, arts and
crafts (music, drama, pottery) and sports (including football and badminton). The project also
provided access to school nurses and family support workers. Food was provided by various
local partners.
 earning from this
L
work led Port Vale
Foundation Trust (the
‘Ay Up Duck’ project)
to establish The Hubb
Foundation in 2018.

The Hubb Foundation collaborated with local businesses, education
and voluntary sectors across the city to offer activity and meals to pupils
throughout the holidays in the most deprived wards. Activities were linked
to the school curriculum and aimed to ensure children and young people
lead active and healthy lifestyles whilst sustaining the progress they made in
school. There was concern around pupils who, during the holiday periods,
would lose progress made on academic and social skills they had developed
during term time, and those that go hungry.

For the summer 2021 OA-funded programme, The Hubb Foundation delivered:
Between Summer 2018
and August 2020, the
Hubb Foundation
co-ordinated a total of

including

face to face sessions
with a total
attendance of

Activity
Learning
packs

595

18,210

1,961

parents/carers.

500

and along with

380

8

high schools were
directly engaged along
with more than

STEM
Curiosity
boxes were also 12
Primary Schools and

distributed during the
Covid-19 pandemic.

10

Community Venues

It’s bought the community together within the
school. Because it’s not just the children, it’s
the parents seeing the parents.67
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Behaviour and Attendance
This project, led by the council, ran from 2019 to 2021 and aimed to reduce unauthorised absence
rates and improve attendance across the city. As well as reducing the number of permanent and
fixed term exclusions in the city, and reducing the numbers of children accessing AP outside the
mainstream curriculum. The project was developed by headteachers in the city, with support from
Jayne Lowe OBE (Director of Bright Green Learning and adviser to DfE on pupil behaviour).

The project achieved this by:

Evidence from the schools has shown the
positive impact the support and interventions
provided by the hubs have had on the cohorts
who have accessed them.
“Students feel safe within this learning

 reating and maintaining a Behaviour and Attendance Leaders network to establish consistent
c
approaches and share best practice across all schools in the city;
establishing in-house Alternative Provision Hubs in selected secondary schools;
establishing ‘Nurture Bases’ in selected primary schools;
developing a Nurture Training Strategy and training offer;
 uilding leadership and management capacity within settings to develop provision for the most
b
vulnerable through enhanced deployment of Educational Psychology and SEND Officers;

environment and so are engaging more
positively; without it, they would begin to avoid
school and their attendance would therefore
decline, and they would disengage when in
lesson which would result in greater academic/
achievement gaps.”

Pupils speak highly of their experiences in the
Fusion Hub at St Peter’s Academy:
“It made me a better person.”
“I can socialise properly now, I have now got

confidence and I have now got an inspiration to
look up to.”

School leader, St Thomas More
Catholic Academy

a city-wide school attendance communications campaign;
supporting and contributing to the local authority city-wide inclusion strategy

12

primary schools have a
funded Nurture Hub or a
formerly funded hub

Information submitted by
the schools shows that,
over the lifespan of the
project:
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12

1

secondary schools
have a funded Alternative
Provision Hub

special school has a
funded Nurture/Alternative
Provision hub

116

342

pupils across the city
accessed a Nurture hub

pupils accessed
Alternative Provision hubs
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The adaptability across the city has
been staggering. Leaders have carefully
identified the needs of their cohort and
wider community exceptionally well. There
are variations of the project in all schools:
full-time programmes, half days, a focus
on specific years groups as a preparation
for transition or providing the intervention
to a mixed cohort. This evidences how well
leaders know their context and the flexibility
of the project as an enabler to this.
Melanie Callaghan-Lewis,
Critical Friend review into the impact
of the Nurture and Alternative Provision
Hubs on the lives of young people across
Stoke-on-Trent, February 2022
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Youth Ambassadors

Essential Life Skills

Led by the YMCA, this 2019 to 2020 project, unfortunately
interrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, did however support
the development of leadership skills, social engagement and ‘voice’ amongst the city’s young
people through this Youth Ambassadors programme. The aim was to develop stronger youth
representation in local decision-making on issues that affect young people across the city.

The Essential Life Skills programme (2019 – 2020), offered 5 to 18 year olds a range of extracurricular activities to develop personal and social skills, with every school and college receiving
a grant allocation and also 12 external providers leading on city-wide projects.

