
Welcome
Welcome to Issue 2 of the Virtual School Newsletter. 
Incredibly we are already at the end of the second term 
of the Virtual School’s second year. We have very high 
expectations for what we aim to achieve as a Virtual 
School and as each month passes we are pleased to 
reflect on the milestones of progress. An important 
measure of how well we are doing is how well our 
children and young people are progressing  in their education and how engaged  and confident 
they are as learners. Innovation is something we are passionate about and we are running a 
number of projects and programmes to improve learning, working in partnership with schools, 
social care and other agencies. Projects are designed to test out and learn from new ways 
of working, focusing on social and emotional aspects of learning and vocational progression 
alongside academic success. I hope you enjoy reading about just a few of our activities and we 
look forward to seeing you at some of our events.
 
Kim Brooks
Virtual School Head teacher
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Derbyshire Virtual School 
Virtual School is an innovative team working 
alongside schools and settings to ensure they 
offer the best provision for children and 
young people in our care and care leavers. The 
Virtual School’s staffing structure is similar 
to that of an actual school but without a 
school building.

Children and Young people remain enrolled 
at their existing school or setting with the 
Virtual School offering support, guidance and 
training, to ensure that educational services 
are effectively coordinated and that cared 
for children and young people get the best 
opportunities to reach their fullest potential.



Staff Profile: 
Bu s in e s s 
S e r v i c e s 
Assistant

My name is Belinda Smith 
and I joined the Virtual 
School as a Business 
Services Assistant (PEP 
administrator) last term.

I have worked in Secondary 
schools in various posts 
and more recently in 
Derbyshire’s Integration 
Pathways Team. 

I am enjoying being part 
of the team and making a 
contribution to improving 
education outcomes for 
children in care.

Lynn Steventon is still 
leading on PEPS and can 
be contacted on the usual 
numbers, but for routine 
matters, please contact me 
on 01629 536771 or email  
belinda.smith@derbyshire.
gov.uk. I look forward to 
working with you and will 
always do my best to help.

A group of Year 9 and 10 children in care from Derbyshire schools 
attended a two day residential at Lea Green at the end of January. 
The children learned key theories of learning, engagement and 
motivation and put these into practice by using a combination of 
action research and problem-solving approaches.

UFA (University of the First Age) Peer Tutors are students who 
help other young people to learn. They are being trained to support 
younger students in their school and being at Lea Green gave the 
students the opportunity to put into practice their new skills – for 
example by supporting each other on the high ropes.

Research into Peer Tutoring has shown that as well as having 
an impact on the young people they support, by learning about 
learning the Peer Tutors 
experience an improvement in 
their own achievement.

All of the young people completed 
the training and are eager to begin 
supporting others in their school, 
for example as buddy readers, 
sports coaches, maths supporters, 
or helping younger children to become more socially integrated 
with peers.

We wish our Virtual School 
University of the First Age Peer 
Tutors the very best as they begin 
putting their new skills into 
practice by supporting others to 
become confident individuals, 
successful learners and responsible 
leaders. 

ufa.org.uk

Virtual School Pilots 
UFA Peer Tutoring



In November 2015 we introduced the ‘Read it, 
Do it!’ club.  41 children between EY4 (children 
3 and above at nursery) and Reception children 
received 2 books, Camilla the Cupcake Fairy 
and The Gingerbread Man, plus a baking 
activity to go with the books.  They were then 
asked to have a go baking and send us a picture 
of their creation. 

The feedback was incredibly positive!  Carers 
commented that the main benefits were:

•	 More books gave more opportunities to read 
at home and new activities to try together

•	 The repeated refrains from the story and 
then doing an activity really got them 
interested in the story

•	 Loved the baking, particularly eating the 
end product!

•	 Their child was excited to have a bed time 
story

Children were equally excited saying:

•	 ‘Wow’ and then even more excited when she 
was told she could keep the story

•	 Came running out of school waving his 
stories around and then insisted on reading 
them when we got home

•	 Loved the Gingerbread man and kept 
repeating ‘Can’t catch me I’m the 
Gingerbread man’

We will be sending out two new stories before 
the Easter holidays with a fun activity.  We are 
looking forward to getting more photos of the 
children enjoying their story and activity!

