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Remembering life 
before lockdown... 

You might think life in our schools bears little 

resemblance to the days before Coronavirus struck  

the world. 

But, look hard enough and you can still see the 

outstanding traits of BMAT shining through – teachers 

going above and beyond to support and guide the 

children in their care, barriers to learning being 

shattered as we strive to provide education both in our 

schools and to those children still learning from home, 

and parents and teachers working closer together than 

ever before for the good of our young people. BMAT 

children are still achieving amazing things. 

In this issue of Latitude, we remember life before 

lockdown in the spring term. We also look at how our 

schools rallied in that first month of lockdown to 

continue to support our families. 

While life is a long way off of the one we knew before 

the crisis, we still have much to celebrate and share.
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The spring term was one we will never 
forget. We were happily moving 
through the year, giving our children a 
wealth of opportunities and 
experiences to broaden their 
knowledge and raise their aspirations. 
Then, at the end of March, we were 
given sudden notice to close all of our 
schools to the majority of children due 
to the outbreak of Coronavirus. 

From that moment, our outstanding school communities - including 
headteachers, teachers, teaching assistants, catering and site teams, 
support staff, governors, parents and, of course, children - rallied to ensure 
our families were not only safe, but able to access education from home. 

As a Trust, we provided free school meals and technology to those who 
would otherwise have gone without. Our staff volunteered in their 

droves, putting students first, coming in to school to take care of the 
most vulnerable children and those of key worker parents.  

As with all schools up and down the country, we were faced with barriers 
we had never met before. But, as with every other barrier our resilient 
children have ever come up against, we found new ways to overcome 
them together. 

This issue of Latitude is a reminder of the very many wonderful 
things our schools and children were achieving in the spring term 
before lockdown and how they began to take on their biggest 
challenge yet.  

We hope this acts as a way of refocusing on the life we are working so 
hard to return to, as soon as it is safe to do so. 

Thank you for your ongoing support. 

Helena Mills CBE 
BMAT CEO
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BMAT CEO “top 50 
most influential 
in Essex” 

A list of Essex’s top 50 most influential people in 
Essex in the last decade includes BMAT CEO Helena 
Mills CBE. 

Online news channel Essex Live put together the list 
of “local heroes and famous celebrities” who have 
made an impact in the last decade. 

Ms Mills oversees the running of primary and 
secondary schools in Harlow, Epping and Stansted 
in Essex, having turned around the fortunes of the 
once failing Burnt Mill Academy in Harlow – now an 
oversubscribed school classified as Outstanding by 
Ofsted – ten years ago. 

Ms Mills was noted for her role as National Leader 
of Education, through which she supports other 
schools nationally, and her CBE, awarded in the 
Queen’s Birthday Honors in 2017 for her services  
to education. 

Journalist Elliot Hawkins, of Essex Live, put 
together the list and said: “I thought Helena stood 
out because of her role in education.  

“I wanted to make sure she made the list because of 
the important impact she seems to have made on 
education services in Essex.” 

Others mentioned in the list include billionaire 
businessman Lord Alan Sugar, Secretary of State for 
the Home Department Priti Patel, rock singer Sir 
Rod Stewart and TV personality Rylan Clark-Neal.

Welcome... 



At the end of March, schools were forced to partially close due to the Coronavirus pandemic.  
BMAT schools remained open for children of key workers, while the rest of our pupils and colleagues 
got used to a new normal – home learning via online resources. Here are just a few examples of how 
BMAT coped in the first month of the Coronavirus lockdown…

School awarded for staff care 
Sir Frederick Gibberd College has received the Teach Well School 
Gold Award: Corona Virus Pandemic for taking care of the physical 
and mental health of staff. 

Headteacher Dee Conlon said: “During the school closures, it has 
been important to think about safeguarding our staff and to look 
after their mental health and wellbeing. 

“They are adults and understand much better what is going on  
and are able to control their emotions much better and make  
sense of things.  

“But, ultimately, we have to look after the mental health of our 

adults especially as they are also feeling isolated 
and are out of their routine. Those of us going into 
school still have some interaction, but if you are 
at home you are missing that human connection. 

“They all have my mobile number and know if 
they need anything – a chat or shopping 
delivered – I am here for them.” 

The gold award, from the Teach Well Alliance, is for the work that is 
happening on top of the previous work carried out by the school to 
reduce teacher workload.

Hundreds of safety visors to protect NHS 
workers have been produced by BMAT STEM 
Academy. 

The school, with its business focus, has close 
links with industry which act as sponsors of the 
school, including Princess Alexandra Hospital. 
By way of giving back, the school has produced 
450 protective visors for those on the frontline 

dealing with the Coronavirus. 

Assistant headteacher Dave Ramsey, who produced the visors using 
the school’s computer-aided design (CAD) software and laser cutter 
machine, said: “Princess Alexandra Hospital are one of our big 
sponsors and do so much for us, so it is nice to be able to give 

something back to them. Because of the 
kind of school we are - working with 
chemicals, metals, plastic and wood - 
we teach students all the time about 
PPE, so this links directly with our 
curriculum. By staying at the front of the advancement in 
technology, we have been able to offer our help in this way.” 

The school liaised with its contacts at Princess Alexandra Hospital 
to ensure the visors – which cost £1 each to make - reached those  
on the frontline. 

• Join BMAT STEM Academy in  
Year 10 or 12 this September.  
See back page.

Engineering expertise to help NHS partners

THE CORONAVIRUS LOCKDOWN...

PMLD students supported by highly trained teachers 
Young people with profound and multiple learning 
difficulties (PMLD) are being supported at home by 
their highly trained teachers. 

The majority of the 26 students at the Designated 
Resource Provision at Royal Docks Academy are 
staying home through the Coronavirus pandemic 
due to their health conditions. 

Their four teachers and 15 support staff are 
trained to not only handle their personal care and 
behaviour, but to help them to learn and achieve 
their potential. 

Zama Shozi, head of the PMLD unit, said: “Our 
children have underlying health conditions and 
severe behaviour difficulties, so we have to make 
sure they are safe and that all of those areas are 
covered. Their parents would love them to 
continue coming to school, but they have 

respiratory problems and so that is not possible 
right now. 

“We are supporting our families, making regular 
phone calls to make sure they are coping. We are 
in contact with social care and the NHS who work 
in the community to ensure the needs of our 
children are still being met. We are also speaking 
with local pharmacies to make sure they do not 
run out of medication. They are the sort of things 
they would be accessing while in school.” 

The unit is putting suggestions on its website for fun 
and stimulating activities students can do at home. 

Mrs Shozi said: “Our parents will realise how 
capable their children are. I am hoping this time 
will see them realise how engaged they are and 
how much they are able to be a part of what is 
happening in their family home.”

More than 6,000 pieces of much-needed personal protection 
equipment (PPE) were donated to the NHS by BMAT. 