The project:

 full range of activities including arts, drama, dance, business/enterprise, debating, music,
A
sports, outdoor/nature activities, IT/digital, and volunteering were delivered.
 evels of participation by Key Stage across the city: KS1: 11%; KS2; 33%; KS3: 37%; KS4: 11%;
L
KS5: 7.5%.
Average 52.3% participation by disadvantaged young people across the programme.

Delivered

72

Recruited

12

Ambassadors

leadership sessions working
with 11 schools to deliver social
action projects and building
relationships with schools for
future opportunities

 verage attendance rate of 83.5% across a range of sessions for particular activities (with very
A
similar attendance rates between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged groups).
Engaged with

4000
young people around youth

leadership across the city and
inspiring people to become
the future leaders

An example of ELS projects: the Stoke-On-Trent Ceramic Challenge
A project led by the Inspirational Learning Group70 (ILG), the project entailed after-school
Enterprise Clubs in which young people worked on an enterprise challenge in teams linked to the
ceramics industry including;
Royal Crown Derby Challenge - to design a new take on the traditional dinner set
Wade Ceramics challenge - to design a fragrance bottle aimed at the youth market

Being a Youth Ambassador has had such a positive influence on me, I have since entered a
debating competition through my school. I used my skills and experiences and it’s the first
time ever we are through to the finals (YMCA Impact Awards event).
Youth Ambassador

 ritish Ceramic Federation challenge – to create a marketing campaign to get more young
B
people interested in the ceramic industry.

The clubs included visiting speakers from the ceramics industry and each team had an
opportunity to visit a ceramic based business. The project culminated in a celebration/finals event
that took place March and July 2019 at the Victoria Hall.

…the ceramics challenge has helped to develop one of our
student’s confidence. Working as a team leader he helped to
improve this and he is now willing to speak out in a larger
group and in front of a large audience. His has helped to
organise his team who attended the majority of sessions
held after school. Throughout the sessions his attitude to
learning was high and he enjoyed the opportunity to lead…
Clarice Cliff primary school
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In Wave 1
of the project

10

schools participated
involving

192

young people
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Improve the choices young people make from 16
Mark Kent, OA Partnership Board member
and Principal at City of Stoke-on-Trent
Sixth Form College.
Introduction
The last four years have been very
productive from the perspective of
Opportunity Area activity in the post 16
phase. We have commissioned an award-winning mental health
programme working across colleges and schools and delivering
demonstrable positive impact for the city’s young people.
The skills deficits in those without passes in English and Maths
GCSE have been addressed and teachers and lecturers improved
in confidence in collaboration with Mathematics Education
Innovation and AQA.
At the same time, we have supported young people with
mentoring opportunities, created systems and opportunities
to help Year 11 and 12 students at risk of being NEET (Not in
Education, Employment or Training). Students with special educational
needs have been supported to find industry placements, whilst high
achievers have had experiences that have developed and extended
their ambitions.
I’m so proud of the progress that has been achieved and confident
that most of the programmes are sustainable into the future, albeit in
different guises or with alternative funding models.
Ultimately what all this activity shows is the power of partnership working, the heart for all our
young people that exists in this city amongst those who work within and outside education and
the extraordinary resilience, creativity and enthusiasm of every individual young person in our care.

I’m so proud of the progress that has been
achieved and confident that most of the
programmes are sustainable into the future.
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Primary Employer Engagement
The project, led by the Stoke-on-Trent and Staffordshire LEP
Careers Hub, supported schools to change the way they
approached career-related learning. The project opened up opportunities for
primary schools to engage with employers and the world of work and careers,
so that children could understand the connection between the skills they are
learning at school and how they apply to the wider world of work. The project
ran from 2019 to 2020.

35

schools were actively engaged and all
had a nominated Career Leads in their
school over the lifespan of the project.
All schools engaged completed a 1-1
landscaping meeting with the project
co-ordinator to produce an audit of current
provision and a development plan to
improve provision.
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of these schools were awarded
Primary Quality Award Certification;
this assessed the school against set criteria
and evidenced that the schools had a
careers-related programme embedded into
its curriculum.

I learnt a lot about engineers because at the
start I did not know a lot but now I know a lot.

I have learnt more about apprenticeships
and my future.

