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Assessor:   Sarah Linari 
 
 
IQM Cluster Programme 
 
Cluster Group:   Trailblazers 
 
Ambassador:    Mr Max Kelly 
 
 
Sources of Evidence during IQM Review Day: 
 
x IQM Centre of Excellence review documentation. 
 
x Ofsted Reports. 
 
x Sunderland City Council Inspection for Children’s’ Services Ofsted report. 
 
x National performance data. 
 
x School website. 
 
x Department For Education Case Study – transition funding in alternative provision.  
 
x The Hub reviews. 
 
x Hub case studies. 
 
x Reintegration surveys. 
 
x Reintegration readiness tracker. 
 
x Reintegration case study. 
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x Learning walk summaries. 
 
x Work scrutiny summary. 
 
x Counsellor testimonials. 
 
x Exclusions 3-year trend data. 
 
 
Online Meetings held with: 
 
x Headteacher/IQM Coordinator. 
 
x Breakfree Counsellors. 
 
x Chair and Vice Chair of Governors. 
 
x Together for Children Strategic Lead SEND & Alternative Provision.  
 
x Director of Early Help.  
 
x Early Help Team Manager.  
 
x Together for Children Inclusion and Access Officer. 
 
x Associate Senior Leader (CEAIG Lead). 
 
x Associate Senior Leader (SEND & Vulnerable Pupils). 
 
x  Associate Senior Leader (STEM). 
 
x Head of School (Key Stage Four). 
 
x Head of School (Key Stages One, Two and Three). 
 
x Mindfulness Practitioner. 
 
x Pupils. 
 
x Parent. 
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Summary of Targets from 2020-2021 
 
The School’s targets from the previous year were based on the school development focus 
areas of post Covid-19 recovery curriculum, ICT development, independent learning and 
wellbeing. 
 
Target 1 
 
The post Covid 19 Recovery Curriculum will be built on the 5 Levers: Relationships, Community, 
Transparent Curriculum, Metacognition and Space as a systematic, relationships-based 
approach to address individual gaps in learning and skills. 
 
Intended Outcome 
All pupils make an effective transition back into school post lockdown where individual gaps 
in learning and skills are narrowed. 
 
The Headteacher started the first meeting by talking about The Link School’s approach to 
home learning and how they have supported pupils both in school, and virtually, throughout 
the pandemic. She explained how the majority of the pupils engaged well with the blended 
learning approaches. There is a comprehensive recovery curriculum plan in place, which is 
regularly analysed. The plan is very much personalised to the individual learning needs of 
each pupil.  
 
During periods of lockdown, most pupils continued to attend school. When pupils were at 
home, the school provided live lessons in the morning and sessions on Century Learning, an 
online learning tool, in the afternoons. Engagement levels with online learning were high, 
particularly amongst Key Stage Four pupils.  
 
The IQM Lead shared the pupil progress data for each of the Key Stages. Pupils are making 
good progress overall. There is a high proportion of children with SEND across the Key 
Stages. Targeted interventions have shown improvements in the progress of pupils with 
SEND; however, progress is varied across the different subject areas.  
 
The Associate Senior Leader who leads on the Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM) curriculum was appointed in January 2021. To support year 10 pupils 
with the demands of the Key Stage Four curriculum there are individual lessons, 1:1 
masterclass and a STEM programme in place. The maths curriculum is currently being 
developed with an aim to teach mastery. The vision for all STEM subjects is to provide a 
curriculum which teaches transferable skills which can be applied to future careers. The 
Associate Senior Leader talked about “addressing social injustice” and the importance of 
providing “challenge and aspiration then scaffolding the learning down” without “capping 
progress.” STEM skills are integrated across the curriculum. To raise the profile of STEM 
subjects, there is an award for ‘STEM Person of the Week’ which celebrates pupils’ 
successes. 
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Target 2 
 
ICT teaching will be strengthened, and a culture of innovation and excellence will be further 
developed, to promote and embed remote and independent learning across the school for all 
(including those who are digitally disadvantaged).  
 
Intended Outcome 
 
Increased resilience of all learners to support further periods of educational interruption. 
 
At the start of the pandemic, the Headteacher swiftly assessed the ICT needs of the pupils 
and their access to devices and the internet. Unfortunately, due to an administrative error by 
the Local Authority, the school was initially missed off the distribution list for Department 
For Education (DFE) funding for laptops. With 67% of pupils qualifying for Pupil Premium 
Top Up funding, ensuring all pupils had access to devices from home was a priority. 
Therefore, the school spent £40,000 to ensure all pupils had the correct resources to be able 
to access the home learning provision. There was training provided for all staff (teachers, 
teaching assistants and 1:1 tutors) to upskill them in the use of online learning platforms.  
 
