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Ark 
Case study

CST and ImpactEd Group are working together to collate examples of 
school improvement practices used by trusts, freely shared to help 
schools across the country. If your trust has work that aligns with our 
conceptual framework for trust-led improvement, please visit the website: 
schoolimprovementhub.org for details of how to work with us to develop 
and share a case study, and help all our schools to keep getting better.

https://schoolimprovementhub.org/
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Trust-led school improvement model

The CST conceptual model for trust improvement is structured 
as a triple helix, consisting of three strands: 

Curate clear 
goals
Defining clear 
purposes, 
strategies and 
goals, so that the 
trust knows what 
it’s aiming for and 
how to get there

Implement 
improvement 
initiatives
The ongoing process 
of implementing 
improvement, 
iterating and 
refining as plans 
are enacted

Build capability and 
capacity
Shaping the people, 
culture and capacity 
within the organisation, 
in order to create 
the conditions for 
sustainable 
improvement
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The model outlines the key 
aspects of how a school-
improvement process, strategy or 
model might be enacted within a 
trust. Rather than dictating areas 
for improvement, the conceptual 
model allows each trust to apply 
its own understanding of quality 
and its own improvement goals 
to each of the three strands. The 
model is intended to help trusts 
trace a pathway from the areas 
their improvement strategy 

intends to address towards a 
broader consideration of how they 
achieve their improvement goals.

Each of the strands then breaks 
down into further components. 
The “Curate clear goals” strand, 
therefore, breaks down into these 
components:  

• Set quality goals
• Align strategy
• Use evidence
• Evaluate insights

The trust-led school 
improvement model

And the “Build capability and 
capacity” breaks down into the 
following components: 

• Develop expertise 
• Empower horizontal improvement 
• Connect 
• Grow culture and leadership 
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Case study: Ark

This case study highlights the following components in the 
conceptual model: 

Set quality goals
Define the quality the trust is 
aiming for, and the specific goals 
needed to achieve this

TRUST OVERVIEW

Trust: Ark Schools 
CEO: Lucy Heller 
Founded: Ark Schools was founded in 2004; its first 
school opened in 2006
Schools: Thirty-nine schools – 16 secondaries, 
16 primaries, and seven all-through schools – in 
Birmingham, Hastings, London and Portsmouth. The 
largest school in the trust, Ark John Keats Academy, 
has 1,771 students. The smallest, Ark Bentworth 
Primary Academy, has 184 pupils on roll.    

Percentage of disadvantaged students:  45% 
of pupils are eligible for pupil premium – 41% at 
primary and 47% at secondary   
Percentage of students receiving free school 
meals:  45%
Percentage of students speaking English as an 
additional language:  46% 
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Develop expertise
Put expertise and professional 
learning at the heart of 
improvement
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PRIMARY: 
Early years: 78% of pupils show a good level of 
development, compared with a national average of 
68% 
Key stage 2: 76% of pupils achieved the expected 
standard in 2024, compared with 61% nationally
Pupil premium: 69% of children receiving pupil-
premium grants achieved the expected standard 
in 2024 – eight percentage points higher than all 
children nationally, and 23 percentage points higher 
than children eligible for pupil premium nationally 

SECONDARY: 
Progress 8: +0.18 
Percentage of students achieving grade 5 or 
above in English and maths at GCSE: 48%
Percentage of students achieving at least three 
A*-C grades at A level: 62%
Percentage of students achieving at least three 
A*-B grades at A level: 35%
Percentage of sixth-form students going on 
to university: 83%

TRUST OVERVIEW (continued)
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New schools founded by Ark are four times more likely to be rated outstanding than other schools 
nationally. And 90% of schools rated inadequate or put in special measures by Ofsted before joining Ark 
are now rated good or outstanding.  
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BACKGROUND

Ark was founded in 2002, as a charity with the 
aim of making the greatest possible impact on 
the lives of children. Ark has supported a wide 
variety of education, health and development 
projects and programmes nationally and 
internationally. Ark has also incubated more 
than 20 ventures, including Ambition Institute, 
Now Teach, Frontline and its latest venture, 
education hub EdCity. 

