
Accolade

An accredited High Performance Learning World Class school



Contents
A High 
Performance
Parent Toolkit

Developing 
Thinking

Developing 
Behaviours

Encourage risk taking and open mindedness
“Is there another way of doing this?”
“What’s the worst that could happen?”
“Can you apply a different set of criteria to this problem?”

Encourage collaboration
“Would working with your friend help both of you?”
“Could you explain this to me?”

Encourage empathy
“How might people in a different culture see this problem?”
“What would you say to someone who disagreed with you about this?”
“How could you help somebody you know?”

Encourage practice
“You’re really good at that now, what’s the next step?”
“Don’t worry if you don’t get it first time...have another go.”

Encourage confidence
“What an interesting idea! “
“I would never have thought of that – well done!”

Encourage resilience
“I know it’s hard now; you can do this if you keep trying.”
“You can’t expect to always understand it the first time.”
“Don’t get flustered: what do you know that could help you here?”

Encourage metacognition
“How do you know you’re on track?”

“Have you used any strategies before which might be useful now?”
“Can you tell me why you were you successful on that task?”

“How could you break this task into chunks?”

Encourage linking
“Where have you seen this sort of thing before?”

“How might someone else see this differently?”
“Is there a bigger picture here?”

“Do your other subjects help here?”

Encourage analysing and critical thinking
“Why do you think that happened?”

“How could you work this out?”
“Could you explain that to me?”

Encourage creative thinking
“What would happen if...?”

“Is there a different way of looking at this?”

Encourage curiosity
“I wonder why ...?”, “I wonder how...?”, “What if..?”

 Page

 4 & 5 St Mary’s School is an accredited High Performance Learning 
  World Class school

 6 Dr Andrew Flint - HPL’s inaugural Global Lead Teacher

 7 Integrated Leaning - Making crucial connections 

 8 Girls on Board

 9 Boarding at St Mary’s

 10 & 11 Sixth Form - Economics and Business

 12 STEM in our Junior School

 13 STEM in our Senior School

 14 Digital Literacy

 15 Woodwork at our Senior School

 16 & 17 Mathematics through the School

 18 & 19 Sport through the School

 20 & 21 Art through the School

 22 & 23 Drama at the Junior School

 24 & 25 Drama at the Senior School

 26 & 27 Music through the School

2 32 3

AccolAdeHigh Performance Learning



When your daughter finds something difficult and 
gets stuck what does she do? Give up? Persist, get 
frustrated and perhaps angry. All are perfectly 
understandable responses. What we know about 
really successful learners is that when they get 
stuck their default position is to pause, take a step 
back and then try to work out why they are stuck 
and what they might do. They are confident 
enough to feel that they will be able to find a 
solution and they have a sense of how to find it. 

In school we introduce this idea 
as Meta Thinking. By introducing 
Meta Thinking we are attempting 
to empower girls so that they feel 
more in control of their work.  
The benefits of feeling in control 
include personal well-being but 
also, crucially it helps girls to  
be more confident in their own 
ability and willing to take some 
intellectual risks. 

In general, girls, as we know  
from the research, tend to be more 
inclined to play safe and stay within their comfort zone, 
but to reach high performance you have to be willing  
to take some educated risks and apply what you know 
to new and unfamiliar contexts. In a school like St 
Mary’s, which is using the High Performance Learning 
philosophy, teachers in their classrooms will praise 
girls for ‘having a go’ and offering an opinion as well  
as when they get something right. This encourages  
and rewards the taking a risk and systematically builds 
intellectual confidence.   

But what we are really looking to build is 
independent learners who, like all high performers, 

feel they know how to approach a problem. So we 
teach girls to start by thinking about what kind of 
approach might be useful for a given task. Have they 
met this kind of problem before in another form and 
what approach worked then? What are the features 
of the problem? At the top level girls tend to know 
what they find easy and what confuses them so  
just being aware of that is a help. Being confident 
enough to know that this is the type of question  
I always find hard is step one but also to recognise 

that I did crack it last time – 
maybe with some help – and this 
time I can do better. Teachers 
assist in this process by using 
questioning that prompts the girls 
to think. What approach have you 
taken and why? Have you thought 
about this? 

It is also useful to talk to others 
and seek their advice. Talking 
about your problem helps clarify 
it in own mind as well enabling 
others to give advice. Successful 

learners tend to ask themselves a series of questions. 
Why can’t I do this? What is it I need to know in 
order to be able to do this? Where can I find that 
information? This is a complex task. How can I break 
it down into smaller chunks? 

Finally, when the task is completed the learner 
needs to reflect on how it went. Did I surprise 
myself? What strategies worked and why? What  
do I need to avoid next time and what do I need to 
monitor. By adopting this type of approach your 
daughter is more likely to be become a self-
sufficient and enthusiastic learner. 

As part of our commitment to a research-based 
approach to learning and teaching, in the summer 
of 2016, we embarked on a journey to become  
a High Performance Learning School.

In recent years, research in the fields of neuroscience and 
psychology has challenged the long-held assumption that  
our ability or intelligence is fixed. Evidence now shows that  
the brain is more ‘plastic’ and ‘malleable’ than we previously 
thought. In short, we can all make ourselves more intelligent. 
So instead of seeing inherited intelligence and talent as fixed 
traits, High Performance Learning (HPL) schools see them  
as a starting point which can then be developed though 
practice and training. 

Practice and training itself is developed through explicit 
teaching, and an application of a set of Advanced Cognitive 
Processes (ACPs) and a similar group of Values, Attitudes and 
Attributes (VAAs) which, combined, embed the HPL philosophy.

“We can all make ourselves  
more intelligent.”

We were delighted that in May 2019, we completed HPL’s 
rigorous 2-year World Class School Award scheme, across  
our Junior School, Senior School and Sixth Form. By presenting 
evidence of our commitment to ACPs and VAAs, we were 
awarded the prestigious World Class School status. 

