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INTRODUCTION 

The Strategic School Improvement Fund (SSIF) was launched by the Department for Education (DfE) in 
spring 2017 as a national grant to support those schools across the country that most needed to 
improve school performance and pupil attainment. SSIF aimed to help schools use their resources most 
effectively and to deliver more ‘good’ school places. The fund was designed to support a broad range of 
school improvement activities including, but not limited to, leadership, governance, teaching 
approaches and financial health and efficiency. It very much focused on medium to long-term 
sustainable activities across groups of schools, with a preference towards support provided by schools, 
for schools.  

Via an expert bidding process, Birmingham Education Partnership (BEP), in conjunction with the Arthur 
Terry Learning Partnership, was one of a number of organisations that submitted an application for 
SSIF funding. The bid was successful and this resulted in the launch of the Birmingham SSIF (1) 
programme in September 2017. It was designed to build upon BEP’s previous school improvement 
work which had led to a greater individual knowledge of schools’ performance and their strengths and 
weaknesses. SSIF (1) focused on rapid and sustained improvement, which fully engaged school 
leadership at all levels, including governance, because BEP recognised that poor school performance 
often emanates from poor leadership. BEP set out to support twenty Birmingham schools directly and 
intensively, over a five term period, in order to rapidly increase their performance.  

Additional focus was given to building capacity in each school and in the city system as a whole, in an 
attempt to generate new opportunities for leaders with potential, and to ensure that the wealth of existing 
Birmingham talent was effectively deployed, irrespective of system leader designation.  The title of the 
SSIF (1) programme encompassed these two themes: challenge for schools, their leaders and those 
supporting them, and partnership, which committed BEP to team working and joint accountability. 

Much of the programme was based on the processes of the London Challenge and adapted to 
Birmingham’s specific context, ensuring that existing robust structures for collaboration and review, were 
built upon and developed.  All twenty schools were well known to BEP and were keen to take part once 
a written agreement had been secured from all head teachers and Chairs of Governors. The Association 
of Central Teaching Schools (ACTS) committed to working with BEP because of its city-wide knowledge, 
data and infrastructure to assist a coordinated effort and because of its excellent networks and 
relationships with schools, teaching schools and other system leaders.   

RATIONALE 

The SSIF (1) programme targeted twenty eligible Birmingham schools - identified via 2016 & 2017 pupil 
performance data, local soft intelligence and discussion with the Regional Schools Commissioner’ s office 
– as those which were either ‘Requires Improvement’ (RI) or at serious risk of RI if inspected. BEP 
recognised that many Birmingham schools were underperforming compared to national figures and those 
of core cities. The focus was on the impact of leadership at all levels on outcomes for pupils (including 
governance). SSIF (1) aimed to ensure rates of increase at key assessment points occurred more quickly 
than rates nationally and focused on developing leadership capacity to enable this to happen.  

BEP recognised that, to be sustainable, school-to-school support must build internal capacity for 
improvement. As skills, confidence and expertise were grown, BEP focused on developing leadership 
talent to assist, not only the individual’s school, but also the city system as a whole. The Birmingham 
SSIF (1) programme, which concluded in April 2019, therefore set out to: - 

• Improve pupils’ achievement and reduce gaps against national figures at key assessment points  
• Identify and grow leadership talent 
• Build sustainability within the school 
• Increase the Birmingham’s system leadership capacity 
• Provide a strong base for rolling the programme out across more schools  



2 
 

PROGRAMME DETAIL 

BEP undertook a data analysis exercise for each targeted school related to national standards and 

families of schools. It then deployed an external Challenge Team to each school to provide a baseline 

audit and report recommendations. The Challenge Team comprised of one HMI and two NLEs/system 

leaders. 

BEP designated Teaching School Alliances (TSAs) to initially undertake ten days of support for each 

school, which included the production of a detailed Service Level Agreement and SSIF (1) school action 

plan, with clear Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for both the school and the support team. All KPIs 

were based on the quality of teaching, learning and assessment and the effectiveness of the support and 

development in terms of schools’ capacity for improvement. TSAs were able to use its own personnel or 

those of its alliance schools but also had access to a range of other partners with the skills and capacity 

to support delivery.  

Individual school action plans with specific milestones and deadlines over four terms were produced, 

focusing on required leadership interventions bespoke to each school. All action plans focused on the 

quality of leadership, in conjunction with teaching, learning and accurate assessment of pupils’ 

performance in reading, writing and mathematics. 

The challenge teams conducted mid-term reviews in term two and rated progress and impact of support. 

They clearly identified whether the support continued as planned, needed to be adjusted or, if necessary, 

switched to another TSA if impact was insufficient. KPIs were reviewed for relevance.  

A further ten days of support was undertaken across terms three and four and outcomes for leadership 

capacity and pupils’ progress were monitored. Assessments were made with regard to each school’s 

ability to demonstrate improvement and sustain this improvement beyond the life of SSIF. 

Final reviews were undertaken by the challenge teams during terms four and five which contributed to 

the final evaluation of progress and impact.  

During terms two and three, joint practice development sessions took place for 27 potential leaders from 

supported schools. The programme, entitled, ‘Leading for Future Success’ was designed to build capacity 

in their schools as leaders.  

Throughout the five terms, the process was monitored fortnightly by the School Improvement Advisory 

Board (SIAB) whose members have extensive school improvement expertise. SIAB provided advice to 

schools, TSAs and BEP, and most importantly, held all partners to account.  

Expectations over the five terms included:  - 

- full engagement by all schools 
- demonstrable impact of all support;  
- leadership capacity increased 
- improvement in school performance.  

 
A Leadership Challenge Conference took place in the final term to share best practice and to focus on 

sustainability and moving forward to create on-going capacity and improvement. 
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OVERVIEW OF ACTIONS TAKEN BY BEP TO ENSURE INTENDED OUTCOMES WERE ACHIEVED 

• A robust Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was designed and agreed by key delivery 
partners at the outset to ensure effective administration of budget, clarification of roles and clear 
accountability.  

