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Executive Summary

Chapter 1: Background

The WELL (Western Excellence in Learning and Leadership) project is a three-year place-based
improvement programme (2021-2024) which aims to sustainably improve educational outcomes for
all young people in West Cumbria, particularly those facing disadvantage. It is working with all
primary and secondary schools in Allerdale and Copeland (n=121), offering a range of support
structured in three strands: i) raising standards, ii) closing the gap and, iii) wellbeing. The project is
hosted by Cumbria County Council, but with an independent Board and team, working closely with
the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) and its Research School network.

This report sets out findings from the first year of the project evaluation. The evaluation is
underpinned by Improvement Science and is structured in two strands (implementation and process
and impact evaluation) designed to address a series of questions posed by the WELL project board.

It is important to recognise the context for schools and communities in this period, emerging from
the Covid pandemic. This context has also impacted on the evaluation.

Chapter 2: Improving schools at scale in remote and rural areas: findings from the literature

England has over 5,000 rural schools, of which a third are very small (<110 pupils). Common
challenges include: geographic, social and cultural isolation; limited employment opportunities;
transport costs; stretched budgets; recruitment, retention and workload issues for staff; and, in
small schools, narrower curriculum options. In 2017/18, rural areas in England had lower
achievement in English and Maths GCSE for all levels of deprivation compared with urban areas.

The expansion of academies and roll-back of Local Authorities has led to fragmentation and a loss of
place-based coherence in terms of how schools are provided with support and challenge across
England. The existence of multiple different hubs (Maths, English, Behaviour etc) can be confusing
for schools and make it challenging to access support, particularly in remote and rural locations. The
government’s ambition is that all schools will be part of a ‘strong’” MAT by 2030. However, as yet,
few Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs) have proved willing or able to operate across rural areas.

Key lessons on place-based improvement from the Opportunity Area programme include: the need
to consult widely and listen to stakeholders — building trust; avoiding a ‘one size fits all’ model -
fostering collective action; and drawing on partners and expertise from beyond the locality.

Schools have been encouraged to adopt evidence-informed approaches to improvement through
the EEF. An initiative in a rural county found that the effectiveness of implementation depends on
internal school capacity, while securing take up from schools most in need of support is a challenge.

Chapter 3: Establishing WELL - stakeholder views on the school landscape and priorities

Schools in Allerdale and Copeland face distinctive challenges, largely resulting from the region’s
isolation, sparsity and socio-economic conditions.

The reduced capacity of the Local Authority coupled with limited engagement with curriculum hubs
and MATs all indicate the need for a place-based improvement programme such as WELL. There
was strong support for how WELL has been set up, in governance terms.

Current educational provision in Allerdale and Copeland has many strengths. For example, the
number of schools judged as Requiring Improvement or Inadequate by Ofsted is relatively low.
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Schools in Cumbria have been proactive in forming and participating in clusters and system
leadership networks. However, many schools lack the capacity to engage in these efforts and there
are underlying issues with competition — in particular at secondary level.

Schools are working to balance shorter-term recovery priorities, including addressing student well-
being issues, with longer-term accountability and teaching and learning-related priorities. The WELL
priorities reflect this and the team has been flexible in responding to emerging requirements.

School leaders are under considerable pressure in the face of tight resources and limited capacity.
There may be a need to consider how WELL supports headteachers in years 2 and 3.

Chapter 4: Findings

4.1 To what extent has the WELL project been successful in engaging schools and supporting them to
identify, prioritise, access and implement evidence-informed improvement approaches?

* The WELL project faced challenges initially due to Covid and lockdowns, but this has not
prevented the new three-year project from engaging schools successfully.

* Some schools report some barriers to participation, for example in relation to the paperwork
and time commitments involved. However, the WELL team are widely seen as trusted, credible
and flexible, and this has largely helped to overcome these issues.

* Inthe baseline survey (autumn 2021) 72% of heads were ‘confident’, and 27% were ‘somewhat
confident’ that engaging with WELL would benefit their school.

* All six case study schools have implemented improvement projects using WELL funding. Funding
schools in this way has increased engagement and leveraged additional resources from schools.

* The wider WELL PD menu has been accessed widely by schools. This provision is viewed
positively, helping to build staff skills in important areas, such as mental health.

* Inevitably, in such a large and complex project, levels of engagement vary. We heard reports
that not all schools have had the time or appetite to get fully engaged.

4.2 To what extent has school leadership and classroom teaching in schools in the west of Cumbria
become more evidence-informed as a result of the WELL project?

*  WELL has increased access to sources of evidence — albeit from a relatively low base.

*  The WELL team in partnership with the various Research Schools are seen to have provided good
support, helping to bring evidence to life and to make it more accessible.

* Over time school leaders have become more comfortable with the EEF implementation process
and its associated jargon e.g. ‘active ingredients’.

* Case study headteachers and schools feel able to think more clearly about evidence and its use,
in particular through the use of the implementation guidance.

* School leaders have different views and approaches on how far to engage their staff with
evidence. Middle leaders, class teachers and teaching assistants in schools have varying levels of
awareness of WELL and of how evidence can inform their practice.

* Schools that engaged with the action research have developed more sophisticated
understandings and types/uses of evidence.

* Some school leaders are engaging more critically with evidence, for example recognising that
‘robust’ scientific evidence does not offer easy solutions and must always be adapted to
different contexts by thoughtful professionals.

* Schools are beginning to make evidence-informed changes as a result of WELL. Case study
schools are implementing projects with varying areas of focus reflecting the needs and priorities
of each school. Some of these interventions are more clearly evidence-based than others.
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4.3 To what extent has WELL enabled improved pupil outcomes, in particular in terms of the
progress and attainment of disadvantaged pupils?

WELL has ensured that schools are focussed on meeting the needs of disadvantaged children as
a priority, while also strengthening schools’ capacity in wider areas.

Some school-level data is showing an upward trend for pupils who involved with WELL funded
interventions. More targeted projects in some schools have clearer evidence of impact.

We analyse student outcomes in the phonics test and at Key Stages 2 and 4, comparing averages
in Allerdale and Copeland with both Cumbria and national averages in the years before the
pandemic and 2022. This shows that, on average, schools in West Cumbria tend to perform
below their peers in the county and nationally, in particular at secondary level.

We also compare schools in Allerdale and Copeland with a matched sample of schools (from
across Cumbria for phonics and Key Stage 2, and nationally for Key Stage 4).

o In2022, WELL supported primary schools performed broadly in line with schools of similar
characteristics matched from the wider Cumbrian population of schools across the three
outcomes assessed (phonics and Key Stage 2 reading and mathematics). None of these
outcomes shows a statistically significant difference.

o In 2022, WELL supported secondary schools performed below the national sample of
schools with similar characteristics in both Attainment 8 and Progress 8. These
differences were statistically significant, but we urge caution in reading too much into this
finding. More encouragingly, for disadvantaged pupils, WELL schools performed slightly
better on average than the matched sample for both Attainment 8 and for Progress 8.

4.4 To what extent have WELL-supported enrichment opportunities - particularly the Cumbrian
Award - impacted on school practices and/or pupil aspirations for learning?

Due to the delay in launching the Cumbrian Award, we have not focussed on this element in
detail in year one. This will be a strand in the action research project in years 2 and 3.

4.5 To what extent has WELL enabled the development of a more outward facing and collaborative
school system in west Cumbria, with the potential for systemic learning and improvement to be
sustained over time?

The WELL project is helping to break down barriers between schools and to facilitate
collaboration, in particular at the level of senior leaders. The face to face events have played an
important role in this. Where WELL has paired up schools working on similar themes and
provided support to clusters this has also helped to foster collaboration.

By bringing in expertise from the EEF and from Research Schools and PD providers from outside
Cumbria, WELL is helping to create a more outward facing system in Allerdale and Cumbria.

Conclusion

We make four recommendations for how the project could be further strengthened in years 2 and 3.

Strengthen and deepen school engagement in the WELL project generally and in evidence-
informed practice and improvement specifically

Further develop networks and encourage a culture of collaborative improvement
Consider providing a new programme of support for headteachers to lead change
Prioritise efforts to strengthen local coherence in support of schools
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1. Background to the WELL project and the independent evaluation

1.1 About the WELL project

The WELL (Western Excellence in Learning and Leadership) project is a three-year place-based school
improvement programme (2021-2024) funded by Sellafield Ltd/ the Nuclear Decommissioning
Authority (NDA). The project aims to ‘sustainably improve educational outcomes for all young
people in West Cumbria, particularly those facing disadvantage’ (WELL, 2022), with a focus on all
primary and secondary schools in Allerdale and Copeland (n=121). This is to be achieved through
the offer of compelling professional development, teacher development, targeted strategies,
building local capacity, and developing evidence informed practice. The project is underpinned by
access to evidence informed practice, working closely with the Education Endowment Foundation
(EEF) and their Research School network. The project is hosted by Cumbria County Council, but has
an independent Board and a small dedicated team, led by Dale Hill (Project Director) and Vicki Clark
(Project Manager).

