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SCHOOL 360: DOING EDUCATION DIFFERENTLY

Sarah Seleznyov and Andi Silvain

This article describes the journey of School 360, a primary school which opened 
in Newham, London in September 2021. The school deliberately sought to do 
education differently, in terms of leadership, curriculum, pedagogy and assess-
ment. They experimented with structures, practices and places to create an educa-
tional experience that would enable the children to develop better life skills, 
achieve higher well-being and be better learners, to provide a better community 
experience for parents, and enable a happier and more fulfilled staff.

This is the story of an unusual school, its special beginning and ongoing 
extraordinary journey towards a different kind of education for children in East 
London. In September 2021, School 360, an ordinary state-funded school within 
the Big Education Trust, opened in Stratford, London in an area of new 
development, with a remit from the developers to act as a community resource. 

The first unusual thing about this school was that it had two Co-headteachers. 
Andi Silvain had previously worked in film and theatre, and then moved into 
teaching some 20 years ago. Born and bred in East London, her former role was as 
a Deputy Headteacher at School 21, just down the road. She had seen the challenges 
secondary schools face in supporting pupils who struggle to engage with even the 
most motivating and accommodating school experiences and wondered what it 
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might be like to start in Reception and support these pupils from the outset. Sarah 
Seleznyov had been teaching in various London boroughs for almost 30 years, in 
schools, as a local authority consultant, at UCL Institute for Education and the 
National Literacy Trust, and as Director of a Teaching School. A PhD student, she 
was interested in how schools can engage with research as a way to challenge the 
status quo of education policy. Both Headteachers applied as Co-Headship 
partnerships – but not with each other! They were split up from their partners at 
the interview and match made by the CEOs of the Trust.

This could have been problematic: two people who have never met, working in 
a close partnership through an intensive design process for a brand-new school. 
And yet, they found that their values aligned perfectly and their skillsets were 
complimentary. The name School 360 was chosen by them to represent their joint 
commitment to educating the whole person: Head, Heart and Hand, and to be a 
school for and within the community. 

The first thing they committed to producing was a set of values which would 
underpin everything that happened in the school: leadership, behaviour, culture, 
curriculum and pedagogies (Hawkes, 2005). These values were described through 
three lenses: the self, the relationship with others, and with the community beyond 
the school:

 The mission statement they created was rooted in these values: Learn together, 
think differently, change the world. Both Headteachers wanted to focus the 
educational mission for the school on social justice, developing pupil agency, so that 
pupils leaving the school had the confidence, skills and knowledge to fight for the 
things that mattered to them, to their families, to the community and to the world.
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Beyond the focus on pupil agency, there were two distinct ways in which social 
justice would be enacted at the school. Firstly, a focus on recruiting a diverse staff 
team, representative of the diverse community the school served. Applications for 
roles were blind scored, and consideration was given to the diversity of the team 
when selecting candidates. Opportunities were given to parents to develop their 
skills through volunteering at the school in various different roles. Work experience 
students from local schools and colleges would be welcomed and supported. There 
was a strong commitment to inclusion through the development of a values 
curriculum (Hawkes, 2005), which would teach children about the protected 
characteristics from Reception up, through a weekly taught session for all classes. 
This commitment to inclusion would also shape the broader curriculum, making it 
anti-racist, and anti-discriminatory in all ways. There would also be a different 
type of governance. The Trustees for Big Education would do the heavy lifting in 
terms of statutory governance and legal responsibilities, leaving the school to 
focus on building a Community Panel. This panel of members of the school and 
local area would work with Citizens UK (Jameson and Chapleau, 2011) to identify 
and tackle issues that mattered to the local community, from street lighting to 
local parks, from recycling to food banks, from equity to enablement. Both the 
Panel and the Headteachers were committed to hearing all the voices of the diverse 
parent community. As a new school, no plans were set in stone, enabling the school 
to be responsive to parents’ views as it grew and evolved. It was often tricky to 
answer parents’ questions at open days:

‘How will reading be taught in Year 2?’
‘We don’t know yet – we have some ideas, but would want to hear what 

parents think.’
Secondly, there was a commitment to tackling the climate crisis and supporting 

pupils and as part of this, supporting families to become more engaged with the 
natural world around them (Hand et al., 2019). The school grounds were developed 
as a natural playground for the many children who lived in flats, with no access to 
outside space. Thanks to a close partnership with an organisation called The 
Visionaries, a grand plan was put in place. An annual family camping trip was 
run, where parents camped with their children overnight. Funds were raised and a 
roof garden was developed and built by parent and corporate volunteers, and a 
family gardening club was run weekly. The school put chickens in the playground 
and drew together a group of committed eco-champions from across London to 
raise money to rewild the school grounds, to enable it to become a community 
resource on evenings and weekends, and to act as a model for sustainability for 
local schools. The rooftop garden planned to grow food for the kitchen which was 
run by Chefs in Schools, an organisation that seeks to improve school dinners by 
placing professional chefs into school kitchens to train catering staff to cook 
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healthy delicious meals from fresh ingredients. We knew that many children living 
in urban environments would not understand where food came from and that for 
those living in deprived circumstances, fresh food wouldn’t always be available, so 
the food experience we would offer had to be high quality and delicious. Teachers 
and staff ate with mixed age cohorts at tables, avoiding the canteen-style experience 
of most schools, and teaching the children how to lay the table, serve each other, 
try new foods and clear away.

A curriculum was designed to enable the development of agency and to support 
this commitment to social justice.

In line with the whole child 360 focus of the schools across the Big Education 
Trust, the curriculum considered Head, Heart and Hand in equal weighting. Well-
being, relationships and health were as important as Reading and Writing, and of 
equal importance to the arts and creativity. Oracy and storytelling underpinned 
the entire curriculum: pupils needed to learn to tell their own stories, to have their 
own voices and to listen to the stories and voices of others if they were to really 
understand and be inclusive in their approaches to the world (Golder at al, 2019). 
The curriculum intended to develop children as rounded human beings, not just 
high performing academically but also confident team players, who knew how to 
manage their own learning and to solve problems that matter. 

How was the Heart curriculum enacted? Daily check-ins using the Zones of 
Regulation (Kuypers, 2011) enabled pupils to understand and articulate their 
emotions, supporting better behaviour and relationships. Twice daily mindfulness 
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practice (Kuyken et al., 2013) supported pupils to remain calm, to more confidently 
face whatever challenges life threw at them, and to appreciate small pleasures. 
There were no stickers or charts to identify good and bad behaviours since both 
headteachers agreed that extrinsic motivation (Deci, 1972) did not work. When a 
child did behave in a negative way, the Zones of Regulation were used to identify 
the underpinning reason for the negative behaviour, mindfulness techniques were 
used to calm the perpetrator and the victim, and a restorative conversation 
(McCluskey et al., 2008) took place. 

The Hand curriculum relied heavily on the project-based learning approach 
(Berger, 2003) and its associated pedagogies:

Instead of teaching in subject silos and working systematically through 
National Curriculum subject content, learning was shaped by projects about 
problems that were important to the children, their communities and the world 
around them. They explored these problems with the support of outside experts 
from diverse disciplines, so they could end up getting advice and feedback from 
ballerinas, archaeologists, divers, chefs, accountants or any number of experts. 
They would work towards the production of a final product of which they could be 
proud: a dance, a presentation, an object, a piece of writing, a podcast. They would 
achieve this through engaging in feedback loops, practising skills over time, 
revising and improving their final drafts with the help of experts, peers and 
teachers. In the first term, the first Reception class worked on multiple iterations of 
a self-portrait, giving each other feedback: ‘Your skin is the right colour but maybe 
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next time remember eyebrows?’ They presented all the iterations of their portraits 
at an exhibition for their families, where the parents could also give feedback on 
the final portrait. In the second term, they designed buildings for the development 
being built around the school. They had a workshop with real builders who helped 
them do carpentry, tiling, plumbing and bricklaying. They presented their building 
designs to the architects of the development, and received feedback from them on 
the suitability of these ideas, which included a zoo, a library and many more 
innovative ideas. The school uniform was developed by a team of graduates from 
the London College of Fashion who carried out interactive consultative workshops 
with children and parents to hear what they wanted, considered sustainability, cost 
and choice and designed a brilliant uniform for the school.

Across the curriculum, play played a vital role. The headteachers were 
committed to play as a crucial way to support learning across the curriculum and 
for all ages (Parker and Thomsen, 2019). They also felt that England formalised 
learning much too quickly and that a play-based continuous provision curriculum 
was a much better way to enable learning for all young children, not just for those 
in Reception classes, as long as adults were carefully supported to engage with all 
children in an effective way (Poweret al., 2019). In order to enable this, the school 
adopted a very simple but very powerful approach to professional development. 
All staff explored research and readings about effective adult interactions in a 
play-based learning environment, largely drawing on the TRAIL (Teaching 
Professionals Reflecting on Agency in Learning, Baker et al., 2021). All staff, 
from leaders, to teachers, to teaching assistants, responded to the research input by 
videoing themselves interacting with children. These videos were then shared in 
weekly professional development sessions, where all staff reflected on the videos, 
related this to the research material and set collective and personal goals for 
improving their interactions with children. This created a flat hierarchy: teaching 
assistants critically analysed headteachers’ practice and made suggestions to them 
on improving their practice.

