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Interview with Pam Boyd – May 2006
Executive Director, ContinYou Cymru 

What does a good community-focused school look like?

A good community-focused school is a school that seeks to meet the needs of the pupils and the community. It’s not a goal that you can just get to and when you’ve got there, you’ve done it. It’s part of a continuum that will constantly change. We’ve tried to reflect this in the vision that we’ve agreed with the Directors of Education in Wales for ContinYou Cymru’s work with community-focused schools. 

We have two key messages about developing the community focus in our work with schools in Wales. The first is that it’s very important to understand that school staff cannot do everything by themselves and that they need to work in clusters, in partnership and alongside local community organisations. The second is that becoming ‘community-focused’ is not something that is peripheral to the day job - it is totally intertwined because it’s only by becoming more integrated with the community that schools are going to be able to make that extra shift to really help some pupils to reach their full potential. There is only so much that can be done inside the formal school day. There are so many other things that happen to pupils outside the classroom that schools, in partnership with others, can have a powerful influence on.


What will be the greatest challenge?

There are a number of challenges. One is in relation to leadership. All school staff are being asked to work differently and I think that is a big challenge for the school leadership team. Another challenge is going to be in relation to supporting the work that they want to do. Whilst a lot of this is about changing culture and ethos, inevitably there are also costs involved. Whether those costs are for additional staff time, delivering additional activities, or for equipment and facilities, it is a real challenge to see how everything can be funded over time. 

Everyone involved in education has been working extremely hard to try and take the next step in raising aspiration, in its broadest sense, for young people. We all know we cannot just carry on doing the same things. Many schools are doing fantastic stuff inside the school day but we also need to look beyond the school walls, beyond the school gates, beyond the school day to actually take the next step. And in many places schools are absolutely the right places to be doing that. In fact, many are already doing it. But it requires a change to the way that schools think about their role. Tinkering at the edges and doing even more inside the school day is not going to be enough to make big shifts in what our young people achieve and are able to do. 

What characteristics are needed for successful leadership? 

This depends very much upon the headteacher having a vision, a view for what they want for the young people in their care. But it does also help to have charismatic people who can actually bring staff, communities, and pupils along with them. That is something you can’t bottle. There also needs to be a climate in which these individuals can stretch the boundaries and are empowered to try out ideas that may be a bit off the wall but could actually have a very positive effect. It’s only by seeing what works that it then has a knock-on effect on people. If the head is prepared to stick his or her head above the parapet for something they believe in, then staff will also be prepared to go that extra mile. 

However we’ve all seen situations in which a charismatic member of staff has left and the ethos and the culture that they had developed, disappears with them. If too much depends on the headteacher or on one or two individuals, that is a weakness in leadership. Successful leadership in community-focused schools requires the vision and the drive to be shared by the whole senior team. 

What advice would you give to a headteacher struggling to incorporate the community into their school?

The first thing that I would say is that this isn’t how we used to think about community schools which were very often simply about the joint use of buildings. What happened outside of the school day often had nothing to do with what happened in the school day. What we’re talking about now is a shift in ethos and culture. It’s about going beyond the curriculum to enable children to learn. By extending their services, schools are going to help themselves to do that. If you are developing your links with families then you’re changing the culture within the family as well. You’re aiming to have a family who sees education and learning as important, as valuable, so that they will be supportive of the school and what it’s trying to do. So it’s bringing it back all the time to a message in which we say that whilst your prime purpose is still what happens within the main school day, the things that happen outside of the school day are also very important in the drive to take aspiration and achievement forward. 