The WELL project was launched in summer 2019, with initial funding of £1.7m. The project’s first
two years were impacted by Covid-19, but an initial evaluation report in December 2020 indicated
that ‘the right approach is being taken overall’ across the project.! In 2021, Sellafield and NDA
committed a further £3.9m to extend the project over a further three years (2021-2024). This report
provides evaluation findings from year one, covering the 2021-22 academic year.

The project has the following objectives — to:

e use evidence informed approaches to improve pupil attainment, especially for disadvantaged
pupils

e provide high quality, research led professional development and proven intervention
programmes — promoting the use of the EEF tiered model - in order to improve the quality of
teaching, especially of disadvantaged pupils, impacting on pupil attainment and progress.

e support the development of teachers in Allerdale and Copeland as motivated, evidence
informed professionals.

e provide curriculum enrichment opportunity and capacity in order to improve resilience and
readiness to learn, including for the most vulnerable pupils, impacting on attainment.

e secure education, employment and training outcomes and raised aspirations including for
vulnerable pupils including high quality employer experiences in partnership with Cumbria
Careers Hub.

e achieve school cultures of evidence informed practice, prioritising closing of the achievement
gap.

e create an outward facing school system willing to share and learn with others locally and
nationally.

The WELL team developed an initial Theory of Change (ToC) for the project at the outset. This was
revised in January 2022, following a workshop with the evaluation team. The revised framework is
based on a model developed by ‘Let’s think’. It shows how the various project activities are
designed to address barriers and ensure action by schools that will lead to changes in practice and
improvements in teaching, learning and pupil outcomes over the project period. This ToC provides
an important conceptual ‘map’ which the evaluation is designed to test and inform.

! See: https://sway.office.com/CbeKPOVTgmg9wUTY?ref=Link
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In order to achieve the project objectives, WELL activities are organised into three strands: i) raising
standards, ii) closing the gap and, iii) wellbeing. Under these strands sit the following project

elements:

e Making the most for disadvantaged pupils and Pupil Premium strategies

e Training and retaining teachers conference

e Universal offer

e Targeted offer

e Enhancing Local capacity

e Wellbeing and learning readiness

e Cumbrian Award

e Employability skills

A key feature of the WELL approach — representing just over half of the total budget in 2021-2022
(see Appendix 1) —is the grants provided to participating schools. ‘Universal’ grant schools (n=97)

receive a minimum annual grant of £4500 per year of the project, while ‘Targeted’ grant schools

(n=23)

—which, between them, educate 60% of the disadvantaged pupils in Allerdale and Copeland -

receive grants of between £13,800 and £22,600 per year, depending on number of disadvantaged
pupils in the school (See Appendix 2 for a list of schools showing Targeted and Universal grants).

A major focus for the WELL team and project since it launched has been to provide training for all
schools on the EEF’s ‘Putting evidence to work — a school’s guide to implementation’ (Sharples et al,
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2018). All 121 schools have attended training on these resources during 2021-22.2 School leaders
have then been encouraged to undertake an internal review to identify a problem they want to
address. Universal schools can select a priority focus within the EEF’s tiered model of teacher
development, targeted intervention or wider strategies. Targeted grant schools may choose more
than one tier, linked to chosen priorities. Based on this work, school leaders completed and
submitted a WELL-developed action plan proforma as a basis for receiving the school’s grant. All
schools have then been encouraged to apply the EFF implementation guide approach in how they
work to develop and embed their chosen initiatives (see footnote).

In addition to the grants and projects within schools, the WELL project has provided or facilitated
access to a range of other opportunities for schools, all of which fit within the ToC and the project
strands and elements (see Appendix 3 for a full list). Most of these opportunities take the form of
professional development/training (PD) programmes for school staff. The need for these
programmes was identified based on consultation with school leaders across Allerdale and Copeland
during the early phases of the project. Having identified these priorities, the WELL team sought to
identify and make available PD programmes that were evidence-based, for example promoting
interventions/approaches that had been evaluated and shown to be effective by the EEF where
available. These PD opportunities were optional — school leaders could decide which elements they
wanted to prioritise. Schools could also choose to spend WELL grant funding on other (i.e. non-
WELL provided) training programmes or resources, in line with their school-defined priorities.

In addition, as indicated in the aims and project elements, WELL has worked to build place-based
capacity for improvement across Allerdale and Copeland. For example by: providing funding for a
Research School based in Allerdale and Copeland;? facilitating school networks to share practice and
link together schools with shared interests; supporting teacher retention initiatives; and through
support for the Cumbrian Award accreditation, training and delivery for pilot schools.*

1.2 About the evaluation

In summer 2021 a team from the University of Nottingham (Toby Greany, Mike Adkins and Georgina
Hudson), in partnership with CUREE (Philippa Cordingley and Bart Crisp), was commissioned to
evaluate the three-year WELL project. This report sets out findings from the first year of the project
(September 2021 — July 2022).

2 |n the first phase of WELL (i.e. before the current evaluation period), all 121 schools received a combination
of face to face and online training on the EEF ‘Putting evidence to work implementation guide’, provided by
the Shotton Hall Research School. In autumn 2021 — due to the Covid-19 lockdown - Shotton Hall ran a
webinar for all schools, which included a quiz. Schools were expected to watch and complete this before their
action plan could be signed off and grant issued. During the course of the year, Dale Hill (WELL Project
Director) recorded three videos on specific aspects of implementation which were shared with schools. In
summer 2022 (June) all schools attended either face to face or online training (five schools completed this
online in September).

3 The Cumbria Research School is based at Ashfield Junior School in Workington. This Research School has
taken on responsibility for providing EEF implementation guide training for WELL and for developing more
local capacity for evidence-informed improvement in 2021-22, thus reducing the reliance on Research Schools
based outside Cumbria.

4 The Cumbrian Award was developed during 2021-22. Following a decision to pause in year 1, schools will
engage with this initiative in years 2 and 3 of WELL. For this reason, this report does not include any findings
on the Cumbrian Award.
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The evaluation team’s approach is underpinned by Improvement Science (see Box 1). Reflecting the
Improvement Science philosophy, a key tenet of the approach has been to work in partnership with
the WELL project team and schools in west Cumbria, providing formative as well as summative
evidence which can help the project to achieve its aims.

Box 1: What do we mean by Improvement Science?

Improvement Science (IS) recognises that organisations are complex and so assumes that teachers
and schools must be individually and collectively engaged in a continual process of learning how to
improve, developing ‘practice-based evidence’. This learning is structured in cycles of improvement,
designed to develop, test, and refine interventions aimed at addressing specific problems.

Improvement Science has been widely adopted in health and other fields (Bradley et al, 2009). In
education, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching,® in the US, has been integral
in promoting Improvement Science, which it describes in six steps:

i. Make the work problem-specific and user-centered, starting with the question: “What specifically
is the problem we are trying to solve?”

ii. Variation in performance is the core problem to address, so the aim should be to help everyone
learn together how to improve at scale.

iii. See the system that produces the current outcomes. Go and see how local conditions shape work
processes. Make your hypotheses for change public and clear.

iv. We cannot improve at scale what we cannot measure. Embed measures of key outcomes and
processes to track. Anticipate unintended consequences and measure these too.

v. Anchor practice improvement in disciplined inquiry. Engage in rapid cycles of Plan, Do, Study, Act
(PDSA) to learn fast, fail fast, and improve quickly.

vi. Accelerate and broaden improvements through networked communities.

At the project outset, an Evaluation Plan was developed and agreed with the WELL project team and
signed off by the Project Board. Before data collection began, the evaluation received ethical
approval from the University of Nottingham School of Education Ethics and Research Integrity
Committee. This included the preparation and approval of a Data Management Plan, to ensure that
data is handled securely. Ethics approval included a commitment to maintain anonymity for schools
and individuals that participated in the evaluation, not least so that respondents would feel able to
provide honest assessments of the WELL project to the evaluation team. For this reason, case
studies and quotes included in this report are anonymised — although we recognise that there is a
risk of these being identifiable due to the local focus of the project and evaluation.

The evaluation tender — issued by Cumbria County Council - set out a series of research questions to
be addressed. The chapters of this report reflect the questions agreed as the core focus of this
evaluation based on discussions with the WELL Project Board.

The first phase of the evaluation involved a literature review. This aimed to identify relevant
evidence relating to large scale school improvement programmes in rural contexts and the factors
that make them more or less successful. It also included a focus on the current issues facing rural
schools in England today. This review forms the basis of the next chapter in this report.

5 See https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/ accessed 15.3.19
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The evaluation is structured in two strands:

i) Implementation and Process Evaluation (IPE) — this seeks to assess the various project elements
across the universal and targeted offers. As far as possible this draws on a core set of data
collection processes, thereby helping to minimize data collection burdens on schools. In 2021-22
this comprised the following aspects:

e Observations: four WELL-run workshops/PD sessions

e Key stakeholder interviews: n=8, including representatives from Ofsted, Local Authority,
school system leaders (CASL and LASL), Research School and Teaching School Hub

e Online survey (December 2021): 81 responses (68% of all schools)

e (Case studies: documentary analysis, visits, observations and interviews with senior
leaders, teachers and wider staff (n=30) in six schools, including follow up interviews to
assess change over time. The sample of volunteer schools was selected to be broadly
representative — for example, with two secondary schools, one all-through and three
primaries; mainstream and special; three targeted and three universal; geographical
spread (Allerdale and Copeland, coastal/rural) and Ofsted grade (Outstanding/Good/
Requires Improvement)

e Action research: 15 primary and secondary schools participated, of which 12 schools
submitted completed action research write-up “posters” summarising their projects.

ii) Impact Evaluation — this drew on pupil assessment and demographic data provided by the Local
Authority (LA) based on national tests and exams held in 2022. For a detailed explanation of
how these data were analysed to assess impact see Appendix 2.

