
Broadclyst Community Primary 
School is a larger-than-average 
primary school with nearly 400 
pupils of diverse social backgrounds 
who come from a wide geographic 
area in Devon, England. An above 
average proportion of students 
have special education needs or 
have been excluded from other 
schools. When they start attending 
Broadclyst, behavioural issues 
often disappear and students score 
consistently high on standardised 
tests. Every year, the school receives 
outstanding ratings from the Office 
for Standards in Education (Ofsted). 

Recent Ofsted reports credit several 
factors to the school’s success, 
among which are a headteacher 
who provides inspirational 
leadership, staff who understand the 
importance of teamwork to support 
each other, and excellent learning 
outcomes for students. Creative and 
innovative use of information and 
communications technology (ICT) 
has influenced all of these factors at 
Broadclyst—from a state-of-the-art 
lecture theatre for Year Six pupils 
through to online collaboration and 
communication between everyone 
in the school community.

INTRODUCTION

Not Your Typical Village School
Broadclyst Community Primary School in 
Devon, England, caters for children aged four 
to 11. By national standards, it’s a larger-than-
average primary school, with 393 pupils from 
diverse social backgrounds. Pupils come from 
a very wide geographical area, so although 
it’s in a Devonshire village of about 3,000 
people, its large and diverse pupil base means 
it’s no typical village school. 

The school has an above-average proportion 
of both pupils with special educational 
needs, and pupils who join the school from 
other primary schools — sometimes because 
parents request the move and sometimes at 
the request of Devon County authority. Some 
of these children will have been excluded 
from their previous schools on the grounds 
of behaviour. Broadclyst has an established 
record of success with children who have had 
such problems.
 
The oldest of the buildings housing the 
school dates back to 1810. A number of 
portable and temporary structures—of a kind 
commonly found in British schools—provide 
additional teaching space as well as a library 
and dining hall. A playground and a school 
field lead the eye onward to the English 
countryside beyond. A new building is 
scheduled for completion by the end of 2008.
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Broadclyst Community Primary School

WEBSITE 
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PROFILE
Broadclyst Primary School in Exeter, 
Devon, has almost 400 pupils and 16 
teachers. Built in 1810, the school is a 
grade II listed building and is one of the 
oldest primary schools in the United 
Kingdom (U.K.). Broadclyst is an example 
of a U.K. state primary school that can—
without any funding or support other 
than that generally available to all similar 
schools—develop a highly innovative 
and effective approach to teaching and 
learning. The creative and intelligent 
use of information and communications 
technology (ICT) features strongly, but the 
key to all that the school has achieved lies 
in its approach to teaching and learning. 
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First Impressions Disguise a Different  
World Within
The contrast between the school’s external 
appearance and what’s on show inside could 
come as a shock, even to the visitor who 
knows about the school’s commitment to  
ICT. This is especially so if, instead of 
negotiating the reception area, the visitor 
goes through a plain wooden door from the 
playground that leads directly into the main 
Year Six classroom. 

This classroom is the home base of the two 
Year Six classes for students aged 10 to 11, 
the final year at the school. Being a converted 
school hall it’s a large room and is set out 
like a lecture theatre with tiered seating 
and benches curving from end to end. Each 
of the 50 Year Six children has a workplace 
with a computer. The focus of the room is 
the teacher’s long bench, which also houses 
a computer. Huge projection screens are 
positioned at the front of the room behind 
the teacher, and plasma screens decorate the 
walls. A planetarium has been built into the 
ceiling. The futuristic appearance of the room 
has attracted considerable media attention, 
but there’s much more to it than is apparent 
at first glance. And there’s a lot more to 
Broadclyst than just this room.

CHANGE MANAGEMENT

What’s Special About This School?
Over the past 14 years, Broadclyst has been 
transformed from an average primary school 
with declining enrolment into a highly 
successful, heavily oversubscribed school. 
This achievement has been brought about 
by the teamwork of long-serving visionary 
Headteacher, Peter Hicks, and like-minded 
Deputy Headteacher, Jonathan Bishop, who 
arrived in the  early 1990s and saw the 
potential of ICT in realising their goals. 

The journey has seen a complete 
transformation of classroom practice 
designed to help children become self-
motivated independent learners, each with 
an individual education plan. This change has 
been accompanied by what is, for a primary 
school, an exceptional degree of investment 
in ICT, to the point where the school is 
sometimes referred to as “the school of the 
future.” In the upper two years—Years Five 
and Six—every child has a computer at his or 
her workplace, and younger age groups are 
appropriately well-equipped with ICT. 

