Dear Warren and Meredith

I am confident that you will wish to join us in congratulating Executive Head teacher Luci Windle, Deputy Head teacher Damiel Shirazi-Nejad and Charter Champion and Wellbeing/Family Support Lead Jo Higgins, together with all the children, staff and parent carers of Discovery Academy, for achieving Charter Gold, exemplifying best practice in co-production and inclusive practice through the Four Cornerstones!!

I was joined for the accreditation visit yesterday by Genuine Partnerships’ Charter lead for the school Chris Dawson, Educational Psychologist Jo Marriott and Genuine Partnerships grandparent and retired teacher and practitioner Louise Mulligan. We all agreed that the Four Cornerstones - Welcome and Care, Value and Include, Communicate and Partnership, are foundational for Discovery Academy. Children often transfer to the school after years of parent carers feeling they have needed to battle systems to secure their child’s place. There can therefore be low confidence in decision-making, which makes it even more remarkable that most of the parent carers we met at Discovery Academy were firm advocates of the school, telling us, “[the staff] are always there for us”; “nothing is too much trouble” and “[my child] is definitely happy here.” Achieving this level of trust within the culture of a school that has only been open for four years is a wonderful achievement.

This specialist setting for autistic children and young people school serves the city of Sheffield, which is where the majority of the pupils live. Many are from communities where there is a high level of economic deprivation, and domestic violence and/or gang-related activity is statistically high. Yet attendance at school is consistently good, and we witnessed calm, respectful and caring behaviour. Children and young people see themselves through the eyes of the adults around them, and at Discovery Academy energy is given to communicating explicitly and genuinely to them that they are loved, finding opportunities to say thank you. This relational approach is powerful and effective. One young person told us that his favourite thing about school is “most of the staff” who are “welcoming...[and] tell me I’m alright.” A parent carer said, “[the staff are] finding different ways to connect with your child.” Staff are outside with warm smiles, whatever the weather, greeting the children and young people as they arrive in the morning, and saying goodbye as they leave at the end of the day, modelling care and acceptance. During our visit we noticed how the distress of children who were upset or dysregulated was quickly and calmly contained by the staff, the emphasis being on support, de-escalation and being “with” the child.

We were told by some parent carers how their children have started to thrive emotionally at the school, which has, in turn, made it possible for them to make friends and learn, after years, previously, of this feeling impossible: “I didn’t know he could write until he came here.” Encouraging the children and young people to be aspirational threads through the curriculum and school environment in a myriad of ways, from the photographs on the walls of children sharing their hopes for the future, individual PATHs on each classroom door to careers events and strong links with local post-16 providers. The children and young people love securing House points that they can then spend at the school’s ‘shop’ which, “...makes you feel like royalty.” Some children and young people are excited about saving for their summer camping trip at school. This system not only rewards behaviour and a positive attitude to learning, it also involves practical maths and supports the adult skills of delaying gratification and saving.

At Discovery Academy there is an emphasis on building positive identities to empower independence. Children and young people who find direct demands anxiety-provoking have the security of clear routines and consistent expectations within which they are given agency and encouraged to make choices, for example to use one of the many ‘sanctuary spaces’ when needed. This is helping them feel safe first, which for many is the initial step to building a positive sense of identity, developing motivation and generating a strong sense of pride and belonging to the school. This was exemplified by one of our tour guides, who talked to us with enthusiasm about having the opportunity to be a dance leader at a festival involving several schools: “I feel proud that I wasn’t scared to teach them.” There is recognition that self-confidence is strengthened and options opened for young people by extending their experiences. We were inspired by the beautiful Makaton choir and feel excited about seeing them perform at the Charter Gold event. The children and young people, in turn, talked to us about participating in the Duke of Edinburgh award scheme and going to the pantomime. The school environment and Charter portfolio capture the abundance of activities the school community enjoys together, most of them also involving staff, and often families. There is a sense of shared fun and playfulness, and parent carers told us that they love this “holistic” approach. 

Partnership working is at the core of Discovery Academy, whether this be links with local services and the police, with post-16 providers or families. Home to school transport is especially valued, which is important when this is how most children and young people arrive at the school. Warm relationships have been cultivated with the drivers, who were invited into school for bacon sandwiches at Christmas. One young person told us, “My bus driver’s amazing!” Since our initial visit, the Friends of Discovery Academy School parent carer group has been developed and is now seeking charitable status. Raising money for school projects and extending support to families of children with SEND across the city in creative ways (for example  by hosting a Santa’s grotto), the parent carers involved told us how much they have valued the opportunity, the purpose it has given them, and the practical support they have received from the staff, which they describe as going “above and beyond.” The same is true of support for individual families. One parent carer told us how she had reached out to the staff for support at home and the “dramatic difference” that had resulted for the family following a long home visit by two of the staff at the end of that school day. Staff will also support parent carers and children with medical appointments, navigating complex systems and completing forms, building relationships and trust in doing so. 

The voice of children and young people is also prioritised, through the school’s ‘Parliament’ but also by actively involving children and young people in the decisions that are about them, for example what they wish to study in Key Stage Four. Programmes seem highly personalised, for example one young person we met at lunchtime told us that she is the only pupil studying childcare but that it has been made possible for her to do this at another school in the same Academy Trust.

Anybody walking into Discovery Academy, after being greeted with a smile by reception staff, will be immediately awestruck by the wonderful murals painted with love by a former teacher together with some of the children and young people. The library even has columns of books painted on them, each with a child’s name and their chosen book title. There are comfortable soft furnishings in many of the communal areas as well as classrooms, which are creatively immersive without this feeling overwhelming. The environment is busy but contained, adaptive to meet individual sensory needs, and well resourced to invest in skills and learning (the team was impressed by the three-dimensional printer in the Design Technology room!). 

Well done Discovery Academy – you are definitely reaching for the stars for your children, young people and families. Feel proud, and do enjoy the celebrations!!
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The Four Cornerstones 

Welcome and Care    Value and Include     Communicate    Work in Partnership

www.genuinepartnerships.co.uk 