Pupil, St Mary’s CE Academy

Pupil, Oakhill Academy
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Post-16 GCSE English and Maths Re-sits
Led by the City of Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College, the project began in the 2018/2019
academic year with the aim of supporting young people resitting GCSEs in the core subjects
of maths and English. Responding to student needs arising due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the project adapted so that in year 5 (2021-22) targeted support was offered to students whose
literacy and numeracy skills were deficient due to the impact. The project spanned three
colleges: Newcastle College, Stoke-on-Trent College and Stoke Sixth Form College, and all post16 settings across the city. It reached approximately 4000 students each year, and was led by the
project manager, English consultants and maths consultants from Mathematics in Education and
Industry, as well as lead teachers from each college.

The project aims were to:
increase the pass rate of students re-sitting maths and English GCSEs or alternative Level 2
qualification at college by 10% above the baselines74.
increase the skills and capacity of teaching staff in all 3 colleges in English and maths, drawing
of findings of the Education Endowment Foundation.
develop a network across the city to share good practice for post-16 education.
The project identified and shared best practice across the colleges, arranging lesson observations, sharing
resources and ideas and visiting other high performing colleges. Teacher CPD played a crucial role and was
delivered by the project’s maths and English consultants. Alongside this, the project created a programme
of differentiated professional staff development and resources for teachers, lecturers and tutors to target
Level 1, 2 and 3 learners that also include functional skills.

Project successes
Increasing pass rate of students: GCSE performance data is not available for the entirety of the
project due to the pandemic, but college-level data indicates significant improvements in students
obtaining a grade 4 in maths and English across the 3 colleges.
Increasing skills and capacity of teaching staff and developing a network of good practice for
post-16 education: through regular CPD, half-termly meetings to collaborate and share good practice,
lesson development through observation and links outside the area from visiting other colleges, the
teachers have become confident specialist practitioners who have cascaded their learning effectively
within specialist teams.
 aising students’ confidence: raising the confidence of students who are retaking their GCSEs in
R
maths and English has been key to this project. The project has launched several competitions and
challenges, aiming to demonstrate to students that a grade below 4 did not mean they had ‘failed’.
Students have been encouraged to compete against students of similar ability, rather than the focus
being on the most able students competing.
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Further Education
Maths Challenge

This challenge came to life in Stoke-on-Trent
as the ASK (Attitude, Skills and Knowledge)
competition, with the aim of improving
confidence and self-efficacy whilst raising
achievement rates for GCSE resit and functional
skills students in English and maths across the
city.
Beginning in 2019, the competition started
in the three participating colleges with all
students participating in pairs in class. Each
college had a final and selected winning teams
at three levels: students doing functional skills,
those who had a grade 2 in GCSE and those
with a grade 3.
The competition has now been taken on by
the Mathematics in Education and Industry as
a national project. The competition has now
been taken up by 11 other clusters of colleges,
each of which are Centres for Excellence in
Maths.

There were

1400

entries in 2019,
in 2020
this increased to

3600

and in 2021 to

16000
with

50

colleges
participating
from across
England

The competition is a chance for young people from across Stoke-on-Trent to have their moment
to shine. The learners taking part have been faced with resitting their maths qualifications, which
as you can imagine, isn’t always something that brings them joy, but the competition makes
maths at college feel different (to school) and gives them a reason to associate maths with
something positive!
Christopher Bloor, Maths Lecturer at Stoke on Trent College
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Post-16 Risk of NEET Index
This 2018 - 2020 project, led by the council,
established and implemented a common
framework for a Post-16 Risk of NEET (‘Not
in Education, Employment or Training’) Index
(Post-16 RONI) which supported the tracking
of individual students within each participating
Post-16 organisation. The project built on the
well-established pre-16 RONI process in the
city which supports Year 11 transition.

Student information was used at regular key
points within the academic year to assess the
impact of actions and interventions taken with
an individual student, to reduce the likelihood of
becoming NEET. The Index enabled monitoring
and reporting of the impact of interventions
across the institutions and introduced a Post-16
‘Managed Transfers Framework’ which supported
young people in moving between providers
across the city thus reducing the likelihood of
becoming long- term NEET.
The Post-16 RONI approach was successfully
embedded in the participating institutions,
who are continuing to use the Post-16 RONI
methodology. This has improved the identification
of pupils at risk of becoming NEET and has
facilitated access to wider support or additional
intervention.

