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Interview with Jim Steven – May 2006
Headteacher, Invergordon Academy

What are you doing to develop Invergordon Academy as an integrated community school?

At Invergordon, we’ve had an integrated community approach for a long time. We’ve always taken a personal view of folks’ education and tried to create a family atmosphere within our school. The advent of the new community school approach from the Scottish Executive has fitted really well with what we are doing. Our focus has been to provide a flexible curriculum for pupils, with extra support from outside agencies like health, social work, police and lots of others. 

We’ve got extra funding for many resources which are additional to curriculum provision. That’s part of the whole approach to school. I came here 8 years ago and my style has been to adjust to a family approach, which is what I think an integrated community school should be really pushing at - its ethos. The relationships between the kids, the staff and parents are central to everything we do here. Our relationship with the children is very much at the personal level - we very much get to the individual. 

We’ve no formal sanctions for discipline in our school at all. We talk about issues and we always take the long-term view. Pupils might be here for six years and what we want is that when they leave us, they are good community people. I’ve heard headteacher colleagues question the sustainability of the time we spend with individual pupils. But that’s what we do here – we talk about their life, their issues and their future. 

I believe that if you create the right environment for learning so that you get happy kids, then they will do well in terms of education, attainment, etc. For example, when we first started our breakfast club, it started at 8 o’clock. But the kids kept coming earlier and earlier, so now it starts at 7 o’clock. They come and set it up themselves. They come and listen to music and it’s a social event as well as a breakfast club. For some children, this is very important.

At the other end of the day, we have a homework club which runs officially from 3:30 to 4:30, but actually it often runs on until 5 or 6. That’s our approach. When people visit this school they are struck by the atmosphere and the amount of care we give the kids. That is the integrated community school approach, for me at least. 

What are some of the other clubs at the school?

We’ve got lots. We have all the usual. You know, we’ve got football, badminton, basketball, swimming clubs - you name it and we’ve probably got it. We’ve got colleague club, a chess club, we’ve got a film club on Friday nights where a member of staff puts a DVD on and provides ice cream and sweets. But we are a health promoting school too! We were one of the first in the Highlands to become a health promoting school. Again that’s what we’re about; it’s that sense of community we’re trying to achieve. Of course, our catchment area is very socially deprived so they really value what’s on here because there’s not much else for them to do after school. Ultimately that’s the biggest issue. We look after each other and I’ve got fantastic staff who are really committed to the kids. 

How would you describe your approach to leadership?

I spend my lunchtimes out in the corridors with the kids every day. I do the same before school and the same after school. I go out to the bus stops at night and stand there with them and just chat. If somebody has done well, I’ll say that. Or I’ll ask about their mother or their father. I think that approach is central to what we do here. And it’s not just me, it’s all my staff.

It’s a heavy investment of time, but it pays dividends. We have a very low exclusion rate for example, and an excellent attendance rate. We’ve just done a ‘dustbin’ review. People are still happy with the system we use and think it’s very effective. 

What kind of partnerships do you have with outside agencies?

We liaise closely with the school nurse, social workers, doctors, police, etc. If there are things happening in the community, we all get involved and do our bit. The police keep me in touch with what’s happening in the community and link up to see whether I can help. That’s where I think the new community schools approach has been invaluable. It’s about pulling together all agencies in a more unified approach to deliver education and improvements to the community as a whole.


How do you foster these partnerships? Do you sometimes run into difficulties with communication? 

No, not really. I think initially, yes we did. We have had to work hard at communication over the years. The recent changes in structure in agencies like health and social work have been a real bonus for us. But it’s mostly about developing relationships and having regular meetings with people. For example, I meet with the local liaison from the police twice in the term. That’s good for us and it’s good for them. We have local youth workers who come in at lunchtimes and speak with the kids. We provide pool and music, and they come in to be part of that. 

The key to establishing a relationship with young folk is actually to spend time with them and respect what they have to say. I think that my kids would say that they feel that mutual respect and appreciate the even approach. Sometimes a pupil will tell me about problems at home. It may not be an issue I can deal with myself but it might be that the school nurse or social worker or someone else can help. But it’s fantastic that they can tell me about it. 

In the past, certainly in my other schools, I might be getting similar information but be working quite alone in dealing with it. And that is a difference. There are a lot of resources out there that I can now draw on, and vice versa. We’re all working towards the same goals.

What is the most important characteristic for an integrated community school to work effectively?

Good communication. That would be the key thing. Finding the right resources too. There are still frustrations about lack of resources, but partnerships can help to find solutions. I would say that resources and communication would be the two most important things. 


What about the attitudes or skills you need to make an integrated community school work effectively?

First of all you need to really believe in the approach. The headteacher has to support it in order to get staff behind the drive for change. It can’t be seen just as a way of getting more resources. The headteacher needs to really sell the message to staff, pupils, parents, and all the stakeholders of the school. And then obviously it needs determination to make it happen. An integrated community school is not going to appear over night. I think it’s a goal that you work towards over a number of years. But if you achieve it, what a smashing result!

Do you think that there is an end result or is it constantly developing?

It’s constantly evolving, and we’re all at different stages and see different opportunities. Although we’ve been developing the family approach for years, there are differences in the new integrated community schools approach that we need to address. It’s about constantly setting yourself new goals but also spotting the right opportunities to move your school forward. Sometimes you know what you want to do but getting the actual opportunity to do it can be more difficult. 

What has been the greatest challenge?

Changing attitudes of some staff I think. There are still teachers in schools who believe that school is school, that it’s a place that you come and learn in the classroom and that’s it. So you have to sell your message constantly. 

And you need to gain parents’ trust. In our catchment area, many of my parents had bad experiences in school themselves. So we’ve worked really hard to get their trust. Occasionally, I don’t wait for parents to come to us, I go and visit them in their house. Not everyone would consider that to be professional, but it does pay dividends. Sometimes, unless you’re getting that two-way flow of information, you can’t move on.

If you were to give a headteacher advice, what would that be?

Set yourself clear goals. Be clear in your head about what you want to achieve. Set key markers for yourself to indicate where you are and where you’re going. Because it is a long-term thing, you can actually take time to think about whether you are heading in the right direction and look for key staff to help you get there. 

You need to know your own staff well so that you can identify the right people for the right things. You need to have the management structure working with you and make sure you appoint people who are keen on your approach! 

Where do you look most for support?

My colleagues, my fellow headteachers, my staff, my local connections. I’m a great man for visiting other places and listening to other folk. I have a good relationship with my own line managers. If you have an open approach and share information, then you can get an honest response in terms of who might help. That is certainly central to the whole thing: speaking to people and gathering ideas and sharing good practice.