Live lessons were offered across all Key Stages with engagement levels higher amongst the 
older year groups. Due to the success of the online learning, the leaders have decided to 
continue a blended learning approach now all pupils are back attending school. Laptops are 
used in class, particularly at Key Stage Four and the online learning programmes remain in 
place for interventions and consolidation tasks.  
 
In the school’s monitoring and evaluation documentation, the leaders stated that “the vast 
majority of pupils have now settled back into the routine of attending the Pallion, the Key 
Stage Four provision, on a blended learning timetable” and “the vast majority of pupils have 
now settled back into the routine of attending Springwell Dene, the Key Stages One-Three 
Provision.”  
 
Target 3 
 
Leaders will ensure that emotional wellbeing of staff and learners will be further strengthened 
across the school.  
  
Intended Outcome 
 
To raise the profile of mental health awareness across the school and with a thorough 
understanding of how trauma-based practice can improve resilience. 
 
The school provided trauma and resilience training for all staff to allow them to effectively 
support the children, especially considering the Covid-19 pandemic.  
 
The responses of an online health and wellbeing survey conducted by the school with all 
staff members at the end of last academic year were very positive. 97% of staff said they felt 
safe in school, 93% of staff said they feel valued, 98.4% of staff felt there their workload was 
manageable and 95% of staff said that emotional wellbeing is a priority across the school 
and they feel supported in their role.  
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There are staff Emotional Wellbeing Ambassadors at each site who conduct emotional 
wellbeing surveys to check what the staff needs are, for example, training or wellbeing 
activities. The Heads of School support their teams through being organised and having a 
calendar which they endeavour to adhere to. They share clear expectations with staff.  
 
Throughout lockdown, the school remained open, and all pupils were encouraged to attend 
in support of their emotional wellbeing. For those who chose to stay at home, the staff 
conducted at least two welfare checks each week. They also spoke to the parents to check if 
they had enough food and had everything they needed. Mindfulness sessions were delivered 
online so all could access the support. National mental health days were celebrated to keep 
the focus on mental health and wellbeing.  
 
The school buys into the services of Breakfree counselling to offer confidential support to all 
staff, as and when they require it. Breakfree also provide therapeutic sessions to pupils at 
the Link School and the Vulnerable Pupils Assessment Hubs. A Higher-Level Teaching 
Assistant (HLTA) who specialises in mindfulness practice has been appointed. She leads 
mindfulness across the curriculum and all classes have mindfulness sessions on the 
curriculum. She also provides 1:1 and small group mindfulness interventions.  
 
The in-school monitoring and evaluation documentation from September outlines the 
effectiveness of the mindfulness approach: 
 
“Mindfulness” across the curriculum is still being used to support pupils’ mental and 
emotional wellbeing. It enhances pupils’ self-awareness providing them with ways to deal 
with personal issues. As a result of these strategies, attendance is increasing, and behaviour 
is improving. 
 
x Increasing number of Mindfulness 1-1 sessions with targeted pupils & self-referrals. 
 
x Impact of reduced numbers of safeguarding referrals into school (internal or external). 
 
x Pupils feel supported in gaining support with their emotional wellbeing. 
 
x Reduction in suspension has been evident during this term.” 
 
During lockdown, the school delivered ‘Wellbeing Support’ bags for families. They also use 
their social media platform to share links to useful information and provide tips. In terms of 
next steps, the Mindfulness Lead intends to offer face-to-face parental workshops, once safe 
to do so.  
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Agreed Targets for 2021-2022 
 
Target 1 
 
The post Covid 19 Recovery Curriculum will be built on the whole school REACH: Respect, 
Effort, Achieve, Communication, Happy and Healthy as a systematic, relationships-based 
approach to address individual gaps in learning and skills. 
 
Intended Outcome 
 
All pupils make an effective transition back into school post 2020-2021 disruption, where 
individual gaps in learning and skills are narrowed. 
 
Target 2 
 
Enhance the current provision for the development and acquisition skills that produces 
responsible citizens who have increased their cultural capital in preparation for adult life. 
 
Intended Outcome 
 
All learners have opportunities to experience other cultures within PSHE/Citizenship. 
 
Target 3 
 
Leaders will ensure that emotional wellbeing of staff and learners will be further strengthened 
across the school. 
 
Intended Outcome 
 
To raise the profile of mental health awareness across the school and with a thorough 
understanding of how trauma-based practice can improve resilience. 
 
