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There’s a certain 
amount of continuity 
by being part of the 
same family

Stephen Plume, Iceni Academy

More than ever, schools are being 
encouraged to work together to raise 
standards, attract high-quality lead-
ers and save money.

Most examples locally have seen 
groups of  primary schools form 
federations under a singe head, or 
join academy trusts, but twice in 
recent years Norfolk schools have 
tried something more unusual: a 
single, all-through institution for 
children aged four to 16 or 18.

Hockwold and Methwold School, 
now Iceni Academy, was the first, 
formed when Hockwold Primary and 
Methwold High combined in 2011. 
Litcham School followed a year later, 
when the village’s primary and 

secondary schools became one.
Stephen Plume, vice-principal of  

Iceni, said: “There are big advan-
tages. There’s a certain amount of  
continuity by being part of  the same 
family, and there are common areas 
in terms of  leadership.”

For pupils, the most cited benefit is 
easing pupils’ transition from 
primary school to high school. It can 
be a time of  stress, and many schools 
see a dip in children’s results.

Talking to Litcham pupils who 
moved from the primary to second-
ary phase last summer, it seems clear 
that familiarity with the older pupils 

made the thought of  going to high 
school less scary. It also avoided a 
definitive break with the primary 
school they were familiar with.

For staff, the all-through model let 
them extend their professional expe-
riences, and Mr Plume said the 
opportunity to teach young children, 
a group “very different” from the 
GCSE pupils he was used to, was one 
reason for joining the school.

Both Iceni and Litcham plan to 
increase the number of  staff  who 
teach in both phases.

Dave Simington, head of  Litcham’s 
primary phase, said training oppor-
tunities at an all-through school were 
“astonishingly good”.

“Most primary schools struggle 
with subject leadership, but it blos-
soms here”, he said. “Standards of  
achievement have risen right the way 
across the school. It’s not just Year 6. 
It’s risen in reception and Year 1 and 
2. I think it’s because of  the whole 
collegiate approach we have 
adopted.”

Jim Adams, overall head of  
Litcham School, said insights gained 
in one phase can be adapted by 
colleagues in the other, with staff  in 
his primary phase telling colleagues 
about their use of  questioning in the 
classroom, and how they differenti-
ate the work they give pupils in 
mixed ability classes.

The financial benefits of  all-
through schools are less clear-cut.

When Litcham School was created, 
then-head Jeremy Nicholls said it 
would help it cope with dwindling 
resources, but while Litcham and 
Iceni have both saved money through 
procurement and economies of  scale, 
this has been countered by the loss of  
one of  the lump sums that individual 
schools receive as part of  their 
government funding.

There are other challenges. The 
two phases at Iceni and Litcham 
remain on different sites – in differ-
ent villages, in Iceni’s case.

Mr Adams recognises “friendly 
rivalry” between the two phases, and 
sometimes “a little bit of  tension”, 
but said he now saw less of  this.

And while the transition from 
primary to secondary is easier for 
pupils within an all-through school, 
does it leave those who join the 
secondary phase from other schools 
at a comparative disadvantage?

“It’s a fair point,” Mr Adams said. 
“I think there’s no question students 
in the primary phase have an advan-
tage over pupils who go to other 
primary schools, because they do not 
have that experience of  all-through.”

However, he said Litcham was this 
year broadening its early transition, 
where Year 6 pupils join the second-
ary phase in July, to include all 
primary schools. For him, values 
have to be the motivation for schools 
considering the all-through option.

“They need to talk about what they 
are trying to achieve,” he said. “If  it’s 
purely for financial reasons, it does 
not work. If  it’s a philosophy and a 
value, then it’s absolutely worth 
doing. In terms of  finance, we have 
probably not saved an awful lot, if  
anything, but we have gained really 
rapid improvement in standards and 
sharing best practice, and making 
sure the children have that 
continuity.”

Benefits such as economies of  
scale, cross-phase training, and 
easing the high school transition  
are not unique to all-through  
schools, and can be delivered in 
different ways but federations, clus-

ters or academy chains.
For Mr Adams, the disappointment 

is that no other schools have visited 
Litcham to learn about its 
experience.

 � Do you have an education story? 
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All-through 
schools give a 
different option 
for the future

 � Litcham School pupils Alfie Langham, Hannah Knights, Jasmine Waters, Ellie Barratt, Tamika Gill and Teegan Brabant with 
headteacher Jim Adams, centre.   Picture: MATTHEW USHER

Norfolk’s schools are 
being urged to form 
new relationships to 
secure their futures. 
Education 
correspondent 
MARTIN GEORGE 
visits two that chose a 
route less travelled.

All-through schools: the view from Norfolk County Council
For Gordon Boyd, assistant 
director of  children’s services 
at Norfolk County Council, 
all-through schools are “an 
attractive model in the right 
circumstances”.
The future of  the county’s 
small primary schools has 
come under increasing 
scrutiny, as the council cited 
research claiming that, on 
average, their pupils achieve 
worse results than in their 
larger counterparts.
Its preferred solution is 
for small schools to join 
wider organisations, such as 
federations or academy chains. 
In the past year, four small 
schools have also closed, or are 
in that process.

 � Is the formation of  all-
through schools an alternative?

For Mr Boyd, it is not 
something the council has pro-
actively recommended, and is 
unlikely to do so. The initiative 
would have to come from the 
governors.
He said: “It really needs the 

is not the transition at 11.”
For him, the big difficulty is 
“you are asking to combine 
primary specialism and 
secondary specialism without 
any dilution, and that’s a 
difficult thing to do”.

 � Will we see more all-through 
schools in Norfolk over the 
next five or 10 years?
Mr Boyd said he “can’t see any 
reason why we could not”, but 
added that the first priority 
was making sure the very 
small schools were all linked to 
larger formal structures.
He added that, if  there was a 
possibility of  joining forces 
with a local secondary school, 
the council we would be 
very keen to support it, and 
help governors examine the 
possibilities.

 � Gordon Boyd 
says all-through 
schools can be a 
good idea in the 
right 
circumstances.

local circumstances to be 
right. The fact is that [Litcham 
and Iceni] are making positive 
progress, and they have made 
some of  it by becoming an 
all-through school, with the 
obvious advantage that there 

Litcham pupils’ views

Tamika Gill, 12: “It was 
quite nice 
because I got 
to interact 
with older 
children 
so when I 
got to high 
school I felt 
safe around 
them.”

Teegan 
Brabant, 12: 
“Some kids 
you already 
know 
before you 
come up, 
and they 
were a 
lot older 
than you. 
If  you got 
bullied, 
you could 
go to them 
for help.”

Hannah 
Knights, 
12: “We 
got to 
know some 
of  the 
teachers 
so, when 
we went 
up, you 
can talk to 
them if  you 
have got something wrong.”

Most primary 
schools struggle with 
subject leadership, but 
it blossoms here. 
Standards of 
achievement have risen 
right the way across the 
school. 

Dave Simington 
Head of Litcham’s primary phase