This report draws from these various strands to provide an overall assessment of the WELL project’s
first year, structured against the questions identified by the project Board in Chapter 4.

1.4 A note for readers — some context, caveats and acknowledgements

The WELL project is an ambitious, place-based attempt to make a difference across 121 schools in
Western Cumbria. Evaluating progress and impact at this scale and with relatively limited resources
presents significant methodological and practical challenges. For example, although WELL includes
an important focus on enhancing well-being for children and young people after the pandemic, the
evaluation is not designed to assess whether or how levels of well-being are improving. Instead, we
focus on the questions set by the project and the ToC that underpins them, seeking to provide an
overall picture of how (well) the project has been established and the extent to which schools have
been engaged in a clear and appropriate set of activities, with some questions for consideration as it
progresses to years 2 and 3.

This report focuses on the first full year of the WELL project’s operation and work with schools. The
focus at this stage is thus on baseline findings which we can build on in years 2 and 3. This would be
the case at any time, but is particularly relevant given the context of schools after the Covid-19
pandemic. This has been an extremely difficult period for schools — and for the children and families
that they serve. Wider research has shown that the impact of the pandemic has continued to be felt
throughout the 2021-22 academic year, for example in terms of increased learning gaps between
more and less advantaged pupils, high rates of absenteeism from school, high proportions of
children and young people experiencing mental health issues, and continuing high rates of Covid
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among staff (Greany et al, 2021; Greany et al, 2022). Without doubt, these issues made engagement
in additional activities more challenging for schools than in ‘normal’ times - including WELL itself and
the evaluation/action research.

The pandemic also has implications for assessing impact, given that national exams and tests were
largely suspended during the pandemic while teacher and school assessed outcomes were subject to
significant ‘grade inflation’. This makes it challenging to track historic data, while results over the
project period (2022-2024) will reflect a series of ministerial decisions aimed at addressing ‘grade
inflation’. Even in ‘normal’ times, we would not expect to see significant impact on national test
outcomes from one year of activity across such a large number of schools. This is partly because
schools in the project have (rightly) chosen not to focus money and effort only on exam year groups
and have sought to address wider issues (e.g. mental health/wellbeing) which will take time to
impact on academic outcomes.

In line with our ‘improvement science’ approach, we have sought to provide formative feedback to
the project team and schools throughout the year where possible. Beyond this, we have actively
supported the project aims where feasible — most obviously via the action research strand, which
aims to equip participating schools to become more evidence-informed in their work while also
providing valuable insights for the evaluation team. This means that we see ourselves as critical
friends to the project, rather than as completely ‘objective’ evaluators.

Finally, we would like to thank the WELL project team and the many system leaders, school leaders

and staff who have contributed to the evaluation this year. We are grateful for your time and
professional generosity.
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2. Improving schools at scale in remote and rural areas: findings from the literature

Key points:

England has over 5,000 rural schools, of which a third are very small (<110 pupils). Research shows
that rural schools are an essential feature of remote communities and can offer many advantages,
for example in how they connect young people to their communities and prepare them for life, work
and citizenship. Nevertheless, common challenges facing rural schools include: geographic, social
and cultural isolation; limited employment opportunities; transport costs; stretched budgets;
recruitment, retention and workload issues for staff; and, in small schools, narrower curriculum
options.

In 2017/18, rural areas in England had lower achievement in English and Maths GCSE for all levels of
deprivation compared with urban areas.

International evidence from school systems that achieve high levels of performance and high levels
of equity demonstrates the importance of coherent place-based support for all schools. This
coherence can be achieved in different ways, for example by adopting standardised practices across
all schools or through more flexible models that rely on shared values and networked approaches to
collective knowledge sharing.

Government policy has initiated a profound but incomplete process of fragmentation and
realignment across the English school system. The expansion of academies and roll-back of Local
Authorities has led to fragmentation and a loss of place-based coherence in terms of how schools
are provided with support and challenge.

The existence of multiple different school-based curriculum and support hubs (Maths, English,
Behaviour etc), each working in different ways and across different footprints to provide Continuous
Professional Development (CPD) for schools can be confusing and make it challenging for some
schools to access the support they need, particularly in remote and rural locations.

The government’s ambition is that all schools will be part of a ‘strong’ MAT by 2030. However, as
yet, few Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs) have proved willing or able to operate across rural areas.

The Opportunity Area programme invested in place-based working in 12 local areas over a five-year
period. Key lessons to emerge (which chime with wider research) include: the need to consult
widely and listen to stakeholders — building trust; avoiding a ‘one size fits all’ model - fostering
collective action; and drawing on partners and expertise from beyond the locality. In addition, we
set out key considerations for designing rural school improvement networks (see Box 2.1)

Schools in England have been encouraged to adopt evidence-based approaches to improvement
through the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) and its Research Schools network. One
initiative aimed at incentivising schools in a rural county (Suffolk) to adopt EEF programmes was
found to have achieved good take up overall. However, the effectiveness of implementation within
schools appears to centre on the schools’ leadership capability and staffing capacity, while securing
take up from schools in coastal areas and those most in need of support is a challenge.

2.1 Introduction

This chapter draws together research and evidence in order to set the WELL project and the
evaluation findings within a wider context. It starts by exploring international and national literature
relating to rural areas and schools, highlighting both strengths and common areas of challenge they
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often face. It then briefly reviews national education policy changes in England in recent decades
before focussing on the implications for the ‘middle tier’ that sits between schools and central
government (i.e. the space in which WELL is seeking to achieve impact) and place-based
improvement in rural areas more generally.

2.2 Rural Schools and Communities: strengths and challenges

There is no single definition of ‘rural’: some see it as a socially constructed concept, based on a sense
of community or a set of norms and values, while others define it through geographic and
demographic factors, such as population density or distance (OECD, 2016). In this literature review
we adopt a definition of ‘rural’ as including agricultural communities, former mining towns, and
remote coastal towns, which captures the diversity of contexts in Allerdale and Copeland.

Rural schools are recognised as having many strengths when compared to schools in urban areas. For
example, international evidence reveals how rural schools can connect young people to their
communities and prepare them for life, work and citizenship, including through the innovative use of
technology (Echazarra & Radinger, 2018).

However, international evidence (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Murphy, 2020; Hillier et al, 2022) does
also highlight a number of challenges facing rural schools and their communities: 1) distance from
more populated areas can result in issues such as professional retention, transport and access
troubles, a lack of socialisation beyond the rural community, and a reduced number of local services;
2) sparse populations can often result in small schools with low pupil numbers; 3) ageing populations
- younger members often migrate to urban centres, while elderly residents remain; 4) rural poverty
and disadvantage; and 5) limited ethnic diversity compared to urban populations. In England, a report
on coastal towns by the House of Lords found that the “sense of isolation and ‘end of the line’ feel has
left small town, seaside communities overlooked and feeling unloved by the Government, local
councils, service providers and businesses alike” (HolL, 2019:2).

Rural schools make up approximately 20% of England’s schools - around 5000 schools in total, of
which a third are very small (<110 pupils) (CofE, 2018). There has been minimal large-scale research
into rural schooling in England over the last two decades (Hargreaves, 2009), although a number of
more recent studies have examined related areas, such as coastal schools. This research highlights
the following issues:

e Policy neglect: Rural localities are often overlooked within policy, which is seen to be largely
urban-centric (Rural Services Network, 2021; Bell & Jayne, 2010)

e Limited access to improvement initiatives: Educational isolation makes it harder to access
resources for school improvement (Ovendon-Hope & Passy, 2019). Schools in rural areas,
particularly coastal areas with high levels of deprivation, are often neglected in government-run
school-improvement initiatives, which have tended to focus on inner city schools (Odell, 2017;
Passy & Ovendon-Hope, 2020). Similarly, recruitment and retention of teachers and school
leaders can be challenging in rural and remote contexts (Hargreaves 2009).

e Financial challenges: The legal presumption against closure means that small rural schools are
generally expected to remain open, even when they serve very small numbers of pupils. There
have been attempts to alleviate running costs for rural schools, through initiatives such as the
National Funding Formula (NFF), but this has been criticised for only allowing minimum staffing
levels (Rural Services Network, 2021a).
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e Increased mental health challenges: Young people in rural areas often face mental health
challenges (Shucksmith, 2004) and, in recent years, are more likely to have felt the negative
impacts of Covid19 (Phillipson et al, 2020).

e Limited aspirations and opportunities: School leavers in isolated areas are likely to experience
limited employment opportunities (Passy & Ovendon-Hope, 2020). Limited resources,
deprivation and hardship have a detrimental effect on how young people in rural areas perceive
and experience education, impacting on motivation and aspiration (Muijs, 2015; Wenham,
2020). Studies have shown that pupils in rural and isolated locations often feel that they have
not received adequate careers advice and find the transition from school to further education to
be problematic (Wenham, 2020).

e Breadth of provision: Small rural schools can find it hard to provide the curriculum breadth on
offer in larger schools, while provision for children with special needs can be hard to access in
sparsely populated areas (Hargreaves, 2009; Muijs, 2015).

e Educational outcomes and equity: Hargreaves (2009: 126) reviews a range of studies and
concludes that small and rural schools are generally “successful in meeting and often exceeding
the government’s assessment and inspection standards”. However, more recent research finds
that pupils in isolated schools tend to perform lower than their peers in less isolated schools
(Odell, 2017). Other evidence indicates wider challenges for educational equity: in 2017/18,
rural areas had lower achievement in English and Maths GCSE for all levels of deprivation
compared with urban areas (DEFRA, 2020).