However, our journey has only just begun, and we are now 
actively continuing to search for and develop, ways to embed 
High Performance Learning so that our students gain the 
lifelong skills that will enable them to be the very best that 
they can be.

Meta thinking

We empower our girls to aim high: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl HPL provides a style of learning that removes barriers to achievement: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl

By introducing Meta 
Thinking we are 
attempting to 

empower girls so that 
they feel more in 

control of their work.

St Mary’s School,  
Cambridge 
Now an accredited High Performance 
Learning World Class school

4 54 5

AccolAdeHigh Performance Learning

http://www.stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl
http://www.stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl


It has been a busy term as Global Lead Teacher for 
HPL.  I gave a presentation at the inaugural HPL 
conference in London in October; ‘Embedding HPL 
in the curriculum’. I described a range of strategies 
for developing HPL characteristics in the classroom.  
The conference also gave me the opportunity to 
meet delegates from HPL schools across the UK and 
abroad - Turkey, Qatar and Japan. As a result, we 
have begun to develop links with other HPL schools, 
sharing resources and ideas. 

As Global Lead, I have helped to welcome a wide 
range of school visitors who have come to St Mary’s 
to talk about HPL and to visit lessons. Visitors have 
included: Bedford School for Girls; Ellesmere School, 
Shropshire; Royal Masonic School, Hertfordshire; 
Harrow School; international schools including 
Methodist Ladies College, Australia and the British 
School in Tokyo. Without fail they have commented 
upon the positive attitude of the girls, their 
willingness to collaborate, to empathise, to ask 
insightful questions and to collaborate to solve 
problems. This is most pleasing as these are the 
fundamental attributes of an HPL learner.

“We have begun to develop links with 
other HPL schools, sharing resources 
and ideas.” 
At St Mary’s, my colleagues and I in the History 
department contributed to the Year 8 Integrated 
Learning Day that focused on the Renaissance. 
Our session asked students to ‘Be like Leonardo Da 
Vinci’. Students reflected upon why Leonardo was so 
successful. Nicknamed ‘The man who wanted to know 
everything’, they learned that Da Vinci constantly 
asked questions, writing a ‘to do’ list of things to 
invent from a wide range of subject areas including 
Art, Engineering and Science.  His refusal to see the 
world through the perspective of single subject areas 
and his ability to use a wide range of disciplines to 
answer questions made him an excellent role model 
of HPL: it is exactly this kind of questioning 
perspective, intellectual flexibility and creative 
problem-solving that we are hoping to encourage 
amongst our students. We ended the session with 
a challenge: to design an alarm clock that could 
operate without electricity. Students sketched their 
designs and then collaborated in small groups to 
construct them out of Lego. The students’ ideas were 
highly innovative and showed their ability to apply 
their knowledge from across their curriculum.

“As Global Lead I have a role trying out 
new activities and resources that help 
to generate HPL style learning.” 
We have chosen to focus this year on developing the 
metacognition of our students. We encourage them 
to reflect upon their work, identify their own strengths 
and weaknesses, to plan carefully and to find 
strategies to overcome problems. The use of 
‘Structural Learning Blocks’ is an example of the type 
of activity that supports students to develop these 
characteristics. Students have been using the blocks 
to plan essays, recording their key ideas onto 
miniature whiteboards which they then attach to the 
blocks, which helps students to plan, to swap ideas 
and collaborate to organise their thinking. 

They then organise them into paragraphs and use 
the structures to help them to write. The blocks 
encourage students to see knowledge not as distinct, 
but as evidence that can be linked together to form 
developed arguments. They can easily change their 
ideas on the whiteboards, so are more willing to 
take risks and worry less about being incorrect. As 
teachers, we can easily check their understanding 
by reviewing their models. Many of the students 
have commented how the physical, creative and 
collaborative nature of the blocks has helped their 
understanding and we are seeing their benefit in 
supporting the learning of both high-achieving 
students who are sometimes averse to taking risks 
and also those who find writing essay plans to be 
difficult.

Room at the top for more: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl

Year 7 Mock United Nations conference

Integrated Learning was introduced at St Mary’s last 
January - for the then Year 7 students who spent a 
week off timetable working across their subjects in 
workshops on a single theme - Eliminating Injustice, 
one of our Mary Ward characteristics. 

The week was filled with a mock United Nations (UN) 
conference in which students represented different 
countries and reported progress against the UN 
Sustainability goals. 

For the rest of the week students linked together 
what they had learnt by, for example: 

•	 learning	protest	songs	

•	 considering	the	role	of	martyrs	in	bringing	 
about change over time – which was supported  
by a visit to St Alban’s cathedral

•	 looking	at	gender	balance	in	sport		

A highlight for many students was the presentations 
that they gave to staff and students on how they 
would like to change the world. Suggestions included: 

•	 individual	actions	to	combat	climate	change

•	 editing	Wikipedia	to	ensure	more	women	 
are listed

•	 prototype	designs	for	robot	farmers

At the heart of the ACPs lies linking; whether that is making connections with prior learning 
or understanding how different areas of learning relate to each other. At St Mary’s Senior 
School we have taken steps to give these important cognitive skills a boost by developing 
an Integrated Learning Programme for our Year 7 and 8 students.

Year 8 learn there is more to the 
Renaissance than history alone

More recently, Year 8 enjoyed an Integrated Learning 
Day based on the Renaissance. Many girls began 
the day believing that the Renaissance was a 
historical topic, but quickly discovered how it covers 
Mathematics, Art, language and culture too. This 
was illustrated brilliantly by a workshop on the 
‘Golden Ratio’ which enabled the girls to reflect 
on the links between the Mona Lisa and Maths.

We have two further days planned for Year 8 in the 
Spring Term in which they will be looking at climate 
change from an integrated perspective. We are 
convinced that Integrated Learning has opened  
a hugely useful way of thinking for our students. 
Their comments below show how well they 
understand the importance of linking: 

We linked our creativity skills  
by making a poster for something  

that changed the world.