• Individualised school improvement action plans were designed for all supported schools which 
focused on strengths and areas for improvement and which contained negotiated milestones, 
expectations and targets. Head teachers universally acknowledged the value of a bespoke, 
tailored support programme that focused on providing and implementing longer term solutions 
and not just ‘measuring’ outcomes. Staff ownership was facilitated and a greater level of ‘buy in’ 
noted. Senior leaders valued the personalisation of the intervention to address their specific 
school circumstances (not one size fits all). 

• Baseline ‘audits’ undertaken at the start of the project ensured that evidence could be 
systematically gathered to demonstrate progress. Evaluation and monitoring systems were in 
place from the outset.  

• A designated project manager and project team enabled rapid project mobilisation, despite 

minimal lead in time. Regular project team meetings ensured that milestones were adhered to 

and the project remained focused on key outcomes and deliverables at all times.  

• A comprehensive ‘lessons learned’ log was in place from the outset to identify strengths, areas 

for improvement and learning for the future. It facilitated the production of interim quality 

assurance impact and progress reports which detailed key successes and anticipated challenges. 

• A risk report was established at the outset and was revisited frequently. It identified probability, 

impact of risk and relevant risk category.  

• The identification, training and formation of a new network of ‘aspirant’ leaders across the city 

commenced at the outset of the project to facilitate succession planning and sustainability. 

• Strong levels of accountability ensured that schools stayed on track and focused on outcomes. 

• The utilisation of a mixture of face to face professional training with follow-on supporting activities 
and observations back in schools ensured that teachers were given plentiful opportunity to 
become confident in the use of new strategies.  

• Leadership and management of change was prioritised at the outset of SSIF (1). Where 
leadership was weak, BEP implemented remedial support to work with head teachers on 
thoughtful planning and a clear shared vision, as these were acknowledged as fundamental to 
sustainable change.  

• Clear directives were given to ensure all feedback was specific, accurate, clear and meaningful. 

• A staged approach was utilised to ensure that timescales allowed for effective implementation. 
The five term SSIF timeline enabled new professional practices to become embedded. Teachers 
had time to implement new strategies, and, in conjunction with follow up training, monitoring and 
regular coaching, this ensured fidelity to the improvement targets remained high. 

• Subject specific support was utilised to monitor, and then follow up with practical solutions, which 

proved invaluable.  

• Teaching School Alliances (TSAs) were engaged early to ensure high quality support. 

• External challenge teams mobilised at the outset conducted rigorous reviews in an independent, 

clear and challenging manner and provided a firm baseline for measuring progress. Where 

appropriate the utilisation of Ofsted reports saved time, resource and avoided duplication.  

• The establishment of an Independent Scrutiny Committee (SIAB) provided rigour and 

transparency to the SSIF monitoring and evaluation process. Via frequent review of progress, 

slippage was addressed and speedy modification of school actions plans took place.  

• All TSAs had a link SIAB contact to offer challenge and support throughout the life of the project. 

• An open communication channel and frequent dialogue between SIAB, TSAs and project 

managers ensured delivery remained on track. 

• The utilisation of a cascaded training model was welcomed by schools as it cultivated ‘ownership’ 
and ‘leaders of change’, and facilitated whole staff ‘buy in’.  
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• Where changes of leadership and/or circumstances in supported schools occurred, the project 

team worked swiftly and flexibly to support new leaders with the management of change to ensure 

there was no impact on sustainability, commitment and participation.  

• BEP was able to utilise SSIF(1) to formalise and strengthen informal partnerships across 
Birmingham. 
 

STAKEHOLDER FEEDBACK 

In order to ensure milestones and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) remained on track, BEP actively 

sought feedback from all stakeholders on a regular basis throughout the life of the project. Further detail 

on the process is detailed below: - 

Head teachers: Feedback via testimonial templates and regular telephone interviews was gathered on 

a termly basis from a 35% sample of supported school head teachers for the duration of the project, 

which enabled the project team to address potential slippage rapidly.  Head teachers universally 

acknowledged the rigour, strong communication, transparency of process, accountability and bespoke 

provision that was in place between BEP and its strategic partners from the outset, as demonstrated in 

the comments detailed below which are extracted from head teacher testimonial templates : - 

- The rigour of the management and evaluation of the project has been a useful tool. 
- There has been a full commitment to the project by all partners. 
- The three reviews, and termly reporting to the School Improvement Advisory Board, have 

provided a robust external view and good level of accountability.  The final review provided 
welcome external validation of internal judgements.  

- The flexible and bespoke nature of the support has been a real strength of the project, as we have 
been able to ensure that focus and timescale are matched to the changing needs of the school. 

- The communication in terms of project activities has been excellent. All support and review dates 
were agreed ahead of time and comprehensive notes of visit and supporting documentation were 
sent after meetings and training sessions to support our understanding. 

- We have been fully supported throughout the entirety of the SSIF (1) project. The positive support 
has been flexible and tailored according to our need, which is why it has been so successful. 

- Our school context is complex with high levels of mobility (50%+) and many pupils joining and 
leaving us part way through school years.  There are 42 ‘first’ languages spoken by pupils. By 
‘personalising’ the support and making it ‘contextual’ we have been able to build on the many 
strengths of the school. At no point has our support felt self-critical. Some of our children have 
had little exposure to education in general or to English as a language. This makes planning and 
assessment difficult. However, it has been so valuable to be able to access support from a senior 
leader who is familiar with this context and who has experienced similar complexities first hand. 