In 2004, Ark Schools was founded. Its first 
school – Burlington Danes Academy in West 
London – reopened as Ark Burlington Danes in 
September 2006. When Ark took the school on, 
it was in special measures. By January 2009, 
Ofsted had rated the school as good.   

The trust expanded its London cluster over 
the next few years, with a combination of 
converter and new-start schools. By 2012, Ark 
was responsible for 15 schools in London and 
Birmingham and along the South Coast. That 
same year, it launched the Ark Teacher Training 
programme.  

The trust chooses to work in communities 
where it can make biggest difference to 
children’s lives through education. Today, 
the Ark network has 39 schools, serving 
more than 30,000 children in Birmingham, 
Hastings, London and Portsmouth. 

“We very much have a concept of ‘One Ark’ 
– we are all responsible for the pupils in Ark 
schools,” says Jane Witheford, Ark’s director of 
standards and performance. “It’s about collective 
responsibility: sharing practice and working 
together so we can develop all our schools.” 

This shared responsibility is integral to Ark’s 
cultural ethos. While each of the trust’s schools 
has its own unique character, they all subscribe 
to a shared set of core principles and participate 
in practices that encourage collaboration. There 
are trust-wide network groups across leadership 
responsibilities; similarly, subject teachers come 
together three times a year for trust-wide 
network days. 

“We very much have a 
concept of ‘One Ark’ – 
we are all responsible 
for the pupils in Ark 
schools.”
Jane Witheford, director of standards 
and performance, Ark
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WHAT DOES EDUCATION LOOK LIKE AT ARK? 

Ark schools share a set of values that inform how 
they approach their work and how they work 
together. These are: aim high; be brave; be kind; 
keep learning. These values are embedded across 
the organisation. 

While each of Ark’s schools has its own character, 
they are all supported by Ark’s six pillars: 

• High expectations: Every child can achieve great 
things 

• Excellent teaching: This has the biggest impact 
on outcomes, so the trust prioritises teacher 
development  

• Knowing every child: Every child is known well 
by the adults in the school and is supported 
academically and pastorally. The trust also builds 
relationships with children’s families

• Depth for breadth: Ark prioritises depth in 
English and maths to give pupils the best chance 
of success in every subject 

• Exemplary behaviour: Creating respectful 
environments where teachers can teach and 
pupils learn 

• Always learning: Inside and beyond the 
classroom, for teachers and pupils alike.  

Rather than taking a one-size-fits-all approach, Ark 
recognised that not all its schools would be ready 
for the same thing at the same time. It therefore 
developed the Ark Model. 

This model (on which more later) sets out the trust’s 
approach to education, including its minimum 
expectations, which it believes lay the foundations 
for all other school improvement. The model also 
provides guidance on how to implement these 
expectations in the most effective way, and it 
serves as a roadmap for developing practice 
towards excellence.

Ark also provides a toolkit of shared strategies, 
which school leaders can choose from to plan 
school improvement. This allows leaders to 
pull the right levers at the right time for their 
schools.  

“We’re clearer now than we’ve ever been 
about alignment,” Ms Witheford says. “I 
don’t mean we mandate more, but we’re 
clearer about where we think it’s helpful for 
people to align. Where does it serve us to do 
things in the same way to support school 
improvement across the network?” 
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How does this work in practice? 

A closer examination of setting quality goals and 
developing expertise

The Ark Model sets out Ark’s approach to all aspects of education – from its vision 
for excellence to the questions leaders should be asking, as well as strategies and 
resources to move the school forwards. 

This project started with the belief that school improvement could be accelerated if 
schools were provided with clear information about the foundations that excellence 
is built on, and about the strategies that were working across Ark schools. 