The Year Six classroom is effectively a 
supersuite—a high-tech lecture theatre 
providing children with a uniquely rich 
multimedia environment. As a result, children 
use ICT naturally as an ever-present learning 
tool, rather than as an add-on activity. 

It is ICT that attracts attention to the school 
from around the world. However, it’s clear 
that the whole-school package includes three 
features—inspirational leadership, learning 
transformation, and ICT. They are inter-
related and inter-dependent. 

Inspirational Leadership Affects Change 
The phrase “inspirational leadership” is a 
crucial ingredient in the history of change 
at Broadclyst. At one level, the story’s simple. 
Peter Hicks arrived at Broadclyst in 1982 to 
find it in need of serious attention. “Local 
people did not regard the school very highly. 
Enrolment was falling and I had to make 
someone redundant in the first week,”  
says Hicks.
 
Hicks had a vision of an open-ended, 
inclusive curriculum that would engage 
learners and help them take their places 
in a fast-changing world. The quality of his 
leadership—the extent to which he was 
prepared to take risks and put himself in 
the firing line—is shown in the way that 
he drove that vision forward, rejecting the 
prescriptions—diktats, even—of central 
government. This is a school that has never 
done a literacy hour, or a numeracy hour, as 
laid down by the U.K. government’s National 
Strategies. He has seen each of them arrive 
and decided that they didn’t fit either his 
vision or his preferred practice. 

Devon County Chief Executive, Dr. Phil Norrey, 
takes up this theme, pointing to the courage 
Hicks demonstrated by doing what many 
others have only thought about. 

“Many headteachers think the same way 
and feel stifled by working in a system that 
tells them how to do their job. Peter Hicks 
had a very supportive group of parents and 
governors prepared to back his judgment,” 
says Dr. Norrey.

“ Many headteachers 
think the same way 
and feel stifled by 
working in a system 
that tells them how 
to do their job. 
Peter Hicks had a 
very supportive 
group of parents 
and governors 
prepared to back his 
judgment.” 
Dr. Phil Norrey, Chief Executive, 
Devon County Council
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IMPROVED LEARNING OUTCOMES

The U.K. government’s accountability regime 
means there’s plenty of objective evidence 
that this is a high-achieving school. Standard 
test results are excellent. Ofsted whose 
inspectors report on English schools, visited 
Broadclyst in March 2008 and designated it 
Grade One overall—“outstanding”—a rare 
accolade. Furthermore, every one of many 
sub-categories was also outstanding, with the 
exception of pupils’ attendance, which was 
deemed “good.” 

However, the school’s leadership, the parents, 
and the pupils themselves would look at 
much broader measures of success than 
those set down by government, and would 
point to the children’s self-esteem, team spirit 
and, above all, sense of enjoyment and fun. 

ICT Affects All Aspects of School’s Success
The 2008 Ofsted Inspection Report picks out 
three key factors in the school’s success: 

• Inspirational leadership by the headteacher 

•  Strong teamwork of all the staff and the 
support they give one another 

• Excellence of pupils’ learning

No mention of ICT there, but careful 
observation shows that ICT is so closely 
integrated with all aspects of the school— 
its leadership, pedagogy, curriculum planning 
and delivery, teamwork and relationships—
that it can’t easily be unravelled and 
separately judged. Hicks describes this 
phenomenon as: “Treating ICT not as a 
discrete subject, but as a generic skill like 
reading and writing.”

Parent, Phil Stagg — who’s also a school 
governor — pays a generous tribute to the 
quality of the staff: “I’d like to think if you 
asked my nine-year-old daughter about her 
experience of Broadclyst, she’d say it’s a great 
school, that she has lots of good friends and 
enjoys coming here—and you’d have to 
prompt her to get her to talk about the ICT.”

But that doesn’t mean ICT isn’t important to 
her and the other children. What it means is 
that they take it for granted.

“ The governors had 
to be convinced, 
particularly in terms 
of the financial 
outlay, but once they 
were convinced it 
was difficult to hold 
them back.” 
Peter Hicks, Headteacher, 
Broadclyst Community  
Primary School 

Impetus was added to the school’s 
progress in 1994 with the arrival of Deputy 
Headteacher, Jonathan Bishop. He began 
using the school’s very basic computer 
equipment to the full and started the process 
of developing it. First adding networking and 
then communications—always a step ahead  
of the game. 