2.3 Policy Changes and the Implications for Rural Schools and Localities in England

This section starts with a brief overview of key national reforms over recent decades. It focuses in
particular on the implications of these reforms for place-based school systems and what is known as
the ‘middle tier’ that sits between individual schools and central government. It concludes by
homing in on what is known about how these developments have played out in rural areas.

The focus of educational reforms in England in recent decades has been on raising pupil standards,
improving school and teaching quality, and enhancing equity. The 1988 Education Reform Act (ERA)
shaped England’s current school system, laying the ground for the National Curriculum, national
tests, Ofsted inspections and parental choice of school. The Act also introduced Local Management
of Schools (LMS — aka School Based Management or school autonomy), giving school governing
bodies and head teachers control over budgets, staffing and other operational areas. By 2009 school
leaders in England were ranked among the most autonomous in the world in terms of their decision-
making powers (OCED 2011). Increased school autonomy involved a parallel reduction in the
influence of England’s 152 Local (Education) Authorities (LAs), although they retained a role in
overseeing and funding locally maintained schools. The ERA reforms also aimed to increase choice
for parents and to strengthen competitive pressures between schools by introducing new schools as
well as various new types and categories of school (Courtney 2015).

The New Labour governments in power from 1997-2010 built on the ERA framework, developing
what came to be known as a ‘high-autonomy-high-accountability’ system (Greany and Waterhouse
2016). New Labour invested heavily in education, creating a range of national strategies and
programmes that aimed to ‘drive up’ standards, particularly in key areas such as literacy and
numeracy (Barber 2008). Meanwhile, there was a parallel focus on enhancing equity, for example by
seeking to integrate schools with wider services for children (Raffo, Dyson and Kerr 2014).
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Many New Labour initiatives included a more or less overt focus on encouraging schools to
collaborate, both with each other and with wider partners. Perhaps the most significant and
successful New Labour school improvement initiative was the London Challenge (Ainscow 2015;
Baars et al. 2014), which had multiple strands but included a focus on brokering successful schools to
support under-performing schools: an initiative that later developed into the National Leaders of
Education (NLEs) programme. New Labour also established a legal framework for inter-school
partnerships in 2002, enabling maintained schools to federate together, with a single governing
body (and, often, executive head teacher) overseeing two or more schools (Chapman, Muijs and
MacAllister 2011). Labour also legislated for and introduced the first academies and academy chains
(Hill 2010): in practice, the number of these was small in New Labour’s time, but these initiatives laid
the ground for the subsequent development of academies and Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs) by
later Conservative governments.

The election of Conservative-led governments since 2010 has seen wide-ranging changes in the
policy framework for schools. Many of these changes have built on the existing ERA framework, but
with a notable change of emphasis. For example, the National Curriculum was revised to be more
‘knowledge-based’, with parallel changes in the design and content of national tests and exams.
Another emphasis has been to encourage or require schools to adopt more evidence-based
approaches to improvement, with the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) given a leading role
in producing and disseminating evidence to schools (Coldwell et al, 2018). These changes have
combined with real-terms reductions in the education budget and in cuts to wider services for
disadvantaged children, placing considerable pressures on schools (Lupton and Thomson 2015).

A core thrust of the changes introduced since 2010 has been to develop what the government has
termed a ‘self-improving, school-led system’ (DfE 2010), in which partnership and collaborative
working between schools would be an essential requirement (House of Commons 2013). The
government argued that these reforms would ‘dismantle the apparatus of central control and
bureaucratic compliance’ (DfE 2010: 66) by ‘moving control to the frontline’ (DfE 2016: 8). In
practice, as Greany and Higham (2018) show, the government’s approach has been to combine top-
down hierarchical pressure and coercion with a mixture of incentives aimed at encouraging lateral
school networks that support centrally defined priorities.

The most significant development in this area has been the expansion of academy schools, enabled
by the passage of the Academies Act in 2010. A decade later, more than a third of all primary
schools (35 per cent) and more than three quarters of all secondary schools (77 per cent) had
become academies. Academies are non-profit companies that are wholly funded and overseen by
national — rather than local — government, so their expansion has led to a significant reduction in the
capacity and role of England’s LAs and an increase in the role of the central Department for
Education (Greany 2020). An academy can operate as a single stand-alone school, but most are part
of a Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) (Greany and McGinity 2021).! There are now more than 1200 MATs
in England, operating anywhere between two and 50+ academies within a single organizational
structure overseen by a board and Chief Executive. The government’s recent white paper (DfE,
2022) set out the ambition for all schools to join a ‘strong’” MAT by 2030.
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The second main strand of policy in this area has been the use of ‘system leadership’ and school-to-
school support (Cousin 2019). This has involved high performing schools and school leaders being
designated by the government, for example as Teaching Schools/Hubs, Maths Hubs, English Hubs,
Behaviour Hubs, Computing Hubs and so on.® These ‘system leader’ schools receive core funding
and have a remit to support other schools to improve, including through the provision of Continuous
Professional Development (CPD).

The development of MATs and wider ‘system leadership’ initiatives can be seen as an attempt to
replace the support previously provided to schools by LAs, thereby reshaping the ‘middle tier’ that
operates between individual schools and central government. International evidence from school
systems that achieve high levels of performance and high levels of equity demonstrates the
importance of coherent place-based support for all schools (Cousin, 2020; Cousin and Crossley-
Holland, 2021). This coherence can be achieved in different ways, for example by adopting
standardised practices across all schools or through more flexible models that rely on shared values
and networked approaches to collective knowledge sharing (Glazer et al, 2022). Importantly, while
LAs provided place-based support for all schools pre-academisation, the new arrangements are
widely described as fragmented and messy, including by the Department for Education itself (2022)
(see also Gilbert, 2017, Bubb et al., 2019, Cousin, 2020). Greany (2020) analysed five case studies of
locality-level change in England, focussing in particular on the changing roles of local authorities
(LAs), showing that these change process have been uneven and often fraught, with significant
implications for place-based coherence, equity and legitimacy.

Partly driven by the ‘levelling up’ agenda, one strand of national education policy in recent years has
focussed back on place, seeking to address systemic fragmentation through more co-ordinated
models of improvement — mostly obviously through the Opportunity Areas (OA) programme and the
new Educational Investment Areas. The OA programme ran for 5 years until 2022 and received £108
million. It took a place-based approach to improve young people’s life chances in 12 local areas,
which face entrenched and widespread social and economic challenges. As well as funding, the
areas were allocated a high level of decision-making autonomy to deliver projects which met local
area needs. Learning from the OA programme has been drawn together in five guides published by
DfE (locality working, school to school support, inclusion, mental health and wellbeing, and teacher
recruitment - DfE, 2022). The locality working guide (DfE, 2022a) highlights important points,
including: the need to consult widely and listen to stakeholders who live, work, and learn in the
locality; moving away from a ‘one size fits all’ model, instead towards enacting collective action;
drawing on delivery partners from beyond the locality in order to access new approaches and
expertise; and the need to build trust and allay concerns by engaging stakeholders as partners from
the outset. The school to school support publication focusses on the delivery of ‘Implementation
Matters (IM)" workshops for system leaders in Bradford that were designed to guide the
development and implementation of action plans that would aid in the delivery of actions towards
the school improvement plan (DfE, 2022b). An evaluative report found that the intervention resulted

® These hubs have been created at different times and with different remits and geographical spans: ‘Maths
Hubs’ in 2014, ‘English Hubs’ in 2018, ‘Computing Hubs’ in 2019, ‘Behaviour Hubs’ in 2020 and ‘Teaching
School Hubs’ in 2021. At present there are 40 Maths Hubs, 34 English Hubs, 34 Computing Hubs, 22 Behaviour
Hubs and 87 Teaching School Hubs in England. In addition, there are 28 Research Schools and 10 Associate
Research Schools that work with the Education Endowment Foundation to disseminate research.
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in increased access to expert advice and knowledge, collaboration within the school, better personal
development for headteachers, enhanced professional networks and contact with other schools,
and strong partnerships between headteachers and their wider schools (DfE, 2022b).

