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Jenny Giles (JG) – Foundation Governor, Tim Mills (TM) – Foundation Governor and Jerry Walsh (JW), Foundation Governor and Vice Chair of LGB, undertook interviews of the Year 6 group of pupils in the lower hall at St Thomas’. The purpose of the visit and interviews were to discuss and receive feedback related to the Catholic Life of the School including the Cardinal’s visit and mass celebrating the school’s 150th Anniversary, pupils’ experiences while at the school, safeguarding and wellbeing, favourite subjects, things that are done well and things that can be improved. 

Format of interviews
The full group of year 6 pupils assembled in the dining hall. Thus, the groups included pupils with special educational needs (SEN) and those with ECHPs. One of the pupils with special educational needs decided that he would prefer to spend time in the Rainbow room and politely informed JW that this is what he thought was best for him. 

The interview process was facilitated by Mrs Wendy Clark a member of the SLT and RE lead.  

The Governors led the discussions through a series of questions.
What do you enjoy at school?
The overall impression was that the pupils were happy and in general enjoyed school and the various activities, although noticeably the spontaneous responses were more on activities than specific subject matter which was consequently covered later.
The spontaneous answers were enthusiastic and varied, including ‘Winning at Sports Day’, ‘Chicken Friday’, ‘Thomas Tigers’ (Football team), ‘Kingswood away day visits’ and the Talent Show. Prompting elicited additional responses with Forest School and Cooking being particularly popular among most of the pupils. Sewing was also popular with some of the pupils as was tree planting some years ago. 
Asked about ‘fun subjects’ towards the end of the session (i.e. separate from the initial ‘What do you enjoy at school? discussion), English, Sewing and Art were noticeably strong favourites. DT, Music and PE with Mr Fitzgerald were also popular amongst the group. Forest School with Bushcraft generated a lot of stories about what they had done and how much fun it was.  There was a noticeable lack of mentioning specific sciences, but this may be because they are combined or not explicitly identified other than Biology. A few of the pupils with parents working in STEM were more excited by science than their peers. 
150th Anniversary and Cardinal’s visit
The discussion revealed a high level of enthusiasm for the 150th Anniversary activities, with the Cardinal’s participation being the highlight. One pupil described with joy getting a fist bump from the Cardinal! The pupils knew the Cardinal’s name (Vincent Nichols) and were able to recall specifics from his homily as well as the blessing of badges which were later handed to the pupils, thereby demonstrating that they were engaged and attentive at the time. The pupils also enthusiastically shared their sense of fun and joy in participating the other activities, experiencing life in Victorian Times was a hit, as was the afternoon of celebrations on Tuesday 13th June with parents present to watch the maypole dancing, choir, dance club and burying the time capsule.
Catholic Life
In addition to the Cardinal’s visit, when asked about ‘Catholic Life’ at the school the responses focused on ‘Assembly’ and the chaplaincy team. Mention was made of ‘Wednesday Word’. There were some refences about being nice to each other.  The impact of Catholic teaching on the school’s approach to teaching and education, wellbeing etc. was not explicitly mentioned, which given the age group is not unexpected. However, it was obvious from the way all the pupils acted and supported each other, as well as unconsciously including those with special needs, that the school has a strong emphasis on love and respect for all. Volunteering was discussed, pupils are participating in the sports committee, the School Council, and the Chaplaincy Team. The school’s website emphasizes the importance of volunteering in catholic social teaching and the school follows through on this in encouraging its pupils to partake. A later discussion about the Chaplaincy Team provided evidence of a good understanding as to its purpose and what was involved. It was noted that the team attends the half termly live online CAT Liturgies with other schools’ chaplaincy teams in the Trust.
WC led a discussion on the recent (May 16th) Lea valley Deanery ‘Retreat Day’ at St Edmunds attended by the Chaplaincy team with the focus on Catholic Social Teaching. Those in the chaplaincy team made particular reference to responsibility for others eg buddying, and the importance of learning about the Church’s social teaching. 
Safeguarding
The pupils all felt safe at the school (this appeared genuine and not just ‘lip service’) and were able to describe what to do if an event occurred that worried them or made them feel unsafe.  The pupils appeared confident and comfortable in being able to approach teachers and staff on matters that were of concern to them. The ‘Worry Monster’ for younger pupils/ when the pupils were in earlier years, appears to have been greatly used and appreciated, but as the pupils moved up through the school it became less used but evidently fondly remembered. 
Online safety was clearly understood and a brief discussion about what to look out for and to do if a stranger approached them online was enthusiastically participated in by most, if not all pupils. Some pupils commented that computer lessons were one of the things they enjoyed at school. Asked about Raspberry Pie and other specifics it was clear a few of the pupils enjoy such activities at home in addition to what they do at school. Those on the School Council confirmed that they often discussed safeguarding at their meetings. 
What makes St Thomas unique?
A most revealing discussion as the responses were varied but focused on the many enjoyable events experienced by the pupils –in addition to those aspects detailed under the above headings ‘the teachers being ‘very kind’ and ‘just good’. Quality of the food was also a popular response!
In effect the pupils were describing the safe, loving, caring, kind community that exists at the school based on shared experiences and interests, all of which evidently aids learning.
What could be improved?
A lot of focus was on sports equipment (football nets) and ‘Trail equipment,’ as well as adding activities like swimming and having an orchestra (which it is understood is being consideration by the music teacher). Others proposed a ski trip and addition team events outside the school. 
Asked to rate the school out of ten the range was from nine and a half to eleven!
Overall impressions / summary
The pupils were typically confident and outgoing with some real characters! Even those who initially appeared reticent to participate soon joined in the discussions, most without prompting but two or three having to be asked directly for their input which was then forthcoming. All pupils appeared comfortable about approaching teachers and raising any concerns they might have. As a result of their time and experiences at St Thomas’ the pupils appear well grounded, in general confident and mature and ready for their transition to secondary school.
Footnote
As governors we do wonder if the receiving secondary schools are geared to support those pupils from St Thomas’ with special needs and whether that support will be of the standard provided by St Thomas’. 
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