Jonathan Bishop describes the Hicks Bishop 
partnership as: “The meld of our two 
characters—different ages and perspectives, 
and bouncing ideas off one another has 
brought the school to where it is today. I 
think it’s true to say that the ICT wouldn’t 
have been achieved without me, and I 
wouldn’t have achieved it without Peter. It’s 
the partnership that’s made the difference.” 

Dr. Norrey says: “They have not been totally 
confused by the technology. Peter Hicks is not 
a computer nerd. He’s interested in children’s 
learning—that’s the real advantage. For him 
it’s not the technology, it’s the application. It 
isn’t about putting children in front of screens, 
for example there’s a big emphasis on music, 
visual arts and the outdoors.”

Governors Back Teaching Methods  
at Broadclyst
The system of governance in English 
schools gives the lay governing 
body considerable power. They  hire 
staff — including the headteacher — have 
disciplinary responsibilities and, perhaps 
most importantly, control the use of the 
annual budget, which is delegated to 
the school by the local authority—in this 
case, Devon County Council. In the vast 
majority of schools, there’s good teamwork 
between the governors and the school 
leadership. However, it’s often necessary for a 
headteacher with radical ideas to work hard 
at winning over a cautious governing body, 
especially if they’re being asked to spend 
money. That’s how it was at Broadclyst. Hicks 
says: “The governors had to be convinced, 
particularly in terms of the financial outlay, 
but once they were convinced it was difficult 
to hold them back.”
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Stagg points out that if Broadclyst children 
talk more about their friends and their 
teachers than about their school’s amazing 
technology it’s because, for them, ICT is just a 
part of their lives. They will enthuse, he says, 
about a particular ICT-based experience—life-
size gladiator combat on the big screen, 
for example—but it’s the gladiators they’re 
impressed by, not the ICT. For them, the “wow” 
factor that so impresses visitors to the school 
has long gone. It’s just something that makes 
school more interesting.

It’s possible to take the three key features 
set out by Ofsted and see that ICT is, in fact, 
essential in each of them: 

•  Inspirational leadership. The driving 
through of the ICT vision by Peter Hicks 
and Jonathan Bishop is a central feature 
of this leadership. Their confident 
assumption — backed up by classroom role-
modelling — that an ICT-rich environment 
is right for children’s learning, is actually an 
inextricable part of the inspiration. 

•  Strong teamwork amongst the staff. 
Because ICT links everyone together and 
is a strong feature of all classroom work, 
and also because they don’t have to spend 
solitary hours on marking and preparation, 
teachers have a common sense of purpose. 

•  The excellence of pupils’ learning. The 
learning is excellent because pupils are 
motivated, excited, purposeful and, above 
all, successful. The personalisation of 
the curriculum is the key to that, and 
personalisation is made possible by the 
intelligent application of ICT. 

Opportunity to Succeed Improves  
Behaviour and Motivation 
Broadclyst children are noticeably friendly, 
comfortable with each other and with their 
teachers, and welcoming to visitors. While 
some pupils do occasionally misbehave, 
even over a period of days a visitor might 
not hear a raised voice or see any kind of 
confrontation. Given that there are many 
children at Broadclyst who have records of 
causing major disruption in other schools, this 
is a considerable achievement. 

Peter Hicks has many stories of boys and girls 
who have settled down and done well  
at Broadclyst after being suspended or 
excluded from other schools. He believes the 
key is that students are given the opportunity 
to succeed. ICT makes true personalisation 
possible and personalisation, in turn, helps 
children succeed at their own levels. It’s this 
success that keeps children engaged  
with their learning and discourages  
disruptive behaviour. 

PUPIL EXPERIENCE

Broadclyst has achieved a self-generating 
cycle of success for its pupils. Each one 
is helped, individually, to succeed. This 
experience of success provides motivation, 
which leads to further success. 

Pupils use ICT as a tool for learning
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Personalised Learning Creates  
Desire to Achieve 
The U.K. government has put the phrase 
and the principle, “Every Child Matters” at 
the heart of its education agenda. Schools 
do their best to live up to it, coping with 
individual differences broadly through 
differentiated tasks, and by grouping children 
in various ways, often by ability. The aim is 
to achieve what’s usually called “personalised 
learning.” Given normal pupil–teacher ratios, 
this can be difficult. However, Broadclyst is 
further along the road to true personalised 
learning than most primary schools. 