High Ability students
The following institutions were
involved in the project
PM Training
City of Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College
St Margaret Ward School73

The project has also provided an informal forum
for institutions to explore approaches and to
promote further the manged transfer agenda in
the city.
The RONI approach, both pre-16 and post-16,
has been revisited as part of the 16-19 transition/
employability project. Stoke-on-Trent College has
taken a lead on a transition workstream and has
been working with the local authority to review
the effectiveness of the RONI process and to
strengthen it in terms of principles, information
sharing and good practice.

The project has facilitated a systematic approach
to further identifying young people who may be
at risk of becoming NEET or an early leaver from
education, employment and training provision and
has been established in the project institutions
- identifying students have been supported to
remain in provision. Identified young people have
befitted from support in the institutions and this
has, in turn, had a positive impact on retention.
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The High Ability Student project provided a one-year challenge programme
for higher ability students in 7 schools and colleges in Stoke-on-Trent and
North Staffordshire to raise their aspirations and increase their understanding of academic
options available to them.
Aimed at students achieving a Grade 6 or 7 in their GCSEs, it created a collective, stimulating
environment in which students supported each other in raising their academic achievement and
aspirations.
The project was supported by NCOP and 5 universities (University of Birmingham, Staffordshire
University, Keele University, Liverpool John Moores and Manchester Metropolitan).

For those students participating
in the project:

I enjoyed the masterclasses, working
with students from other schools. We
have now exchanged contact details on
social media. They love the programming
side of things too!

 tudents’ aspirations were raised
S
for higher education.
 tudents further developed their research,
S
referencing and analytical skills.
There was an increase in university applications.
 tudents interacted positively across schools
S
and colleges and extended their learning and
enjoyment of their chosen subject areas outside
the face-to-face learning sessions.
 orking with like-minded peers drove students’
W
future subject interests.
 elationships were developed across the
R
colleges/sixth forms, universities and a number of
employers.

Student A joined Biddulph High
School Sixth Form78 (BH6) after significantly
underachieving in KS4. Student A was not on
the school’s special educational needs register
but was monitored by the learning support
department and BH6 following a medical
diagnosis. At times student A had a reduced
timetable to support their attendance at school.
Student A found concentration difficult although
showed a good work ethic. Taking part in the

Year 12 HAS student

I had no idea what I really wanted to do.
The HAS programme has certainly helped
me with my future choices.
HAS student who made an
application to study Psychology
at the University of Birmingham

HAS programme, where smaller group work in
an environment with like-minded students took
place, helped students to grow in confidence.
Staff could work intensively to help them gain
higher grades, and they saw an improvement in
their social and life skills. The residential stay was
where this was noticed the most; it gave them
a sense of achievement. On completion of their
A-levels, which they passed, and the programme,
Student A went on to university to study
Psychology, something we are all very proud of.
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Social Emotional Mental Health
in Further Education
The City of Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College and Stoke-on-Trent College
received funding to run an emotional wellbeing service to provide early
intervention support to students who did not meet the threshold for
safeguarding referrals. The project ran from 2019 to 2022 and was led by
the Sixth Form college.
Due to the increasing demand for the service, in the 2021/2022 academic year the project
expanded to include the city’s local training providers and school sixth form colleges to widen
the support network. From the start of the OA programme, there was growing concern for
the emotional wellbeing and mental health of 16–19-year-olds in the city, which had been
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The project’s early intervention help has supported
counselling services with a significant decrease in number of referrals and safeguarding
concerns. The necessity of the wellbeing services and the project’s high level of success is
evident in the reduction of student’s psychological distress scores and continuous high demand
for the services during this period of operation.

This project was featured in the Department for Education ‘Health and Education
insight guide’ (2022) published on gov.uk77
During 2021/22 academic year:

Therapeutic intervention includes:

 04 students across the city received
2
the project’s wellbeing support
The average level of psychological
distress score has decreased by
8.5 points

Single-session Counselling
Drop-ins
Group support
Mental health and well-being awareness activities

Time to talk Day
A board was created and displayed in reception to
encourage students to engage in talks. Students
were asked to write on the board what they thought
was important to talk about. Some of the things they
wrote down were:
Mental health, self-care, grief, exam stress,
family issues, domestic violence, relationship
issues.