The Impact of the Cluster Group 
 
The Trailblazers held two online Cluster Group meetings last academic year, both of which 
were attended by The Link School. The first meeting’s focus was a best practice share as to 
how schools had approached remote learning throughout periods of lockdown or self-
isolation. The IQM Coordinator shared how the engagement levels in the online learning 
provision were not as high amongst Key Stage Three pupils as they were for Key Stage Four 
pupils at The Link School. Strategies shared by other members of the Cluster group were 
disseminated with the Key Stage Three Team at The Link School to support future 
engagement. The second meeting focussed on mental health and wellbeing. The Link School 
shared their excellent Mindfulness provision and the Edible Playground project, a multi-
sensory experience of growing and eating healthy food. They also shared examples of case 
studies with the group to demonstrate the impact of the projects. The Vulnerable Pupils 
Assessment Hubs project which The Link School is currently establishing to support pupils 
at risk of exclusion across Sunderland is a ‘trailblazing’ approach and would be an excellent 
area of best practice to share at a future Cluster Meeting.  
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Overview 

The Link School is an alternative provider working with young people across Sunderland. 
There are two schools which form part of The Link School, Springwell Dene, for pupils in 
Key Stages One, Two and Three, and Pallion, which provides education for Key Stage 4 
pupils. The Link School’s motto ‘Reach’ encapsulates the school’s core values of “respect, 
effort, achieve, communication and happy and healthy” to provide a clear, holistic vision for 
all. The Headteacher explains how they aim to ‘Reach’ everyone through their inclusive 
approach including pupils, staff, parents, carers, and the wider community. The staff aim to 
“give the pupils high aspirations because they don’t have them for themselves.” The Heads of 
School shared their inclusive approach, explaining that the pupils “need someone to care 
about them and we do. Nothing is too much trouble.”  There is a solution-focussed culture 
and they “do not tolerate failure; it is not an option.”  
 
Due to its success in working with the most vulnerable and disaffected pupils, The Link 
School has collaborated with Together for Children (TfC) to create a new model which 
extends the school’s influence. Through the collaboration, they support mainstream schools 
across Sunderland with the aim of preventing pupils from being permanently excluded. The 
Link School has established two Assessment Hubs which offer a 12-week alternative 
provision programme to support pupils who are deemed to be at risk of exclusion. The 
purpose of the Vulnerable Pupils Assessment Hubs is “to provide an assessment and 
recommendations for educational provision for pupils who are experiencing social, 
emotional and mental health difficulties within mainstream school settings.” During the 
programme, a full package of support is offered to the children, schools and families, 
including comprehensive assessments to identify any underlying mental health or learning 
needs. The leaders recognise that “consistent disruptive or withdrawn behaviour can also be 
an indication of an underlying problem” and that “there should be an assessment to 
determine whether there are any factors such as undiagnosed learning difficulties.” There is 
a supportive reintegration strategy which ensures that pupils only return to a mainstream 
setting when the professionals are confident that they will succeed. Through the 
assessments conducted whilst children are accessing provision at these Hubs, there are 
recommendations made to support their exit. These recommendations may include the 
return to mainstream education with an educational support plan or an Education, Health 
and Care Plan (EHCP) application, a transfer to the Link School setting, a referral to a Young 
Mums Unit or the recommendation for home and hospital tuition.  
 
There are currently two Hubs, one Primary and one Secondary. This innovative model of 
support for the young people of Sunderland is in its infancy but is already having a positive 
impact. None of the pupils who have been through the Assessment Hub have been 
subsequently permanently excluded. A recent review conducted by School Improvement 
Officers (SIOs) from Together For Children highlights the positive learning environment and 
that the “students in the setting were generally engaged, settled and learning” with “strong 
relationships evident between staff and children.” The SIOs also noted “there is a very strong 
therapeutic offer with staff available to support a child in the sensory room or to take time 
to help them to regulate. The work of the school counsellor is supportive of students and 
effective relationships exist.” In a testimonial written by one of the Counsellors, he 
comments that “as well as the sincere and personal approach to teaching that I have 
witnessed here, the staff also look beyond simple behaviours and more toward the students 
in their complexity, which manifests a unique amount of trust and respect between each 
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other, which naturally promotes a learning environment where students seem to be able to 
express their academic abilities better”. 
 
Two of the Counsellors from Breakfree counselling service, who currently provide the 
counselling therapies for children at the Assessment Hubs, were spoken to as part of the 
review. They are fully aligned to the Link School’s vision and describe themselves as a 
“community interest company.”  Through the therapeutic sessions they provide whilst the 
children attend the Vulnerable Pupils Assessment Hub, the Counsellors often identify the 
less obvious indications of specific neurological conditions which have not previously been 
diagnosed. The therapies are very much tailored to individual needs. The Breakfree 
Counsellors describe the work the Link School does as “amazing.” They say that “The Link 
see each child. They see what is going on and put an extra bit of help and support in place to 
get the best possible outcome.” This pioneering approach of working intensely for a 12-week 
period with those pupils identified as at risk of exclusion, is leading to better understanding 
of the sometimes more subtle traits of special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). 
This proactive and preventative model will mean that more children have their needs met 
and diagnosed to allow them to access the appropriate support which, in turn, will lead to 
fewer permanent exclusions.  
 