Doctors and nurses on the frontline tackling the Coronavirus 
infection have been urgently calling for extra PPE to help them to 
stay safe while they carry out their vital work. The Trust stripped 
each of its school science, food technology and design and 
technology classes of their PPE stocks to support the medical work. 

We donated more than 6,000 gloves, 
hazmat suits, safety goggles, visors,  
plastic aprons and shoe covers to the 
NHS via a government co-ordinated hub. 

Lucia Glynn, BMAT head of operations, said: “We felt it was our 
duty to get as much PPE to those working on the frontline as we 
could, so we have taken every last item from our 11 schools.”



DJ Sonny hosts virtual parties
Weekly virtual discos hosted by DJ Sonny 
Tyler helped to keep classmates’ spirits up. 

Keen to put smiles on the faces of his 
friends at Freshwaters Primary Academy, 
Sonny asked his DJ dad to teach him the 
ropes. The Year 2 pupil quickly picked up 
the skill and instantly launched a weekly 
online disco. 

Proud mum Katy, learning mentor at Sir 
Frederick Gibberd College, said: “Sonny 
wanted to host a party for his friends at 
Freshwaters. My husband showed him how 
to queue the songs up and what buttons to 
press and we put together a poster for him. 

“About 87 people watched on and joined 
in. We had other parents sharing videos of 
their children dancing in their living 
rooms. He dedicated his last song to his 
school friends and told them to stay safe. 
He absolutely loved it. 

“Sonny is very giving. He wanted to make 
his friends smile as he misses them. I am 
really proud of him.” 

Parents of children at Freshwaters are 
being urged to rediscover their forgotten 
hobbies and hidden talents to share with 
their children during the Coronavirus 
shutdown.

Three boys have developed their sewing skills to help those in need. 

Students at Forest Hall School are being encouraged to not only study 
English and maths during the school shutdown, but to find creative 
hobbies they enjoy. 

Ollie and Leo Kiernan, Year 8, had been taught to sew at school. Now, 
the twins are bringing joy to older people by making and gifting 
calming lavender bags. 

Proud mum Lynsey said: “A friend works 
at a care home and said they were trying 
to keep residents happy and entertained 
while they are not allowed visitors. The 
children felt it would be a brilliant idea 
to give them lavender bags. I am so 
proud of them. For them to want to do 
this for those who are missing their 
families so much is a lovely thing to do.” 

The boys left the bags on the doorstep of 
Mountfitchet House Care Home and 
waved at residents through the window. 
Year 10 student Morgan Ingram has also 
got creative while the school is closed, 
making drawstring bags for nurses to take their uniforms home in and 
put straight in the washing machine to avoid spreading the virus. 

Mum Tanya, chair of the school’s PTA, said: “I saw an appeal on social 
media for people who could sew to help make these drawstring bags. 
So, I started making them and Morgan asked whether he could help. 
He studied textiles at school and so knew how to use the sewing 
machine. It makes me very proud. It is nice to see children doing 
selfless things like this.” 

The bags have been shared around doctors’ surgeries, community 
carers, paramedics, Princess Alexandra Hospital nurses and Herts and 
Essex Hospital.

The mental health of young people is being protected during the 
shutdown by a whole team of experts put together by their school. 

Burnt Mill Academy has a pastoral and safeguarding team respon-
sible for ensuring young people at the school are safe and cared for. 

While the school is closed due to the Coronavirus pandemic, the 
team is having to find new ways of ensuring those children and their 
families receive the same level of support remotely. 

Rachel Fletcher, designated safeguarding lead, said: “The impact on 
young people’s mental health is the biggest concern at this time. 
Nobody has got the answers for them; nobody knows how long this 
might go on for. But, we have a strong pastoral team who have built 

good relationships with the children and so they know they can 
email us to ask for help.” 

Students have direct access to not only staff within the school with 
specialist roles, but external counsellors and nurses who are now 
working with them over the phone instead of face to face. 

Mrs Fletcher said: “The day before the school closed, we went into 
every class and gave each student a contact card for the NSPCC, 
Childline and Kooth, the online mental health service. We made sure 
every child knew where to turn if they needed help. We made sure 
they were aware that while we are in very strange times, we are still 
about and that they can contact us if they need to.” 

Sewing skills developed to support community

THE CORONAVIRUS LOCKDOWN...

Team of experts safeguard students 

-

A teenager is occupying his free time at home 
during the school closures by launching his own 
business. 

Creative James Ship learnt leather craft 18 
months ago as a hobby.  

Now, his handmade rustic leather wallets – 
made in a workshop in his bedroom - are for 
sale on online craft website Etsy. 

The Year 9 student at Forest Hall School said:  
“I do not like the prospect of working in an 

office, so in the future I will most likely go into 
design or something else creative.  

“I studied engineering at school this year and 
that has helped me a lot with designing my 
wallets and marketing them. I have got some 
really inspirational teachers.” 

Money raised from the business, named Chester 
and Thompson after his nan’s beloved cats, will 
be reinvested into tools and materials, as well 
as being donated to the NHS. 

Business launched during pandemic



Children get clone of their school teacher 
Wouldn’t it be great if every child had their very own teacher at home during the 
Coronavirus shutdown? 

One BMAT teacher believes he has found the way – by cloning himself! Enzo Vullo, Reception 
class teacher at Roydon Primary Academy, has found exciting ways to capture the attention 
and imagination of his young pupils during the shutdown. 

Mr Vullo has recorded a series of videos showing him attempting to clone himself by using a 
‘clone master’ machine he purchased from the internet.  

The first video, released daily to the children in his class, explains that to solve the issue of 
them not having a teacher at home, he has decided to try and clone himself.  

He told them, however, the first attempt failed as he was too small, the second failed as the 
clone was back to front, but the third attempt resulted in him being able to successfully 
clone himself in his garden shed. The series of videos is posted alongside the daily 
interactive phonics, writing and maths lessons online he also creates, so pupils can follow his 
lively lessons from the safety of their own front rooms. 

Headteacher Michael Clark said: “We are incredibly lucky to have Mr Vullo. His dedication to 
the children and both their academic progression and personal wellbeing is second to none. 
He is making a difficult time for children of such a young age so much easier.” 

Follow the lessons at https://mrvullo742939249.wordpress.com/ 

Teachers host daily online story time 
Children are getting to enjoy daily story time 
sessions with their teachers from the comfort of 
their own homes. 

At Cooks Spinney Primary Academy, teachers 
launched the Spinney Stories website, featuring 
stories read by the school’s teachers. 

Teachers have recorded stories, poems, rhymes, 
novel chapters and extracts suitable for children 
of all ages. Pupils are being challenged to guess 
which teacher is reading the story of the day. 