 
We linked the Mary Ward values to our subjects.

For the presentation, we used linking to link our 
invention, the internet, to eliminating injustice.

By making connections between subjects and 
explicitly reminding students and teachers alike that 
knowledge doesn’t fit neatly into curriculum siloes, 
we are confident that St Mary’s students are 
developing the flexibility of thought and creative and 
critical thinking that will enable them to be lifelong 
successful learners.

Integrated Learning  
Making crucial connectionsDr Andrew Flint 

HPL’s inaugural Global Lead Teacher
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‘Girls on Board’ is a proactive approach using 
discussion and role-play to explore the six key 
principles around friendship dynamics and 
challenges. We have adopted this approach as a 
way of extending and embedding HPL skills; just  
as our students take responsibility for their own 
learning, they also take responsibility for their 
relationships and friendships. 

The six principles are:

•	 every	girl	wants	at	least	one	friend	

•	 every	girl	needs	something	to	bond	over

•	 girls	can	worry	about	what	others	are	saying	 
about them (so begin to understand why...)

•	 girls	can	feel	insecure	in	the	friendship	group

•	 (girls	are	unanimous...)	When	grown-ups	get	
involved things tend to get worse

•	 (as	they	sheepishly	agree	that...)	Girls	tweak	 
the truth so they don’t get told-off  
 

“With these principles aired and shared  
girls begin to feel united as they realise  

that they are not alone with their worries.” 

 
We encourage students to discuss the pros and cons 
of friendship group sizes and how best to share their 
friendship worries with grown-ups and how they  
can successfully manage grown-ups’ reactions. 

Our students are introduced to the different types  
of girl behaviour and the concept of ‘holding up a 
mirror’. It is this aspect that works together with the 
VAAs (How to behave) of High-Performance Learning. 
By ‘holding up a mirror’ they reflect on their 
behaviour and realise behaviours are a result of 
friendship insecurity and they do not want to be 
associated with the negative types of friendship 
behaviour. Acknowledging all girls everywhere want 
at least one friend, and that they all have the same 
friendship anxieties, gives our students a sense of 
unity which encourages them to be more 
empathetic to each other. By being more aware, 
they are more open-minded and willing to work out 
their own solutions to their friendship problems and 
realise the need to persevere and be more resilient  
to friendship turbulence as they navigate their way 
through any choppy water.

Girls on Board  
Happier girls do better

Boarding  
High Performance  
Learning is part of life  
at Mary Ward House

Helping girls, their parents and teachers to understand the dynamics of girl friendships: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach St Mary’s School is a safe, secure place in which every girl is valued, supported and inspired: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/boarding

High Performance Learning, particularly the 
VAAs, are part of everyday life in boarding  
at St Mary’s. HPL can be seen both explicitly 
and implicitly in various ways.

Boarders nominate a ‘Boarder of the Week’ and as 
part of their reasoning must show which of the VAAs 
the nominee has demonstrated.

Every weekend there is an exciting programme of 
activities and trips which often include elements of 
HPL, for example: Clip n’ Climb, ice skating and the 
Boarders’ Concert demonstrate risk-taking; Escape 
Rooms: creative/problem solving; younger boarders 
making cards for GCSE/A Level students: empathy; 
Art Exhibitions: enquiring/curiosity; sport activities 
and the Boarders’ Concert: collaboration.

“HPL is also in evidence implicitly 
in the general ethos at Mary Ward 

House. The open and honest 
community helps to create warm 
and firm, but fair, relationships.”

Supervised prep each weekday night ensures there  
is good ‘home’ learning i.e. regular, quiet, organised 
study time. Boarding staff are on hand to help with 
curriculum content as well as revision techniques.

When walking to and from school, boarding staff ask 
junior boarders about their learning, and generally 
take an interest. The Junior School’s question of the 
week is also emailed to boarding staff on a weekly 
basis so they may use this in their discussions with 
the girls.

Wherever possible, the rationale behind rules will 
always be explained to boarders rather than just 
imposed - we work with our students. For example, 
we don’t wear denim jackets to school because we 
are ambassadors of St Mary’s, or we don’t eat hot 
food in bedrooms as it makes the rooms smell. 

At least once a half term, boarders deliver a 
presentation to the rest of the House at the Monday 
meeting, usually on a cultural theme e.g. Chinese 
New Year, Black History Month, Ramadan. This 
encourages open-mindedness, as well as risk-taking.

The HPL philosophy has facilitated and further 
enabled the creation of the warm, diverse and happy 
environment which is Mary Ward House.
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This year, lessons in Economics and Business have focused on inquiry-based learning. Lessons start with a 
‘big question’ which is framed around modern, real world application where possible. Starting with an issue 
familiar to students and then building in theory around it, rather than starting with an unfamiliar concept 
and explaining it using examples, has resulted in even better engagement and higher levels of retention. 

For example, rather than learning objectives such 
as ‘to evaluate the causes of cash flow problems in 
firms’ this might instead be framed as ‘why did 
Thomas Cook go out of business?’. 

Students have responded by being even more 
proactive in terms of keeping up to date with current 
affairs as they know that this knowledge will give 
them the edge in class debates. We have also been 
explicit in the use of HPL specific language in the 
department and have mapped opportunities in 
the curriculum for students to refine these 
characteristics or display these values. At these 
points we have focused on an ‘ACP of the week’, 
discussing in class how that topic enables the 
students to develop that particular skill and 
debating how and when the skill will be helpful in 
life beyond school. As the subjects are both only 
offered at Sixth Form, students have responded well 
to taking a narrow view of one specific ACP at a time 
and linking it to employability and relevant career-
based issues. Feedback on written work often 
reinforces this message through direct reference 
to the ACPs and VAAs when their work has 
demonstrated these proficiencies. 