Meanwhile, in order to counter fragmentation, LAs and school leaders have sometimes worked in
more ‘bottom up’ ways to establish partnerships that can care for all children in a locality (Gilbert,
2020). For example, over 30 area-based education partnerships have voluntarily formed “with the
central purpose of improving local issues of quality and equity which cannot easily be tackled by
autonomous schools working in a fractured system” (https://aepa.org.uk). These partnerships aim to
take responsibility for the quality of education in a local area, act as an engine of improvement by
brokering connections and initiatives across schools, stimulate innovation, bridge the divide
between different types of schools and provide a framework to allow schools to work together. It is
notable that the majority of these partnerships operate in urban areas, although some shire counties
do have equivalent models — including CASL and LASL in Cumbria.

What are the implications of these changes for rural schools and rural localities? As noted above,
there has been limited research into rural schools in recent years and this, coupled with the
tendency for education policy to prioritise urban schools, makes it challenging to assess the impact
of these reforms on rural areas. The research that does exist suggests that:

e Shire counties — which encompass most rural areas and are generally larger than urban unitary
authorities — have often (but not always) responded more gradually to the recent reforms, with
lower proportions of schools becoming academies and larger LA school improvement teams
(Crawford et al, 2022; Greany and Higham, 2018; ISOS, 2014).

e Rural schools have often been proactive in forming local collaborative arrangements, including
through federations. In his review, Muijs (2015: 304) concludes that “collaboration may be
especially valuable for rural schools. It can help address some of their specific issues such as a
lack of resources or scale, and may aid in raising standards and performance”.

o Asyet, relatively few MATs have proved willing or able to operate across rural areas due to
financial and practical constraints (Education Select Committee, 2017).

e |Initially, areas of deprivation, such as rural coastal towns, experienced limited impact from
national initiatives designed to raise standards (Ofsted, 2013). More recent reports have
identified some evidence of progress across samples of rural and coastal schools, including rises
in pupil attainment and increased investment in professional development for teachers
(Ovenden-Hope & Passy, 2015).

e Some rural schools find it challenging to locate appropriate CPD for teachers (DfE, 2019).

e One initiative aimed at incentivising schools in a rural county (Suffolk) to adopt EEF programmes
between 2016-18 was found to have achieved good take up by schools overall, with schools
reporting few barriers to implementation of their chosen interventions. However, the report
notes that the effectiveness of implementation within schools centres on the schools’ leadership
capability and staffing capacity. Furthermore, researchers found that ““‘Good’ and better schools
(as judged by Ofsted) and schools that were shown to be already evidence-engaged were
comparatively over-represented” — indicating the consistent challenge involved in securing take
up from schools in coastal areas and those in need of support.
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Conclusion

The evidence outlined here provides a strong rationale for place-based programmes such as WELL.
Rural schools face additional challenges compared to their urban counterparts, but they are
frequently neglected in national policy-driven initiatives. The fragmentation of the school system in
England in recent years, as a result of academisation and the roll back of LAs, has created particular
challenges for schools in terms of where and how they can access support and CPD for staff. WELL
seeks to provide a level of place-based coherence and support for schools, with the potential to both
plug gaps in existing provision and to generate sustainable models of collaboration. The evidence
outlined here provides some valuable pointers in terms of how WELL might best operate to secure
engagement from schools, in particular drawing on learning from the OAs programme. This
evidence also signals some of the learning in relation to strengthening evidence-informed practice in
schools in rural areas, where there is a need to consider the skills and capacity of schools to
integrate evidence into wider school improvement processes and to engage weaker schools. A final
implication of this review is that WELL will need to accelerate the development of lateral networks
which bring together schools and wider providers of CPD, in particular the various curriculum hubs, if
it is to generate a sustainable improvement culture that stretches beyond the life of the WELL
project itself. Box 2.1, below, draws on a review of evidence on designing rural school improvement
networks in the US to set out some key considerations of how such lateral networks can be
encouraged (see also Greany and Kamp, 2022).

Box 2.1: Lessons from the literature on designing a network for rural schools in the US

Shared Goals - important early on to articulate the desired outcome(s) for a network.

e Site Selection and Participation - create an environment that makes participants want to join the
network.

® Form of Networking Activities — focus on collaboration that supports common goals. Consider
the kinds of learning relationships needed — avoid a “meeting” culture or focus on implementing
externally prescribed changes.

Focus - decide on the work needed to achieve specific and meaningful goals.
Leadership and Network Steering — requires leadership that initiates, supports, and steers,
providing clarity, focus, and discipline in execution.

® Resources — external facilitators can: “disturb” the network with new ideas and strategies,
support evidence-informed judgment, and provide links to wider organizations and
communities. Provide release time for participants if possible and ensure they are not
overwhelmed.

e Network Citizenship - establish clear expectations for member participation and accountability.
Selection of network protocols and tools should address risks - including under- and over-
participation, groupthink, vagueness of focus, slowness of pace in moving to action, lack of
visible products or short-term benefits, and excessive efforts to secure top-down regulation of
the network.

® Knowledge Circulation — design roles and relationships to ensure inclusive access to knowledge
and develop routines for knowledge sharing and development.

Adapted from Hargreaves, A., Parsley, D., and Cox, E., (2015) Designing Rural School Improvement

Networks: Aspirations and Actualities, Peabody Journal of Education, 90:2, 306-321
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2. Establishing WELL: stakeholder views on the school landscape and priorities

Key points:

Schools in Allerdale and Copeland face distinctive challenges, largely resulting from the region’s
isolation, sparsity and socio-economic conditions.

The reduced capacity of the Local Authority coupled with the relatively limited engagement with
newer government-supported hubs and the small number of MATSs operating in Allerdale and
Copeland all indicate the need for a place-based improvement programme such as WELL.

In terms of current educational provision, there are many strengths for WELL to build on. For
example, the number of schools judged as Requiring Improvement or Inadequate by Ofsted is
relatively low.

We highlight key contextual and cultural features of the school landscape in Allerdale and Copeland
that the WELL project needs to take account of. On the one hand schools in Cumbria have been
proactive in forming and participating in clusters and system leadership networks, most notably LASL
and CASL. Equally, many schools lack the capacity to engage fully in such ‘school-led’ improvement
efforts and there are underlying issues with competition — in particular at secondary level — which
suggest a need for more proactive facilitation.

In terms of school priorities, these centre on how to balance shorter-term recovery priorities,
including addressing student well-being issues, with longer-term accountability and teaching and
learning-related priorities. Schools have a clear focus on addressing disadvantage — and it is clear
that this requires a broader approach than simply focussing on quality first teaching in the
classroom. Given this, the WELL areas of focus appear well designed and the WELL team has been
flexible in how it has responded to emerging requirements.

School leaders are under considerable pressure in the face of tight resources and limited capacity.
There may be a need to consider how WELL supports headteachers in years 2 and 3.

Finally, we asked our system leader interviewees for their views on how WELL has been set up, as a
separate project with its own board and dedicated team, under the auspices of the Council. There
was universal support for this approach, which was seen as preferable to other possibilities which
might have been considered.

3.1 Introduction

Children and families in Allerdale and Copeland’ benefit from significant opportunities, with rich
community assets, active quality of life, and relatively high levels of participation in education and
training among 16-17-year-olds in the years before the pandemic (Cumbria Community Foundation,
2019).

One particularly salient feature of Allerdale and Copeland is its isolation from other parts of England
and even from the more popular tourist areas of the Lake District. Allerdale and Copeland’s schools
fall within the categories of ‘rural’ and ‘rural town and fringe’ in a mixture of village, hamlet and

7 At present, Allerdale and Copeland exist as two separate districts and boroughs, however as of 2023 Cumbria
will be amalgamated into two unitary authorities and both districts will have their functions transferred to a
new authority to be known as Cumberland.
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coastal settings. As we explored in the previous chapter, remote and rural communities face
additional challenges and West Cumbria is no exception, with some highly deprived areas and above
average levels of childhood obesity and mental health concerns (Cumbria Community Foundation,
2019). The most recent Indices of Deprivation report positioned Allerdale and Copeland as IMD
Decile 1, meaning that they sit within the top 10% of deprived LSOAs (Lower-layer Super Output
Areas) nationally (loD, 2019).

Educationally the region has many strengths, including that around 91% of local schools inspected by
Ofsted had been graded as either Good or Outstanding in autumn 2022 (See Table 2.1 below).
However, as we explore in more detail in Chapter 4, average pupil outcomes across all Key Stages
were mostly below the national average before the pandemic and this trend has continued in 2022.
As a place-based project, WELL is seeking to address these challenges and improve outcomes for all
children, in particular for the most disadvantaged.

Table 2.1: Ofsted judgements of schools in Allerdale and Copeland (November 2022)

Ofsted Overall Effectiveness Count (%)
Outstanding 18 (15.4%)
Good 88 (75.2%)
Requires Improvement 6 (5.1%)
Inadequate 4 (3.4%)
No Rating 1(0.9%)
Total Number of Schools (N) 117 (100%)

This chapter draws together views from system and school leaders relating to the context of West
Cumbria and the educational challenges and opportunities that WELL will need to consider. These
findings are drawn mainly from the interviews but with some findings from the survey.