Headteacher Neil Stirrat said: “We want our 
children to still feel they are in contact with their 
school and for them to hear from their teachers 

as they read their favourite stories. Teachers are 
using it as an opportunity to say hello to the 
children and to tell them they are missing them. It 
has been really nice for everyone. 

“We are, of course, encouraging everyone to read 
at home during the school closure. We have 
launched the site now because of Coronavirus, 
but it is something we will build on when we are 
all back at school and invite children to get 
involved by recording their own stories to share.” 

Teachers are also posting videos of themselves 
reading on the school’s Facebook page. 

Visit spinneystories.com

Creative teachers are setting up fun 
educational activities for children to join in 
with from home. 
Magna Carta Primary Academy is using 
education app ClassDojo to communicate 
with its families and to inspire pupils. 
A book club has been launched, with children 
urged to join in with reading the same free e-
book from Oxford Owl together over a period 
of two weeks. 
Readers are encouraged to discuss the book 
and share their comments on ClassDojo. 
Science experiments that can be carried out 
safely at home are also being set as part of 

the new Snap, Crackle and Pop project every 
two weeks. 

Headteacher Marios Solomonides said: 
“Teachers have been putting all sorts of ideas 
on ClassDojo for our children and families to 
get involved with. 

“We want our children to know we have not 
forgotten about them and that we care about 
them. They have been so happy to talk to us 
and to tell us what they have been doing. It is 
lovely and makes it all a little bit more normal 
for them. We are trying to make children still 
feel a part of the school and their class and 
thinking of ways to motivate them.”

THE CORONAVIRUS LOCKDOWN...

Book club and science experiments at home



Students said a sudden goodbye to their classmates and school 
as Coronavirus brought an abrupt end to their studies. 

With weeks of the school year left, Year 13 students from Epping 
St John’s Church of England School Sixth Form will not only now 
miss out on taking their A-level exams this summer, but also 
planned trips and celebrations. The sixth form prom was 
rearranged for September and teachers rallied to give students 
the best send-off they could under the circumstances. 

Flora Christofi, head of sixth form, said: “We managed to put 
together a sixth form leavers assembly and a pizza party for 
students in their common room on the last day. 

“It was a realisation for students that their time at Epping St 
John’s had come to an abrupt and unexpected end. Some have 
been with us for seven years and so they were not prepared to 
say goodbye. It was an emotional last day. However, being 
together and celebrating for the last time definitely gave them 
comfort and positivity when thinking about the future.”

Supporting NHS worker mum
The young daughter of a frontline NHS worker is doing all she can 
to support her mum during the Coronavirus pandemic. 

Kirsty Bramble is a healthcare assistant at Princess Alexandra 
Hospital, in Harlow. She is working on the frontline, holding the 

hands of those suffering with 
Covid19 as they recover or lose 
their battle against the illness 
away from their loved ones. 

Emma-Leigh Batten, Year 6 pupil 
at Freshwaters Primary 
Academy, ensures her mum has a 
bubble bath, a hot drink and a 
meal to come home to after her 
tough shifts. 

She has also produced a piece of 
artwork to go on display at the 
hospital and is making 
headbands to help protect 
hospital workers’ ears from the 

protective masks they are 
having to wear. 

Mrs Bramble said: “I’m so 
proud of Emma-Leigh. I could 
not ask for a more caring, kind 
and compassionate daughter. 
She has not asked for anything 
in return. 

“She said she wanted to do 
something to help; she even 
asked if she could come to 
work with me. Instead, I said 
about the headbands as the 
PPE hurts our ears; when I get 
home, it still feels like I’m wearing the mask on my face.  

“She is making a huge amount of difference to myself and my 
colleagues. They are so happy when I turn up with her headbands; 
I’ve even had people from other departments come looking for me 
as they have heard about what my daughter is doing for us.” 

A perfect time to make memories 
Families are being encouraged to 
make memories during the 
unprecedented closure of schools. 

For the last couple of years, Little 
Parndon Primary Academy has been 
encouraging children to complete 
tasks to give them a wealth of 
knowledge and experiences before 
they start secondary school. 

The Community Values Passport was set up to open the door to new 
life experiences, urging children to jump in puddles, tie their own 
shoe laces, raise money for charity, go pond-dipping, den building 
and search for bugs, among other things. With schools closed and 
families forced to stay at home, headteacher Mark Evans is hopeful 
his pupils will use the time to enjoy traditional pastimes. 

He said: “Our message to parents is not to stress about schoolwork. 
We are giving them resources and setting work, but we do not 
want them to stress about it. We are saying to not just do what we 
are suggesting, but get out in the garden and learn to juggle or 
snuggle under a blanket and read a book or put on a performance.  

“We want our families to try to create memories as a family. We 
want to keep our children happy as the ultimate objective right 
now. This is a once in a generation event and rather than it being a 
negative experience, we want to try and make positive memories 
and teach our children life skills.”

Sixth form say sudden goodbye

THE CORONAVIRUS LOCKDOWN...

Thank you…to our NHS volunteers
Colleagues from across BMAT are using their time away from school to support the NHS by volunteering. 

Thank you to all those who have put themselves on the frontline, including… 

Jen Pearce, Cooks Spinney Primary Academy  •  Dean Beaumont, Cooks Spinney Primary Academy 

Phil Ellard, Burnt Mill Academy  •  Cristin Casey, BMAT  •  Kayleigh Trainor, Forest Hall School  •  Paul Conlon, Forest Hall School



“We are almost there!” 

The head of a school on a journey of improvement has spoken 
about the two years of changes and achievements since it  
joined BMAT. A plan of action was outlined for the transformation 
of Royal Docks Academy when it officially joined BMAT in  
January 2018. 

The mission was outlined to staff about what was to be achieved by 
this year, 2020. Executive headteacher John Blaney said that 
although there is still some way to go on the journey, many of the 
goals set have been reached. 

He said: “We are almost there. We have just revisited 
the plan with staff to see where we are up to. We 
have still got some work to do, but we have 
benefited from the support of the Trust and 
movement within the organisation of experienced 
teachers and leaders who know what Outstanding 
looks like. We are now a school of choice in the area.” 

Year 11 students now work to an extended school day – between 
7.45am and 5pm – and attend revision sessions on Saturdays. 

A new curriculum was introduced and is being reviewed and 
developed in line with BMAT’s educational developments. 

 

Anxious and depressed young people are getting professional 
support as their school teams up with the NHS and Department for 
Education (DfE). 

Burnt Mill Academy is part of the DfE and NHS funded Mental 
Health Trailblazer project. 

It means two attached mental health workers, fully trained by the 
Anna Freud Centre in London, will hold weekly individual and group 
sessions at the school to support anxiety, low mood and depression.  

Staff at the school will be trained to ensure there is a holistic 
approach to mental health and parents will be given support. 

Sarah Hardy, designated safeguarding lead, said: “This is fantastic. 