40

Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area 2018-22 - Strength through Partnership

The Time to talk Day project won the national Sixth Form College Association’s 2021 Award in the
Mental Health and Wellbeing Category on Wednesday 16th June 2021.
Michelle Donelan, Minister of State for Higher and Further Education, said as the project was
being extended in 2021:

I am proud that this important project in Stoke-on-Trent is being recognised, and I hope that its
success continues as we expand our Opportunity Area programme into a fifth year, with early
intervention for even more students so they stay engaged in their education and thrive.
We know that wellbeing and academic success often go hand in hand which is why innovative
projects like this are vital as we build back better from the pandemic.

Case study:

Case study:

Student A
Student A was extremely shy and did not make
eye contact and left within 20 minutes of the first
session. During the second visit, they managed
to work with me for the entire forty-five minutes
and we started to explore their presenting
issues of low self-esteem and anxiety. We used
a body outline to explore the emotions they
had been feeling such as sadness, anger, and
guilt. This allowed them to reconnect with these
emotions and aided emotional regulation. On
our last session Student A reflecting on how
they felt now felt proud of themself and that their
perspective of their problems had completely
changed. This allowed them to manage the
pressures they felt academically.

Student B
Student B identified two goals: to explore
relationship/friendship difficulties and develop
more self-confidence. Student B said they had
experienced bullying and wished to address
difficulties that affected their emotional wellbeing.
They noticed they had become more isolated
and didn’t feel confident towards developing
friendships. Student B took part in the online
sessions. Progress was reviewed and it was
acknowledged that they were becoming
generally more motivated and positive which
was reflected in their earnestness to implement
more time on studying. They began to build trust
in their friendships and feel more comfortable
with new and supportive friends.
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Special School Employer Engagement

Post-16 Transition and Employability

Running from 2019 to 2020, this project was a curriculum-based employer engagement project,
working with Special Schools to open up new possibilities of learning and to connect young
people in Special Schools with the world of work and careers, both within school and with an
appropriate range of employers who can meet their needs. The project was led by Orchard
Community Trust78.

This project, begun in 2021 and led jointly by the council and SASCAL
with input from a range of partners, aimed to support the growing
numbers of school/college leavers at risk of NEET or who are NEET.
This included:

As a result of the project:
Employers were more understanding of the needs of pupils with SEN

Targeted engagement activities in schools and colleges for those at risk of NEET.
In a partnership between the council, DWP and the voluntary and community sector in the city,
a series of outreach activities at community-based venues to reach those who are NEET.
Development of a pre-DWP offer of activities eg a ‘pre-Kickstart’ for those that are NEET.

Pupils and parents are more open to work experience

 evelopment of a shared young person’s transition model with partners, including the
D
piloting of a ‘managed transfer’ for early school and college leavers, building on the earlier
OA project ‘Post16 RONI Index’).

154

The project found
brokered 154 work encounters
across the four schools
involved

27

It offered a wide range of
placements to meet pupils’
needs, and found work
placements for 27 pupils

Schools reported having a greater
understanding for the need of work
experience and work encounters
and processes are now in place to
allow placements to continue.

This included a number of inter-connected workstreams:
Evaluating current arrangements for transition for 17 and 18yrs olds across the city and
identifying opportunities to improve and recommend mechanisms to strengthen processes
and implement.
 roviding the most vulnerable students at risk of NEET with additional bespoke careers
P
mentoring that meets individual needs, raises Post-16 aspirations and tackles harmful social
norms.
 ncouraging key partners to work together to actively promote Apprenticeships with young
E
people providing them tasters and positive experiences in order to help guide them through
their post 16/17/18 choices.
 upporting young people who are already NEET or at risk of being NEET. This included
S
working more closely with Job Centre Plus, holding joint events, more direct support to the
most vulnerable young people during their holiday periods and conducting home visits.
 nderstanding more effectively end destinations of Yr 13 pupils in order to influence and
U
shape future curriculum planning across the city.
Key achievements include:
A stronger collaborative partnership with many of the key partners including with DWP
Jobcentre + and the local Careers service.
Increased capacity during the school holiday periods by staff who can visit young people at
home who are NEET and offer direct support and guidance.
Development of new resource material for all schools.

42

Pupils were excited at the prospect of being out on placement
but with the support of a familiar member of staff when needed.