The concept of the needs of the individual 
pupil is a core principle at Broadclyst. The 
starting point for teachers isn’t the class 
or the group, but the individual child. The 
desire to achieve this has driven the school’s 
investment in ICT, and its radical approach 
to the curriculum. Above all, it is crucial to 
understanding why the children are well 
motivated, successful and enthusiastic. 

Peter Hicks, who is driving this concept, often 
talks about human capital. “Schools have a 
significant role in the development of human 
capital,” he says. Hicks truly believes that each 
child is a precious human resource that must 
not be wasted. “Because of new technologies, 
we can monitor each student closely. Each 
has a personalised learning plan that takes 
the learner from where they are to where 
they need to be. The plan changes according 
to their needs—it’s a needs-led curriculum,” 
he says. The route to the Broadclyst vision 
follows this path:
 

•  First is the leader’s almost evangelical 
belief that precious human capital — the 
child — must be treated with the utmost 
care and respect, so that potential is fully 
realised. 

•  Second, the way to do this is to devise a 
curriculum that speaks to each child as 
an individual, providing challenges and 
extending skills. 

•  Third, the best way to achieve this with the 
level of detail and accuracy needed, without 
impossibly overloading the teacher, is to 
use every available technological resource.

Observers and visitors can easily be misled 
by the futuristic appearance of the facilities 
at Broadclyst into thinking that this is a story 
about the wonders of technology. In fact, it’s 
a story about the wonder of children learning, 
and how technology is helping them do that. 
The learning vision came first. The technology 
followed. The learning vision couldn’t have 
been so completely achieved without it. 

What it Isn’t
Deputy Headteacher Jonathan Bishop has, 
from the beginning, shared this vision with 
Hicks. Ask him how personalised learning 
works at Broadclyst and the chances are he’ll 
start by telling you what it is not.

There’s a good reason for that. It’s easy, 
he finds, for visitors to look at the array 
of computers—one for each child in the 
upper age groups—and jump to the wrong 
conclusion about what’s happening. This is 
not quasi-personalisation, which gives each 
child an individual tailored programme of 
automatically marked work. 

“They’re not working separately on 
knowledge-based online tasks, the kind that 
could be done whether the teacher’s there  
or not. It’s important to understand that,”  
says Bishop.

Curriculum Fulfils National Requirements 
Within a Creative Structure 
Classroom work at Broadclyst is structured 
within topics or projects that provide learning 
opportunities across the curriculum. The 
topic covers the whole curriculum—although 
sessions to teach particular skills may well 
be slotted in when the need arises. This sets 
the school apart from most English primary 
schools, which conventionally include a 
range of arts and humanities in a topic, but 
will usually still run a substantial programme 
of separate daily literacy and numeracy 
lessons. Many of these schools assume that 
there is actually a statutory duty to have, 
say, a literacy hour as recommended by the 
National Primary Strategy. Hicks will have 
none of this, pointing out that the skills 
of literacy and numeracy are well catered 
for within a properly managed topic. A 
Broadclyst Web site description of topic work 
in Year Five goes on to explain this, probably 
with an eye to the implicit question: “What 
about literacy and numeracy?” 
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“ The projects we cover incorporate a wide 
range of applied Mathematics skills, as well 
as writing for different purposes based 
on the school’s strong language policy, 
involving writing to debate, describe, or 
instruct, for example.” 

They also cover the “soft” skills of 
collaboration, self-evaluation, reflection  
and reasoning.

What’s important about the topics is not so 
much that they’re collections of interesting 
knowledge, which many of them are, but that 
they provide the opportunity for children to 
engage in absorbing and challenging open-
ended tasks—making, designing, building 
and creating. The result may be a Roman 
bridge, a Shakespearean theatre,  
a brochure for the Titanic, a tornado in a jar,  
a lunar theme park, or plants growing in pots. 
All of these projects involve a combination 
of practical work, group and whole class 
discussion, writing, maths, and the use of ICT. 

Here, for example, is how one Broadclyst 
Year Five class describes its “Romans” topic. 

“In our first term, 5KQ were looking at the 
ancient Romans. As well as exploring what 
it would have been like to live in Roman 
times and examining surviving evidence 
and artefacts, we have investigated some of 
the technological legacies of the Romans in 
Britain. For example, one group designed 
and built 3D keystone arch bridges, based 
on Roman bridges found in Britain. We then 
compared structural load against a number 
of different bridge structures made using the 
same materials.