“We will be able to reach out to those students who acknowledge 
they need support for their problems around low mood and anxiety. 
It is an early intervention to prevent students getting to crisis point 
by the time they reach Year 11. 

“They will be able to look at exam stress and self-esteem and learn 
strategies to help them to manage difficult situations. They will be 
exposed to the situations that make them anxious and discuss how 
they feel and how they can move forwards.” 

The project will last for two years. 

The school already offers counselling to those who need more high-
level support. 

Up until the Coronavirus shutdown at the end of March, BMAT schools were operating 
as normal, giving young people a wealth of opportunities. The next few pages give a 
flavour of life in our schools in 2020 before shutdown...

THE CORONAVIRUS LOCKDOWN...

Professional support for anxiety and depression 

Students will benefit from a six-figure 
investment in their school’s facilities. 

BMAT STEM Academy has seen a raft of 
improvements to its building, thanks to a 
£510,000 capital grant from the 
Department for Education. 

A brand-new kitchen has been installed, as 
well as a sixth form study area, sixth form 
common room, careers office, extra engineering classrooms created 
from larger teaching spaces and break-out spaces remodelled to 
provide dining space and additional presentation halls. 

The school has also installed new security doors at reception and 
installed 12 benches outside to encourage students to get fresh air 
during their breaks. 

Teenagers are now eating a healthy diet thanks to the installation of 
the brand-new kitchen. Year 10 and 11 students were given 

responsibility for taste testing a range of 
food options before a menu was drawn up 
for the new facility. 

They chose a selection that includes fruit, 
salad, yoghurt pots and toast for breakfast 
– not available previously. 

Since the school opened in September 
2018, food has been provided by the 

catering team at neighbouring Burnt Mill Academy. Two jobs have 
been created, with the school now having s its own dedicated team 
of caterers able to provide a wider range of fresh meals on site.  

Head of school Dustin Schuyler said: “The feedback is that the 
building feels more like a school now, which is a nice thing to hear. 
Our parents love the professionalism of the school setting.” 

The unique school’s sixth form opens in September.  
Visit www.bmatsix.org

£510,000 investment in school building

Pupils at Roydon Primary Academy have spent the last 
year indulging in maths while having fun as part of the 
Times Tables Rock Stars scheme. 

The programme gives children daily times tables 
practice to boost their recall speed. They are 
encouraged to play the online app as often as 
possible, both in school and at home, to improve their 
multiplication tables knowledge. Every week, the 
school holds battle of the bands competitions where 
classmates compete against each other to earn points. 
There have also been boys versus girls competitions, 

pupils versus teachers contests, live battles in assembly 
and the school took part in a national competition for 
Maths Week in November. 

Matt Girvan, maths co-ordinator, said: “Some children 
are now able to answer questions in less than a second 
and some are answering 10,000 answers correctly 
within a week - the impact has been incredible. 

“Children who were once anxious and lacked 
confidence in times tables are now showing a much 
more positive attitude towards maths in general 
which, as maths lead, is the perfect reward.”

Mathematicians rock times tables – literally 



The number of sixth formers looking to study in Epping has doubled  
this year. 

Applications for places at the Epping St John’s Church of England Sixth 
Form have leaped for September 2020. 

For the fourth year running, the number of students looking to join Year 7 
at the school this year has also risen – meaning the school is now full, with 
a long waiting list. 

Head of school Mike Yerosimou said: “Looking at all the wonderful things 
going on at Epping St John’s, I suppose it is little wonder that slowly and 
surely we are becoming the preferred school for our community.  

“This is a drum I have banged for many years and will continue to do so. I 
know I sound like a broken record, but I make no apologies for repeating: 
Epping is a wonderful community. It deserves an exceptional secondary 
school at the heart of all that happens.”

A school has been awarded for its work to support young people 
who care for relatives at home. 

Sir Frederick Gibberd College has been given a bronze Young 
Carers in Schools Award for its work to make sure students do not 
miss out on education because they are young carers. 

The Young Carers in Schools programme helps primary and 
secondary schools to improve outcomes for young carers and 
celebrates good practice. 

A young carer is someone under the age of 18 who helps to look 
after a relative with a disability, illness, mental health condition 
or drug or alcohol problem, or younger sibling. 

Katy Tyler, learning mentor, underwent training to ensure any 
young person at the school who is acting as a young carer can be 
given the help and support they need. 

She said: “We have worked hard to secure our bronze award. The 
assessors were so impressed with the work we are doing, they have 
encouraged us to now go for the silver award. 

“At Sir Frederick, we have educated staff on what young carers 
are, so they know what they are looking out for, as it is not always 

obvious which young people are caring 
for others. We have created notice 
boards for staff and students to share 
information about young carers, started 
a lunchtime drop-in session once a week 
to give young carers an opportunity to 
take time out and be just children for a while and we have set up 
an email address so they can contact me with any concerns they 
may have.” 

With schools now closed due to the Coronavirus, the school is 
making regular phone calls to ensure its young carers are coping 
at home. 

Mrs Tyler said: “I am calling our children every other day to have a 
chat with them. We are talking about anything and everything, 
even just the weather to give them something other than their 
caring role to think about for half an hour or an hour. They cannot 
get a break at the moment, so our phone and video calls are 
really important to them. 

“Our young carers are under even more pressure at the moment 
without the break of school.”

There is a new panel of judges in town as pupils work to improve 
their handwriting. 

Pupils at Cooks Spinney Primary Academy have been appointed 
as Pen Factor judges. 
Until now, teachers have looked out for the five qualifying traits of 
pupils’ writing before giving permission for them to work in pen. 
They are – writing on the line, join letters correctly, use  
correct finger spaces, letters the correct size and writing  

clear enough for others to read. 

Now, Year 6 pupils have been trained to review their peers’ books 
before deciding who has achieved the required writing standard 
to secure their pen licence. 

Headteacher Neil Stirrat said: “On Wednesday lunchtimes, those 
who feel they have achieved those five things take their books to 
the Pen Factor judges for a decision. There is always a queue at 
the door. 

“We want to give children ownership of the presentation of their 
books and handwriting. It is no longer decided by the teachers; 
instead, children are self-regulating their learning. 

“It is helping to promote handwriting across the school. Pupils are 
taking the feedback and tips for improvement on board from their 
peers and Year 6 are stepping up the quality of their handwriting 
to lead by example. They are taking their role extremely seriously 
and have already improved standards.  

“It is adding a bit more excitement. It is great.” 

Those given their pen licence are given penalty points if their 
standard slips. Three points and the licence can be taken away 
until the standard improves again.

Support of young carers recognised

Sixth form  
applications double 

Move over Simon Cowell!



Super students are making the most of their spare time – by doing 
extra study at school. 

Year 7 students at Forest Hall School are giving up part of their 
weekend to attend Super Saturday sessions.  

