Sheffield High School Go4it Case Study
An academically successful independent school welcomes the recognition, by “Go4it” of its strong commitment to a wider spectrum of qualities and skills. One of the most striking aspects of the school is the way that the students not only share that commitment, but are enthusiastic and able leaders, ensuring that it’s visible in every aspect of school life. 

Sheffield High School is a GDST independent school. There are 1000 girls on roll, over half in the Senior Department, about 275 in the Juniors and 180 in the sixth form. Founded in 1878 the school occupies a group of buildings, some Victorian, some modern, but all meticulously maintained and well equipped, on a site near to Sheffield University. Academic attainment is very high. The commonly used yardstick of % A* - C Grades was 99.5% in 2008, and almost half of the cohort gained a full set of A/A* grades. A-level results are correspondingly striking. An inspection by the Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI) in February 2008 produced a report which recognises all of the school’s academic and extra-curricular activities and achievements.
The ISI’s remit, like that of Ofsted in the maintained sector, is to monitor standards and check that regulatory requirements are being met.  SHS, while appreciative of the quality of its inspection report felt that they’d also benefit from something which would reflect something of the school’s many wider qualities and achievements, and this led them to the Go4it Award.

Why is this a Go4It School? 

The school’s Go4it submission is supported by evidence from an extensive audit of staff and students. Together with the assessor’s report it adds up to an impressive documentary record of a remarkable school. It’s not the current purpose to replicate that work – it’s there to be referred to by those who require the detail. 

This study, then, must be selective, and it’s not at all difficult to decide what aspect of SHS most strikingly comes up to anyone’s definition of a Go4it school. It is the positive attitude, overall capability, independence and sheer get up and go of the students.

Looking beyond exams
In 2002, Tony Hubbard, Director of the Independent Schools Inspectorate, after reviewing a large number of inspection reports, spoke out against too heavy an emphasis on exam success. 

“Spoon-feeding works,” he wrote. "But it works at the risk of something British schools have always been good at – turning out young people able to be inventive, creative, independent-minded, even awkward.”

“Spoon fed” is the very last term you’d apply to SHS girls. “Inventive, creative, independent-minded,” though, is tailor-made for them. And are they also “awkward”?  They don’t show that to a visitor of course, but it’s a quality that’s undoubtedly there to be deployed as necessary. Headmistress Valerie Dunsford puts it like this. “The word I use to describe them is ‘feisty’. We breed that in them. If there’s something they’re not happy about, we encourage them to speak up and tell us – to have that ‘go for it’ attitude, to stand up and speak out.”
It’s worth noting in passing that parents, too, aren’t as focussed on the academic as might be expected. Says Valerie Dunsford, “I rarely get a parent looking round and asking just about academic results. What they want is the whole package.”

So what are they like, these girls?

The most striking impression that a visitor has of SHS is of the sheer presence of the students. Given that there are a thousand of them on the site, that’s seems like a statement of the obvious, and it is quite difficult to explain except to say that the girls inhabit their space with confidence and a strong sense of ownership. In some schools, to be among a large number of students can be intimidating. The feeling at SHS is the precise opposite of that. 

Where do you start? Maybe with the first thing that struck me after meeting a dozen or so of them --  the unselfish and enthusiastic way in which they support each other. There were about twelve of them at our meeting, drawn from across the school, members of the group that put the written submission together. They sat in semicircle, and after only the briefest of awkward beginnings, there was no holding back their eagerness to speak about their school, their staff, and their fellow students. The generosity of spirit came across in so many ways. A girl would start to speak, hesitate, look around and receive encouraging nods. Another girl, clearly a star in her own right, would constantly mention the achievements of others. Yet another would pay tribute to the help she’d received from an older student when she started out in a new sport. 

This then leads on into a quality and understanding of teamwork that goes far beyond the “we know it’s supposed to be a good thing” lip service that’s so often paid to it. 

Hannah Davies explains, “We’re a tight community. When we go to a tournament as a school if one team loses we all give support, encouraging them for the next time, telling them to try hard and train for it.”  What that supportive spirit leads to is a willingness to have a go at new things – because the reaction to the newcomer is going to be positive and helpful. 


“I went down to athletics to see what was on, and I decided to try hurdles,” says Tory Wensley, a diminutive Year 8 girl. “Hannah taught me to do it.”