3.2 The School Landscape in Allerdale and Copeland

A commitment to place, but with challenges resulting from isolation and deprivation

Across all the interviews there was a strong sense of community and connection to West Cumbria.
Many interviewees were Cumbrian ‘born and bred’, having left the county to attend university or
further education but then returned (sometimes later in life), displaying a strong sense of
connection to the communities they served. As a result, schools appeared highly committed to
serving their local communities and to increasing social mobility for children and young people. One
example was a case study primary school in a very deprived community, where senior leaders were
committed to outreach and expressed a sense of responsibility for showing pupils the world outside
their immediate locality, given that many pupils had ‘never been off the estate’. Another case study
secondary school in a deprived, coastal town has appointed two associate heads to focus on
engaging the community and developing enrichment and extra-curricular activities.

Despite their commitment to their local communities, interviewees highlighted challenges facing
Allerdale and Copeland which chime with the themes from the literature. This included a sense of
isolation, feeling ‘forgotten’, often coupled with experiences of deprivation and inter-generational
poverty - “when we talk about West Cumbria, it is certainly a place which is characterised differently
from the rest of the county insofar as... some of the indices of social deprivation... are worse over
there”. Deprivation within the area was attributed to the decline in agricultural, maritime, and
mining industries which had previously formed an integral part of the local infrastructure and
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economy — “those things don't really exist anymore in terms of the employment sector, which has
translated to higher levels of unemployment and the associated socio-economic deprivation that
would accompany that. So yeah, high levels of unemployment, lots of alcoholism or drug abuse”.

Some Head teachers reflected on how their own experience had motivated them to prioritise closing
disadvantage gaps within the area:

“I grew up in similar circumstances. | was fortunate, | had a very, very supportive family and
education was my way to move on in the world and I'm very passionate about that for our
children. So with values like ours of huge deprivation, like | said, 58% pupil premium. We've
got 25% of our kids on safeguarding, huge, massive deprivation, 4th generation unemployed.
You know the pits closed, the steel works closed, the harbour is closed.”

All schools interviewed reported elements of deprivation to varying degrees, even those perceived
to be more ‘affluent’. For example, one case study school has a reputation for excellence and staff
explained that it is sometimes mistaken for an independent school by parents, but the headteacher
argued that many of the families it serves exist just above the threshold for Pupil Premium. One
example given was children whose parents run guest houses and B&Bs, who are expected to help
out with the family business, which can impact negatively on their schoolwork.

In addition to the socio-economic challenges of the area, schools felt a sense of geographic isolation.
This was also reflected in the survey, where nine in ten (90%) headteachers agreed or strongly
agreed that Allerdale and Copeland’s remoteness can make school improvement challenging. Head
teachers felt that there were ‘quite isolated’ from the rest of the country, even in relation to the
most local cities and towns such as Carlisle and Penrith, and there was a sense of exclusion from the
national agenda — “Isolated at times, a little bit out of touch at times, from what's going on
nationally”.

This sense of isolation also operated within Allerdale and Copeland, largely due to its size and the
diversity of its schools — “With coastal towns, with urban towns, with tiny villages, with big
primaries, with a city, we're very spread out geographically”. As a result, one system leader
explained that they found it “quite hard to think of it as a homogenous place.” The sparsity of the
landscape, coupled with the parental choice agenda affecting catchment areas, meant that some
pupils needed to be bussed in to school from distances of up to an hour away, making it harder for
schools to develop a strong sense of community. One interviewee argued that the “issue of small
schools” presented a particularly significant challenge for improvement across the area, for example
because headteachers in these schools might be teaching for two or three days a week and have
very small staff teams with no capacity for backfill to attend external PD events, making it difficult
for these schools to engage with an initiative such as WELL. These factors combined to make it
difficult for schools to collaborate and to offer school to school support.

Competition, Fragmentation and Academisation

According to many interviewees the challenges of isolation are compounded by competition
between schools, fragmentation across the ‘middle tier’ that supports schools and the government’s
push for academisation.
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In the survey, 50% of secondary respondents and 32% of primary respondents agreed with the
statement 'there is a clear local hierarchy of schools in my area, in terms of their status and
popularity with parents.” The interviews reinforced this sense of a stratified secondary sector, with
significant competition between schools in order to attract pupils and associated resources — “They
rely very heavily on the migration of students from other catchments, in order to maintain, to have
sufficient pupil numbers.” These issues could also impact on primary schools — for example if the
school was positioned as a feeder to a popular secondary: “there's no catchment area, so much
anymore in primary, so parents can bring their children from wherever they want to, but also
sometimes it gives them that choice of what secondary school they go to.” Adding fuel to this fire,
there were reports of a ‘dip in numbers’ in some areas of the county:

“We have a very high number of surplus places in the county across the place... (and) that
has a negative impact on standards, but also a perverse incentive around behaviours and
people are a bit cagey, they're not quite as open.”

One interviewee described the competition between secondaries as ‘toxic’, but there was also a
view that recent improvements —including in Ofsted grades - in some local secondary schools that
had previously been seen to be failing had helped to even the playing field somewhat. Nevertheless,
the competitive environment between secondary schools was seen to have created a culture of
gatekeeping, whereby schools felt they needed to guard their ‘best kept secrets’ (we explore
evidence of changes to this culture as a result of WELL in section 4.4).

The combination of feeling isolated from national policy initiatives coupled with local competition
and status hierarchies between schools was seen to have shaped responses to the academy agenda
in Allerdale and Copeland. Overall, West Cumbria has relatively low numbers of academies when
compared to other parts of England: around 19% of primaries and 54% of secondaries in Allerdale
and Copeland were academies by autumn 2022, compared to 39% of primaries and 80% of
secondaries nationally. Around 80% of the academies in Allerdale and Copeland are part of one of
the seven Multi-Academy Trusts operating in the area.

Several interviewees argued that low levels of academisation reflected a sense of distrust of the
national agenda among headteachers in particular. For example, one system leader suggested:

“The multi-academy trust thing, | think maybe part of that comes down to the isolation that
this area faces and being out of the loop of that national agenda, on lots of things, over time,
so that sort of breeds distrust.... people don't trust what it's all about, because they're not
sure what it's all about and what the benefits are.”

Several head teacher interviewees expressed strong opposition to the academisation agenda,
expressing fears that schools would ‘become businesses rather than places of education’ and that
outside partners or ‘larger city schools’ would not understand the place-based needs of small rural
primary schools (although such views are by no means uncommon in other parts of the country as
well — for example, see Greany and Higham, 2018):

“I worry about the academy side of things. | know that at some point, apparently, we all have
to be going to go into an academy. | will go in kicking and screaming. That’s me, personally. |
don’t necessarily like... how can | put it? From some of the academies that I've seen, the way
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they run, that isn’t for me, and that isn’t for my school, and it isn’t for my children, and it’s
certainly not for my parents in this community.”

Competition between schools and, sometimes, personality clashes between individual leaders, in
particular at secondary level, was also seen as a factor in whether schools would choose to join or
create a MAT - “all of the schools in the West, I've already said a bit, they're quite competitive. So
the idea of joining either [name] or [name] will not go down well with any of these secondary
schools.”

Other factors were also seen to be at play in the academisation agenda. For example, one system
leader argued that the Regional Schools Commissioner had experienced difficulties in finding
sponsors to take on failing schools in the area, due to the distances and costs involved. Another
highlighted the issue of large numbers of diocesan schools which have additional criteria around
which schools they can form a trust with.

Reduced Local Authority Services and the Emergence of New Middle Tier Providers

As a result of academisation and wider cuts to services in recent years, the role and capacity of Local
Authorities in relation to school support and improvement has been significantly reduced. This was
being experienced by all schools across Allerdale and Copeland, but particularly the maintained
schools. Despite its reduced capacity, the Local Authority was still valued by schools. Interviewees
indicated that different schools have responded differently to these changes, with secondary schools
in particular more likely to work independently. Meanwhile, new government-sponsored providers
— most significantly the newly created Teaching School Hub — have begun to establish themselves,
although it is notable that wider government initiatives, such as the Maths Hub, English Hub and
Behaviour Hub, do not appear to have engaged many schools in the region.

The LA continues to support its maintained schools at differentiated levels depending on each
school’s needs. Interviewees in these schools expressed a continuing sense of connection to the LA
and valued the support it provides: “My LA advisor is at the other end of the phone whenever | need
her. She's there, she comes to our meetings, she sends the stuff that we need to know about”. The
LA team attends school cluster and network meetings throughout Allerdale and Copeland, where
their input is widely valued.

Despite this continuing support, system leaders argued that LA services and capabilities had been
“pared back to almost nothing”. One argued that the impact of LA support was “minimal” as “their
ability to do anything is very much limited” and the reduced funding has meant less financial support
for schools.