 

 
Aspirant leaders: Interim surveys administered to measure the impact of SSIF (1) on aspirant leaders 
practice and their wider school environment indicated strong confidence in their ability to sustain 
improvement utilising coaching, mentoring and modelling methodologies. A majority of respondents 
agreed that since being involved in SSIF (1), there have been improvements in: - 

- Leadership capacity (empowering leaders) 
- Performance management (enhanced coaching and mentoring) 
- Pupil attainment and outcomes 
- Delivery and identification of pupil progress (regular data reviews) 
- Assessment, moderation and audit of core subjects 
- Increased use of reflective processes. 
- A greater understanding of ‘what good looks like’ 
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A final evaluation template, focusing on leadership and management skills, individual personal 
development and pupil outcomes was issued to all aspirant leaders in March 2019. An analysis of 
feedback received is summarised below:-  
 

- 100% of respondents believe that participation in SSIF (1) ‘Leading for future success’ programme 
impacted positively on their leadership and management skills, specifically in terms of building 
resilience, appraisals, having difficult conversations and strategic evaluation and monitoring. 

- 100% of respondents believe that as a result of participation in SSIF (1) they have successfully 
made a difference in school improvement outcomes within their phase, faculty, subject and/or 
department – “outcomes have improved and trends in data show strong improvements”. 

- 30% of participants have successfully been promoted since participation in the programme “due 
to staffing changes I am now Head of School”. 

- 100% of respondents believe that as a result of their school’s participation in SSIF (1) they have 
observed positive changes in both leadership and management and teaching and learning 
methodologies. “Leadership and management is stronger than at the start of the school’s 
involvement in the SSIF (1) programme”. 

- 100% of respondents reported that pupil outcomes had improved since their school’s participation 
in SSIF (1) “Trends in data clearly show improvement”. 

 

 

Department for Education (DfE): BEP was required to submit termly reports to DfE which included 

expenditure checks, outcomes trackers and achievement of KPIs against termly action plans. Feedback 

received from DfE in January 2019 and May 2019 stated: - 

DfE is “confident and assured” that Birmingham SSIF (1) is on target to achieve planned outcomes. It has 

once again been RAG rated “very positively green” with “no points of clarification needed”. The richness 

of information and evidence provided on Termly Monitoring Reports is excellent. The project is 

“wonderfully on target”. Head teacher testimonials are very positive about the partnerships that this 

project has brought about and that’s a clear strength of the work. Birmingham is one of only a handful of 

SSIF projects nationally that has not been required to submit additional mitigation or evidence. The 

inclusion of indicative SATs data/outcomes within the Birmingham Termly Monitoring Reports is of a 

particularly high standard and extremely useful for onward reporting. DfE has used the format of the 

Birmingham Termly Monitoring Reports (anonymised) to share with other SSIF project teams to show the 

sort of evidence and data that should be included. The quality of head teacher testimonials is outstanding. 

They “clearly demonstrate investment in the SSIF project and improvement at both whole school and 

classroom level”. The inclusion of Ofsted feedback demonstrating clear progress by project schools is 

“insightful”. No further suggestions for improvement. Additional external validation took place in February 

and March 2018 when BEP and a sample of supported schools, hosted DfE Education Adviser (EA) 

visits, which concluded that “the project demonstrates formalised partnership working, transparency of 

process and ongoing identification of strengths and weaknesses. The audit process is rigorous and there 

is fidelity to the programme”.  

 
 
Wider SSIF (1) stakeholders: Data and soft intelligence was systematically gathered from priority 
partners, SIAB members, Teaching School Alliances, external review teams and Ofsted and indicated 
sustainable improvement was likely in 80+% of schools, without the need for further support.  
 
Additionally, regular meetings with a wide range of stakeholders, indicated that the project was well 
managed, remained on track and was delivering positive outcomes. Excellent communication and close 
adherence to planned milestones were cited as key strengths of programme delivery by wider 
stakeholders. 
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OUTCOMES 
 
100% of schools were retained within the SSIF (1) programme despite changes in headship in 45% of 
schools during the lifetime of the project. This is testimony to the robust infrastructure, support team 
expertise and outstanding communication channels across the BEP project team. One school was 
supported with four changes of leadership across the five terms.  
 
Final reviews undertaken by external evaluators between 16/11/2018 and 27/2/2019 provided a clear 
overview of progress towards achieving action plan outcomes and potential to achieve improved Ofsted 
judgements. Specifically, reviews indicate 90% of leadership and management in schools would be 
judged good or better by Ofsted with 80% now identified as low risk of not achieving good overall. One 
head teacher noted that “the review, whilst rigorous and challenging, supported me as a leader and 
provided a clear external validation of my judgements and evaluation of the school”.   
 
In terms of improved pupil outcomes, final evaluation teams concluded that literacy and mathematics 
improvement strategies had been quickly embedded. Indicative PiRA and other data suggest an increase 
in 2019 attainment. This was supported by evidence from SLEs, NLEs, priority partners, head teachers 
& aspirant leaders.  2018 data indicated that the rates of improvement for SSIF (1) primary schools as a 
whole were more rapid than the national averages at key assessment points. Specifically, SSIF (1) 
schools had improved attainment by +4%pts at reading expected standard (national 3%pts) with +5%pts 
at reading higher standard (national +3%pts); improved maths expected standard by +6%pts (national 
0%) with +4%pts at mathematics higher standard (national 0%), writing expected standard by +1%pt 
(national +1%pt) with writing higher standard +7%pts (national +2%pts) and +7%pts at RWM expected 
standard combined (national +2%pts) with +3%pts at RWM higher standard (national +1%). 
 
In February 2019, one school received acknowledgement of its progress via a letter from the Secretary 
of State which stated “progress scores of 3.7, 3.6 and 6.2 in English reading, writing and mathematics 
respectively, means that in terms of the progress your pupils make between KS1 and end of KS2, your 
school is amongst the top 3% in England”. 
 
