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Dear Parents                         23rd November 2022 

Headteacher’s Update Letter 2022-2023 – Issue 12 (of 12) 

Curriculum Philosophy and Practice 
 
There is no urgent business within this letter so very busy parents may well wish to skip reading, but you are welcome 
to complete the survey at the end of the letter.  
 
However, this letter can help provide a steer for our future direction.  Our curriculum is a key distinctive feature of the 
school and promotes the study of a range of subjects. 
 
I am not promising to present both sides of all debates.  I will try to exercise ‘free speech’ sensibly and there will be 
many arguments and examples in other schools which support their context.  Context will be a key part of any debate 
for this school going forward successfully.   
 
Where do I start?  
 
By 2012, I realised how, across schools, the curriculum had been substantially narrowed in the quest for game playing.  
In my view these decisions were not necessarily in the best interests of children or society and would have an impact on 
their futures as well as the wider economy.   
 
In some schools there was a degree of streaming which effectively meant that children were labelled.  This meant that 
choices were made for students and outcomes often predetermined. In short, it meant that the best opportunities were 
limited.  In a wider context this raises issues around unfairness as well as key entitlements for all.    
 
For me, a sound curriculum philosophy was essential as I explored substantive headships in 2012.  I liked the approach 
of Thomas Mills to the curriculum which provided genuine choice as well as entitlement.  There was a genuine quality 
offer across all key subject disciplines including the arts, technologies, sports and languages.  In time, we have developed 
this distinctive offer so that students can genuinely discover their talents and thrive.  This applies to GCSE as well as the 
Sixth Form. 
 
How do my principles blend with the philosophy and practice at Thomas Mills? 
 
I’m not going to re-iterate our Curriculum Policy here but just highlight some areas which are distinctive and yet 
contribute to the exceptional opportunities. 

• The wide range of choice at GCSE and A Level (given the size of the school) 

• The degree of combinations allowed (for example being able to study three arts subjects or even languages) 

• The creation of option blocks from students’ preferences 

• The one-week timetable which allows for continuity, routine, as well as progression 

• The six-period day which enables single and double lessons (different combinations are suitable for different 
ages, stages and subjects) 

• The balance of entitlement and inclusion 

• The engagement which follows from this degree of choice from Year Nine onwards 

• The teaching of subjects by specialists 
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• The awarding of credible qualifications  

• The inclusion of subjects such as RE and PE through to Year Eleven 

• The preference for smaller class sizes by employing more teachers and supporting student choice  

• The link between the taught curriculum and the extra-curricular programme (music and the arts, sports fixtures, 
trips and even the developments around the library being particularly strong here) 

 
I think these distinctive features lead to a number of outcomes: 

• The future prospects of our students  

• The presence of our former students in all areas of the global economy  

• The strength of the school outcomes when judged by a range of measures 
 
Why does it matter that we talk and think about the curriculum now? 
 
I think there are a number of drivers for change at the moment: 

• The impact of the Ofsted judgement 

• The consequences of a new Trust and the long-term development of education in this country 

• The impact of the political and economic situation and school funding 
 
The impact of the inspection judgment is that we may only be looked at through the Ofsted label by prospective parents 
and this may lead to a smaller school which in turn could lead to a narrower curriculum.  In this bleak scenario, the new 
leadership may focus on fewer options and easier qualifications. 
 
The experience of many schools across the country is a move towards centralised curriculums.  Again, in the bleakest of 
scenarios, lessons are pre-planned with centralised curriculum leadership determining the subjects and qualifications 
(under the guise of consistency no doubt rather than context).  The recent political changes may mean a change in 
policy.  On the other hand, the continued development of the Oak National Academy may see lessons ‘strategically 
aligned with government policy.’   
 
Finally, the recent political and economic turbulence has caused much uncertainty in every quarter.  We won’t know 
the impact of government changes and measures, particularly in bringing inflation under control, for some time.  
Therefore, worst case scenario for every school with less real funding (whatever causes it) is: 

• Larger class sizes 

• Fewer options 

• Fewer teachers 
 
How do we create an optimistic future from all this? 
 
We aim to shape it. 
 
In thinking about our curriculum for our children we must think about the future – this takes them beyond their next 
steps, school results, or league tables but towards the middle of this century: 

• In the early 2030s our current students will be aged between 21 and 29 – increasingly active participants making 
their way in the world through training, university or employment 

• In the early 2040s our current students will be aged between 31 and 39 – very active participants with their own 
families, communities and careers 

• In the early 2050s our current students will be aged between 41 and 49 and in addition to the above, if not 
already, leaders in their chosen fields shaping a better future for the rest of this century (I will be off the stage 
by then watching with interest) 

 
I believe that our curriculum and ethos allow for this more optimistic future. 
 
It’s twelve months since the inspection judgement of serious weaknesses changed the course of this school for the 
community.  However, the progress on the findings have been rapid where they needed to be, but careful and 
considerate too. 
 



I think the school needs to focus on turning the Quality of Education judgement to Outstanding with all other areas 
“Good”.  In my view school improvement and progress should be across the organisation. 
 
It’s clear that the teaching of Personal Development here needed to be more explicit.  The introduction of more formal 
PSHE lessons taught by specialists has quality built into it.  We needed the academic year to change our timetable to 
introduce this.  By the Summer Term we will have more evidence of impact, with an external review scheduled for the 
Spring Term.  As always, we could have done what other schools do but chose not to for the following reasons: 

• We kept to our principles of specialists rather than relying on the tutorial programme which given the different 
strengths of tutors is an inconsistent approach (and some of the topics covered are extremely sensitive and ‘off 
the shelf’ lessons not the quality answer) 

• Drop down days (as with assemblies) play their part but do not enable the effective building of knowledge and 
understanding, which our one-week timetable allows for 

 
I genuinely think that Ofsted will be pleased to see these developments having an impact. 
 
On a related theme, the Government’s funding agency has generally been supportive of our finances especially given 
our context.  The vast majority of our budgets which I have been responsible for (the current one is my eleventh) have 
been in the ‘black’ - essentially meaning that we have paid our way, and surpluses have led to some significant re-
investment across all areas of the school.  Trustees have always supported my approach that the curriculum should drive 
the staffing which drives the budget.   
 
Some commentators tell us that Ofsted focuses on the Year Nine curriculum.  We have already experienced this lens, 
but we found that on the curriculum (with results and trustees’ input) they were positive.  I think the wider opportunities 
within the school provide a balance.  Also, if you look at things through the long-term lens, our curriculum choice and 
engagement, is great for success further down the line.   
 
Summary 
 
Well thank you for getting this far.  Your support and faith in this school is second to none.  Where to end? Some key 
thoughts: 

• We need to balance the short-term with the long-term 

• We need to be clear about our principles 

• We want to engender a love of learning for its own sake creating confident learners able to play their part in the 
world 

• A curriculum is more than economic prospects (for individuals and society) but such long-term opportunities 
are important – we want our students as adults to be happy, healthy and wealthy (that is to say, pay their way, 
with nice choices for leisure) 

 
I am firm that a curriculum should enable children to discover their talents but without the choice of options limiting 
opportunities.  
 
I’ve recently enjoyed talking to Year 11’s about their future options at sixth form and it is clear they like the idea of a 
free choice.  
 
I would appreciate your responses in our survey available by following the link here.  There are some opportunities 
especially at the end for further comments. 
 
With best wishes. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 

P J Hurst 

Headteacher 
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