The extra lessons enable the youngest students to get additional 
support in English and maths where needed. 

The three-week programme will give every student in the year group 
an opportunity to brush up on their core subjects to ensure they are in 
the best position to take on their GCSE courses in Year 9. 

Kayleigh Trainor, assistant head, said: “It is wonderful to see the 
Super Saturday programme in action.  

“Teachers planned the sessions to ensure we are continuing to 
challenge and support students with their learning. They are taking 
part in activities to develop their numeracy and literacy skills, to 
build their confidence in those subjects and to develop key skills 
ready for them to take on their GCSEs.  

“Our students have grown in confidence in both their literacy and 
numeracy and this is reflected in their classwork. They have loved it 
and attendance has been amazing.”

Proud pupils exhibit homework 

An exhibition has been launched to share the work produced by 
children and their families. 

Every term, pupils at Roydon Primary Academy 
are set the optional task of producing an 
extended piece of homework from a list of 16 
tasks. The idea is to get families working on a 
project together at home to involve parents in 
their children’s learning. 

Headteacher Michael Clark said: “The projects 
range from English and maths to PE, food, 
languages and design and technology.  

“We are getting so many wonderful pieces of 

homework brought into school, we felt we should do more to 
celebrate them.  

“Now, every half term, we will hold a project work exhibition, with 
every class having a table in the hall to display 
their work. Each class will have a time slot to 
have a look around, before inviting their 
parents in after school to have a look. 

“We are getting parents involved in their 
child’s curriculum. By working with their 
parents at home, children are thinking about a 
topic, researching it and talking to an adult 
about it. 

“The exhibition is about celebrating the 
amazing things they are achieving together.”

School commits to helping community 

Every class at Freshwaters Primary Academy has appointed an eco rep 
to keep the school as environmentally friendly as possible. 

They ensure lights are switched off and recycling bins are used to keep 
the environment at the forefront of everyone’s minds. 

The group have also signed up to take part in The Great British Spring 
Clean to tidy up their community. As a result, they will receive a £100 
donation which they will invest in recycling bins for the playground. 

Headteacher Jackie Diggle said: “Our new eco reps have met for the 
first time to discuss what they can do to make improvements around 
the school. 

“We are working on being good global citizens. We all know about 
global warming and need our children to be fully aware of it. We watch 

Newsround with the pupils, so they are aware of what is happening, 
but by tackling it head-on in school they have an even greater 
awareness when it is being discussed around them. 

“It is great for us to save money as a school, of course, but it is the 
global awareness aspect of this work that we are really keen about. 
What we are doing here is vital as we 
are making a difference to the world 
and the future. 

“It is so important to give our  
children the knowledge as the future 
is in their hands.” 

Pupils have made bracelets to sell  
to raise funds for the World  
Wildlife Fund.

Saturday school is super 

Creative students have been wowed by 
seeing their artwork displayed in 
Antarctica. 

Year 7 and 8 students from Epping St 
John’s Church of England School 
submitted their pieces of work to a flag 
design competition to celebrate 
Antarctica Day. 

The British Antarctic Survey chose the four pieces of work from the 
worldwide competition to be taken to Antarctica by its researchers. 

To show students the journey their work had taken, researchers sent 
back a set of photographs of the art 
on display in the middle of the 
Antarctica. 

Faye Clarke, head of geography, said: 
“This was a worldwide competition 
and not all pieces of work get taken to 
Antarctica, so we have been very lucky. 

“I had no idea how special the photos 

were going to be. It is incredible to see 
that a little bit of Epping St John’s has 
reached all the way to Antarctica.  

“Students love learning about 
Antarctica as it is a completely 
contrasting environment from our own. 
They have learnt how we are putting 
Antarctica at risk through contributing 

to climate change, but as a result of these photos I think they are more 
aware than ever that we have a responsibility to protect it.  

“The photos have made them realise it’s not just somewhere they learn 
about, see on documentaries or hear 
about in the media; it is a real place, with 
real wildlife that is at risk.” 

The flags were photographed at Rothera 
research station, the largest British 
Antarctic facility which is a centre for 
biological research and a hub for 
supporting deep-field and air operations. 

Displaying our artwork – in Antarctica! 



Rare Cambridge invite for teenagers 

Two teenagers among just 250 in the 
country to be invited to take part in a 
conference at Cambridge University 
have been left disappointed. 

Emily Humeniuk and Sybil Asa, Year 12 
students from Epping St John’s Church 
of England School Sixth Form were 
accepted on to the Cambridge Sixth 
Form Law Conference. But, as a result 

of the Coronavirus outbreak, the event was cancelled. 

Emily, studying English literature, history and sociology and wants  
to become a solicitor, said: “I was really excited and was counting 
down the days. We were going to go to lectures and conferences  
and to stay in the boarding houses and live like university students.  

It sounded amazing; I was so excited.” 

The girls will instead attend a one-day Best of the Conference event. 

Emily said: “I was really disappointed to hear it had been cancelled; I 
was so upset. There are worse things happening, but it was a once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity for us.” 

Sybil, who is studying English literature, history and philosophy and 
ethics and wants to study law at university, said: “The fact I was  
going to go to Cambridge University felt very prestigious. It would 
have been a once-in-a-lifetime experience to go to Cambridge for a 
law conference. 

“I am gutted it has been cancelled. I have been on the verge of tears 
about it.” 

Visit www.bmatsix.org

What better inspiration to encourage a 
child to learn, than working with a dog? 

Pupils at Magna Carta Primary Academy 
could not be keener to learn Spanish now 
they have a fury friend to work with. 

Fred the therapy dog is attending lessons 
with his owner – Spanish teacher, Ann 
Clausen – as a way of inspiring pupils to 
learn. Pupils speak to Fred in Spanish and 
have written him notes to introduce 
themselves. 

Headteacher Marios Solomonides said: 
“Year 1 have been learning about 

animals, so members of staff and parents 
have been bringing their pets in to visit. 
We’ve had visits from a chicken, a cat 
and a dog.  

“Their Spanish teacher has a therapy dog 
who goes into a dementia home to work 
with residents. We thought it would be a 
lovely way to encourage children in their 
lessons. 

“Fred brought instant calm to the room; 
children and adults alike felt instantly 
calm with him around. He will be coming 
in regularly to act as a motivator to the 
children’s learning.”

Mystery readers improve love of vital skill 

Little Parndon Primary Academy continues 
its push on reading to develop a love of the 
pastime among its children. 

Among the projects to encourage reading is 
the Mystery Readers – parents and teachers 
who arrive in classrooms unannounced to 
read with pupils. 

Headteacher Mark Evans said: “We have 

invited our parents into school to take part in 
a workshop, so they know the best ways to 
support their child’s reading at home. 