Rachel.Madge@derbyshire.gov.uk

The Virtual School’s Animal Friends Scheme is a 
project that will support 
Reading and Writing 
attainment with our Year 
1 and 2 children.  The 
Virtual School Team in EY 
and KS1 and the Virtual 
Head will each take on the 
role of an animal sponsored 
by Willow Tree Family 
Park in Shirebrook. These 

animal friends, including Willow the Donkey, 
Sanchez the Meerkat, Sully the Tortoise, Lexi 

the Owl and Toblerone the Rabbit, will be writing 
to the children. They will ask questions about 
recent events, birthdays etc. and the children 
will be encouraged to write back, enabling staff 
to encourage the children’s writing development. 
On signing up to the Animal Friends Scheme each 
child will receive a cuddly toy of their selected 
animal, books relating to the animal and a picture 
of the animal at Willow Tree. 

Mark.Hobson@derbyshire.gov.uk

Animal Friends

‘Read it, Do it’



Last year’s Big Book Bash was enjoyed as 
much as always by children, young people, 
carers and volunteers who joined in an action 
packed, fun filled day. Children drew cartoons 
with John Byrne and pictures with Ruth 
Hearson and Caryl Hart, played with words 
and poems with John Dougherty and Adisa, 
took part in a creative writing workshop with 
Jon Mayhew, a story treasure hunt with Lea 
Green staff and storyteller Rachel Murray 
and met a whole host of other brilliant 
authors including Kjartan Poskitt, Jane 
Elson and Lisa Drakeford. Budding Secret 
Agents loved the Top Secret workshop run 

by the Virtual School. The day had all this, 
plus free books, great fun, a chance to catch 
up with old friends and to create a selfie in 
the BBB Photo Booth. When asked to sum up 
what they thought of the BBB these were a 
few of the children’s comments ‘AWESOME’ 
‘Loved the books the most’ ‘Loved meeting 
the authors’ ‘Best Thing Ever’. We’re now 
planning the 2016 Big Book Bash and will 
soon be announcing which brilliant authors 
will be visiting us, so watch this space, put 
the date in your diary (Sunday 17th July 
2016 at County Hall) and come along and get 
involved.

Big Book Bash

Derbyshire Virtual School will 
be organising two university 
campus tours with the University 
of Derby (30th March 2016) and 
the University of Nottingham 

18th April 2016). This is 
a fantastic opportunity 
for young people, carers, 
creative mentors and other 
professionals to have a day 
experiencing university 
life with other young 
people in care and care 
leavers. 

The university days are 
aimed at young people 
in Years 11, 12 and 13 

and consist of a campus tour, 
ice-breakers, meeting university 
ambassadors,  care leaver 
university experience talk and 
information about the financial 
help and support available. As an 
authority Derbyshire is keen to 
increase the number of children 
in care who attend these events, 
so please encourage young people 
in Years 11, 12 and 13 to attend.

For further information please 
contact Viv Wilks (Year 11/Post 
16 transition Lead Teacher) on 
01629 531380 /  07773967140  

Viv.Wilks@derbyshire.gov.uk.

University 
Days



Attachment Aware Schools Programme
We know that schools want support in how to work effectively with children and young 
people with attachment difficulties and in creating nurturing environments through 
positive relationships. The Virtual School has been pioneering an Attachment Aware Schools 
Programme in Derbyshire which launched in April 2015 with an ignition event for over 
100 delegates. We  are now working with seventeen schools in Derbyshire including infant, 
primary, junior, secondary, special and support centres.  We are working with educators to 
enable these vulnerable youngsters to remain in school and get the best possible outcomes 
from their education. The programme has 
included regular training, action research 
projects and the establishment of a 
network and community of attachment 
aware schools in Derbyshire.

This school programme allows us to:

•	 Improve the conditions for Children in 
Care in schools and settings

•	 Help to reduce fixed term exclusions

•	 Produce a portfolio of good practice 
examples and other resources to share 
across the whole of Derbyshire’s school 
community (and beyond!)

•	 Raise awareness of the issues and 
needs around attachment and trauma

•	 Consolidate working relations 
between the Virtual School and 
Derbyshire schools

•	 Catalyse a new community of practice 
amongst schools

•	 Encourage pedagogical development 
– trialling new ways of working led by 
the Virtual School

We are looking forward to running the programme for a 
second year, starting with an event open to all schools in 
Derbyshire on 26th April 2016.