One of the pillars of HPL is ‘with students not to 
them’ and in order to live out this ideal more 
effectively we have reformed our student council 
to put student voice at the centre of school life.

Instead of a traditional structure with 
representatives from each form group which can 
implicitly lead to the assumption that students 
bring grievances and it is somebody else’s 
responsibility to sort them out, we have created a 
structure which enables students to take control 
and enables all areas of school life to have their say.

Our new committee structure looks like this:

The Forum is made up of the Head Girl and her 
prefects, and each Committee represents different 
areas of school activity.

The Community Committee is made up of Mary 
Ward Scholars, our CAFOD Young Leaders and 
Textiles, Music, Sport and Art Scholars who support 

other students as community role models. 

Representatives to the Learning Committee include our 
Academic Scholars, Digital Leaders and LRC Monitors.

The Leadership Committee comprises Sixth Form 
Prefects, Year 11 Prefects, Girl Up! Representatives 
who promote international engagement and our 
Boarding Prefects. 

Sixth Form - Economics 
and Business
Focusing on inquiry-based learning

We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWe ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl HPL helps gain skills and attitudes not just in exams, but in life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/beyondsixthformHPL helps gain skills and attitudes not just in exams, but in life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/beyondsixthform

The committees have already raised and 
considered a range of issues, from the use of 
Chromebooks to effectiveness of homework 
and ways to fundraise, and in turn have been 
asked by staff to consider issues like rewards 
and house points.

Already, our new structure, inspired by HPL, 
is giving our students the space and licence 
to work independently, to find their voice 
and speak out whilst showing empathy 
and concern for our wider community.

Rather than ‘to evaluate the causes of cash flow problems in firms’ 
this might be framed as ‘why did Thomas Cook go out of business?’
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Since Galileo, the study of Science has been 
investigative, based on observed evidence.  
It therefore sits particularly well within an  
HPL framework for learning. 

In our Junior School, scientific knowledge is 
developed through asking pertinent questions. 
Pupils are encouraged to 
recognise Science in the real 
world and make connections 
between their own personal 
experience and the new 
question. For example, Year 2 
pupils have been asking “how 
do things fly?” The girls have 
talked about the flying things 
they know, which has led to 
discussions involving the forces 
of gravity and air resistance 
and even an early appreciation of Newton’s third  
law of motion!

The focus is on developing practical skills, which 
enable pupils to systematically explore further 

questions. Practical investigations allow students to 
acquire firsthand evidence. They can then analyse 
their observations, looking for patterns and 
explanations. Year 2 pupils have made spinners, 
watched them fall, considered how they might 
improve them and tested their new ideas.

Our STEM approach enables  
the girls to apply their acquired 
knowledge to solve a problem. 
As engineers, they design a 
solution and then realise their 
designs by building and testing 
them - Year 2 will be making 
flying machines. This requires 
creative thinking whilst 
developing metacognition  
as they articulate and defend 
their own personal ideas.  

The learning attitudes of empathy and agility are 
crucial here, as the girls work in teams, listening  
to each other, and adapting their thinking to come 
up with a joint solution.

STEM in our Junior School  
Developing practical skills that explore further questions

The focus is on 
developing practical 
skills, which enable 

pupils to systematically 
explore further questions.

We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWe inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum At St Mary’s, STEM subjects are very much for girls: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach

STEM in our Senior School
Looking at where Physics can take me
According to the Royal Academy of Engineering, 
many young girls think of careers in engineering 
as technical and boring and as such have a fixed 
mindset when it comes to STEM careers. 

Embracing this challenge at St Mary’s is Miss 
Romera, one of our dedicated Physics teachers, who 
has designed a sticker 
album entitled “Where 
can Physics take me?”. 
This sticker album is 
part of a reward system 
that aims to engage 
Year 9 girls with the 
content covered in 
Physics lessons and 
how it is linked with a 
range of careers.  

Girls can win stickers 
through a well planned and executed lesson activity, 
or during open-ended activities, such as sharing a 
picture of what they saw in a recent visit to a 
museum or talking about a science exhibition that 
they attended. 

Stickers earned do not have a number or name 
linking them to a given career or job title in the 

album. Girls instead must think beyond their Physics 
lessons and link Physics knowledge and skills 
learned with careers in engineering, health or nature 
conservation. After a discussion takes place, their 
chosen answer is checked with Miss Romera and the 
sticker is added to the album. 

The reaction of the 
girls to this initiative 
has been fantastic. 
They embraced the 
idea with enthusiasm 
and even suggested to 
trade duplicated 
stickers to make it 
even more engaging! 

One Year 9 girl said, “I 
like the album because 
it is a fun and creative 

way to learn about the different jobs you can have in 
Physics. I never realised there were so many! It also 
motivates you to do well, as you want to get as many 
stickers as possible.”

With small creative steps like this strategy we really 
hope to take our girls’ minds ‘to infinity and beyond!’

“There is an urgent need to do 
something different if we are to guide 

girls and young women to discover 
the world of work that could open up 

to them through STEM.”  
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In the Junior School we have introduced an exciting 
new, innovative Enrichment Programme called 
Pathfinders. This programme is based online and 
involves a variety of ‘challenges’ based on different 
‘Rebel Girls’ from the very popular ‘Good Night 
Stories for Rebel Girls’ book. For example, there are 
three Ada Lovelace challenges which ask the girls  
to create programmes using their coding skills.

The Junior School SENCo, Daniel Taylor, often talks 
about the ‘gamification’ of learning, namely the 
move to learning online which is incentivised 
through rewards. Through our Pathfinders 
programme, the girls can achieve badges as they 

progress through the challenges, and badges are 
won collectively for their Houses, not individually. 

This has really motivated the girls and in many 
cases, they have worked in the style of Empathetic 
Emma, collaboratively, to gain extra badges for their 
House. Each challenge is also marked with an HPL 
character or several according to the skills the girls 
will be developing through the challenge.

