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Interview with Sue Alton – May 2006
London Consultant, The Extended Schools Support Service

What does an extended school really look like?

Well the vision is of a school that provides a wide range of services and activities for the children and for the community, either in the school itself or in the area around it. There are many agencies working with schools that can support early intervention, to prevent families and children reaching crisis points. The great aim is to eradicate underachievement and its causes through tackling the issues when they first arise, ie early intervention. In addition, extended services and activities will provide children and their families with a wide range of opportunities and experiences, as well as support.  The dream is for families to feel supported, for children to attain their best because their needs have been addressed, and for all children to have as many opportunities as possible.

How have the schools that are more advanced in providing extended services gone about it?

They’ve consulted with the community, they’ve looked at the priorities of their school improvement plan, and then they’ve married the two together with a strategic plan for raising attainment in the wider sense. They’re working with other agencies is establish what’s needed, and then they’re building on their vision from there, realising that in many cases, schools will not be the main provider for identified needs.

Schools are at different stages. I think that some of the early ‘full service’ schools were trying to hit all of the buttons rather than thinking longer-term. But as time has gone on, they’ve progressed from thinking about what to provide to thinking about what difference it’s making and whether it’s needed. They’re looking more strategically, targeting more effectively and evaluating impact. I spoke to one parent partnership worker in Birmingham and asked how they get all the parents doing all of these activities. She replied ‘Well, we aim to give them what they want. And if we can’t give them what they want, then we explain to them why not.’ 

Do you see a cultural shift happening?

I think that some schools have been doing it for a long time, whilst other schools have wanted to do it and couldn’t do it, and some other schools have said ‘No way’. So there’s a mixture, and people are at different stages. The issues and agencies involved also vary from area to area. This is a great opportunity and it can’t be left to chance. This is for everyone, so that all children and their families can access a range of services and activities.  

To what extent are heads working in partnership with different organisations and clusters?

It varies. When full service schools were developed in the beginning, the cluster model wasn’t suggested, although some schools did work this way because they were part of clusters like BIP, Excellence in Cities, etc. Even for some extended schools now, the way of working in clusters is a new experience and it takes a different way of thinking. I think cluster working is certainly the way forward but for some people it’s going to be more difficult than for others. You can provide just about everything though if you work together with other schools, agencies and services - if you’re supporting each other and are really a community. 

What about the role of co-ordinators?

They’re a good way forward because most headteachers have realised that they just can’t do it all themselves. Those heads who have tried, have soon found that they’ve needed to hand over more and more of the responsibility to others.  A co-ordinator can make links, attend meetings, oversee everything and make connections. They can bring everyone together in the planning and support the delivery. 

What is the most important characteristic for extending schools to work?

A ‘can do’ attitude - if you’ve got that, then everything else will fall into place. Everyone has got to have it.

What about the personal characteristics of the headteacher?

Good social skills, being prepared to share leadership and work in partnership, trust, being decisive and visionary, and passion.

They also need a good deputy and a good leadership team. The head needs to recognise his or her strengths and weaknesses and be able to create a team with balance.   

The headteacher needs to remain focused on school improvement and extended services and activities are part of this process. They need to oversee this as part of the school improvement process, even though other people and agencies may be doing the work.
What are some of the biggest challenges for headteachers?

Time management, funding, finding the right person to be the co-ordinator, and some agencies not being willing to sign up. Headteachers need to tackle these with a strategic approach and a realistic timetable.

What tip would you give to a headteacher who is struggling to extend services effectively?

The starting point is the school improvement plan. At the start, the prospect of becoming an extended school can seem like a mammoth task. But when you look at the school priorities, and ask what and how extended services and activities could support the school’s existing plans, then the work begins to fit into place more easily. Ultimately, developing services for the community and families will only work if it is seen as part of the core business of the school. So you start there, start with something manageable, and then work outwards. The key is to have a strategic approach, planned over time, and to address issues one by one.