There were different views on how schools were responding to these changes, which appeared to
reflect differences in the capacity of schools in different circumstances to be more or less proactive
in seeking out alternative forms of support. At a broad level, LA support was being taken up by
maintained primary schools, while secondary schools preferred to rely on head teacher networks or
other secondary schools for peer support and academies and those in MATSs rarely engage with LA
services. Within this overall picture, some schools — particularly small, remote schools - appeared to
face greater challenges in identifying where and how to access support: there “just isn't the
manpower at the local authority anymore to be able to do that”. Other headteachers argued that
they had been left to “come up with something” in lieu of the LA but had found creative ways to do
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this: “it used to have, you know, there would be a geography specialist working for the local
authority that you would ring and say ‘How do you do this?’ There isn't anybody (now) and | think
we've made better links actually with secondary schools as well and using their specialist teachers”.

Clearly, part of the challenge for the LA is how to both support its remaining maintained schools
while also forging new ways of working with academies and MATs. System leaders indicated that
the LA had begun to work more responsively to achieve this: “I think there had been previously a
little bit more of a partisan approach around ‘these are our local authority schools’ rather than ‘This
is just our complex education landscape, and we have to learn to work within it’, so that's very much
the flavour, and | think COVID and our approach to that has only served to enhance the depth of that
system leadership in the county.”

Meanwhile, as outlined in the last chapter, the government has supported a variety of new ‘middle
tier’ hubs and initiatives aimed at addressing the gaps left by the roll back of LAs, such as Maths
Hubs, English Hubs, Behaviour Hubs and so on. Half of the case study schools referenced working
with at least one of these bodies, suggesting that they have begun to achieve engagement across
West Cumbria but have by no means replaced the support that was previously available through the
LA. The two exceptions to this are the Research School funded by WELL (see Chapters 1 and 4) and
the newly established Teaching School Hub (TSH), which started work in autumn 2021.2 The TSH
footprint covers the whole of Cumbria, with responsibility for securing participation in the
government’s new Early Career Framework and National Professional Qualifications. This footprint
means that the TSH it is “not in competition with anyone” and it thus hoped to “draw the whole
county together”, in particular forming a sense of cohesion amongst the “diverse profile of
secondary schools”. According to the TSH lead, its initial efforts had been well received — “we've
been very successful at getting primary and secondary to work better together”. Across our wider
interviews there was some evidence of schools engaging with the TSH, where it was seen as being
“quite good in bringing in people from outside of Cumbria”.

Clusters, Networks and System Leadership

In the context of reduced support from Local Authorities, the government has encouraged schools to
collaborate in lateral networks through its ‘self-improving, school-led system’ agenda (Greany and
Kamp, 2022; Greany and Higham, 2018). The survey indicated reasonably strong commitment to
collaboration, with two thirds (64%) of respondents agreeing that schools in the area collaborate
together well, and a similar proportion (60%) disagreeing that a lack of trust between schools
hinders meaningful collaboration. However, in line with the points made above regarding
competition and status hierarchies, almost one in five respondents (19%) (particularly secondaries)
agreed that a lack of trust hinders collaboration,

The interview data revealed a relatively strong network infrastructure in Allerdale and Copeland
which was seen as helping schools to navigate external changes (including the pandemic) and to
collaborate on shared priorities. The core of these networks is the local clusters, which all schools
belong to and which are supported by the LA. These local clusters are then networked together

8 One of our system leader interviewees was from the Teaching School Hub, which will certainly have
influenced our assessment of its role and level of engagement compared to the other hubs (which were not
interviewed, except the Research School).
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through the LASL (Local Association of System Leaders) and CASL (Cumbria Association of System
Leaders) networks, as this system leader headteacher explained:

“In the West, we've settled lots of network meetings, so instead of it just being the heads
who meet at the cluster meetings, we now have subject leader meetings; we have early
years; we have SENCO; we have DSL (Designated Safequard Leader) meetings; we've gone
for economy of scale for training. It's a place where we support each other and what we do
with the West, the week before the LASL meeting, we have a cluster leads meeting. So if you
look at it, a three-week programme - in week one, the clusters meet, and the cluster leads
collect any concerns, recommendations, anything, questions that need to be asked. The
cluster lead sends me to the cluster lead meeting with myself and the facilitator [name], and
we collate any of that information to pass on to CASL, which is the place where all of the
LASLs joined together to see if there's Cumbria wide issues.”

The clusters were well-received by schools who utilised them, with three of the case study schools
citing them as invaluable networks for sensemaking and sharing best practice. Head teachers
operating within these clusters would sometimes form sub-networks, whereby they created groups
based around certain priorities - “we have a heads and chairs cluster meeting as well that | set-up
through the cluster where our heads and chairs meet and then we did an action plan from it and one
of the actions was Ofsted”. System leaders felt that this way of networking enabled stronger
leadership and more collaborative working at primary level. Meanwhile, secondaries preferred to
rely on wider but still geographically based networks — ““the secondaries are organised into
consortia North, South and West......no, North, Very South, West and a little bit of East”.

One issue seen in other areas of England is the question of whether and how academies and MATs
engage in local cluster arrangements, given that they have their own priorities and ways of working
(Greany and Kamp, 2022). Academies in Allerdale and Copeland were reported to have distanced
themselves from the clusters and networks - “There's been some debate amongst the academies
themselves, that is my understanding, as to how they should be represented. There was at one point
we asked, did one academy person want to come and represent a group of academies, but they
weren't keen on working that way”. It was felt that, for some academies, the meetings were not
focused enough on attainment and standards, but mostly that disengagement was a cause of “I
don't think they can quite decide how to organise themselves”.

3.3 Improvement Priorities

In the survey, carried out in autumn 2021, school leaders highlighted four priorities for their school
this academic year: Mental health, wellbeing and pastoral care of pupils; improving teaching and
learning; improving outcomes in specific subject areas (particularly English); and Covid recovery and
‘catch up’. The interviews carried out throughout the year broadly chimed with this picture, showing
equal importance given to wellbeing, curriculum development, and school quality and improvement.
Woven within these priorities was a desire to close disadvantage gaps caused by deprivation and
isolation and to address issues relating to Covid recovery. Curriculum development priorities could be
seen to place a strong emphasis on improving outcomes in literacy and oracy, which had suffered as
a result of the pandemic.

One system leader explained that “its complex out there”, suggesting that schools were having to
balance short-term recovery priorities against longer-term accountability priorities. This is particularly
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challenging in the context of tight budgets: for example, in the survey, while 85% of school leaders
agreed that their school had the capacity it needed to improve over the next few years, only a quarter
(24%) agreed (and 45% disagreed) that their school would have sufficient funding to employ the staff
it needs. Related to this view was a sense that many school leaders — in particular headteachers -
were struggling in the context of rapid change, renewed accountability pressures and tight resources.
One described a “perfect storm” of “less funding, greater demand” while another reported a feeling
that they were “never doing anything right”. We make suggestions in the Conclusion for how WELL
might seek to address issues of headteacher well-being and support.

Wellbeing and Covid Recovery

In the short-term, schools were having to focus on Covid recovery which could be seen to have an
impact across the board - “Obviously coronavirus did massively hinder us.” This was mostly felt in
terms of increased mental health and wellbeing issues for children and young people - “even before
COVID you know wellbeing, social emotional work has been our like very high priority”. Most head
teachers interviewed gave the sense that, if they didn’t address the social and emotional impacts of
Covid on their pupils, then outcomes would be negatively affected long-term. There was also an
emphasis on “making sure that there is more access to counselling services”, as this type of service
had proven difficult to access, even prior to Covid.

The central WELL team and LA had responded proactively to the changing priorities of schools during
and after the pandemic - “we put on a whole range of youth mental health first aid training. We
were originally going to put one day sessions on, but because of the needs of the pupils, we moved
that slightly more expansively, we put them as two day full qualifications”.

Disadvantage and Deprivation

Interview data indicated that addressing the disadvantage gap was a high priority for all schools, and
this was often the underlying motivation for other school improvement priorities - “the need to
address the disadvantaged gap, disadvantaged difference in attainment of pupils, the wellbeing,
resilience, and aspiration of the young people with lots of unemployment, third generation
unemployment, aspiration, cultural capital”.

These issues required schools in the most deprived contexts to focus on a much wider range of
strategies than just the quality of teaching and learning in classrooms, particularly in the context of
cuts to wider services. For example, one headteacher explained how “teachers were on the phone
four times a day to really quite needy and anxious mums. The parent support advisor and the
learning mentor they used to go to the home and help parents get children up and bring them in and
get routines in place, all of those things. We feel that services have been cut to the knife edge with
social care, you know, and family action and waiting lists are getting longer”.

In a similar vein, school leaders needed to ensure that their staff had the skills and capacity to create
an orderly learning environment: “a common thing here is how schools are coping with those
challenges of supporting those pupils, and making sure that they've got experienced and qualified
staff to work with those pupils in the right way. Sometimes that's also leading to issues with
challenging behaviour in schools as well that people are struggling to deal with. And | think that's got
worse over the last two years”.
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Finally, an awareness of Western Cumbria’s isolation had led to an emphasis on social mobility for
many schools - “it's very much about broadening horizons and letting the children know there's
another world out there”.

Accountability, Attainment and Curriculum

In the survey, three quarters (75%) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement
‘Making sure my school does well in Ofsted inspections is one of my top priorities as a leader’. The
interviews reinforced this finding and indicated how schools were responding.