A range of events and taster activities aimed at promoting Apprenticeships.

Project lead

 ollaborations forged from this OA funded project will create a positive legacy and shared
C
ambition to continue to prioritise support for these young people into the coming years.
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 ork is underway to update all providers on the Risk of NEET Index (RONI), the information
W
it contains and how it can be used to support learners.
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Small Grants Projects
The Small Grants fund (2018 – 2019) aimed to raise awareness of the Opportunity Area (OA) at
the start of the programme with the award of small pots of seed funding, of £3,000, for schools,
colleges, charities etc to run projects linked to the OA Delivery Plan83. Schools accounted for
55% of all bids and included paying for staff CPD and curriculum resources. The grant proved
very popular, with 58 individual projects.

A selection of projects that ran under the funding:
The Crescent Boat
Project

Healthy Tots – Healthy Lives Project

This project recognised the relationship between
good food and exercise and the affect this would
have on children’s concentration and social
skills. The aim of the activity from a toddlers’
perspective was a focus on fine and gross motor
skills, development of language, personal, social
and emotional wellbeing, before they begin their
school journey.

Not only is it a very fun activity that she
looks forward to taking part in every
week, it has also had a huge impact in
her social and emotional development.
Parent

Aimed at creating a unique
library using a canal boat
as its home. The outcome
was to create a welcoming
environment in school to
encourage children to read.

St Gregory’s Garden
Project

The school purchased a poly
tunnel, a wooden tool shed
for storage and associated
gardening equipment and
tools for use with all Key
stages and year groups.

Such a project will benefit the entire school from our
Nursery and Reception right up to our older children in
year six. We also intend to involve parents and carers by
using ‘watch me learn’ sessions and getting them to come
into school to work with their children.
Headteacher

The aim was to implement a mini-library within the University Library in Stoke which would
provide learning resources and a learning space for children and parents. The space was secure
and provided books, learning materials, workshops and an environment into which parents/
guardians could bring their children to learn and enjoy in a child-friendly educational space.

Nurturing Schools Programme

Street Games Holiday Project

Delivered weekly 2-hour multisport sessions throughout the summer holidays in Blurton,
Longton, Abbey Hulton and Normacot for young people aged 8-17. Leisure passes were offered
to pupils who had high attendance for the last term of the school year. The passes offered free
access to council-run leisure centers, and the majority of their facilities.
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Staffordshire University mini-library
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Funded 2 places for a senior member of staff and a safeguarding officer to receive a 2 year
training and support plan. The programme allowed staff to develop personally and professionally
whilst embedding a nurturing culture throughout their schools, enhancing teaching and learning,
promoting healthy outcomes for children and young people. This was achieved by focusing on
emotional needs and development as well as academic learning in a whole school environment.
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Research School CPD programme

Better Together

Led by The Stoke-on-Trent Research School by The Keele and
North Staffordshire Alliance (KNSTE)84 - Education Endowment
Foundation (EEF) Research School - delivered this project on behalf of the Opportunity Area (OA)
and provided multiple CPD sessions linked to the OA Delivery Plan and OA-related projects. A
‘Virtual Wallet’ was made available to schools to access the CPD offer, from 2018 to 2020.

Better Together was a 2018 – 2020 project. It was a multi-agency approach
to safeguarding, supporting parents and keeping families together.
The project was joint-funded between the Opportunity Area and the council. It covered all
schools in the city so that schools were linked to a social worker and Educational Psychologist
to help identify children and families that may be at risk of running into difficulties. The project
also trained school staff in identifying these early signs.

Over the three years of the project:
 ver 500 participants engaged with twilight and one day events, and over 250 engaged in
o
three-day training courses

Some highlights from the project’s independent evaluation were:
The project was popular. All (bar one) schools in the city had some participation in the project.

t he Research School supported and enabled 35 Evidence Advocates to lead evidenceinformed work within their own settings

 chools made better quality referrals - stakeholders reported a reduction in inappropriate
S
referrals, with some schools reporting that they have made fewer referrals.

 nabled EEF materials to become embedded in the work of the Excellence Partnerships
e
(English, maths and science)

 hildren’s Social Care referral teams reported that better quality referrals reduced the workload
C
associated with following up with schools to gain more information.