“The opportunity to take part in the Attachment Aware 
programme has had a huge impact on our students – 
and our staff too.” Lady Manners School

Lizzie.Watt@derbyshire.gov.uk



In partnership with Derbyshire Music 
Education Hub, Baby People and Youth Music 
we are offering 20 young people, currently 
in Yr 9, the opportunity to work with music 
professionals. The project involves introducing 
music skills, developing young people as 
music leaders in the classroom and building 
confidence and performance skills. It will 
continue for two more years, supporting the 
young people right up to their GCSEs in year 
11.

Birmingham University are evaluating the 
impact of music participation on the young 
people’s wider progress and already we are 
seeing some powerful evidence emerging of how 
engaging in music can support core skills. This 
is particularly striking where young people are 
struggling with education and music can be a 
potentially transformative experience.

Julian Butt, 
Artistic Director for Baby People explains:

“The lyric writing aspect of MCing and rapping 
offers a route into literacy for young people, 
particularly for those who are becoming 
disengaged with education. MCing and Hip 
Hop culture is something young people can  
feel ownership of. Online dictionaries and 
thesaurus on our music studio computers 
are amongst the most visited sites by young 
people who often have not been able to engage 
in literacy provision previously. 

Through using a more creative and artistic 
approach to writing we find that many 
people who have previously found learning 
challenging, invariably flourish and enjoy the 
freedom of expression associated with writing 
songs and lyrics.”

babypeople.co.uk

Exchanging Notes

One of the Exchanging Notes students with her 
Music Mentor Dwaine Hayden, who features on 
#Team Paloma on The Voice on BBC 1

A Creative 
Opportunity!
You are invited to take part in the 
production of an installation to be revealed 
at the #VSCelebrates 16 event at DCAS on 
May 7th 2016.

The installation will be 20+ pages of a two 
metre tall ‘pop-up’ book that will showcase 
and celebrate some of the work that has 
been achieved during the past academic year.

This magnificent 
creation will form the 
centrepiece of the 
event, complemented 
by a series of 
practical workshops 
and other creative 
participatory and 
performance based activities.  If 
you would like your young person(s) to be 
involved in making one of the book pages, 
please contact Martin at Creative Forum on 
01773 591289 or 07970 199003



Mindfulness is a mental state 
achieved by focusing one’s 
awareness on the present 
moment, while calmly 
acknowledging and accepting 
feelings, thoughts, and bodily 
sensations.  It has a positive 
effect on emotional well-being 
and can help with dealing 
with stress.  Here are 15 
practical steps that Thich 
Nhat Hanh suggests to help 
bring mindfulness into daily 
work:

1.	 Start your day with 10 
minutes of sitting in 
meditation.

2.	 Take the time to sit down 
and enjoy eating breakfast 
at home.

3.	 Remind yourself every 
day of your gratitude for 
being alive and having 24 
brand-new hours to live.

4.	 Try not to divide your 
time into “my time” and 
“work.” All time can be 
your own time if you stay 
in the present moment 
and keep in touch with 
what’s happening in your 
body and mind. There’s no 
reason why your time at 
work should be any less 
pleasant than your time 
anywhere else.

5.	 Resist the urge to make 

calls on your cell phone 
while on your way to and 
from work, or on your way 
to appointments. Allow 
yourself this time to just 
be with yourself, with 
nature and with the world 
around you.

6.	 Arrange a breathing area 
at work where you can go 
to calm down, stop and 
have a rest. Take regular 
breathing breaks to come 
back to your body and to 
bring your thoughts back 
to the present.

7.	 At lunchtime, eat only 
your food and not your 
fears or worries. Don’t 
eat lunch at your desk. 
Change environments. Go 
for a walk.

8.	 Make a ritual out of 
drinking your tea. Stop 
work and look deeply into 
your tea to see everything 
that went into making it: 
the clouds and the rain, 
the tea plantations and 
the workers harvesting 
the tea.

9.	 Before going to a meeting, 
visualize someone very 
peaceful, mindful and 
skillful being with you. 
Take refuge in this person 
to help stay calm and 
peaceful.

10.	If you feel anger or 
irritation, refrain from 
saying or doing anything 
straight away. Come back 
to your breathing and 
follow your in- and out-
breath until you’ve calmed 
down.

11.	Practice looking at your 
boss, your superiors, 
your colleagues or your 
subordinates as your allies 
and not as your enemies. 
Recognize that working 
collaboratively brings 
more satisfaction and 
joy than working alone. 
Know that the success and 
happiness of everyone is 
your own success.