Then there’s Maddie Prokscha, who tells her story like this. After explaining that in her early years in school she wasn’t a very confident person, she goes on, “But I do like singing, so I entered a talent show. I was a bit scared because I hadn’t sung in public before. I won it, and all my year group were really supportive.”

Maddie went on from strength to strength, gaining in confidence and winning support to the extent where she’s been elected Deputy Head Girl by her peers. 

It’s worth dwelling on Maddie’s story because it demonstrates a much broader point about the the extent to which the school is able to release talent and capture a student’s emerging strengths. Maddie succeeded because –
· The ethos of the school meant she dared to sing in public. 

· There was a student-run talent show available. (You get the impression there’s actually always a student run talent show or event going on or in preparation.)

· Her offering was accepted and celebrated. 

· The musical opportunities were there to provide her with a continuing outlet for her singing. 

(How many Maddies are there in our schools? And are they all finding a path? Providing pathways to success is a feature of Go4it schools.)

Stories like this also show us what is a really impressive strength of the school – the amount of leadership shown by students in all aspects of school life. 

This is particularly visible at lunchtime, from netball coaching to “play buddies” in action on the junior playground. It’s very clear that any student, particularly in the senior years, who has a talent or a skill will soon be using it to the benefit of others. 
There’s also a mass of “self-generated” extra curricular groups – the ubiquitous talent shows, dance and gymnastics groups, drama groups, bands. In all of them, there are demands for teamwork skills and opportunities for leadership, and it all adds up to a distinct impression that these girls could quite well run the whole school unaided if all the staff failed to turn up one morning. 

That said, the girls really do appreciate their teachers. Jenny, in Year 10, clearly decided, towards the end of our meeting, that she couldn’t let the group break up without paying a tribute on everyone’s behalf. 

“The teachers will always help you. If you’re struggling you can to clinics.”

This then led Jenny Utting on to talk about the way the school celebrates success – and this, too, is a very strong feature of life at SHS. As well as the annual Prize Giving, there are celebration assemblies, and the school makes full use of its website and the local media. Importantly though, as Jenny points out, it’s not just a matter of celebrating what girls do in school. “It’s outside successes too – if you get a grade in something, or are involved in charity work, then everybody knows about it and we celebrate it.”

Charity work is extremely strong at SHS. There’s clearly a sense of “giving back” here, and using talent and opportunity to the benefit of others. One of the most remarkable stories – that of Emma McPhail, has, like so many of the others, resonances of deeper qualities within the school. 

Emma, for the “Service” section of her Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award, decided to work with the charity “Riding for the Disabled. “I could combine my passion for ponies with helping other young people to ride,” she explains in the school magazine. 

She quickly discovered there was a need for funds for an all-weather surface – “serious money”. She hit on the idea of writing and selling a children’s book, and so “Oliver, A very special pony” was written and – with the help of some generous sponsors – published and printed. With the help of media coverage, and, of course, Emma’s determination, the book sold an astonishing 10,000 copies, raising £10,000. 

Apart from illustrating the school’s involvement in the Duke of Edinburgh Award, so many personal and SHS qualities are on show here – awareness of the needs of others, the ability to capitalise on personal interest and talent, negotiating skill, the ability to talk to business people, determination to see a bit project through to success – you could go on. 

Final points
1. The “P” word. It’s not possible to admire a school like SHS, and enjoy its hospitality, without thinking of the many children and teachers you’ve met in other schools who would surely flourish in this privileged environment if they had the opportunity (although 20% of the girls receive financial assistance). To be fair, SHS has always been aware of this, not just by making links with neighbouring schools, but by aiming to bring the girls up to become socially aware and responsible adults. That the message comes through is apparent in the way the girls speak of their appreciation for their opportunities. Significantly, the task of putting together the Go4it submission very evidently heightened this awareness – “We didn’t realise that there was so much.”  Which leads to the second point.
2. The value of the Go4it process itself. Helen Thorneloe, the senior teacher who co-ordinated the submission, writes, “I think actually pulling together all the different aspects has helped to rationalise and celebrate all that we’re doing. It has been quite overwhelming to discover so much of about what we are doing and the wonderful abilities of the girls.”

The girls themselves endorse this. When they were first invited to contribute, and were given audit sheets listing the Go4it criteria, they all instantly saw the match between Go4it and what the school was already doing. Jenny says, “We thought, ‘this school has the right ethos, we’re just the right school for it.”

And Hannah, more succinctly but right to the point, says, “We took one look at the criteria and we said, “This is just so describing our school.”
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