“We have always shared best practice across and between our schools,” says Ms 
Witheford. “But we wanted to build a model that helps schools to chart their own 
school-improvement path, with a recognition that 39 schools will not all need the 
same things at the same time.” 

The trust worked with school leaders and principals for 18 months to define 
its model of education. The finished version is an online interactive platform, 
which all Ark schools are able to access. “We wanted it to be really accessible for 
school leaders, and for it to have a strong focus on practical examples from our 
schools,” says Ms Witheford.

The model’s homepage (see page 8) currently offers access to 15 different 
areas of education. The information in each area is underpinned by the latest 
research and evidence of what works – nationally and, most importantly, in 
Ark schools.

Set quality goals: Ark Model
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The Ark Model homepage

Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)
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Each of these different areas is divided into six sections. The 
first section is entitled “The what and the why”. When users 
click through to the curriculum and assessment area, for 
example, “The what and the why” states:  

So, for example, the key leadership questions for curriculum and 
assessment are:

The section following this is entitled 
“Foundational expectations”. “These are 
the must-dos,” says Ms Witheford. “The 
foundational expectations are essential, 
because we believe that without them we 
can’t deliver a good standard of education.” 

These expectations are agreed in 
consultation with principals and other senior 
leaders. Schools then work to ensure these 
are secure before moving on to other things. 

1

Reading Overview

The section following this is entitled “Key leadership 
questions”. The aim of this section is to provide school 
leaders with a clear outline of quality in this area. Leaders 
can then use this to judge how well their school is 
performing in any given area, to reflect on what could be 
missing when things aren’t working as well as they could, 
and to support leadership discussions. 

1

Reading Overview

1

Reading Overview

For example, in the reading area of the education model, there are five foundational 
expectations (above right).

School leaders can then click through for more information and links to related resources 
(see page 10).

Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)
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More information and resources related to the foundational expectations for reading

Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)
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Following on from foundational expectations is the 
“Developing practice and expertise” section. This is 
a set of strategies and resources that school leaders 
can review as they build towards excellence, including 
examples from other schools.  

The strategies for curriculum and assessment are 
shown on the right:

Each of these tabs then clicks through to a toolkit, 
including a summary of important information and 
implementation guidance. 

Shown right is an example from the reading page: 

3

Reading Fluency and Comprehension Toolkit Home

“As a network, we have 
developed impactful 
strategies, but we recognise 

that we need to also share 
tips of how to get them working on 
the ground. This is where the step-
by-step guides are really helpful.”
Jane Witheford, director of standards and 
performance, Ark

Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)
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Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)

4

Reading Fluency and Comprehension Toolkit – Strategies for whole class reading Reading fluency and comprehension toolkit: strategies for whole-class reading
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The final section is entitled “Models of 
excellence”. These are case studies from 
across the trust, showcasing schools 
that perform particularly well or have 
particularly innovative practice in place.  

“These case studies are leaders talking 
to leaders” says Ms Witheford. “We 
want schools to use them to stretch 
their thinking and to be inspired 
by what their colleagues in other 
schools across the network are 
doing. We also arrange senior-
leader visits to these schools to see 
the model in action.” 

Set quality goals: Ark Model (continued)

“We want schools to use case studies to stretch their 
thinking and to be inspired by what their colleagues in 
other schools across the network are doing.” 
Jane Witheford, director of standards and performance, Ark
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For Ark, professional development is at the heart of what goes on in its 
schools. Every teacher in the trust has 10 training days a year: double the 
usual number. For three of these days each year, all Ark schools shut, 
so staff can take part in cross-trust training. These days tend to have a 
subject-teaching or leadership focus: teachers come together in subject-
network groups for training relevant to their subject; principals, vice-
principals and other leaders also come together in groups. 