This is our first step in the direction of online 
learning in an engaging, meaningful and open-
ended way which befits our HPL approach to 
independent learning and the way in which young 
people approach learning in this digital world. 

The Inspiring Digital Education Award (iDEA) is a 
programme delivered to all Year 10 students that 
helps develop digital, enterprise and employability 
skills. 

Students learn through online challenges, discover 
new skills and through hard work, determination and 
skill unlock new opportunities and, ultimately, gain 
industry-recognised awards that help them stand 
out from the crowd. The course involves a certain 
amount of risk taking as the lessons, and the 

assessment, are new and unfamiliar at the start,  
the topics are more ‘real-life’ than academic and 
therefore may involve working with a certain amount 
of uncertainty at the outset. Working through the 
variety of badges in the Bronze and then Silver 
Award does require the students to be willing to work 
alone, it is not an area for collaboration or working in 
groups, and they have complete control over their 
own learning and pace of progress, which develops 
an agile and enquiring mindset throughout the year 
and the course.

We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWe inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum At St Mary’s, STEM subjects are very much for girls: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproachWe ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplAt St Mary’s, we prepare our students for the future: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum At St Mary’s, STEM subjects are very much for girls: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach

Digital Literacy at our Junior School  
Motivating through innovative enrichment

Digital Literacy at our Senior School  
Gaining an industry-recognised award

High Performance Learning encourages 
enterprising learners, young adults who  
are creative and innovative, who are firmly 
set on the road to success. In Design 
Technology lessons, we help our students  
do just that: become creative, innovative, 
and make connections between learning  
in the classroom and life outside of school. 

In Year 7, making a bench hook is a project which 
helps students self-regulate, work independently, 
plan and monitor their progress as well as their own 
learning whilst correcting and evaluating along the 
way. Learning how to create a sense of form by 
doing a perspective drawing is, for most, a new skill 
which the Year 7 girls may find particularly 
challenging.

The new project in Year 8, making a mechanical toy, 
helps the students with their strategy planning 
in approaching new learning experiences and 
connecting these to existing knowledge of wood, 
systems and equipment from the previous year’s 
bench hook project. Students create a finger joint 
to practise measuring and cutting accurately using 
the pillar drill and chisels and gain experience in 

researching and designing to a brief. It is this sort  
of practice which leads to precision: drawing 

work to scale and developing their drawing 
accuracy, encouraging originality 

through design and ownership but 
also operating within the brief 

set by the teachers whilst 
having the room to 

develop ideas and 
original thought. 

Woodwork  
at our Senior 
School  
Enabling creativity  
and enterprise
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German mathematician and philosopher, Georg 
Cantor famously said that ‘In mathematics the  
art of proposing a question must be held of higher 
value than solving it’. 

In our Junior School questioning, the girls’ 
questions, as much as those posed by the teaching 
staff, help direct the flow of the lesson, often sending 
thoughts, minds and learning off and away down 
previously unplanned mathematical pathways. 

We are all Octavia the Owl in a Maths lessons, just  
as we are all Esmereldas, Astrids, Sylvies and 
Maisies. These are the Junior School’s character 
names for the different ACPs (thinking skills) and 
every Maths lesson is an opportunity for the girls, 
and our staff, to use these: meta-thinking; linking; 
analysing; creativity; and realising. But the ACPs are 
only one part of the HPL approach to teaching and 
learning; there are also the VAAs.

These Values, Attitudes and Attributes to learning 
are not only embodied by the girls and staff but are 
also personified here in the Junior School as cartoon 
superheroes: Agile Amy, Empathetic Emma and 
Hard-working Holly. And Maths allows our own 
classes of novice superheroes to develop their 
inherent superpowers! 

Junior School Maths lessons provide excellent 
opportunities for the girls to: work together 
creatively to solve challenging problems; to be 
open-minded in their approach to new 
mathematical concepts; to take risks in their 
learning; to make mistakes in calculations but show 
resilience and perseverance and so master different 
mental and written methods. 

They are also always enquiring, asking endless 
questions of themselves, of each other and of the 
staff. What does this mean? What about if I do this? 
How does that work? And, that most important 
question of them all: Why?

Mathematics  
at our Junior School  
We are all Octavia the Owl in Maths lessons

We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWe inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum We inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculumWe ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplAt St Mary’s, we prepare our students for the future: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum At St Mary’s, we prepare our students for the future: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculumWe ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWe inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum We inspire girls to code, engineer, explore, create and design: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculumWe ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl We ensure our girls are prepared for study, work and life: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hplWith STEM lessons in place from Reception onwards, our girls are ahead of the curve: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum At St Mary’s, STEM subjects are very much for girls: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach

Within the Mathematics department, we follow a 
curriculum that encourages our students to make 
links across the main topics of number, algebra, 
geometry and statistics. The students need to be 
flexible in their thinking and to apply their learning 
to new situations. For example, students could be 
learning how to solve a quadratic equation 
algebraically and later be required to apply this 
knowledge to a geometrical problem that involves 
finding the area of a shape, so they need to be able 
to apply their learning in different contexts. 

Mathematics is all about generalisation and 
abstraction, and the nature of algebra itself requires 
the students to take something they are familiar 
with – number – and apply these to an abstract 
setting. As early as Year 7, students are encouraged 
to appreciate that if 7 x 3 = 3 x 7 then a x b = b x a 
and we build upon these ideas each year to deepen 
and develop the students’ understanding of number 

and algebra. Some students find mathematics one 
of their most difficult subjects, and hard work and 
practice are therefore vital for success. 

We provide many opportunities for practice in lessons 
and through homework and give students the 
necessary tools to become self-regulated, independent 
workers by supplying a wide range of learning 
resources, such as access to online virtual learning 
environments and worked solutions to problems.

“Some students find mathematics 
one of their most difficult subjects, 

and hard work and practice are 
therefore vital for success.”

