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L unchtime at Royal 
Docks Academy in 
Newham, east 
London, is not only 

an opportunity for students 
from the school’s PMLD unit, 
of which I am head, to learn 
vital life skills around food 
and eating, but also a chance 
for them to catch up with 
their friends who learn in  
the mainstream.

As often as possible, in fact, 
young people from the PMLD 
unit – who could have Down’s 
syndrome, ASD, or be 
wheelchair users or blind – 
interact with their more able 
RDA peers; a change that 
was introduced when the 
school joined multi-academy 
Trust BMAT a year ago. 
Remembrance Day 2018 was 
particularly poignant, with 
the entire school, including 
PMLD students, gathered 
together to mark the occasion 
side by side. Students from 
both parts of the school also 
put on productions together 
each year.

And this is when you really 
realise the caring side of 
teenagers – the mainstream 
learners always make sure 
our students are a part of the 
school and will come to us 
and say they would like 
someone to come and sit with 
their friends. Some have even 
asked to learn sign language 
and so we are setting up an 
after-school club for them.

Our PMLD students know 
cognitively what is right and 
wrong. But, in this setting, 
they see how society expects 
us all to behave. When we go 

into the dining hall, for 
example, there are certain 
expectations. At a specialist 
school, there is not always 
that wider model, which can 
perhaps mean that behaviour 
that wouldn’t be acceptable 
generally might become 
normalised – although, of 
course, we always make 
adjustments for learners’ 
individual needs. 

Shared resources
Our PMLD unit – which is 
oversubscribed – serves 25 
students with varied special 
educational needs. Pupils are 
taught a personalised 
curriculum which gives every 
young person an opportunity 
to learn life skills, acquire 
meaningful knowledge, and 
experience the world beyond 
a classroom.

Educationally, we are very 
lucky, as we have access to 
resources in the mainstream 
school. I work closely with the 
science, art and D&T 
departments, where there is 
a wide range of resources and 
experts. In a specialist school 
setting, you tend to have 
primary school trained 
teachers, so you might not 
always have subject expertise 
in science or art to draw 
upon. Our students learn 
maths, science, English, 
humanities, RE; we do things 
that are safe, but exciting for 
them. In the unit itself, we 
have three classrooms, 
break-away areas for 
therapy, a life skills flat and a 
sensory room.

We don’t do it all alone, of 
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At Royal Docks Academy, enabling students with profound and 
multiple learning difficulties to live and learn alongside their 

mainstream peers is unlocking benefits for all, as Zama Shozi explains…

“We always strive  
   for excellence”
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