“We used coins to compare load, so children 
had to first measure and calculate the mass of 
different coins and multiply these to find the 
structural load. Other groups built and tested 
catapults and the Roman groma — an early 
surveyor’s tool for building straight roads and 
intersections. We then designed and built 
theodolites to demonstrate how maps can  
be constructed.”

Tasks within the topic, like the ones described, 
are typically covered by groups within 
the class. The teacher will match tasks to 
groups—so one group might practise in fine 
motor skills, another weights and measures. 
Within the group, children will progress at 
different rates, exploring different skills at 
different levels. 

So, one child may move quickly on into the 
higher reaches of calculation while another is 
still engaged in simple counting. By the end, 
each child will have demonstrated his or her 
own personal level of achievement, and the 
teacher will be able to judge whether more 
practice is needed or a specific skills session is 
required. The teacher will also know what the 
child needs to do next. 

Personalisation is achieved by designing a 
curriculum that challenges students to move 
on from where they are. The teacher’s task is 
to support and mentor each child through 
the challenge, assessing carefully how he 
or she responds. Then the teacher must 
judge the need for reinforcement or further 
progression as appropriate. 

The teacher’s judgment is constantly in play. 
Jonathan Bishop points out, for example, 
that the way to discover whether — and 
how well — a child has mastered a skill is to 
provide a different activity that uses the  
same skill. 

He’s very clear that using ICT as an aid to 
personalisation does not mean de-skilling the 
teacher. Quite the opposite:

“The teacher’s job is to know where a child is; 
to give students activity at the appropriate 
level and to do it in a way that will take them 
from the familiar to the unfamiliar. Specific 
activities link to the specific needs of the 
child,” he says. 

HELPING SCHOOL 
ADMINISTRATION 

ICT Streamlines Planning and Assessment
A proprietary online assessment system is at 
the core of the work at Broadclyst. This is a 
very sophisticated instrument, significantly 
more advanced than the standard assessment 
or tracking software that provides detailed 
assessments matched to National Curriculum 
levels. It sets future targets and lays out 
a learning plan in terms of skills-based 
objectives. So the teacher can call up each 
child by name, look at a detailed assessment, 
see what the next steps are, and have some 
help in planning what to do. At a stroke, the 
teacher is relieved of much of the burden of 
assessment and planning that is a part of life 
in so many primary schools. 
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ICT also makes for effective communication—
teacher to pupil, pupil to teacher, pupil to 
pupil, home to school. Each child has an e-
mail address, a Web page, personal file space, 
and access to the Internet. 

THE ICT ENVIRONMENT 

Anytime, Anywhere Access Creates a School 
Without Walls 
Peter Hicks has described Broadclyst as “a 
school without walls.” The description has 
more than one dimension. 

Anytime, anywhere access means that 
children are accustomed to working on 
computers in school, submitting work to 
teachers electronically and receiving it back 
with marks and comments. They can also use 
e-mail, see files to help with their work, and 
reserve books at the school library. 

It doesn’t stop there, because they can 
continue to do all of that from home. 
Jonathan Bishop says: “They can contact their 
peers and do their work just as if they’re at 
school, and continue while they’re away ill  
if they want.”

This also means parents and families can 
participate in learning. The U.K. government 
requires schools to give parents remote 
access to pupil performance data. The 
Broadclyst model goes further by engaging 
parents in the learning process. 

As Broadclyst’s leaders have developed 
the home–school link, they have gained 
experience that will be useful nationally. 
They’ve learned about training parents in the 
technology— in Internet use and safety—and 
they’ve worked out how to bridge the digital 
divide by providing a low-cost solution for 
parents who want to be connected but can’t 
afford it. Though, as Jonathan Bishop says: 

“It’s not just a matter of rich and poor. It can 
be affluent families who need help with 
understanding the advantages.”

The logical extension of the home–school 
link is to begin working with other schools, 
and this is another area where Broadclyst is 
breaking ground. The school has a working 
link to the Dalton School Elserike in Holland. 
Says Jonathan Bishop: “The children in the 
two schools are working together on the 
same cross-curricular project, so it’s not just 
about having a pen pal, it’s collaborative 
working across the international dimension.”

The principle of anytime, anywhere learning 
is a key aspect of technology at Broadclyst. 