Just as all staff were included in the same learning experience, so were all 
children. Based on research into the potentially negative impact of splitting children 
by achievement level (Marks, 2016), the headteachers set an expectation that all 
lessons would be low threshold and high ceiling (Boaler et al., 2021). Low-achieving 
children would never be taken out of whole class teaching experiences to experience 
a different curriculum offer, as this would just mean them taking a different and 
less challenging trajectory, from which they would never return. If they needed 
extra help, they would receive it in the form of increased and carefully planned 
adult interactions in the play environment. This put school policy at odds with the 
expectations for example of synthetic phonic programme providers – and yet, the 
children’s progress showed that this was working. Less children fell behind, and 
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both progress and attainment were strong across the board. High-achieving 
children were also challenged through the feedback loops the teacher created. 
Using the Seesaw app, a small number of ‘must do’ tasks were set each week 
online. Children would undertake these tasks on a day and at a time of their own 
choosing, upload their tasks using video, audio or photographs and submit them to 
the teacher, the concept of choice being one of the key features of playful learning 
(Zosh et al., 2019). The teacher would then provide personalised feedback to which 
children would respond, editing and improving their work.

The Seesaw tool also enabled us to work in partnership with parents. Parents 
could see all the work that children completed at school on their phones, using the 
app. Children could upload homework or home learning evidence to the app using 
their parents’ phones. In this way, learning was shared across home and school, 
creating a powerful partnership (Van Poortlviet et al., 2018). The school also 
wanted to rethink other sorts of communication with parents with the aim of 
increasing pupil agency and improving parental relations (BESA, 2016). They set 
a goal that by the end of Year 6, children would be confidently writing their own 
reports and began by setting up each child with their own website and asking them 
to discuss with their teacher what they would like to add to this site and why. As 
the children were so young, the teacher scribed their thoughts and evidenced it 
using the work they had already posted on Seesaw. Instead of the usual long and 
jargon-filled document that most parents receive at the end of the school year, each 
family were able to view their own child’s website, seeing the next steps the child 
and the teacher had set together, and sharing in their child’s pride at their own 
achievements. It also saved teachers four days of workload each year, workload 
that usually eats into their own free time.

With a similar aim in mind, parents’ evenings were cancelled. A ten-minute 
meeting twice a year which involved very tired teachers staying on at school until 
8 pm did not seem to provide the optimal way to maintain communication and 
partnerships with parents. Instead, a system of weekly focus meetings was set up. 
At the beginning of the week, the teacher would identify three focus children and 
call their parents to let them know and find out if there was anything going on at 
home that should be taken into account. All adults in the setting would then focus 
on observing those children during that week. The teacher would share this 
evidence with the parent in a short face-to-face meeting at the end of the week. 
This meant children about whose progress the team were concerned could be 
focused on at the start of term, and there was more regular communication with 
parents across the year, without the need for exhausting late nights for teachers.

How has doing things differently been, for parents, for children and for staff? 
Our children are still too young to be surveyed, but what we do know is that they 
present as happy and that their attainment and progress is strong. One in three of 
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our pupils are eligible for free school meals, significantly above the national 
average, reflecting some of the social and economic challenges in the community 
and yet, in our first year, 73% of our Reception children achieved a Good Level of 
Development – on entry, only 35% of children were on track. Our first parent 
survey highlighted that 85.7% of parents feel very supported or supported by the 
school. It’s HARD to do things differently, and the expectations of staff are high. 
They have been tired at times but always felt fulfilled and excited about the 
journey, as well as happy that consideration has been taken for their workload. 
School 360 will always be a work in progress, but we think it’s worth it, as it really 
has helped the pupils’ learning and well-being, and we wouldn’t have it any other 
way..

Sarah Seleznyov and Andi Silvain are Co-headteachers at School 360. Andi was 
formerly Deputy Head of the Middle School at School 21, London. Andi is an advo-
cate of the arts and prior to teaching, she worked in television and theatre. Sarah 
formerly led the London South Teaching School Hub, based in Southwark. She has 
also worked in school improvement, for the National Literacy Trust and at UCL 
Institute of Education. She is studying for a PhD at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.
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