“The work we are doing is having a 
significant impact, as the results of our 
recent mock tests have shown, in both 
attainment and their enjoyment of reading. 
They are the things we want to achieve.”

 
 

GCSE food preparation and nutrition 
students from Forest Hall School 
received a masterclass in fish 
mongering.  

James Ackroyd, owner of Potter Street 
Fishmongers in Bishops Stortford, visited 
the school to show students how to fillet, 
debone and descale various fish, such as 
salmon, mackerel and hake. 

He spoke with students about various 
types of fish, sustainability, food waste 
and cooking methods, as well as talking 
about working in and running a food 
business.  

Students got a chance to fillet their own fish during the two 
workshops.  

Linda McCormack, food technology 
teacher, said: “Our students were given 
the opportunity to have a masterclass 
with a master fishmonger, to develop 
their cultural capital and to learn 
about running a food business. These 
are real-life lessons they would not 
usually get in the classroom. 

“Filleting a fish is on the curriculum, so 
it was wonderful for them to be able to 
learn that skill from someone who does 
it every day. It is always good to have 
someone from the outside world to 
show students the link between those 
skills and careers. They got to learn 

more about how a business is run and how food can take them to so 
many different places, not just working as a chef.” 

A flavour of industry from fishmonger

Therapy dog helps children learn 



Families create garden within school grounds
Families gave up their weekend to help create a garden within Forest Hall School. 

The school has been taking part in the Royal Horticultural Society’s Campaign for 
School Gardening project The Green Plan It Challenge. 

A team of Year 8 students planned and built a model of a garden they would like to 
see in their community. 

Daniel Ricketts, gardening club leader, said: “The school community came together 
to drive forwards progress on our garden project by spending a morning clearing 
brambles and cutting back plants, creating pathways for improved access and 
building compost areas for the continued development of the area.” 

The project has been given £500 by the Ernest Cook Trust to buy welly boots and 
waterproof clothing for outdoor work, £500 from Stansted Parish Council to buy 
materials for the garden and £200 from Forest Hall School PTA. The Royal 
Horticultural Society is also contributing up to £1,500.

Fake news versus real news? 

Young writers are learning the difference between fake and real 
news as they take on the role of journalists. 

Year 5 pupils at Freshwaters 
Primary Academy took part in a 
workshop with the Guardian 
newspaper looking at the media 
and how it reports. 

They were given roles as news 
editors, sub editors and reporters 
as they learnt more about how 
newspapers work. 

Anne Apperley, Year 5 teacher, 
said: “The workshop acted as a 

launchpad into work we are going to do around journalism. It 
was a fantastic hook to get their attention. 

“We will be looking at how to structure an article, create balance 
in an article and how language can bias opinion. They will have 
to think about how to tell the truth, be factual but write in such a 
way that is positive and of interest to the reader.  

“Pupils will then look at what is important to them and what they 
want to write about, based on school, Harlow, their family or the 
community. 

“What is really important is that pupils use their key skills to infer 
what is real news and making sure their sources are accurate. 
They are using their citizenship skills which are really important.” 

The free resources, funded by Google, have been made available 
to the school from the Guardian Foundation and the National 
Literacy Trust through the News Wise project.

Who left grandad at the chip shop? 

A question which got every child 
wondering – and giggling – their way 
through World Book Day. 

Poet, songwriter and broadcaster Stewart 
Henderson – author of Who Left Grandad 
at the Chip Shop poetry book - spent the 
national themed day at Magna Carta 
Primary Academy. 

His performance poetry captured the 
attention of all pupils during a special 
assembly before he spent time in each class 
inspiring children to write their own poems. 

He told them: “One of the things about reading is that it gives you the chance to 
learn new words. If you learn new words, it means you can express yourself better. 
The great thing about reading is it will increase your knowledge, not only with 
language but on how other people are.” 

The school used the day to launch a week-long sponsored read in partnership with 
Usborne Books. 

Parents – “secret readers” - popped in throughout the day to surprise children by 
reading their favourite books to classes. 

Instead of the traditional dress-up day, pupils were challenged to decorate a 
potato as their favourite book character. 

Headteacher Marios Solomonides said: “National attendance on World Book  
Day plummets because of the pressure on deprived families to fund a costume. 
Deprived children stand out in a school which is not in a deprived area. We are  
not saying we will never do it, but we are not doing it just because lots of other 
schools do it. 

“Instead, we asked children to decorate a potato. Potatoes are cheap and easily 
accessible, so every child can take part.”

Environmental team 
develop forest area  
A new forest area is taking shape, thanks to a 
group of environmentally aware students. 

Members of the environmental team at Burnt Mill 
Academy joined forces with the community to 
plant trees. Along with Harlow Council, the 15 
students from Year 7 and 8 volunteered their time 
to plant 45 trees in the town park. 

Dan Bolt, assistant headteacher in charge of Key 
Stage 3, said: “Our environmental team regularly 
pick up litter around the school and work hard to 
reduce the amount of litter we have. They are very 
passionate about the cause and have given 
assemblies to promote litter picking and the use 
of the school’s bins to save the wildlife. 

“They were approached by the council to see if 
they would be able to help with the tree planting 
project. They really enjoyed taking the 
opportunity to get involved. It gave them a real 
sense of pride in their community.”

 



Royal Docks Academy has been 
in partnership with the 
Worshipful Company of 
Hackney Carriage Drivers for 
ten years. 

The City of London livery 
company works with the school 
to promote careers by putting 

students in front of professionals to learn about the opportunities 
open to them. To mark the decade of affiliation, the Worshipful 
Company of Hackney Carriage Drivers Annual Progress Award has 
been launched. The three students in each year group, from Year 8 to 
11, who have shown the most progress will be celebrated and 
rewarded with Westfield vouchers. 

The first awards were presented to Joyce Wamba, Mohammed Islam, 
Andrei Vlad-Sabi, Tiaba Huque, Jerome Thomas, Tehila Charles, 
Manar Hassan, Anastasiia Kozak, Rafia Chowdery, Mohammed 
Lmous El Moudni, Veeral Patel and Seun Ogunbanjo. 

Past master Andrew Overton, vice chair of governors at Royal Docks, 
said: “These awards are not necessarily about highlighting the best 
in class. They are all about being the very best you can be. Progress is 
a real measure of hard work and determination, no matter what your 
starting point is. 

“I am very proud of the progress both students and staff have made 
at Royal Docks and feel the school’s affiliation with the Worshipful 
Company of Hackney Carriage Drivers has been really important in 
that journey.” 

The awards will now be an annual event. 

A group of 12 Year 9 students from Burnt Mill Academy were selected 
to take part in the Brilliant Club. 

The university access charity’s mission is to increase the number of 
young people from under-represented backgrounds attending highly 
selective universities. 

Having completed a research project with a Cambridge University 
PHD tutor, which was given a university style grading, students 
attended a graduation ceremony. 