Additionally, 90% of SSIF (1) schools that hosted a Section 8 or Section 5 Ofsted inspection visit since 
the commencement of SSIF (1) demonstrated improved evidence in Ofsted judgements around 
leadership and management. Specific examples include: - 

- An Ofsted special measures monitoring inspection to a SSIF (1) school on 18/9/2018 which stated 
“the quality of external support has been highly effective in developing the skills of senior leaders 
and supporting improvements in the quality of teaching and learning. As a result of this support, 
and the fact that their roles and responsibilities are more clearly defined, senior leaders have 
grown considerably in their ability to lead the school strategically. They are now bringing about 
effective change so that outcomes for pupils are improving”.  

- A Section 5 Ofsted inspection undertaken to a SSIF (1) school on 26/3/2019 which stated “this 
school is moving in the right direction. The pace of improvement is gathering momentum. This is 
because of the actions of leaders and governors”. 

- A Section 8 Ofsted inspection undertaken to a SSIF (1) school on 13/11/2018 which stated “as 
well as producing a post-Ofsted action plan to address the most urgent issues, you are thinking 
beyond this and have a clear school development plan which focuses on improving teaching, 
learning and outcomes for pupils. Importantly, you have clarified the roles of the senior leaders, 
and started to establish clear lines of accountability…the support provided by the schools’ priority 
partner, brokered by the LA, is supportive and challenging. She knows the school well and is 
focusing carefully on the areas that require the most improvement, while helping leaders to 
develop the capacity of substantive leaders”.  

- A Section 5 Ofsted inspection undertaken to a SSIF (1) school on 14/11/18 which stated “external 
support provided on behalf of the local authority has been well targeted to help the school continue 
to improve. Leaders have agreed a plan that is fit for purpose and closely matched to the school 
improvement priorities”. 

- A Section 5 Ofsted inspection undertaken to a SSIF (1) school on 12/03/2019 which stated 
“support commissioned by the local authority (BEP) has been highly effective at identifying the 
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key areas for development that leaders need to act on. Reviews have focused on assessment 
systems, attendance and developing teaching and learning. The support continues to provide 
advice and guidance, helping to drive further school improvement”. 

 
Comprehensive feedback gathered from leaders indicated renewed confidence in sustaining and 
consolidating improvements without further support. “The school now has a comprehensive 2019-22 
school development plan and a clear vision for teaching and learning. There are key monitoring points 
throughout the year with built-in half termly reviews by senior leaders to evaluate teaching, learning and 
assessment progress. School data is more robust and pupils have a clear start point with triangulated 
evidence”.  
 
All schools have indicated that enhanced improvement measures and processes are becoming 
‘embedded’. “The SSIF (1) programme has enabled us to make significant improvement and provided 
rigour and direction as well as clear structure and sound guidance. It has kept us focused on tasks and 
ensured that leadership at all levels is more strategic”.  
 
Further intelligence gathered via testimonial templates, head teacher tele-kits, final review teams and 
TSAs indicated improvements in the quality of the delivery of core subjects in addition to improved teacher 
confidence. Evaluations note more rigour to quality assurance processes with closer alignment to 
improving teaching and learning. This strong progress in terms of teaching and learning was 
substantiated by Ofsted following visits undertaken to a significant proportion of SSIF (1) schools during 
the course of the project. A sample of extracts from SSIF (1) supported school Ofsted reports include: - 
 

- Since the previous inspection, the local authority, through a commissioned partner, has provided 
a wide range of effective support through various teaching school alliances. (May 2018) 

- Leaders’ concerted efforts to improve the quality of teaching have paid off. (May 2018) 
- With support from external partners, senior leaders have established a regular cycle of monitoring 

to check on the quality of teaching. Leaders now carry out a regular scrutiny of pupils’ books, 
observe teaching and talk to pupils. This strategic approach to monitoring, and the regular 
feedback leaders give to teachers, is helping to improve teaching. Leaders identify areas for 
improvement more readily and provide appropriate staff training and support. As a result of 
improved teaching, the progress that pupils make is also improving (September 2018).  

- Leaders’ revised roles and responsibilities are clearly defined and understood by all staff. Leaders 
benefit from coaching and mentoring, which is helping them to grow in confidence. In addition, 
they work alongside an external consultant, provided by the local authority, to further develop their 
leadership skills. As a result, they now provide more effective support …because they carry out 
frequent checks on the quality of teaching, learning and assessment and use this to plan further 
training for teachers and teaching assistants. Leaders and managers are taking effective actions 
towards the removal of the serious weaknesses designation.(November 2018) 

-  The school has been involved in several initiatives, which have given teachers the skills and 
subject knowledge needed to improve their teaching and strengthen progress. As a result of this 
training, improvement is evident in the quality of teaching and learning. The school is benefiting 
from very good support and training from the executive head teacher and other staff from its 
(SSIF) school support partner.(February 2019) 

- Teaching has improved since the school was last inspected and is now good. Consequently, 
pupils make good progress across the school. Effective leadership has led to significant 
improvements in all areas of the school over the last two years. A school improvement partner 
provides effective support to the school.  (March 2019) 

- The quality of teaching…has improved since the last full inspection. This is because of bespoke 
support and training for teachers, revised curriculum planning and better assessment procedures. 
Leaders have recently introduced a new scheme of work for mathematics. This is helping pupils 
to develop greater confidence in their number work through consolidation and practice.  Staff have 
taken advantage of advice from external consultants and used this wisely to make changes to the 
provision. (March 2019) 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

At a School Improvement Leadership conference in March 2019, all SSIF (1) head teachers and aspirant 

leaders worked with their support partners to analyse individual school progress against the wider SSIF 

(1) outcomes and to evaluate key successes and lessons learned. There was universal 

acknowledgement that the real value of SSIF (1) support had been in its BESPOKE nature – ‘tailored to 

fit specific school context’. Extracts from head teacher final evaluations included: - 

➢ We are in a much stronger position. We have clear development points which will enable us to 
move even further forward; our final monitoring review was positive with improvements noted in 
lesson observations, learning walks, books trawl and pupil voice. 