“There’s no homework. Work is delivered 
to children electronically wherever and 
whenever. Not only do students continue 
with work whenever they wish, they are also 
able to include families and neighbours’ 
families. So it’s not just one-to-one, it’s many 
to one,” says Hicks. Then, he explains, there’s 
the broadening horizons of time and space: 

“Our pupils can now see almost anywhere in 
the universe at any moment in history, and 
where the only limit to what they can learn is 
their own imagination.” 

Lecture Theatre Strengthens Personalised 
Learning
The school’s Year Six classroom is often 
called the lecture theatre, a name based on 
its physical appearance rather than on the 
style of pedagogy that guides its use. This 
room is—currently, at least—the ultimate 
expression of how learning takes place  
at Broadclyst. 

Once the school’s leadership had established 
ICT as the key to personalised learning, and 
to a hugely enriched curriculum experience, 
the development of the multimedia lecture 
theatre became the logical next step. 

“ The new suite just 
opened up so much 
more. My daughter 
would mention that 
she was working 
with Rachel, who 
was sitting two rows 
back and 10 feet 
across the way. And 
you could talk about 
the planets and 
pretty much have 
them buzzing round  
your head.” 
Phil Stagg, Parent Governor, 
Broadclyst Community Primary 
School

Year six classroom often referred to as The Lecture Theatre
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It accommodates the whole of Year Six. Each 
child has a computer with a webcam, and 
the room has huge projection screens and 
surround-sound speakers. On the face of it, 
the children operate as one large class, with 
two teachers and two teaching assistants. In 
fact, while there are lots of occasions when 
it’s convenient for the teacher to work with 
the whole group—either talking, or with the 
aid of screens and projectors—it’s possible 
for children to work in a variety of groupings, 
sharing work on their computers. Parent 
and school governor, Phil Stagg, describes 
his daughter’s enthusiasm about this: “The 
new suite just opened up so much more. 
My daughter would mention that she was 
working with Rachel, who was sitting two 
rows back and 10 feet across the way. And 
you could talk about the planets and pretty 
much have them buzzing round your head.” 

Students can also go beyond their classroom, 
using the webcams on their computers, 
taking part in video conferences across 
the world. Physical grouping of children in 
the room isn’t random. The children likely 
to need help from teaching assistants are 
placed together where they can be reached 
physically, and it’s common to see an assistant 
moving behind three or four children, 
providing help and support as necessary. 

School Provides Professional Development  
for Teachers
Most teachers who join Broadclyst have to 
bring their own ICT skills up to speed. And, 
because the school is ahead of the game, 
the only place teachers are going to learn is 
within the school.

Peter Hicks says: “There’s nowhere to go for 
continuing professional development (CPD). 
It’s very much in-house. What we have to do 
is make it purposeful—to design situations 
that demand the use of whatever it is we wish 
to learn—editing, for example, or projection.”

Teacher Chloe Farrant makes this point more 
directly. “We’ve had some training sessions, 
but basically we all help each other.”

For some, interestingly, it’s the school’s 
open-ended curriculum, and the organisation 
involved, that’s more of a challenge. 

Hicks says: “We’ve had a number of teachers 
come here who’ve been trained to deliver. 
They ask me what I want them to teach. 
When I say `how would I know?,’ they  
look shocked.”
 

THE ROLE OF THE LOCAL 
AUTHORITY

The relationship between what we might 
call the educational superstructure—school 
districts, school boards, local authorities, 
whatever is the national system—and schools 
that don’t toe the line, has always been 
interesting. In the case of Broadclyst, however, 
the case is simpler because in England today, 
local authorities do not run their schools. The 
trend has been to hand increasing degrees of 
control to governing bodies. Authorities do, 
however, have a monitoring role, and most 
of their resources are taken up with schools 
in difficulty. Because Broadclyst is successful 
by national testing and inspection standards, 
Devon County authority and its officials have 
had relatively little formal involvement in the 
school over the years. But they have taken 
an interest in watching developments and 
taking note of its highly radical approach 
to the curriculum and IT. Devon County 
Chief Executive, Dr. Phil Norrey, says: “We 
wanted to regard Broadclyst as a laboratory 
to apply new ideas, to give them space and 
freedom to experiment. What we didn’t do 
was provide additional resources and funding. 
We were very clear that it was up to them to 
provide the resources.”

It’s clear that although the county might have 
regarded Broadclyst as experimental—radical 
even—it didn’t really have any doubts 
about its viability. Dr. Norrey says: “Some 
people might have seen it as a risk but we 
were always clear that the leadership and 
management had the interests of the children 
at heart.”
 