Five students achieved a first in their assignments. 

Assistant headteacher Erkan Ustura, Brilliant Club lead, said: “All of 
our students did fantastically well. 

“The course aims to develop critical-thing, problem-solving and 
improve ethical reasoning skills. Students were asked to critically 
review scientific literature, present scientific posters and take part in 
active debates surrounding case studies, just as a researcher would.  

“Students then completed a final assignment of 2,000 words, entitled 
Future of Genomic Technologies. Every one of the Year 9s tackled 
their final assignment with determination and all passed with at 
least a 2:1 or 2:2 grade.  

“It is hoped this experience will spur them on to applying to highly 
selective universities – like Cambridge – in future.”

Child hosts give honest view of school
Visitors to a primary school are 
getting an honest view of the 
place – by their child hosts. 
Roydon Primary Academy has 
appointed learning 
ambassadors to welcome 
guests into their classrooms 
and make them feel welcome 
and informed. 
Headteacher Michael Clark 
said: “We welcome a large 
number of visitors to our school 
who want to see the great 
things we are doing. Our 
children know how to identify 
visitors to the school by the 
lanyards they wear. They also 

know they are important as 
they have come to look at our 
school.  
“It is a wonderful opportunity 
for our learning ambassadors 
to greet a new person and 
articulate what they are 
learning; that is a vital life skill. 
“We select random pupils each 
week to act as learning 
ambassadors. Some children 
are not as confident as others 
and so they may not want to 
stand up and talk. If it is one of 
the more shy pupils who is 
selected, they are able to pick a 
classmate to do the job with 

them. Their role is to say ‘good 
morning’ or ‘good afternoon’ 
and their partner can step in 
and help them out with the rest. 
We are finding the shy pupils 
are then volunteering to do it 
the next week as they are 
growing in confidence. 
“The children love talking 
about what they are learning.” 
At the most recent open 
morning, visitors to the school 
were welcomed by the 
headteacher, but shown around 
by Year 6 ambassadors. 
Mr Clark said: “Ask a child for 
their view and they will give 

you an honest opinion. We are 
a really good school; the 
children are amazing and will 
tell you what they like and 
dislike about their school and 
what we are working on 
improving. 
“Student voice at Roydon has 
gone up another level.”

Brilliant teenagers graduate from Cambridge 

Progress made by young people recognised 

Exploring real-life war memorabilia
History lessons took on a realistic feel when children 
got to explore war memorabilia. 
Year 5 pupils at Cooks Spinney Primary Academy 
have been learning about Britain on the Home 
Front during their history lessons. 
As part of their studies, they visited Duxford 
Imperial War Museum.  
Dean Beaumont, assistant headteacher, said: “The 

children had a great time exploring the different 
hangars containing war memorabilia from 
Lockheed bombers to Anderson shelters; Tiger tanks 
to anti-aircraft missile launchers; trying on a variety 
of war clothing and equipment. 

“The children were absolutely blown away when 
they discovered the sheer sizes of many of the 
aircraft on display.”



A school technician was poisoned 
and an eyeball was dissected – it 
must be British Science Week!

Students at Royal Docks Academy were 
treated to a week of exciting hands-on 
experiments and tasks to celebrate the 
core subject. 

In Year 7, students were challenged to make 
their own fizzing sherbet by establishing 
the right volumes of ingredients, as well as 
considering how they would package and 
market their product. 

In Year 8, students had to turn detective to 
solve the mystery of their science 
technician being poisoned.  

During lunchtimes, a science pop-up gave 
all students a chance to take part in 
demonstrations and enter competitions. 

Rouf Miah, head of faculty science, said: 
“The week ended with an extravagant and 
explosive Science Open Evening. Parents, 
students and visitors were able to 
experience a world of demonstrations, 

including taking part in the dissection of 
hearts, inflate lungs, rats and eyeballs. 

“To end the spectacular evening, all visitors 
signed their names on ping pong balls 
which were placed into a container with 
liquid nitrogen. The big bang caused it to 
rain ping pong balls! One ball was picked 
out as the winner of the draw.   

“The aim of Science Week was to raise 
awareness of science and provide experiences 
for all students, as well as the public, to show 
how it is part of everyone’s lives.  

“It was an opportunity to broaden students’ 
learning beyond the curriculum scope and 
demonstrate how fun, engaging and 
extravagant science can be.” 

A trip into space captures attention
Students at Sir Frederick Gibberd College stepped inside a 
planetarium to learn more about the earth and the planets around it. 

Through a series of videos within the dome – also visited by 
students from Burnt Mill Academy - students now understand more 
about climate change, global warming and rising sea levels. 

Students also learnt about modern scientists with clues around 
school leading them to identify them through research, as well as 
looking at a Science Career of the Day and a Science Discovery of 
the Day. 

Kirstie Fleming, head of natural sciences faculty, said: “Young 
people are more used to the traditional science careers, so we got 
them to think outside of the box and realise there are more roles in 

the subject than engineers and 
doctors. We wanted to make it broad 
and diverse for them to take them 
away from the traditional careers. 

“Our students dream the big dreams 
and we want them to be aware of their 
options and to keep their dreams alive.” 

Student Paige Chilver said: “I 
enjoyed seeing what other planets 
actually look like, rather than seeing 
flat pictures in books. It was a fun 
way  

Incredible illusions and the magic of chromatography 
Pupils at Cooks Spinney Primary Academy got 
hands-on during the week dedicated to science. 

Subject specialists from Birchwood High School 
and Science Boffins visited the school to enthuse 
children with practical experiments. 

Year 1 and 2 looked at the magic of 
chromatography and designed crazy hair for their 
Trolls and Year 3 to 6 had a workshop looking at 

Playful Polymers and Incredible Illusions. 

Teddy, Year 2, said: “It was so much fun to see how 
the colours all changed.” 

Jess Farrell, science leader, said: “It was so exciting 
to see the children engaged with science.  

“Science helps children to understand the world 
around them and this week has been a fantastic 
opportunity to get everyone talking about it!”

Celebrating our differences 

Pupils at Magna Carta Primary Academy took part in British Science Week, which had 
a focus this year on Our Diverse Planet. 
Headteacher Marios Solomonides said: “From biodiversity to cultural and societal 
diversity, from the diversity of knowledge to STEM careers and subjects.  
“Pupils in all classes explored and discussed the differences in their appearance, such 
as hair, eye and skin colour, by creating paper chain dolls of their chosen friends or 
family who they believe look different to themselves.  
“Some pupils also drew around each other’s bodies, creating life-size models, enabling 
them to appreciate what we all have in common and to celebrate our differences.  
“Through learning about the human body, pupils learned what is perhaps a more 
important lesson; that they are unique and that every one of them is incredible.”



A former student has returned to school to 
volunteer as a teacher during the Coronavirus 
shutdown. 