➢ We have strengthened our in-house assessment processes and have a robust system in place to 
ensure that all staff are fully accountable for pupil progress. The rigour of these systems is now 
embedded and data is clear and accurate. We are on target to improve outcomes for KS1, KS2, 
EYFS and phonics by the end of 2019. This is evidenced by Ofsted (Feb 2019) and three reviews 
by the SSIF monitoring team. 

➢ Whole school data analysis is now operational and is clearly identifying areas for individual and 
school improvement. 

➢ Ongoing SSIF and Ofsted monitoring visits reference high quality leadership at all levels that is 
driving up standards in all subject areas. The final review team noted that we have eradicated 
teaching which is less than good. 

➢ Our external partners have evidenced the significant improvements that we have made. Trends 
in data show pupil outcomes are clearly improving. We are now confident in auditing EYFS and 
action planning for further improvement. 

➢ We have experienced a growth of leaders at all levels, in addition to improved outcomes and 
focused interventions. 

➢ Leadership capacity has been increased significantly, in addition to substantial improvement in 
attainment as seen in KS2 and EYFS. 

➢ Recent findings of HMI and the SSIF review teams validate my confidence that the school is not 
only moving in the right direction, but also that the interventions we have implemented are 
sustainable, as they are based on developing and enhancing structures that are already in place. 
 

In terms of lessons learned around project management, BEP provided the following guidance to DfE 

to assist other organisations interested in running school improvement projects: - 

➢ Produce a project handbook at the outset of the project to provide comprehensive detail of 
background, stakeholders, partners, roles, expectations, funding and timelines. BEP used the 
learning from SSIF (1) to introduce a project handbook for SSIF (2). This has subsequently been 
universally acknowledged as an improvement by all stakeholders but most notable by the finance 
team who are not always involved in the operational aspects of delivery.  

➢ Context is key. Ensure support plans are focused on the right things. If time is limited, retain a tight 

focus and concentrate on a compact, workable action plan to ensure targets are achieved.  

➢ Engage Chairs of Governors at the outset via intensive briefings and comprehensive project 

documentation to ensure 100% ‘buy in’. 

➢ Formalise Head teachers and Chair of Governors commitment by ensuring they sign a contract 
before project mobilisation. Be specific with expectations to avoid schools opting out. 

➢ Utilise a checklist prior to the start of the intervention to check for possible vulnerabilities in the 

leadership structure/team of supported schools. 

➢ Ensure all supported schools understand the ‘bigger picture’ ie that they are part of a wider DfE 

School Improvement project which carries with it an expectation of regular DfE updates and 

potential visits from DfE personnel. 

➢ Hold an early TSA meeting to ensure standardisation of process and requirements of action plans 
are clearly understood. 

➢ Ensure all targets and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are quantifiable and measurable. 
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➢ Ensure all TSAs fully utilise the action plan template which details key focus areas. This facilitates 

frequent and standardised measurement of outcomes and progress. 

➢ If the TSA sub-contracts support to its alliance partners ensure it is of the same high quality 

standard as the TSA itself. 

➢ Ensure there is an in-school SSIF ‘champion’ to provide stability and continuity should there be a 

change of leadership. 

➢ To be mindful of the limited capacity of TSAs to offer high quality support if project is scaled up. 

➢ To be aware that issues external to the school improvement project, such as turbulence within the 

leadership team, staffing changes, leadership re-structure and changes in support personnel, can 

impact on success. Where possible reviewers need to be flexible to take account of a school’s 

context and have the capability to adapt approach to accommodate unforeseen circumstances. 

➢ Be prepared to halt less effective practices to free up time and resources. 

➢ Ensure implementation data is useful and presented in a format that makes it easy to understand. 

➢ Ensure all training closely corresponds to the intervention strategies set out in the action plan. 

In terms of lessons learned around monitoring and evaluation processes of future school 

improvement projects, BEP provided the following guidance to DfE: -  

➢ A longer lead in time would ensure key reporting documentation and processes were planned and 
determined ahead of project mobilisation. 

➢ A longer lead in time would enable more succinct briefings on reporting and monitoring 
expectations for key stakeholders including Chairs of Governors, Head teachers and TSAs.  

➢ DfE reporting deadlines were initially mid-term not end of term which necessitated additional 
contact with schools to clarify understanding and reporting expectations. Termly report dates 
could be determined at the outset to facilitate effective planning and ensure expectations are fully 
understood. 

➢ Education Adviser visits should be conducted in a collaborative, inclusive manner. 

➢ In terms of finance, this project differed from other DfE projects because of the requirement to 
produce termly monitoring reports. The finance team found this leant itself to closer monitoring of 
outstanding monies and provided a sound rationale for chasing delivery partners to submit timely 
invoices.  

➢ Termly expectations around financial reporting worked well for the project team as robust and 
necessary controls were in place, which enabled the generation of detailed back-up information.  

➢ The ability to report ‘in-term’ projections was useful as returns usually fall before the end of a term. 
➢ Funding was received in plentiful time which facilitated a positive cash flow. 
➢ The SSIF (1) guidance was generally clear although there was lack of clarification with regard to 

the 20% VAT which was not factored into initial costings. 

➢ DfE termly feedback on whether a project is on track could be quicker to ensure slippage is 

addressed rapidly. BEP SSIF projects were consistently RAG rated ‘green’ so this was not an 

issue. However, for those projects rated ‘amber’ or ‘red’, where there may be underachievement 

in outcomes or delivery, prompt feedback is vital. 

➢ It was useful to have a regional delivery adviser to check understanding and clarify expectations. 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability was acknowledged as a project priority at the outset and was systematically addressed via 

clear directives to ensure that improvement measures and processes became ‘embedded’. By the end 

of spring term 2019 all schools were given a series of post-project ‘next steps’ tailored to individual  

circumstances and accompanied by a clear action plan with supporting guidance on how to ensure 

improvements were sustained.  