supported the Pupil Premium project through foregrounding the EEF guidance and websites

 ase progress was better understood and improved and schools were more aware of a wider
C
range of other agencies.

t he Research School’s courses and events have informed teacher and senior leader colleagues
alike so as to improve the life-chances for the young people across the city of Stoke-on-Trent.
As an organisation, KNSTE has since become a Chartered College of Teaching provider. This award
enables classroom teachers to conduct a research project. Their experience as a Research School
means that these teacher colleagues will have the EEF materials and reports at the core of their work.
KNSTE is also pleased to be leading the Stoke-on-Trent and Staffordshire Teacher Educator Collective
(see above). This is a network of all Initial Teacher Education Providers within the city.

 he tools social workers introduced and the training schools received in how to use these aided
T
the ability of schools to hear the voice of the child.
 ocial worker supervision was a key element of the project and this expert input enabled school
S
staff to better manage anxiety around whether they adequately assessed risk and had a positive
impact on school staff wellbeing.
The long-term aims and learning from the project have now been woven into the fabric of the council’s
children’s improvement plan and the priorities and outcomes within it.

In future, when dealing with schools I feel that I am better
informed and that’s thanks to the opportunity I was given
by the Better Together team.
Social worker
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Football Mentoring
This was a pilot project, delivered by
Stoke City Community Trust and Port Vale
Foundation and run in partnership with
the Premier League Charitable Fund83.
The project contributed to local COVID-19
recovery responses, and provided a
coordinated and coherent response to
re-engaging and supporting disadvantaged and disengaged young people who may have
struggled to adapt to a school routine or may require some catch up support.
The project addressed priorities around pupil wellbeing, mental health, and behaviour, so that
pupils were better able to re-engage with learning and consequently close learning gaps.

124

Port Vale Foundation
has worked with nine
secondary schools helping
around 124 pupils
Port Vale Foundation has worked with nine
secondary schools helping around 124 pupils
with emotional support, so they stay engaged
in learning, avoid criminal exploitation, raise
their aspirations, and make the most of career
opportunities. They also offered wider support for
families impacted by the pandemic.
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Stoke City Community Trust
has worked with 45 pupils
across four secondary schools
and two colleges
Stoke City Community Trust has worked with 45
young people across four secondary schools and
two colleges. This early intervention model, with
weekly mentoring sessions, access to evening
group work and social activities aims to equip
young people with increased emotional resilience.
Interventions address significant problems that
young people face in returning to or maintaining a
place in school due to social or emotional distress.
The project aims to positively impact on personal,
family and school life.

A significant positive impact…on those in
receipt of tailored mentoring in schools.
For young people, developing better coping
strategies, improving their attitude to school,
and planning for the future is evident. For
schools, reducing the volume of negative
behaviour events, improving behaviour and
interactions in the classroom, and reducing
the risk of exclusion are cited.
Interim findings from an independent
evaluation conducted by
Sheffield Hallam University

A co-ordinator at the football club also worked
with other youth support providers, for example
Ruff and Ruby and the Stoke Youth Collective, to
map existing mentoring provision in the city and
establishing a mentoring network. This aimed to
broaden the mentoring offer to pupils and schools
and to provide a more bespoke approach to
mentoring.
Port Vale is also working with Lincoln City and
Northampton Town to share resources and to
identify pupils in two secondary schools who need
extra support.

The club is also sharing its expertise and
working with Rotherham United and Luton Town
Community Trusts to establish a mentoring
scheme which is supporting pupils in secondary
schools in each town.
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Family by Family
Developed by the Australian Centre for Social Innovation in 2011, Family-by-Family (FbyF)
addresses families in crisis by engaging and training families who have been through tough times
(sharing families) to help other families going through tough times (seeking families).
The pilot project began in March 2021, and is delivered by Shared Lives Plus, in partnership with
Stoke-on-Trent OA and the council. The aim of the pilot - a UK first - is to adapt FbyF for a UK
context and to demonstrate that, by activating untapped resources of families’ strengths and
experiences and sharing with families in need, it strengthens connections and builds
community capability.
The long-term objective is to reduce referrals to statutory services and crisis response, while
also looking to shift the broader system of support towards strength-based family practice.
There is a clear focus on behaviour change, and families are coached and guided to make a
lasting change in their lives, whether it’s ending drug and alcohol abuse, to spending more
time together as a family. The change journey has been very intentionally designed into the
programme, leading to a much higher likelihood of success.

