Raising their game

Can lots of yoga, badminton, netball and aerobics lead to better Sats results? Mark Lupton reports 
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It's a chilly but bright February lunchtime in the playground of St Leonard's primary school in east Lancashire. The wind is gusting in off the nearby Pennine hills but no one seems to be complaining about the cold, and few coats are being worn. Instead, sport is being played everywhere you look; no one seems bored, and the usual lunchtime supervisor's role of dispute mediator appears redundant. 

"The whole playground is zoned," says the headteacher, Julie Bradley. "There's short tennis, netball, badminton, circuit-training activities, you name it. We have two picnic tables for those who just want to sit and chat, but they only really get used when it's too hot to do any sport." 

Sport and physical activity are at the heart of everything at St Leonard's, which serves a run-down estate in Padiham near Burnley. And it's this focus, says Bradley, that has helped to turn the school around in the six years she has been head. 

Low expectations 

"When I arrived in 2000, I was given the task of raising standards," she says. "Sats results were very low - in the 30% to 40% range - and there was just this sense of things being wrong. The learning environment was bad, morale was low among the staff, and the children seemed to look poorly and had these sunken expressions. Padiham is an area of high unemployment, low salaries and low expectations, and that seemed to be reflected in the school. 

"My first thought was that the children were not physically fit enough to access the curriculum. So we gave them water during lessons so they were hydrated, and started a breakfast club to ensure they were well fed before lessons." 

Pre-school PE lessons in the yard didn't work out, however - the weather and too much time spent changing into kit proving the main barriers. Instead, mini-aerobics workouts to music were started in each of the classrooms before lessons began. 

"They didn't need to get changed because they weren't really getting sweaty," adds Bradley. "It was really just about raising the pulse level, getting oxygen to the brain and getting them energised, focused and ready to learn." 

The school then took the lessons learned from these initial changes and ran with them. The results, says Bradley, are happier children who are more confident and willing to learn, improved behaviour and Sats results that regularly hit 90%. 

"We've rearranged the whole school day and put physical activity at the heart of it. I challenged the teachers to find time for these activities we wanted to do. Together we found we had lots of wasted time, so we've rearranged the timetable and fitted all this in." 

Bradley says children can concentrate on average for their age in minutes, give or take two minutes depending on the child's ability. So to tackle the problem of wandering minds, regular "brain breaks" and "brain gyms" are held in class. 

"Every 15 to 20 minutes the youngsters are up on their feet - which itself increases oxygen supply to the brain - and they'll do some light physical exercise. They usually last no more than a minute. The children themselves can request one." 

The emphasis on healthy living is everywhere - with healthy snack clubs at breaktimes, a ban on crisps, sweets and sugary drinks, healthy school meals, and advice to children on getting enough sleep. 

Formal sport and PE at the school are also taken very seriously. Each half-term, PE lessons focus on two particular sports and professional coaches are drafted in to put pupils through their paces. Video cameras are used, with youngsters able to watch their performances later to see where they might improve. Teaching staff are also heavily involved, says Bradley. 

Talented and enthusiastic youngsters are identified and channelled into after-school clubs and local sports clubs so they can further their interests. 

"It's about creating pathways to lifelong learning," says Bradley. "It becomes something they're interested in and hopefully that stays with them for life." 

In all, Bradley estimates pupils are putting in about four hours of physical activity every week - well ahead of the government's target of two hours. It also puts them on track to achieve Gordon Brown's aim for all children to have the opportunity to participate in at least four hours of sport every week by 2010. 

Remarkable changes 

"The impact this has had here is remarkable - it's a completely different place now, it's colourful and bright, it's a vibrant and dynamic place to learn," she says. "It has improved behaviour, our results are better, the children are more confident and they have higher aspirations, and we have far fewer cases of absenteeism in both staff and pupils. Bullying is not an issue here. 

"The children are still coming in to the school at the same low baseline, well below national expectations. The difference is they are leaving well above those same national expectations." 

As a result, parents have become much more supportive, she says. "The parents talk to me about the changes they have seen in their children. Their children want to come to school now and they tell me they're happier and want to achieve something with their life. And instead of just going home and sitting in front of TV, they're getting their mums and dads to take them out for a walk or going swimming at the weekend. 

"You know, this isn't rocket science, it's actually very simple. The children are on task, focused, energised, and attainment is up. What's more, they've got self-belief again. Here, we tell them they can do anything."