School priority partners from BEP will continue to regularly scrutinise performance of schools beyond the 

life of SSIF (1) and BEP will continue to comprehensively monitor the progress of all schools and provide 
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support in the use of comprehensive data management and the management of rapid change. 

Additionally, it will facilitate ongoing visits to outstanding schools to observe excellent classroom practice 

via its Family of Schools network. 

Head teachers were advised to ensure that guidance for middle and senior leaders is explicit, specifically 

in terms of accountability for improving the quality of teaching and learning. Ongoing reviews and Ofsted 

monitoring visits continue to demonstrate progress made, particularly in terms of strengthened 

assessment processes and staff accountability for student progress. 

Feedback from the scrutiny committee (SIAB) and TSAs indicated that schools are now demonstrating 

raised confidence in managing rapid change. This is most noticeable in those schools that retained stable 

leadership from the outset of the project.  

100% of schools indicated that they now have a clear vision of the importance of ‘rapid improvement’ and 

that the ‘formal’ relationships and support mechanisms established with their support partners are 

embedded and will continue beyond the life of the SSIF (1) project.  

The formation of a network of 27 ‘aspirant’ leaders has facilitated succession planning and sustainability 

across the city. Lessons learned from the project have been disseminated to members of the Association 

of Central Teaching Schools (ACTS) by the Project Manager, and via a city-wide ‘Best Practice’ event 

during spring term 2019. Additionally, BEP continues to provide updates extensively across the city via 

its weekly school improvement blog 

All schools will continue to access a cadre of training resources, available on the BEP website.  BEP has 

ensured strong links with the English hub, which continues to market BEP reading packages.  

The School Improvement Leadership conference for all SSIF (1) schools, NLEs and support partners at 

the Midlands Arts Centre (MAC) in March 2019 provided an additional opportunity for lessons learned to 

be discussed, reflected upon and next steps clarified. 100% of head teachers confirmed that a clear 

strategy was in place to sustain improvements as the project came to a close and that SSIF improvement 

targets had been prioritised within their long term school development plans.  

Action points cited by SSIF (1) school head teachers included:- 

➢ Consolidation and continuation of the use of predicted performance data. 
➢ Continued work on embedding effective systems and processes for moderation 
➢ Increased triangulation between data, book scrutiny and learning walks. 
➢ Increased focus on robust performance management systems. 
➢ Ongoing work with middle leaders to ensure consistency of performance. Some middle 

leaders will access a bespoke Leadership Pathways Programme, developed with TSAs and 
School Improvement Partners. 

➢ Enhanced use of analysis to identify deficits in student knowledge, skills or understanding.  
➢ Further work on reviewing and strengthening senior leadership teams to ensure continuity, 

equality and consistency.  
➢ Enhanced use of coaching, shadowing and mentoring programmes, in addition to appropriate 

deployment of aspirant leaders.  
➢ Improved quality assurance measures with regular checks on the quality of teaching in 

lessons, work scrutiny & review of pupils’ progress, with follow-up staff training to address 
aspects of poor practice. 

➢ More rigorous and systematic approaches within the teaching of reading, writing and 
mathematics.  

➢ Detailed and workable school development plans with specific, measurable criteria.  
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EVIDENCE OF SUSTAINABILITY 

In reply to the question ‘what has happened over the life of SSIF (1) to suggest the impact will be 

sustainable into the future, a selection of head teacher responses is detailed below: - 

SCHOOL A 

The final review confirmed that the changes that we have made are becoming embedded practice. I am 

aware that sustainable change takes time. There is no ‘quick fix’ and as such, we have had to learn to 

prioritise and to address issues on a systematic basis. We have established a strong leadership team 

and a full cohort of permanent staff. We continue to commission a range of high-quality professional 

development training for staff, including teaching assistants, to make them more effective leaders and 

teachers.  The capacity of our senior leadership team has been strengthened through a coaching 

programme, which has enhanced planning for improvement, conducting learning walks and work scrutiny.   

Our quality assurance measures include regular checks on the quality of teaching in lessons, work 

scrutiny and reviews of pupils’ progress. These improved procedures are followed-up by training for staff 

to address aspects of their practice identified as areas for improvement.  We now have more systematic 

approaches to teaching reading, writing and mathematics throughout the school. These approaches have 

helped transform the attainment and progress of pupils in these key areas and will continue to do so as 

internal data points to improving progress across the school.  

Our detailed school development plan includes appropriate actions together with specific, measurable 

criteria. It shows clearly how the impact of improvement activities are being monitored and evaluated. 

Our school priority partner from Birmingham Education Partnership (BEP) will continue to regularly 

monitor the implementation of the plan. Our 2017-18 data indicated a positive upturn in performance, 

particularly at the end of key stage 2, as detailed below: - 

Progress 

 2018 2017 2016 

Reading -1.8 -5.1 -2.2 

Writing 0.2 -1.8 -3.1 

Mathematics 1.2 -6.2 -3.7 

 

Average score 

Reading 105 100 98 

Mathematics 106 99 98 

 

 Combined reading, writing and mathematics. 

2018 2017 2016 

71% 32% 31% 

 

 

SCHOOL B 

After a period of turbulence, we are now in a more stable position with the capacity to sustain 

improvements and to move forward at pace.  The leadership restructure has been completed and a 

substantive Head teacher has been appointed, so the school is in a strengthened position to accelerate 

progress. Systems are being put into place, which can be built upon, sustained and become embedded 

beyond the life of the project.  I have extensive experience of school improvement and working with 

schools in challenging circumstances and my vision is that in five years’ time this school will be a beacon 

of best practice and viewed with pride by the local community.  The final review notes the capacity I bring 

and the positive impact that I am already having on the culture of the school. Leadership has been further 

strengthened by the completion of the leadership restructure and the appointment of new post holders to 
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middle leadership positions.  The Trust has committed to supporting the development of the leadership 

skills of the newly appointed middle leaders through a bespoke Leadership Pathways Programme, 

developed with the Teaching School and including input from our School Improvement Partner, which 

will commence later this term.  The Trust are fully supportive of the work we are doing, and kept regularly 

updated through School Improvement Operational Meetings, which ensure tight focus on priorities and 

pace of improvement.  Additionally our Board of Trustees are fully briefed and supportive of the work that 

is being undertaken via both SSIF (1) and (2) and we provide regular updates on progress towards 

achieving our targets. 