Both primary and secondary schools felt the pressure of attainment and accountability pressures in
the context of renewed Ofsted inspections and national tests after the pandemic-induced pause:
“pupil outcomes have got to improve.” Schools were mainly seeking to address this through the
refinement of their curriculum, in line with Ofsted’s current focus on this area: “at the minute our
focus is getting the curriculum right and that's been a big job”. This was seen as challenging given
the parallel need to support children who's learning and development had been impacted by the
pandemic: “this year we're back to, back to square one. You know, SATs, phonics checks, you know.
So for us, our curriculum is really challenging. We're having some really challenging conversations
(with teachers)”.

There was evidence of this curriculum across all the case study schools, but particularly in primary,
where the Ofsted shift has required a rebalancing towards wider curriculum areas (i.e. beyond
literacy, numeracy and science) and on a more knowledge-based approach: “since May last year,
we've been back to the full curriculum. We've overhauled the foundation curriculum, teaching lots
of new subjects, lots of new topic areas, and things like that, which I think is really good for the
teachers because we are being challenged to teach new things.” There was a clear sense amongst
interviewees that this focus on curriculum was driven by a need to satisfy changing Ofsted
requirements.

Literacy and Oracy

In parallel with the push on the wider curriculum, four out of six case study schools were also
focussed on developing oracy and literacy as a priority in their improvement plans. This was largely
due to the pandemic which had significantly impacted upon reading, comprehension, and speech
and language across all age groups - “last year we had 56% speech language communication (in early
years), we’'ve never had it that low”. Primary schools in particular recognised the need to develop
“children's oracy and being able to function with, like, higher vocabularies”, after the lockdowns.
Several primaries were also focusing on phonics, by adopting government-approved schemes,
although there were significant debates within the action research group around the merits of these
models:

“One of the things has been really sort of like pushing on our development of literacy and
oracy and pushing that through with our children... (So) with mixed feelings we took on doing
ReadWritelnc, you know a couple of years ago, because it was recognised that year we
weren't quite matching national levels within the phonics checks. And then there was an
impact on reading and writing.”

At secondary level, the focus was also on reading, as we illustrate through case studies in Chapter 4.
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Conclusion

Schools in Allerdale and Copeland face distinctive challenges, largely resulting from the region’s
isolation, sparsity and socio-economic conditions. Without doubt, there are many strengths to build
upon and the number of schools judged as Requiring Improvement or Inadequate by Ofsted is
relatively low. Nevertheless, the reduced capacity of the Local Authority coupled with the relatively
limited impact of newer government-supported hubs and the limited role of MATs in this area all
indicate the need for a place-based improvement programme such as WELL.

We highlight the key contextual and cultural features of the school landscape that the WELL project
needs to take account of, as well as the main priorities for schools following the pandemic and a
return to national accountability expectations. On the one hand schools in Cumbria have been
proactive in forming and participating in clusters and system leadership networks, most notably LASL
and CASL. Equally, many schools lack the capacity to engage fully in such ‘school-led’ improvement
efforts and there are underlying issues with competition — in particular at secondary level — which
suggest a need for more proactive facilitation. In terms of school priorities, these centre on how to
balance shorter-term recovery priorities, including addressing student well-being issues, with longer-
term accountability and teaching and learning-related priorities. Given this, the WELL areas of focus
appear well designed and the WELL team has been flexible in how it has responded to emerging
requirements.

Finally, we asked our system leader interviewees for their views on how WELL has been set up, as a
separate project with its own board and dedicated team, under the auspices of the Council. There
was universal support for this approach, which was seen as preferable to other possibilities which
might have been considered, such as asking LASL/CASL to lead the project.
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3. Findings

In this chapter we draw on findings from all strands of the evaluation to address the six questions
posed by WELL, although — due to the delay in launching the Cumbrian Award - we have less to
report on question 5.

4.1 To what extent has the WELL project been successful in engaging schools and supporting them to
identify, prioritise, access and implement evidence-informed improvement approaches?

In this section, we consider evidence on school engagement in WELL overall. In the following section
we focus on how schools are engaging with evidence and the extent to which this engagement is
beginning to impact on school and classroom practice.

Key points

The WELL project faced challenges initially due to Covid and lockdowns, but this has not
prevented the new three-year project from engaging schools successfully.

The WELL project team has worked hard to engage schools and to overcome any initial concerns.

Some schools do report some barriers to participation, for example in relation to the paperwork
and time commitments involved. However, the WELL team are widely seen as trusted, credible
and flexible, and this has largely helped to overcome these issues.

In the baseline survey (autumn 2021) 72% of heads were ‘confident’, and 27% were ‘somewhat
confident’ that engaging with WELL would benefit their school.

All six case study schools have planned and implemented improvement projects using WELL
funding. Funding schools in this way has increased engagement and leveraged additional
resources from schools — phrases such as ‘we couldn’t have done this without the WELL funding’
are common.

The wider WELL PD menu has been accessed widely by schools. This provision is viewed positively
by interviewees, helping to build staff skills in important areas, such as mental health.

Inevitably, in such a large and complex project, levels of engagement vary. We heard reports that
not all schools have had the time or appetite to get fully engaged.

The evidence is clear that, overall, schools across Allerdale and Copeland have engaged positively
with WELL in its first full year of operation. All state-funded schools have attended WELL events,
claimed project grants and submitted action plans (See Appendix 3 for details of school engagement
in WELL-run PD programmes and events). This is despite the contextual challenges explored in the
last chapter, which include geographic isolation, large numbers of small schools with limited capacity
and the various pressures on school leaders following the pandemic. It is also despite the challenges
faced by the project itself in its initial phase, when the scope for engaging schools during the
pandemic lockdowns was challenging. This background could potentially have led to a loss of
impetus, but the WELL project team have communicated well and have worked flexibly in
partnership with schools throughout the year to ensure that the project is addressing school needs.
That said, as we explore in this section, there have been some relatively minor concerns and some
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schools appear to be less actively engaged — though this is hardly surprising for a project of this size
and complexity in its first full year of operation.

In the baseline survey, conducted in autumn 2021, 98% of respondents reported that they felt
excited about participation in WELL. Additionally, 72% were confident, and 27% were somewhat
confident that engaging with the WELL project would prove to be beneficial for their school. Survey
respondents were also confident that the WELL project’s aims would be met and that disadvantaged
children and young people would ultimately benefit.

Overall, the WELL project has been warmly received amongst system leaders, although they
acknowledged that there were some initial challenges to overcome. Some interviewees argued that
in its early stages the project was seen as somewhat overwhelming — “at first everyone was a bit
worried”. There were also concerns that the project might not reflect the particular needs of the area
— “l didn't feel they [the funders] had a particularly good understanding of the amount that schools
do in order to support children to be in the correct place to learn”. These concerns mostly stemmed
from the existing pressures on schools, as outlined in the last chapter, but there were also some
debates around strategy — for example, the correct balance between well-being and outcomes across
the programme.

In the survey, while 56% of respondents said there would be no barriers to engagement with the
WELL project, the remaining 44% identified three main barriers: time, the impact of Covid, and
staffing and capacity in schools. These barriers — which fit with the analysis of the wider context for
schools in Allerdale and Copeland in the last chapter — were also referenced in the interviews with
heads and system leaders. Time was the most commonly cited barrier: “Time and focused effort is
required to make development work a success and competing priorities and distractions for staff
and leaders' time can negatively impact on the work.” Linked to this, there were some concerns
about the additional administrative responsibilities associated with the project: “Keeping up with the
comms and grant requirements is hard, especially when heads get so many comms from so many
agencies.” For a small number of respondents the project was seen as overly bureaucratic, as this
guote from a survey respondent indicates: “The paperwork required is onerous and the criteria for
the funding can be confusing and a barrier. Applying for relatively small amounts of money is hugely
time-consuming due to the evidence required”.

These issues were largely allayed by the efforts of the central WELL team, who worked hard to
communicate the key aspects of the project to schools and to ensure that any initial wrinkles were
ironed out:

“We then had a piece of work in the autumn to get the message out that we have this project,
folks. My job was then to engage with 121 schools and say there's a project here that we're
looking to do. And the very first part was about some sustained input with myself, working
with the EEF, offering the schools a sustained programme on putting evidence to work for
disadvantaged pupils in Allerdale and Copeland.”

Interviewees recognised and welcomed the effort and responsiveness of the WELL project team in
how they worked to not only communicate the project but also build relationships and engage in
dialogue with schools. This happened through multiple face to face and online meetings, which helped
to overcome school concerns and communicate requirements:
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“I emailed Vicky (WELL project manager) and said ‘tell Dale (WELL Project Director) my next
(cluster) heads meeting is then and | want him there!” So that was really good and she said
‘no problem’. She booked it in and that was done. So | told the guys at the cluster and they
were like: ‘Ohh okay’. Like they were getting a bit nervous because they probably weren't
where they wanted to be. But | said it doesn't matter. Let's just bring all our stuff with us
and say: ‘What's this? What do we have to do? Where's this?’ And | said ‘we can