Daisy Perry left Burnt Mill Academy in 2015 with 
the ambition of returning to teach PE when 
qualified as a teacher. 

She is volunteering her time to help run PE 
lessons for children of key workers at Burnt Mill 
and neighbouring Sir Frederick Gibberd College 
three days per week during the school closures. 

The 21-year-old, in her second year of a four-year 
PE degree at the University of Bedfordshire, 

said: “I loved PE when I was at Burnt Mill and it’s 
my dream to return there as a teacher after I 
graduate.  

“If I was fully qualified, I would be working in a 
school during the shutdown anyway.  

“It is nice to give something back to the parents 
who are out there working to help us. It is making 
me realise how important the role of a teacher is. 
These children want an education and are so 
happy to be able to get involved in lessons.” 

Miss Perry has been helping to run PE classes, 
including fitness, cricket and badminton.

The sudden death of a best friend inspired a non-runner to finally 
commit to taking on a physical challenge. 

Vu Vo, senior IT technician at Royal Docks Academy, had never 
been into fitness before the death of his old school friend. 

But, in 2018 that all changed. 

He said: “I remember clearly being at Simon's house, my oldest 
and best friend since childhood. We were talking up things we 
would do, saying that in our lifetime we would run the London 
Marathon. We promised.  

“However, tragically and suddenly within two weeks of this 
promise, Simon passed away from sudden cardiac arrest, 35 years 
young.” 

Simon Sin and Mr Vo had been friends since attending Royal 
Docks together, leaving the school in 2000. 

Mr Vo was due to run the London Marathon in memory of his 
friend and to raise money for CRY, Cardiac Risk in the Young. The 
event was postponed due to the Coronavirus. 

He said: “I’ve learnt to be more grateful, realising tomorrow isn’t 
always guaranteed. We should act in the now to push and 
schedule to make things happen, rather than waiting for things 
to fall into place as it may never happen.  

“In memory of Simon, I will honour our promise to run the London 
Marathon. To be honest, I’m a bit anxious as it is totally out of my 
comfort zone to even think to run 26.2 miles.. 

“I’m determined to get to that finish line.” 

Visit https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/vuvo

Sudden death inspires marathon mission

Former student  
volunteers as PE teacher 

It’s a marathon, but not as we know it
Round and round the garden like a…marathon runner on 
lockdown! 

Paul Conlon, Head of Year 11 at Forest Hall School, set himself 
the mission to complete 20 marathons in 2020. Before the 
Coronavirus shutdown, he had completed four marathons, with 
another 16 planned throughout the year. 

With all major events cancelled for the coming months, Mr 
Conlon is looking at new ways to reach his target – including 
running a marathon in his back garden. 

He said: “I have measured it out and I need to complete about 
2,740 laps of my garden to clock up the 26 miles. I have called it 
my Teddy Bear Marathon as I’ll be going round and round the 
garden like a teddy bear!” 

To ensure he completes the mileage, Mr Conlon has mapped out 
a path with garden furniture, plant pots and bricks. 

Mr Conlon, a member of Viewtube Runners in Stratford, said: 
“One of the problems with running in the garden is the constant 

turning so I will have to keep changing direction every few 
kilometres to reduce the impact on my legs. 

“I’ve set myself this new challenge and remain determined that I 
will do it.” 

Visit https://www.justgiving.com/fundraising/paul-conlon8

https://www.justgiving.com/fundraising/paul-conlon8


Swimmer builds strength  
during lockdown 
An autistic young swimmer is building his 
strength during the Coronavirus shutdown 
as he strives for Olympic success. 

Jason Van Der Merwe secured a gold and 
two bronze medals at the Essex Swimming 
Championships recently. 

The Year 7 student at Royal Docks Academy 
only learnt to swim at the age of six and is 
already setting his sights on future stardom. 

He now competes in the 400m individual 
medley, 100m butterfly, 200m freestyle and 
50m freestyle categories. 

While his usual routine of swimming three 
mornings a week before school and five 
nights a week after school has had to stop 

due to the pandemic, he is focusing on 
keeping his fitness up. 

Coaches at his swimming club, Barking and 
Dagenham Aquatics, are providing him with 
daily workout guides to keep him focused. 

Proud mum Anna Swan said: “He wants to 
swim and to be successful. He never misses a 
session as he wants to be the best he can be. 

“If someone told me a year ago he would be 
achieving medals for his swimming, I would 
not believe it.” 

Jason is now in a new routine of doing his 
exercises in the garden to keep his strength up. 

The family are in the process of securing 
classification for Jason which would enable 

him to choose in future if he wanted to 
compete as an Olympian or Paralympian 
swimmer. 

Ms Swan said: “I think he will go to the 
Games in future. I am so, so proud of him.”

Young engineers have won through to the national finals of  
a robotics competition within just a few months of taking up  
the hobby. 

A team of eight Year 7 students from Sir Frederick Gibberd College 
beat 15 teams of more experienced older students to reach the 
national final of Tomorrow’s Engineers Lego Robotics Competition. 
The group took up robotics as an enrichment club when they joined 
the new school in September. 

During the event, at Queen Mary University, students had to 
complete a series of robotics challenges to simulate an 
environmental issue, such as collecting waste from rivers. 

They also had to create a presentation on an original idea that 
would help to solve an environmental issue with engineering.  

Luke Burrows, head of computing, said: “Students have gained so 
much from taking part in this competition. They have been able to 
develop engineering skills, but also a variety of other skills, such as 
research, confidence, the value of working in a team and of hard work. 

“We are very proud of their hard work and dedication.” 

The national final was cancelled due to the Coronavirus pandemic.

The element of competition is being  
nurtured with a weekly running event at  
a primary school. 

Children at Magna Carta Primary Academy 
take part in the Mile a Day initiative, taking 
time out of every day to get physically active. 

The school has a purpose-built track installed 
for the event, with activity stations 
encouraging pupils to stop and take on 
physical challenges along the way. 

To keep the excitement up, the school launched 
a weekly competition to award the pupil who 
completes the furthest distance, with a trophy 
presented in the celebration assembly. 

Headteacher Marios Solomonides said: “The 
idea of introducing the trophy is to further 

promote running and physical exercise, but 
also to award those who excel; those who 
really enjoy running and want to achieve in it. 

“Our track is really interesting and pupils enjoy it. 

“So much of what we do in sport is about the 
curriculum, learning skills and taking part; but 
it’s also important to acknowledge the 
competition element. We should be saying 
‘well done’ when someone does well.  

“So, the opportunity is now there for those who 
want to compete; for those who want to push 
themselves to do as many laps as they can. It’s 
also an opportunity for those who may not be 
academic to excel in another area. 

“The competition and trophy keep the 
initiative fresh.”

Young engineers win robotics competition 

Running event promotes competition 