Mathematics  
at our Senior School  
A flexible approach to thinking and learning
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Understanding movement as a medium for learning 
and expression, we view Physical Education and 
Sport at St Mary’s Junior School as an integral part  
of the curriculum. As active learners, the girls are 
developing vital awareness about their bodies and 
discovering their physical potential. It is this process 
of discovery that can be so enhanced by the 
development of the girls’ thinking skills (ACPs) and 
behaviours (VAAs) and transform their learning.

It is hugely important to our Sports staff that the 
girls’ thinking skills and behaviours are growing and 
being utilised to support their development as 
confident, creative participants in their own sporting 
endeavours. This common language and shared 
high expectation teaches the girls a myriad of 
different ways in which they can approach their 
learning and make meaningful and useful links. 

How might these thinking skills and behaviours 
manifest themselves in the many sports lessons  
and clubs that take place daily in our Junior School? 

This term, gymnastics lessons across both Pre-prep 
and Prep have been focused on travelling actions 
and dynamic and static balance. Each lesson 
involves progression from the initial exploration  
of movement to selection, refinement and 
performance. This progression presents endless 
possibilities for development as the girls are 
challenged to work both individually and 
collaboratively to answer questions both with  
their minds and bodies. 

At various stages in lessons all the HPL characters  
will be called into play. Initially, the exploration stage 
requires both the creative skills of Maisy the Monkey 
and the linking skills of Astrid the Ant. The girls will  
be encouraged to respond to questions such as ‘how 
many different parts of my body can I use to travel, 

using a specified piece of apparatus?’. They must 
draw upon their fundamental understanding of 
dynamic balance and adopt a positive mindset to 
generate new ideas through building on existing ones. 

Opportunities abound to challenge the girls to build 
the confidence necessary to conceive something 
entirely new. Agile Amy’s attributes of risk-taking 
and open mindedness reinforce that the tasks 
presented are an opportunity to become more 
independent, resilient and develop a wider 
vocabulary of skills on which to draw in future 
lessons. Additionally, the purposeful mindset of 
Esmeralda the Elephant aids girls in the appropriate 
selection of skills and compositional ideas for the 
task and assists them with planning. The 
combination of Sylvie the Swan’s understanding  
of how practice helps improve techniques and 
Hardworking Holly’s attitude of the perseverance, 
necessary in order to refine movement are all 
integral in the journey. The performance will 
inevitably involve Octavia the Owl’s critical thinking 
skills as the girls are supported to share ideas, 
analyse movement, and become excited in the 
understanding that their work can be made better 
by working with others.  

Games lessons further provide numerous 
opportunities for developing such thinking skills and 
behaviours and support the girls in approaching new 
experiences with the confidence and curiosity 
needed to progress and achieve their full potential. 
Our desire is that the girls will ask themselves not 
just ‘what did I do in my Sports lesson today?’ but 
‘what skills did I learn and how are these going to 
help me next time?’. It is this progress that we hope 
will motivate and inspire the girls which will in turn 
fuel their love of Sport. 

Sport at our Junior School 
Fuelling a love of sport at an early age

Sport at our Senior School 
A student-centred approach to learning

Our ‘sport for all’ policy shapes how we approach sport: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach We encourage every St Mary’s girl to lead a healthy lifestyle: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach

This year in Year 9 games we have introduced a 
new student-centred approach to learning with our 
Games for Understanding module. This has 
enabled girls to maximise their levels of activity 
and understanding through a variety of themes 
such as striking and fielding, and invasion games.  

The ACPs and VAAs are embedded into this style 
of learning and are demonstrated in the girls’ 
outcomes every week. Girls have been encouraged 
to become flexible and resilient thinkers by 
embracing failure and seeking new challenges with 
a growth mindset to adapt approaches based on 
new information. The ability to create their own 
games has enabled evolutionary and revolutionary 
thinking, as they are able to build on existing ideas or 

divert from them, whilst also requiring collaboration 
to present their own ideas and listen to others. 

There is also a focus on complex, multi-step problem-
solving as girls are required to break down 
a task and discover a suitable approach via tactics, 
developing their analysing ability. This analysing 
ability is equally developed in other games lessons 
such as hockey, where discussion of tactics is a 
key component of every lesson. Girls can discuss 
together, identify problems and act together to 
solve them, applying their skills to problem-solving 
situation. Through this approach, our students have 
been developing the skills to become independent 
learners, critical thinkers, flexible leaders and 
excellent communicators.

 “Girls have been encouraged to become flexible and resilient 
thinkers by embracing failure and seeking new challenges with a 
growth mindset to adapt approaches based on new information.”
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Our Junior School Art and Design Curriculum has 
strong links with the creativity ACP - Maisy the 
Monkey - but the other ACPs and VAAs from the 
HPL teaching and learning framework also have  
a very important part to play in its delivery.

We inspire the girls to work imaginatively by 
exploring the work of a wide range of artists, 
craft-makers and designers and encourage them  
to respond to what they see and experience in their 
own unique way. We also ensure that our pupils learn 
about the historical and cultural development of art 
forms and how different works of art have helped to 
shape history and continue to do so

Through evaluating and re-working their designs and 
ideas in their sketch books, the girls understand that 
making mistakes can lead to improvements in their 
work and this helps them to build up problem-
solving skills and resilience. Our girls are aware that  
a great deal of practice and perseverance is required 
to develop their artistic skills.

From Year 1 to Year 6 the girls have their Art and 
Design lessons in the Art Room where they have 
access to a wide range of equipment and media.  
Our pupils can use and explore different materials  
to create work in both 2D and 3D forms. The layout  
of the workstations in the Art Room leads to 
collaborative learning and our pupils are  
frequently inspired by their peers’ art.

Art in our 
Junior School  
Developing artistic  
skills through practice 
and perseverance

Creative and performing arts are an integral and important aspect of our education: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl From Year 7 through to Year 11, creative talents flourish in our bespoke Art and Photography Centre: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/hpl

“We inspire the girls to work 
imaginatively by exploring the work  

of a wide range of artists, craft-makers 
and designers and encourage them  

to respond to what they see and 
experience in their own unique way.”