There are currently:

Link-ups:

10 active Sharing Families
1 Seeking Families
Seeking Families choose their Sharing Family and
don’t have to have the same issues or challenges
and establish and maintain their relationship at a
pace and time which suits them

Reasons given by families for taking
part in FbyF include:
Reducing social isolation.
 upporting families that are currently going
S
through child protection and child in need
plans.
Meeting new people.

take place at five-week and 10 week intervals.
Many Sharing Families have multiple link ups
and feel really special when they are chosen by
another family. Families who aren’t immediately
chosen to link up are encouraged to attend
coaching sessions and remain a part of the wider
team. Link-ups have included joint family activities
including swimming, going to the cinema, or going
for walks or to the park.
Coaching sessions:
offer the space for peer support and friendships
as well as a holding space for exchanging ideas;
they also allow families to directly engage as part
of the link-ups, and work through particular issues.
Families also receive training and support from
Family Coaches on areas including safeguarding
and domestic abuse.

Wanting to give something back.

154

Between September
2021 and April 2022,
154 adults and
children had been
supported by
Family-by-Family

Case Studies

At a project steering group meeting in January
2022, a Seeking Family came to share their
experiences. The Headteacher from their
son’s school was also in attendance. The
headteacher reflected on the visible change
he has seen in their son at school seeing
him with more confidence, visibly changed in
appearance, and how proud he was of the
family’s progress and involvement with the
project. It was such a special moment for the
family and the project to have the change
that we witnessed, reflected to us by an
independent person.

Lisa88 has seen great progress. She attended
meetings with a family coach and volunteered
to help to take minutes. She talked to the
family coach about how the project has helped
her to find her identity again. She used to work
in an office but has been focused on looking
after her children and felt she had lost herself
within that. She is visibly more confident and
has higher aspirations for herself. Lisa talks
openly about the impact on her daughter
who is more confident and outgoing with
improved social skills which she attributes to
being involved in the project. This is particularly
important as Lisa describes the tough times
her daughter have been through. The change
in the family unit is incredible.

Josh MacAlister – Chair of The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care (published May 2022) –
visited the project in February 2022 to hear from families involved in the project, and the impact that it is
having on their lives. The Family-by-Family is featured in the report as an example of peer support
for families.

 o progress towards employment and
T
enhance their CVs.
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YMCA: https://ymcans.org.uk/; Port Vale Foundation Trust: https://portvalefoundation.co.uk/; Stoke City
Community Trust: https://www.stokecityfc.com/community/; Space: https://staffordshirespace.uk/2021/;
The Hubb Foundation: https://www.thehubbfoundation.com/

Parent attending a school-based session
https://www.inspirationallearninggroup.co.uk
71
https://mei.org.uk/
72
https://www.aqa.org.uk/
73
https://www.potteries.ac.uk/sot-sixth-form-college/
74
Baselines were determined at individual college-level taking into account students’ prior attainment.
75
https://careershubstokestaffs.co.uk/
76
PM Training now known as Achieve Training: https://www.achievetraining.org.uk/; SoT College: https://
www.stokecoll.ac.uk/; SWM Catholic Academy: https://stmargaretward.co.uk/
77
https://www.potteries.ac.uk/
78
https://higherhorizons.co.uk/
79
https://biddulphhigh.co.uk/sixth-form/welcome-to-sixth-form/
80
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opportunity-areas-insight-guides
81
https://orchardct.org.uk/
82
End of project report, 2020
83
OA Delivery Plan: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/social-mobility-and-opportunity-areas
84
https://knste-shaw.org.uk/
85
Interface, May 2020
86
https://www.premierleague.com/communities/plcf
87
https://ruffandruby.com/
88
‘Provision of Opportunity Area Football Club Mentoring & Twinning Project, Sheffield Hallam University,
second interim report March 2022
89
https://www.tacsi.org.au/our-work/scaling-program/family-by-family
90
https://sharedlivesplus.org.uk/
91
Not her real name/identity has been anonymised.
92
https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/final-report/
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Stoke-on-Trent Opportunity Area 2018-22 - Strength through Partnership
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Stoke-on-Trent
GET IN TOUCH
SoT.OA@education.gov.uk
@StokeonTrentOA