12.	Express your gratitude 
and appreciation to your 
colleagues regularly for 
their positive qualities. 
This will transform the 
whole work environment, 
making it much more 
harmonious and pleasant 
for everyone.

13.	Try to relax and restore 
yourself before going 
home so you don’t bring 
accumulated negative 
energy or frustration 
home with you.

14.	Take some time to relax 
and come back to yourself 
when you get home before 
starting on household 
chores. Recognize that 
multitasking means you’re 
never fully present for any 
one thing. Do one thing at 
a time and give it your full 
attention.

15.	At the end of the day, keep 
a journal of all the good 
things that happened 
in your day. Water your 
seeds of joy and gratitude 
regularly so they can 
grow.

Mindfulness Corner



Young people have Creative Mentors for 
reasons such as exclusion from school, 
poor school attendance, because they are 
struggling with behaviour difficulties or 
perhaps where they are experiencing a 
significant life challenge (e.g. bereavement, 
mental health problems or moving foster 
home).

Creative Mentoring offers young people one 
to one support through a carefully designed 
programme that is both nurturing and 
education focussed; seeking opportunities to 
help unearth where the gems of talent lie in 
each and every one of them.

This is achieved by the mentor and young 
person working together in a practical way, 
using a wide range of activity is included e.g. 
eco skills, digital media, outdoor pursuits, 
art, science, computing, craft making, 
sport, music etc.  Emphasis is placed on 
transferable skills e.g. communication, 
planning, reflection, organisation and team 
work, using creative tools such as film and 
photography to record and share the work.

The Creative Mentor supports the child for 
as long as schools, professional agencies and 
carers feel it is needed and there is a review 
of progress at each PEP meeting.

Compelling evidence is emerging that, over 

time it has had a positive, transformative 
impact on young people’s confidence and 
willingness to engage in education.

Creative mentors focus on emotional 
readiness for learning; and approach activity 
in a way that is in line with international 
education development - where the emphasis 
is shifting to work readiness skills such as 
empathy, leadership, teamwork, problem 
solving, determination, calmness and respect, 
all skills that employers are increasingly 
requesting.

Creative Mentors encourage other supporting 
adults to be aspirational for the children 
we care for, by helping to make visible their 
unique talents to reveal their often hidden 
ambition. We have seen young people grow in 
confidence and go on to achieve way beyond 
what they thought they could, becoming 
successful in school, gaining qualifications, 
making friends, gaining apprenticeships and 
going to University.

“Human resources are like natural resources; 
they’re often buried deep. You have to go looking for 
them, they’re not just lying around on the surface. 
You have to create the circumstances where they 
show themselves.”   Ken Robinson

Kim.Johnson@derbyshire.gov.uk

Creative Mentoring



The Cultural Residency Programme is 
increasing the range of opportunities available 
to the children and young people and their 
families by working with cultural sector 
venues in Derby and Derbyshire.
 
Young people in years 10, 11, 12 and 13 have 
been able to access exciting, highly personalised 
vocational experiences at Derby Theatre, 
QUAD, Deda, Derby Museums and Buxton 
Opera House. The project is helping venue 
staff to engage with young people and their 
supporting adults and enabling them to better 
understand any barriers to participation.
 
The cultural organisations are now offering 
young people exciting progression opportunities 
e.g. deeper level interpretation of exhibitions, 
performances and events, behind the scenes 
visits and progression pathways through 
volunteering, placements and apprenticeships.
 
The Amber Factory’s team of experienced 
Creative Mentors has taken the lead by 

raising funding for the project from Arts 
Council England, introducing young people 
to each of the five participating cultural 
venues, working in close collaboration with 
venue managers to plan engaging activity and 
creating a completely bespoke experience for 
each individual.

The mentors liaise closely with the young 
people and supporting adults to ensure that 
practical arrangements are made and any 
barriers to participation, logistical or emotional 
are resolved.

Creative Apprenticeships, traineeships and 
work placements have already grown out of 
the project and young people’s work is being 
presented at professional arts venues. The 
project demonstrates the power of creative 
learning as a way for young people to develop 
confidence, vocational and work related 
competence and ambition.

christine@theamberfactory.co.uk

The Cultural Residency Programme

Who are The Unpredictables?

We are a self-determining youth theatre group 
based at Derby Theatre and part of the Cultural 
Residency Programme.
Why did you choose the name?