The children with whom I met to discuss their experience of education at The Link School 
were all very positive. They all feel safe and prefer being at The Link School than their 
previous mainstream settings. Some of the reasons given as to why they prefer The Link 
School were “we can do more fun things,” “they help us here” and it “is a nice school.” They 
particularly enjoy the mindfulness sessions. There are student ‘Mindfulness Warriors’ who 
offer peer support in class. They offer reminders of the mindfulness techniques to help you 
calm down. Many pupils attended the mindfulness sessions offered at school during the 
holidays. They feel the mindfulness approaches have supported their improved behaviours, 
helping them to self-regulate.  
 
The Link School’s Governors are fully supportive of the inclusive vision. They offer a wealth 
of knowledge and support due to their personal skills and experiences. During the review, 
Governors spoke about the Headteacher’s role in the Local Authority and how she works 
collaboratively with the other Alternative Provision providers to share best practice. They 
describe the Headteacher as “passionate” with “an ability to think outside of the box.” She is 
well-respected within the Local Authority and uses this gravitas to extend her impact to 
prevent young people from being excluded. The Link School staff and Governors are key 
partners with Sunderland Council’s Together for Children. They have examined evidenced-
based research to identify the casual factors for which pupils end up excluded. Together, 
they are currently looking at developing a provision to support younger children where the 
early indicators of potential future exclusion are evident.  
 
Together for Children delivers children’s services on behalf of Sunderland City Council. 
Their services were graded ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted in July 2021. The report states that “the 
city council has a highly robust oversight of its statutory children’s services which are 
delegated to Together for Children (TfC)” and “Inspectors found these services to be of a 
remarkably high quality and making a real difference to children’s lives.” As part of the 
review, I met with Together for Children’s Strategic Lead for SEND & Alternative Provision, 
the Director of Early Help, the Early Help Team Manager and the Inclusion and Access 
Officer. They have been working closely with The Link School since 2019 to develop 
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comprehensive support strategies for children at risk of permanent exclusion. They 
described the “way in which the Headteacher leads and the part she plays in the City is key 
to the outcomes for the young people.” The Link School’s values are aligned to those of 
Together for Children. When discussing the positive transformation which takes place for 
those young people who are sent to The Link School following permanent exclusion, they 
explain how the “parents always say it is the best thing that has happened to their child.” 
When asked about The Link School’s ethos, they said it is one of “kindness and is person-
centred.” The “core values flow through the setting.” The work undertaken by the staff at 
The Link School is valued and appreciated by the other Headteachers in the mainstream 
settings.  
 
The quality of Careers Education, Advice and Guidance (CEIAG) at the link School is highly 
effective. The school was selected by the Department for Education as a case study to look at 
how alternative provision uses the year 11 transition funding. The Careers policy was re-
written for implementation in September and provides a clear overview of CEIAG provision 
from Key Stage One to Four. Whole-school policy ensured that during the periods of 
lockdown, when staff were in contact with home to check on pupils’ welfare, there was a 
conversation about their post-16 plans and what support was needed. Four 1:1 tutors have 
been allocated responsibility for a cohort of year 11 pupils to make sure they all have a 
destination. The Link School has established great links with local training providers and 
colleges to expose pupils to the varied opportunities available to them.  
 
Support for pupils with special educational needs or disabilities (SEND) is a crucial aspect of 
provision at The Link School as 83% of pupils have identified SEND. The main area of need is 
social, emotional and mental health (SEMH). Each child is supported by a SEND plan and the 
staff to pupil ratios are kept small. Interventions are varied and designed around pupils’ 
individual needs. SEND provision is regularly evaluated for effectiveness and development 
plans are amended following the evaluation of impact.  
 
I thoroughly enjoyed conducting the Centre of Excellence review of The Link School and 
meeting the staff, Governors and pupils. The Headteacher leads with a true passion for 
inclusion and the staff team are fully aligned to her vision. The innovative Vulnerable Pupils 
Assessment Hubs model is exceptional. It will be exciting to track the impact of this project 
over the next few years. The leaders have proved their expertise over the years of IQM 
accreditation and I believe they have the passion and capacity to continue to drive the 
inclusion agenda in their own setting and beyond. I recommend that The Link School retains 
its Centre of Excellence status. 
 
Assessor: Sarah Linari 
  
Findings confirmed by Inclusion Quality Mark (UK) Ltd:  
  

 
…………………………………………. 
Joe McCann MBA NPQH 
Director of Inclusion Quality Mark (UK) Ltd 
 