High Performance Learning enables the Art 
department to implement and evaluate positive 
learning strategies for students that empowers 
them to take control of their own learning and 
engage with metacognition. 

Within the Art department, we have considered how 
we might effectively reward students that engage 
with High Performance Learning ACPs and VAAs with 
enthusiasm and an exceptional level of dedication. 
We wanted to be able to recognise those that go 
above and beyond both inside and outside the 
classroom. As such we have generated a three-tiered 
system: 

• personalised written praise 
• HPL certificates 
• Art Laurels 

The written praise takes the form of a ‘commend’ 
comment located on their digital tracking and 
monitoring sheets, accessible to each student 
through the St Mary’s Cloud. This is updated with 
regularity and displays teacher feedback on how a 
student has positively met a particular ACP through 
the development or completion of a task or learning 
experience within the curriculum.

We have also developed a series of ACP certificates 
that specify the particular characteristic in which the 
student has demonstrated exceptional performance. 
This reward helps the student recognise their ability 
to invest in a discrete ACP and how it affects their 
overall performance in Art. These certificates require 
that the student has shown consistently excellent 
levels of personal progression in Art.

St Mary’s Art Laurels system was developed for 
students who wish to invest time in the Visual Arts, 
both inside and outside of the curriculum. The Art 
Laurels have specific criteria to fulfil that rely on an 
exceptional level of dedication, a nomination from 
a teacher, and excellent achievement through 

accessing both ACP characteristics and VAA qualities. 
Students in Years 7 and 8 may apply for bronze,; 
silver is accessible to Years 9 and 10; gold is 
achievable in Year 11;  platinum is attainable in Years 
12 and 13. The Laurels do demand that students 
complete a log of activities they feel have met the 
criteria for each level of the award. Through this 
process, and sometimes an interview, they can 
discuss how ACPs and VAAs are demonstrated 
through their pursuits and achievements in Art.

It is important to give credit to students who are 
making concerted efforts and investments in HPL 
learning characteristics and developing a meaningful 
dialogue with the metacognitive process.

Art in our Senior School
A three-tiered reward system that inspires excellence

“This reward helps the student 
recognise their ability to invest in a 

discrete ACP and how it affects 
their overall performance in Art.”
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At the Junior School, drama enables every pupil to 
develop their Empathetic, Agile and Hard-Working 
VAAs. They develop confidence when speaking and 
their vocabulary is extended when they adopt roles 
and characters. Just take a peek at the role play area 
in Reception’s classroom to see that it is evident 
‘from the word go’ at St Mary’s Junior School! 

The Junior School girls are open-minded and creative 
and much more willing to take risks as they explore 
texts through drama. Every pupil is involved in drama 
productions, where they perform to an audience of 
family and peers.  Whether it is a class assembly, or 
one of the three major performances the school puts 
on, the girls always ensure they practise their lines in 
order to give a polished and confident performance.  

“Their engagement, enjoyment and 
blossoming confidence is always  

a pleasure for all to see.”

Each term sees a collaborative performance during 
which every child has a speaking role.  Pre-Prep put on 
a nativity-based production during the last weeks of 
the Autumn Term, which delights the whole audience 
year on year.  The Year 3 and 4 girls come together to 
perform a musical play during the Spring Term. Their 
engagement, enjoyment and blossoming confidence 
is always a pleasure for all to see. The end of the 
academic year at St Mary’s Junior School sees the 
Year 5 and 6 girls perform ‘Shakespeare in the Garden’.  
This is something that is truly unique to our school, 
where girls between the ages of 9 and 11 take part  
in a musical production of a Shakespeare play, using 
the original text, something that requires lots of 
perseverance when it comes to learning lines.   
The experience of performing such rich stories and 
language in the school garden on a summer’s evening 
is an unforgettable experience for everyone involved.

Playwright Alan Plater said, ‘The most valuable asset 
a nation has is the creativity of its children.’ At  
St Mary’s Junior School, we couldn’t agree more.

Drama is a hugely popular part of our Creative Curriculum: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach Drama is a hugely popular part of our Creative Curriculum: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/ourapproach

Drama at our 
Junior School  
Developing confidence 
and encouraging  
self-worth
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It is impossible to teach Drama without all of HPL’s 
VAAs and ACPs, so it has been wonderful to see the 
breadth and stretch of our subject reinforced by this 
approach to pedagogy. Recent research has shown 
that universities and employers 
are looking for young people 
who can: show determination 
and perseverance; are able to 
think independently; can work 
collaboratively and have a high 
standard of presentation skills. 
Studying Drama and Theatre 
studies equips students with 
these attributes and time and 
time again, we find that in 
interviews students are citing their drama projects 
as evidence of a range of skills and are discussing 
them in such an engaged, knowledgeable and 
enthusiastic way that they are securing offers and, 
surprisingly, this is for a range of courses, including 
medicine and the sciences.   

Working collaboratively is an important skill that is 
developed in Drama. Students must strategically plan 
their work, decide on their outcomes and work towards 
strict deadlines. They are required to be reflective, 

identifying strengths and 
weaknesses, of language, 
content and the performance 
itself. Using HPL as a 
springboard, we are finding that 
students are refining and 
developing their drama more 
effectively and can continuously 
practise the performance whilst 
remaining critically objective. 
Intellectual confidence and 

understanding of the work and the creative process  
is then substantiated in students’ written portfolios; 
which have been of an outstanding quality. 

