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Interview with Ian Elliott – May 2006
Headteacher, Penmaes Special School in Brecon, Wales

Could you tell me about what is going on at Penmaes?

When I came to Penmaes 6 years ago, we had 40 children in the school but now we have more than 80, so we’ve doubled in size. The growth has been possible due to a new building which has cost around £5 million and is nearing completion. When we move in, along with our much needed new school, we will have a respite centre with three beds and a residential centre, which has 6 beds for youngsters with autism. We’ll also have a parent room and space to bring the local disability team of social workers on site. There’ll be training facilities as well. Those are going to be the cornerstones of our future developments. It’s a wonderful setting.

Through the building project, we’ve been working to provide the resources that parents need in dealing with their children. And we’ve been working hard to engage our partners to provide training for parents and carers. For example, training in behaviour, training in how we assess children, and training in how we use music to assist communication. 

So you’re really trying to provide all the resources that parents need?

Absolutely. At the moment we offer physiotherapy onsite as well as an orthotics clinic for youngsters who need special footwear. The paediatrician also holds his monthly clinic at the school. Our aim would really be to become a one-stop shop so that parents don’t need to bring their children out of school to attend clinics. The clinics happen in school. 

Tell me about the sensory magic room.

Part of the new development will include some specialist facilities. For instance there will be an interactive soft playroom, which will obviously have your soft play equipment but will also allow youngsters to have aspects of control in that room. For instance they’ll be able to control the lighting, they’ll be able to create music, and they’ll be able to lie in a ball pool where a shower of balls will fall on them which they’ll be able to control. This will be state of the art, very exciting.

We’re quite clear as a staff what it is that we want, but we also ask the pupils. We have a very active school council at Penmaes with youngsters from all the secondary classes represented. And they’re very vocal. They know where they want the school to go. Listening to learners is crucial, and we use the information from them and feed that into our school development plan. It’s very easy to think that youngsters with special needs don’t have views on things. Absolutely untrue. They do have views, but as adults we need to facilitate situations where they can actually put those views across. 

How does the pupil contribution work?

There is a representative from each class in the secondary department and there are two members of staff. The council has been going for three years and over that time their confidence has grown. This year for the first time they appointed one of the pupils as minute secretary. The council is brilliant for developing literacy skills too: they have their own notice board for example. Currently the school council is taking the school forward on the Eco Schools initiative. We’ve got the Bronze and Silver Awards and by the time we go into the new building we’re hoping that we’ll have the Green Flag Award as well. 

I think the key for me in my time at Penmaes has been developing partnerships with the pupils, with the staff, with governors, with parents, and with the community. The way the new school has been designed is that the community-type areas of the school will all be available for community use outside of school hours. We’re now residential so there is somebody on the school site 7 days a week. It means that the youngsters that are having respite or residential care can access school activities outside of school hours. It also means that during holiday time we can host an integrated play scheme that youngsters that attend Penmaes can come to along with their siblings. That is another opportunity to develop partnerships with the community. 

The project seems to be growing and growing. As part of the Welsh Assembly Government’s community-focused school initiative, we applied for money to appoint a partnership development officer and we were successful in that bid. That person will help us develop the partnerships we need to take our exciting plans forward. 

What is the most important key for you to enable these relationships?

Communication. You can’t underestimate the value of communication. Whenever we have whole school events, we invite all of our partners to come and be part of them. That’s one of the ways we keep our partnerships alive and healthy. People are aware of what the school is doing and that helps to keep them engaged and involved. With a partnership developer in place, I hope that we can get a regular newsletter out to all of our partners, not just telling them what’s going on but also asking them where we need to go next. That can then be filtered into the school development plan and then we can make sure it happens.

I think that feedback is important. At the moment, students, parents, governors and staff are included in an annual evaluation of how we’re doing at school. And that really fits with the new inspection framework. 

What characteristics do good school leaders need?

I don’t see school leadership just resting with the headteacher. I see lots of leadership going on in this school. The school has a successful school change team for example. It’s a group of people representing the whole of the school: caretaker, cleaning staff, teaching staff, and teaching assistants. They meet once a month to discuss whole school issues and how to address them. I certainly don’t take a leadership role in that. I take a backseat role. I also take a backseat in the school council. That is for the children and it’s their agenda. 

At Penmaes our motto is TEAM – Together Everyone Achieves More. That’s what we stand for and that’s what we try to achieve. 

Over the last few years, we’ve been able to develop departments with good team leaders. If leadership came down to one person, and that person moved on, things would fall flat. We have a successful parent teacher association too. The chair of that association is a parent. She advises me as to where that group is at - and that’s how it should be. 

Do you have to encourage people to take on these responsibilities or do people come asking for these roles? 

It can be both. I think when I arrived at Penmaes, the school had a head and a deputy and they were the only two with leadership roles in the school. Since that time we’ve been able to develop more leadership roles in the school. We had an excellent team-building training day recently when the pupils weren’t in, and all of the staff came in. That was organised by the resource manager. She was the leader of that.

Would you say that you are leading from behind, then?