For the remaining seven days, schools determine their own professional-
development provision. However, they have access to a variety of tools 
and resources. Ark Learning Institute also provides a comprehensive 
professional-development offer to support schools. Teaching and 
learning leads from each school come together across the network to 
share practice and engage in professional development. There is also 
support available from the trust, particularly for leaders who are writing 
professional-development plans for their schools for the first time.  

To help schools build their own professional-development programme, 
the trust provides a comprehensive training offer that is as flexible as 
possible for schools to use. Teachers and leaders are able to choose 
their own training modules, self-directing to relevant areas of study. 
Equally, leaders who identify an area where a teacher might need 
more support can then point that teacher towards an asynchronous 
training session. There are also modules that leaders can use to train 
their teachers in specific areas, using a train-the-trainer model. In 
addition, school leaders can choose to send members of staff to in-
person courses run centrally by the trust or delivered via a partner.  

Develop expertise: Professional development 
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The trust tailors professional development to meet the needs of teachers 
and leaders at all stages of their careers, from initial teacher training to 
expert teacher and extending to senior leaders, including principals and 
executive leaders. Ark also provides a development offer for support staff, 
and runs a growing number of apprenticeships for operational and non-
teaching staff. 

To help tailor professional development to need, Ark devised the Great 
Teacher Rubric in 2021. This rubric is intended as a path Ark teachers can 
follow to great teaching. Acknowledging that teacher development is a 
long-term and continuous process, the trust describes the rubric as: 

Develop expertise: Professional development  (continued)

    

2 

GTR structure 
The GTR is divided into five strands, which capture the critical domains of teaching practice, witch 
each strand divided into further substrands (see figure 1). For EYFS leaders and teachers, there is 
an additional strand covering ‘play’ which is specific to EYFS practice.  

Figure 1: The GTR is divided into strands and substrands 

 
The GTR provides both an overview of practice at each stage of development (see figure 2 for an 
example from the climate for learning strand) and a more detailed breakdown of teaching practice 
for each substrand (see figure 3 for an example). 

Figure 2: Climate for learning overview 

 
Figure 3: Teaching practice at each stage of development in establishing a ‘safe learning 
environment’ 

 

Use of the GTR in schools 
Prior to observing teachers using the GTR, all ‘evaluators’ complete a minimum of 8 hours of online 
‘evaluator training’. During this training, evaluators learn about observer bias and the difference 
between evidence and interpretation as well as observing ten lesson extracts to practise aligning 
teaching practice to GTR substrands and making judgements on levels of proficiency. Evaluators 
must score more than 80% in this training to be ready to evaluate teachers in their schools.  

Schools have freedom to determine the processes they will use to evaluate teachers, with best 
practice including: 

1) Planning conference for evaluators to gain a clear understanding of the teacher’s planning. 
This includes reviewing both medium- and short-term plans.  

2) Full length lesson observations. These can also be supplemented with shorter ‘learning 
walks’ to offer a “temperature check” across multiple classrooms. Full length observations 
provide a deeper understanding of how teachers structure lessons, engage students and 
respond to challenges over the course of a lesson. However, for these observations to 
reflect an accurate picture, evaluators must be familiar with the teacher’s daily practices. 

3) Post-observation conference to better understand the teacher’s decision making during 
the lesson. These conversations allow teachers to lead discussions on what went well and 
areas for growth, using pupil work as evidence, ensuring that GTR observations are a 
developmental process. 

“A set of shared principles for effective teaching, enabling teachers to 
understand where they are on the improvement journey and what the 
destination looks like.  

“This also enables schools to design professional development according to 
strengths and areas of development for their staff.” 

The Great Teacher Rubric (GTR) encompasses four stages of teacher 
development, matching the likely progression of a teaching career: 
attempting, foundational, proficient and exemplary.   