 

SCHOOL C 

Analysis of current data indicates we are in a stronger position now than at the same period last year. 

There is already evidence of impact within English as analysis of current progress data suggests 

significant improvements in performance have been secured. We continue to retain a strong focus on 

improving attendance which has improved to national average since the outset of the SSIF (1) project. 

Additionally, exclusion figures have reduced to below average. Our senior leadership team remains 

realistic and accurate in its self-evaluation commentary and judgements and this was recognised as a 

strength by the final SSIF review team. We have a clear strategy in place in terms of next steps which 

include: - 

- Consolidation and continuation of the good use of predicted performance data to identify those 
students who are just below a grade boundary and who, with targeted intervention, could achieve the 
next grade. 

- Ongoing work with middle leaders to ensure consistency of performance across the middle 

leadership team so that all middle leaders are confident and skilled in performing their roles to the 

consistently good standard that was noted at the final review. 

 

SCHOOL D 

Systems are now in place, which can be built upon, sustained and embedded beyond the life of the 

project. Our restructured leadership team has strengthened the school’s capacity to secure and sustain 

improvements to the quality of teaching and learning. I, and my senior leadership team, now have a clear 

understanding of the school’s strengths and areas for development and we remain committed to providing 

high-quality, inclusive education for all pupils. We have a comprehensive self-evaluation (SEF) which 

covers all aspects of the school’s performance. Our governors understand how well pupils perform, 

relative to their starting points, and in relation to other schools nationally, which puts them in a strong 

position to challenge and support. There is now a consistency of standard in teaching and learning and 

enhanced structure and rigour with regard to the monitoring of pupil progress. Leaders across the school 

are clearer about their roles and responsibilities, which is promoting greater individual accountability and 

improved standards across all curriculum areas. Our 2017-18 Key Stage 1 & 2 data demonstrated 

improvements in performance and we are optimistic this will be sustained in 2018-19. The final review 

notes that “timescales and targets within the SIP have been refined and are appropriate to support the 

school’s journey to a ‘good’ judgement at the next Ofsted. You are clear on the timescale for this but it is 

also clear that you are committed to continued and sustained improvement – regardless of the inspection 

cycle”. 

SCHOOL E 

Our leadership capacity has increased significantly. We now have effective leaders in mathematics, 

special educational needs and early years and our ‘next steps’ will focus on distributing other leadership 

roles across the school and developing the leadership skills of teachers inexperienced in holding posts 

of responsibility. We remain committed to making this an ‘outstanding’ school and, as such, will be 

working hard to ensure the recommendations for further improvement made in in our final review are 

delivered. Specifically, we will focus on succession planning and building the capacity of our staff to 

ensure that leadership responsibilities are shared. Further development of our internal capacity will 
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undoubtedly help to sustain our rapid improvement. We will also ensure that we continue to deliver 

learning of substance in all national curriculum areas. A monitoring visit by Ofsted on 20/9/2018 validated 

the findings of the SSIF review teams and highlighted how far we have come in terms of school 

improvement. It judged that our senior leaders and governors are taking effective action to tackle areas 

requiring improvement. Specifically, the report stated: -“Leaders make effective use of a range of external 

support. The local authority has commissioned support through Birmingham Education Partnership, who 

have brokered support from the Birmingham nursery schools teaching schools alliance. Subject leaders 

benefit from bespoke development plans, which have had a direct impact on improving the quality of 

teaching and learning throughout the school”.  Our significant improvement in attainment, as detailed 

below at Key Stage 2, is also further evidence of sustainability beyond the life of the project:  

2016       2017            2018  

Writing             52         71                  74 

Maths                        52          65                 88 

Reading             40          71                 81 

GPS                         56          71                 78 

Combined RWM        24          58                 70 

Progress 2015-16:      Reading 0.1 Maths -0.8    Writing 2.2 

Progress 2016-17:      Reading 0.0 Maths -1.5    Writing -1.1 

Progress 2017-18:      Reading 0.4 Maths  0.2   Writing -0.8 

Our school priority partner from Birmingham Education Partnership (BEP) will continue to regularly 

scrutinise our performance beyond the life of SSIF (1). 

SCHOOL F 

Ongoing reviews and an Ofsted monitoring visit have demonstrated the progress that we have clearly 

made towards achieving the outcomes in our action plan. We now have a clear vision of the urgency and 

importance of ‘rapid improvement’. We have strengthened our in-house assessment processes and have 

a robust system in place to ensure that all staff are fully accountable for the progress of their pupils. The 

rigour of these systems is now embedded and data is clear and accurate. We are on target to improve 

outcomes for KS1, KS2, EYFS and phonics by the end of 2019. We plan to fully evaluate the impact of 

rapid and sustainable improvement and then replicate it within other areas of the school. We will also 

continue to develop our work on distributed leadership for our senior leadership team. We have 

introduced standardised reading and mathematics assessments for Y5/6 via PIRA and PUMA. Our Key 

Stage 2 disadvantaged pupils have progressed at greater depth with their reading from 0% in 2017 to 

17% in 2018 and in mathematics from 5% in 2017 to 12% in 2018. We continue to challenge staff via 

professional dialogue on how they can use assessment data to target student learning more effectively.  