This is us, we’re three completely different 
people. We all enjoy different things, we all wear 
different clothes and we all act differently. That’s 
the reason we’re called The Unpredictables.
 In this picture people read into things 
differently. It’s just a white table. Why are we 
staring at it? Emptiness is the most painful and 
hurtful emotion you could imagine. This is why 
we three do not judge each other, we are different 

but it doesn’t 
mean anything. 
We don’t just 
work with each 
other, we are 
family.

What are you currently working on?

We are working on a play written by one of the 
company. ‘Lost in the Shadows’ tells the story 
of three young people growing up in difficult 
circumstances. In the next month or two we will 
be working with a professional writer to develop 
our script further and look forward to performing 
the play to audiences later this year.

The Unpredictables Theatre 
Company at Derby Theatre



Dance 
Interaction
Dancer and Choreographer 
Debi Hedderwick is currently 
working with staff in 
Derbyshire Special Schools to 
help ensure that children in 
care with the most complex 
needs can inform and shape 
their learning by utilising 
their abilities and unique 
creativity to:
 
•	 Increase physical 

confidence and skills (e.g. 
balance, agility), 

•	 Develop non-verbal 
communication skills 
through dance and 

movement interactions, 
•	 Address tactile 

defensiveness through 
contact work (e.g. working 
with hands in contact), 

•	 Increase eye contact whilst 
dancing together, 

•	 Develop expressivity 
through movement, 

•	 Increase confidence to 
make personal choices and 
explore ideas, 

•	 Where appropriate 
improve memory through 
sequencing 

 
“From the moment the 
work started the students’ 
enjoyment, engagement 
and positive responses 
were immediately obvious. 
However we quickly began 
to see other observable 

changes in communication 
and confidence in the 
students and by the end of 
the ten sessions, students had 
a deep trust in the interactive 
relationship and confidence in 
their own ideas.” Teacher 

 
Kim.Johnson@derbyshire.gov.
uk

#VSCelebrate 16  
11am to 3pm  
Saturday May 7 at 
DCAS, Chesterfield 
Having recognised the fantastic skills and talents 
of our Children in Care, the Virtual School 
believes that our young people deserve the very 
best opportunities to showcase their work to their 
peers, families and DCC staff.

And so we have...  #VSCELEBRATE!

The first #VSCelebrate 15 event took place last 
year and was a culmination of art installations, 
performances, and interactive workshops, all 

planned and designed by a core-group of our young people. The event, attended by over 130 
people, was a huge success with a surge in demand from young people for this to be an annual 
event.

As a result #VSCelebrate 16 is currently being planned, encouraging even more children and 
young people to become involved.  Through using student voice to inform and create the event, 
#VSCELEBRATE 16 is set to be even bigger and better!

To book places email VirtualSchool@derbyshire.gov.uk

A 
date for 

your 
diary!



Inspired by the Tim Peake Space Mission
Thanks to funding from 
ESERO, Virtual School is 
offering opportunities to make 
children more aware of the 
Space Mission involving British 
astronaut Tim Peake, which 
launched on 15 December 2015.

We are commemorating this 
important event with a series of 
activities from January to June.

A trip to the National Space 
Centre, Leicester has already 
inspired 15 young people 
and their carers through an 
awesome tour of the night sky 
at the Planetarium and an 
interactive Space Cadet Mission 
led by Space Centre staff.

Still to come is a mosaic 
making session to create 
a space themed mosaic at 
Derbyshire Eco Centre, a stop-
motion animation workshop to create a space themed film at DCAS with FILM CITY, and the 
opportunity to work with a former Derbyshire Poet Laureate Helen Mort to create an original, 
commemorative poem.

Contact VirtualSchool@derbyshire.gov.uk if you would like more information on how to get 
involved.

Extreme Engineering
The Eco Centre was truly buzzing when TV’s 
Extreme Engineer Jimmy De Ville, worked with 
10 young people and their carers to design the 
optimum go cart. Using ingenuity and mechanical 
skills the young people constructed the carts and 
had great fun together racing them. Jimmy is 
offering a follow up Extreme Engineering workshop 
to design and launch rockets in early June. 
Contact VirtualSchool@derbyshire.gov.uk if you are 
interested in getting involved.

In the week of the launch of the 
Tim Peake Space mission, Children 
in care in Year 5 made Christmas 
cards with a space theme. We loved 

receiving them and look forward to 
using one of the winning designs as 
our Virtual School Christmas Card 
2016!