I think I have quite a few leadership styles that come into play when they need to. There are times when staff sees me leading from the front, and there are times when I become a team player. Last week we had a whole week of Welsh activities led by our Welsh coordinator. A teaching assistant leads our annual open day. I think for staff, they need those opportunities for their professional development. There is no one style of leadership. Confident leaders are not afraid to look to other people to lead at times. 

Lots of things happen in the school because of the sheer goodwill of the staff. Staff need to feel part of a team to extend this level of goodwill. I appreciate that, and so do the governors. 

You’ve mentioned your governors quite a lot. Can you tell me more about this? 

I have very supportive governors from a range of backgrounds. We have a local minister, a retired assistant director of education, a retired person from the police force and lots of other people. They ask challenging group questions. Every term we have a pastoral governor, on a rota basis, and that governor will come in for a day, visit classes, and provide a written report for the governing body. In that report they address questions like: did they feel welcome when they arrived? How were the school and the classrooms organised? How did the displays look? How was the behaviour and the ethos?  

Those visits are very helpful. When the reports come through, staff find them informative and challenging. Every governor also has a curriculum responsibility and they meet with subject leaders to assess progress and plans. I don’t think any of the staff feel threatened by the governor visits. The chair of governors is in school nearly every day of the week. All of the youngsters know him by his first name. It’s an open group and it undertakes its work to the very best of its ability. 

Have you experienced any problems working with different agencies?

Historically there has definitely been a bit of ‘them and us’ between education and social services. The barriers are coming down though and I’m certainly a people’s person who is keen to break down barriers. I think our local social workers feel welcome and valued when they come into the school. We want to work very closely with them. In the new building, an office for the social workers was something that had to be there for us. It was not negotiable - that and the parents’ room.  

The same is true for the voluntary sector people we work with now. They are working very closely with us and there is no sense of ‘them and us’. 

What is the most important characteristic of a community-focused school?

It needs to be open. In the past there was a culture where parents did not feel welcome in schools. It’s about breaking down these barriers so that parents feel comfortable coming in. We’re finding now that on our parent training mornings, parents are happy to come in and undertake an hour and a half training course. They get quite a lot out of that. They get even more out of chatting informally with other parents. From that point of view, it’s a win-win situation. If we say that we have an open-door policy then we need to put our money where our mouth is. People need to feel welcome and valued when they come in. 

It goes with the openness and the honesty. When I meet new parents I usually say ‘If you like what you see, tell everybody. If you don’t like what you see, make an appointment and come in and see me immediately.

What do you think is the greatest challenge for a community school?

For me, it would be about sustainability. Very often initiatives come with a block of money but then, after a couple of years, that money goes away and the school is left struggling to keep the initiative going. 

But we’re coming into a whole new realm with community-focused schools. I think we’re looking to make schools more open and accessible to those who haven’t found them accessible in the past. So if this change is of real value to parents, carers, pupils and the community – and I think it is – then no one is going to let it fall away. I don’t think they will let it fall by the wayside. 

What are the characteristics a headteacher of a community-focused school needs to have? 

There’s a lot! Communication is important - the ability to relate to people. And openness and integrity. So that people look at you and know that what you say is what you do. Trust and perseverance are important too, because sometimes it doesn’t happen first time around. The ability to seek extra support and help if you need it. Not to go it alone. 

Headteachers also need to have a presence. That’s very hard. You can’t learn that. It’s a very interesting job because you’re dealing with such a diverse group of people.

Where do you look most for support? 

I have a superb deputy. And the governing body. But it would depend in which area. I feel confident going to members of staff and asking them to have a look at something. Or colleagues from other local authorities. I don’t mind who I ask because usually, the person I seek out, is the one I think will have the right answer for me. 

What are other schools in the area doing?

There are lots of after-school and before-school clubs being set up locally. I would like to do that but it’s very difficult because of the transport arrangements for our pupils. We do have lunchtime clubs though. We have a hand chime group and a rock band, for example. 

One development that we’ve been able to set up is our outreach facility, which means that we’re able to go into local mainstream schools and support staff and pupils with special needs there. They might not need a place at this school, but sometimes that pupil or teacher might need extra help to keep their place at school alive and kicking. That has been a whole new partnership for us and it’s really taken off. At present we can only offer that two days a week but we have enough takers to make it a full time provision. I would hope that we can meet this need because that’s another way we open up what we’re doing. 

What was the best advice that you’ve received concerning leadership?

I was in the first cohort for the government’s national professional qualification for headship. I completed that in May 2000 just before I started my headship at Penmaes. It was a challenging course and there were times that I almost gave up. It’s rigorous! But it does provide you with skills and knowledge that you need when you take up your first headship. I think also it stops people from ‘drifting’ into leadership. You have to have your heart and soul in the job. But you also have to keep it in perspective. Even the leaders need a work-life balance. 

How do you maintain the work-life balance?

Friday night is early finish for all of us. When the last child has gone, staff are expected to leave as well. The last week of every half term is also an early finish week and we don’t organise staff meetings in December. The governors recognise the work that goes on. The chair of governors will call the caretaker for example, to thank him for the extra work he does to protect the buildings during bad weather. These things matter. Just to know that you’re appreciated at times is important. 