Evidence of success can be seen in our impressive 
results this year, with 64% of our students achieving 

8/9 (equivalent to an A*) at GCSE, and 100%, A*-B  
at A level.  Cultivating a positive ‘can do’ approach  
is key to this process and we equip students with 
magic dust called ‘self-belief’ because without huge 
levels of confidence, getting up on stage is 
practically impossible. Extra-curricular Drama 
ensures that all St Mary’s students have an 
opportunity to be involved in a production, whether 
on stage or behind the scenes.  With its cast of 
fifty-eight, supported by a fifteen strong musical 
band, plus a production team and crew of fifty-one, 
the incredible performance of ‘Chicago’ showcased 
beautifully what is possible when everyone puts 
their mind to it and works hard as a team.

Oscar Wilde said, ‘I regard the theatre as the greatest 
of all art forms, the most immediate way in which  
a human being can share with another the sense  
of what it is to be a human being’. Not only does 
Drama equip students with vital skills for the 
modern world; it encourages them to be open 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
minded, to develop real empathy and to see issues 
from different perspectives as they walk in the shoes 
of a range of characters from different cultures and 
periods of history. They learn about the world they 
live in; what it means to be human; what joy, hope, 
despair, love and sacrifice feel like; why people make 
the choices that they do… All this makes them more 
open minded and gives them a better sense and 
ownership of their own destiny. 

Drama at our Senior School  
Creative thinking matters in a world where 
information is at our fingertips

In interviews students 
are citing their drama 
projects as evidence  
of a range of skills

Scholarships are available in Drama and dance: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships Scholarships are available in Drama and dance: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships

24 2524 25

AccolAdeHigh Performance Learning

http://www.stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships
http://www.stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships


Scholarships are available in Drama and dance: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships Our vibrant music programme offers something for everyone: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/juniorcurriculum Scholarships are available in Music: stmaryscambridge.co.uk/scholarships

Music at our Junior School  
“So long as the human spirit thrives on this planet, music  
in some living form will accompany and sustain it.”  
– Aaron Copland

Music plays a vital role in our Junior School, enabling 
each girl to become resilient and confident while 
still uniting us all as one collaborative and creative 
community. From our weekly morning Whole School 
Hymn Practice, to the ever-popular Music Festival in 
the Spring term, our Junior School community is 
constantly buzzing with a love for music and a drive 
for creativity at the heart of everything we do. 

Every year group studies a new composer each 
month as part of their academic music studies.  
Our girls use this learning to make research-based 
enquiries into each composer’s place within the 
history of music and make strong connections about 
how various styles and composition techniques were 
invented, while also analysing music and composing 
in similar styles. 

“Our Junior School community is  
constantly buzzing with a love for music”

All girls learning an instrument privately, as well as 
girls in Years 3 and 4 working within the Recorder 
Karate programme, know the meaning of agility 
because learning an instrument requires huge levels 
of hard work and dedication and flexibility. Learning 
an instrument also requires perseverance and many 
of our girls grow in confidence and develop their 
performance skills when they take part in our 

Teatime Concerts, which enable all girls to perform  
in a relaxed and supportive environment. 

At our Junior School, music enables every pupil 
to work hard, collaborate in a team and develop 
their confidence as a performer. Girls develop their 
team-work skills by taking part in our Junior School 
Musical Ensembles which include the String 
Ensemble, the Guitar Ensemble, the Wind Ensemble 
and the Concert Band.  Every girl from Reception to 
Year 6 is a member of a choir and performs at two 
key events each year; the Carol Service in the 
Autumn Term and the Summer Concert at West 
Road Concert Hall in the Summer Term. Preparing 
for these performances requires hard work and 
perseverance from every girl in weekly rehearsals to 
memorise lyrics, sing in harmony and learn various 
musical techniques and actions. There is also an 
opportunity for the girls to share their love of singing 
with each other and their families while creating a 
special moment of reflection, celebration and joy. 

We have all heard quotes such as ‘practice makes 
perfect’ and ‘genius is 1% inspiration and 99% 
perspiration’. Indeed, the acclaimed Russian-born 
American classical pianist and composer Vladimir 
Horowitz was quoted as saying, ‘The difference 
between ordinary and extraordinary is practice’.  

In the Music Department the HPL VAAs and ACPs 
support us in delivering a curriculum that will 
prepare our students for their future studies and 
careers, helping them to develop higher level skills 
and attributes such as teamwork, creativity, 
communication and, very importantly, 
perseverance and resilience. 

You can often find us referring to the Hard-Working 
VAA, both within lessons and in rehearsals. Practice, 
the ability to train and prepare through repetition 
of the same processes in order to become more 
proficient, is essential for any musician if they want 
to make progress, for example if they are preparing 
for a solo performance examination or working 
collaboratively towards an ensemble performance 
in class. 

Perseverance goes hand in hand with practice and 
we aim to develop in our students the ability to 
keep going and not to give up when they face tasks 
that are challenging! We encourage them to work 
through problems diligently and systematically. 
We praise, we break tasks into smaller, more 
manageable chunks and we model examples, 
and always with an encouraging smile!

And finally, resilience; the ability to pick yourself 
up and to not give up. To dust yourself down and 
try again if a performance does not go as well as 
you had hoped or your first attempt at composing 
sounds rather odd. We want our students to have 
the ability to be flexible, optimistic and self-
motivated and to accept that setbacks happen and 
to have in their toolkits the skills to help them learn 
from their mistakes and to bounce back. Indeed, 
these are essential skills for life, and not just for 
the Music classroom!

Music at our Senior School  
Through hard work and perseverance comes perfection

“Through focused practice, 
the students are also 

developing their 
concentration skills and 

they become increasingly 
more self-motivated.”
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Email: enquiries@stmaryscambridge.co.uk
Telephone: +44(0)1223 353253 
 
Junior School: 6 Chaucer Road, Cambridge CB2 7EB
Senior School: Bateman Street, Cambridge CB2 1LY  
 
stmaryscambridge.co.uk

https://www.facebook.com/StMarysSchoolCambridge/
https://twitter.com/stmaryssch
https://www.linkedin.com/company/st-mary%27s-school-cambridge
https://www.instagram.com/stmaryscambridge/
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