The GTR is divided into five strands, each representing a critical area of 
teaching practice. Each of these five strands is then divided into further 
substrands:  

Five strands of the Great Teacher Rubric (GTR)
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It then offers an overview of good practice for each strand, according to the teacher’s level of development. So, for “Climate for learning”, good practice is 
itemised as follows:  

Develop expertise: Professional development  (continued)
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areas for growth, using pupil work as evidence, ensuring that GTR observations are a 
developmental process. 

Good practice, according to the teacher’s level of development

For each substrand, there is a more detailed breakdown of teaching practice. So, for “Managing the learning environment”, the GTR provides the following: 

Detailed breakdown of teaching practice
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Ark also trains staff to become experts in 
reviewing and developing teachers. This training 
process educates staff about observer bias and 
the processes for achieving consistency.

Every Ark school shares insights and analysis 
from its evaluations with the trust. This allows 
the central development team to spot gaps in 
provision and adjust its offer to include more 
or different learning opportunities. Around 
four years ago, for example, the trust realised 
that it needed to do more to support the 
implementation of the curriculum at lesson 
level. It therefore put together a planning 
toolkit, providing step-by-step guidance. 
This covered topics such as “How do you 
plan lessons?” and “How do you plan 
for the medium or long term?” Ark then 
sent trainers to each school to develop 
planning across the entire team. 

Develop expertise: Professional development  (continued)
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Around a decade ago, Ark Curriculum Plus (AC+) 
developed as an offshoot of the Ark network. Now 
a non-profit organisation in its own right, AC+ aims 
to help teachers provide consistent, high-quality 
subject teaching to students.   

AC+ originated the Mathematics Mastery and 
English Mastery programmes, and now offers 
subject-excellence programmes and associated 
resources in maths, science, history and geography 
at primary level, and English, maths, geography and 
science at secondary level. Ark has also developed 
curriculum frameworks for Spanish, French and 
history, though these do not have accompanying 
resources.  

The AC+ programmes are based on the best 
available research and international best practice in 
each subject, along with knowledge of what works 
across the varied contexts in which Ark operates. 
The focus is on raising outcomes for children from all 
backgrounds and starting points. The programmes 
provide a high-quality curriculum, and are supported 
by integrated teaching and assessment resources. 
An EEF evaluation found that students who follow 
the Mathematics Mastery curriculum achieve half a 
grade more than their peers across the UK. 

But the aim is to improve teaching as well as 
learning. AC+ provides a subject expert to guide 
schools through an improvement journey, with 
professional development for teachers and leaders 
at every stage.  

While AC+ is an outward-facing programme, 
available to schools and trusts beyond the Ark 
network, it is also used within the trust. “There’s 
no mandate to use it in your school,” says Ms 
Witheford. “But these are high-quality resources, 
so most schools use them in the subjects where 
they’re available.”  

Develop expertise: Enhancing subject teaching  

“There’s no mandate to 
use Ark Curriculum+ in 
your school, but these are 
high-quality resources, so 
most schools use them in 
the subjects where they’re 
available.”  
Jane Witheford, director of 
standards and performance, Ark
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Key points
• The Ark Model provides foundational 

expectations – the non-negotiable 
elements of effective education – 
which are made explicit to school 
leaders 

• Teachers and leaders are provided 
with background information, key 
reading and case studies from other 
schools in the network, as well as 
strategies and resources

• Professional development is seen as 
a cornerstone of trust improvement, 
and every teacher and leader in the 
trust is given 10 training days a year 

• A mandatory trust-wide rubric 
provides a standard against which 
school leaders can measure 
teaching, in order to plan their school 
professional development 

• The trust produces a vast array of 
training modules, which staff can 
access – or be directed towards 
– asynchronously or in person, 
according to individual or school need 

Ark Resources
• Ark Model – sample
• Great Teacher Rubric – introduction

schoolimprovementhub.org
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dlOCtSDATpbV2DmhQZR1EgxJ-ASnmkyq/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UHJ9LZy93CTLH9KvAWnIT0EfY5zxfPEF/view
https://schoolimprovementhub.org/