We acknowledge that we still have some way to go but remain positive that we are moving in the right 

direction. The final review team made several recommendations for next steps which we will be working 

on over the forthcoming terms, including additional training and support for teachers to ensure that they 

have the knowledge and skills to teach the mastery approach to mathematics. Assessment for learning 

remains a key focus and forms part of the school development plan. 

SCHOOL G 

We are making good progress towards sustaining change and we are clear on the development actions 

needed to sustain further improvement. Our final review noted that “the school can clearly articulate 

strengths and areas for development for teaching staff in relation to the quality of teaching and learning 
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and this was evidenced through the observation of teaching during the learning walks and leadership 

conversations”. We are already reviewing senior leadership responsibilities to gain continuity, equality 

and consistency and will continue to embed systems and processes for moderation. I have now taken on 

the role of Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL). The new quality assurance processes are providing 

strengthened judgements on student progress and there is increased triangulation between data, book 

scrutiny and learning walks. The introduction of a new assessment tool in reading will be extended across 

other curriculum subjects. I acknowledge that there remains some further fine tuning to undertake but I 

am confident that by having both senior and middle leaders involved in the SSIF (1) improvement 

strategies our succession planning and sustainability going forward are assured 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

To date, feedback received from all SSIF (1) stakeholders has been universally positive. Head teachers 

are clear that SSIF (1) has not been a ‘quick fix’ but a long term intervention that will continue to impact 

way beyond the life of the project. There appears to be renewed confidence across supported schools in 

their ability to sustain and consolidate improvements without further support.  

It is fair to conclude, that senior leaders involved in SSIF (1), fully appreciate the commitment that BEP, 

and its support partners, have made, to ensure effective system leadership, continuous improvement, 

raised standards and improved outcomes for pupils within their respective schools. The flexible and 

bespoke nature of the SSIF (1) support has been an undoubted strength of the project, as it ensured 

focus and activity were always appropriately matched to changing school needs. The utilisation of a 

consistent support partner over five terms provided stable guidance and continuity, which was particularly 

important for those schools that experienced leadership changes. 

Termly dialogue undertaken with supported school head teachers very much confirms that investment in 

the SSIF (1) project has brought about long term improvement at both whole school and classroom level. 

Head teachers have valued BEP’s drive to support them to improve their leadership capacity and it is 

clear from analysis that they now fully understand the intrinsic link between strong leadership and 

improved pupil outcomes – “we have learned that good stable leadership is at the heart of positive school 

transformation”. 

BEP was clear from the outset that, to be sustainable, school-to-school support must build internal 

capacity for improvement. Its goals in terms of improving pupils’ achievement and reducing gaps at key 

assessment points, identifying and growing leadership talent, building sustainability and increasing 

Birmingham’s system leadership capacity, have been achieved. It has successfully developed a strong 

platform for rolling the programme out across more schools in the future. Indeed, the learning from SSIF 

(1) provided structured, intuitive intelligence for the launch of the equally successful SSIF (2) programme.  

 

Stakeholders are clear that BEP’s management of SSIF (1) has been effective, focused and purposeful. 

It is regarded as a reliable, trusted, impartial school improvement change agent that clearly never loses 

focus on ensuring pupil outcomes are maximised. The rigour of the monitoring of the project by the 

scrutiny committee and review teams, combined with BEPs mission to ensure an effective balance 

between support and challenge, have emerged as key success factors. Additionally, head teachers 

appear to be in agreement with regard to BEPs intuitive ability to react rapidly to schools in crisis and to 

shape school improvement interventions in line with national priorities. One head teacher noted: “The 

school is moving swiftly in the right direction.  I am committed to succession planning and as a 

leadership team, we now have a clear idea of what outstanding practice looks like. The SSIF (1) action 

plan provided us with a transparent framework which helped to keep our progress steady and our KPIs 

achievable. I am delighted with our improving results and we will build on these going forward. I would 

like to formally articulate my thanks to BEP and the SSIF (1) support team who have worked so well 

with our staff”. 
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In conclusion, head teacher final testimonies are clear that BEP and its support partners have enabled 

many improvements across their schools as a result of their participation in SSIF (1). Specifically they 

refer to: - 

• Increased rigour in interrogating performance data to ensure prompt targeted interventions 

• Stronger assessment and monitoring systems to check pupil progress  

• Strengthened governance  

• Strengthened and stable leadership (leaders are now more strategic and less operational) 

• Improvement in pupils’ behaviour and their attitudes to learning 

• Improvement in pupil attendance  

• Increased classroom observations, learning walks and book scrutiny activities  

• Enhanced ‘fluency’ and continuity across the curriculum 

• Improved quality assurance measures  

• Greater access to CPD opportunities and training events  

• Enhanced relationships with other schools to moderate judgements & adjust provision accordingly 

• More strategic professional conversations, focusing on educational rationale  

• More robust school development plans with specific, measurable and realistic criteria 

• More concise and focused feedback 

• Enhanced staff resilience as a result of ongoing external scrutiny driven by SSIF (1) participation 

• Increased confidence in leaders taking ownership for their areas of responsibility 

• More open communication channels with support teams, which have developed additionality 

and sustainability beyond the initial SSIF (1) remit 

SSIF (1) has, without doubt, been successful and achieved what it set out to do. Schools have benefitted 
from external support to help them build capacity as pupils’ achievement has improved. Staff have been 
supported to step up to leadership opportunities and Birmingham has benefitted from a greater cadre of 
personnel ready for system leadership. They, in turn, will be able to impact on additional schools in the 
future. In the words of one head teacher - “I have been very pleased with the SSIF (1) project and thankful 
for the opportunity to participate. The recent findings of both the HMI team and the SSIF review teams 
validate my confidence that the school is not only moving in the right direction, but also that the 
interventions we have implemented are sustainable, as they are based on developing and enhancing 
structures that are already in place”. 

 

 

 