ICT Provided Within Budget
Primary schools in all parts of the U.K. are 
accustomed to being very careful with their 
budgets. The default position, on the whole, 
is: “You’ll have to convince us that we need 
it and can afford it. ”Anyone who works in a 
school in the U.K. will take one look at the ICT 
provision at Broadclyst— particularly at the 
lecture theatre, which cost £250,000—and 
will assume that some kind of extra funding is 
involved, or promotional gifts of equipment. 
In fact, no extra money is involved. The 
school has handled its money carefully over 
time, and uses leasing much more extensively 
than most, spreading the costs and keeping 
annual expenditure within limits. 
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WHERE NEXT?

The fundamentals of the Broadclyst 
approach—the style of pedagogy, the nature 
of the curriculum—are clearly fixed for some 
time to come. Asked about the details of ICT, 
such as whether student-owned portable 
devices might ultimately replace desktop 
machines, Peter Hicks is noncommittal. For 
him, the hardware isn’t the issue. “I don’t 
mind what sort of bits of plastic the students 
and teachers use. It’s the style of learning and 
the engagement of the children that matters.” 

Is Broadclyst a model for other schools? The 
people to judge this are the ones who 
know lots of other schools—in this case it’s 
Dr. Norrey and Roger Fetherston of Devon 
County authority, which has 365 schools. 
Both of them are optimistic, but with a note 
of caution. Says Dr. Norrey: “the problem 
is that Broadclyst is so far ahead that other 
schools will find it difficult to latch on to its 
lessons. It’s taken 10 years for Broadclyst to 
get where it is, and to get there in one leap 
would be very difficult.

“There’s a number of schools where leaders 
are prepared to take the risks and think in 
the same radical way that Peter Hicks has 
done. There’s no mirror image of Broadclyst 
anywhere, but you will find elements 

– children learning independently, leading to 
high levels of motivation. But not the totality 
of the picture.”

It follows that when it comes to spreading 
the Broadclyst lessons to other schools, 
the most realistic option is not to try to 
get them to copy the whole approach but 
to pick those parts they’re most likely to 
find attractive, such as pupil monitoring, 
behaviour management and communication 
with parents.

Of these, home-school communication will 
be particularly attractive to other heads and 
teachers, given the government’s drive for 
progress on the issue. As Dr. Norrey puts 
it: “Instant access to the school, to find how 
children are learning, is a selling message.”

One key point is that the spreading of the 
Broadclyst way could become easier as 
the educational world catches up. The U.K. 
government, for example, is strongly pushing 
the notion of home–school electronic 
communication, and expects schools to show 
progress in this area.
 

There’s also a new innovatory climate that 
tacitly acknowledges what Peter Hicks said 
more than 10 years ago—that the current 
model isn’t fit for purpose. So there are new 
curricular freedoms and the government has 
an “Innovation Unit” that’s expressly set  
up to find, fund and disseminate  
imaginative practice. 

There are, however, some possible blind alleys 
to watch out for, and careful examination 
of Broadclyst’s work could help schools to 
avoid them. Jonathan Bishop is insistent, for 
example, that observers fully understand how 
personalisation works at Broadclyst—that 
it’s not a mechanistic replacement of the 
teacher by a series of tailored and knowledge-
based on-screen tasks that are self marked. 
He’s concerned that the forward march 
of “learning platforms,” “virtual learning 
environments,” or whatever other term is 
used, will lead to that sort of narrow learning. 

What you see at Broadclyst could be called 
a learning platform. But you won’t hear the 
term used there because their system was 
already in existence before the term was 
invented and has grown naturally to serve 
the children’s learning needs. 

That’s significant, because — perhaps out 
of necessity — the rapid spread of learning 
platforms means that they are being bought 
by schools, or sometimes imposed on them 
by local authorities, in circumstances where 
the leaders and teachers have to work 
out how to fit them into an already well-
established way of doing things. 

The danger of importing a learning platform 
without looking carefully at learning needs 
is that technology, rather than learning, will 
become the leading influence—the exact 
opposite of everything that Peter Hicks, 
Jonathan Bishop, and Broadclyst Community 
Primary School have always stood for. As 
Bishop says: “What matters is the quality of 
the teaching and the quality of the learning.”  
This could easily be the Broadclyst  
mission statement.
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