
North Durham Academy - Case Study
#SECONDARIESCREATE



As part of Culture Bridge North East (CBNE) 
secondary school #Secondariescreate focus 
we visited North Durham Academy to observe 
some of the different creative lessons they 
deliver along with interviewing the pupils 
and teaching staff to see all of the incredibly 
creative and cultural work that is being 
developed. 

About the school?
North Durham Academy is an Artsmark 
Platinum secondary school based in Stanley, 
County Durham, that teaches pupils from 
age 11 – 18. There are currently 869 pupils 
attending the Academy, and the latest Ofsted 
report stated that: “The curriculum plays an 
important role in developing pupils’ spiritual, 
moral, social and cultural skills” and notes 
that: “in music…dance and English pupils are 
encouraged to be creative & cooperative.”
 
The main aim of the school is to provide an 
environment that supports their pupils to have 
a love of learning. They wish to inspire young 
people to fulfil their aspirations be that in an 
academic, creative or sporting field.

 
Who did we meet at the school
We met with the following members of the 
creative team;
 
Laura Dreyer, Head of Sport, Art & Performance
Miss. Bethany Robson (Teacher of Music)
Miss. Joanne Craigs (Teacher of Dance)
Miss. Jessica Thompson (Teacher of Art)
Miss. Caroline Metcalfe (Learning Leader of Art) 
- Head of Art Department
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The teaching staff at North Durham Academy all told us 
that they love their job and are keen to encourage and 
develop the pupils within their care. As an Artsmark 
Platinum school they work with many organisations 
such as The Forge, The National Theatre and Culture 
Bridge North East. This broadens the outlook of the 
young people and allows them access to working 
professionals within the creative fields. They have also 
gone to great lengths to rework the school timetable to 
make it possible for pupils to be able to study a full range 
of creative subjects if they choose to, without worrying 
about timetable clashes.

How does North Durham 
Academy champion the arts?



Can you tell us a little about the 
drama project that you’re currently 
working on with The Forge?

The school began working with The Forge 
through its Northern Writes programme, 
which formed part of the school’s Platinum 
Artsmark journey. 
 
They are currently engaged on a new 
collaborative programme with The Forge 
- a drama-based play-writing programme, 
funded by Stanley Area Action Partnership, 
which has been inspired by the works of 
the pitman playwright Alexander Barrass.  
Barrass’s original play, The Pitman’s Social 
Neet, was set in a pub in Stanley and 
depicted the challenging lives of a group of 
pitmen and boys.  In this project, the pupils 
at North Durham Academy are working with 
playwright David Napthine to re-tell the 
story of life in Stanley as it is today.
 
The school have loved working with David. 
He has taught them exciting new playwriting 
techniques by getting pupils to draw a map 
of their town to help them reflect on the 
significant places that help shape their lives. 
Pupils were also supported in overcoming 
“writer’s block” by the use of a dice – which 
enabled them to pick out the characters and 
the plot twists that would drive the story 
forward.
 

This project has helped the young 
participants’ resilience by prompting them 
to use drama to work through a range 
of challenging circumstances as well as 
strengthening their literacy and performance 
skills and boosting their confidence.

What does the Forge do?
The Forge is the leading dedicated arts-in-
education agency in the North East. They 
specifically work with young people to 
ensure that they are given opportunities 
to develop their creative skills and become 
successful and confident individuals. The 
Forge works with a range of local, national 
and international artists and with educators 
and funders to create inspirational 
programmes for children and young people.
 
The team works closely with Culture Bridge 
North East to deliver Artsmark across the 
region.



What is Artsmark?

What is Artsmark?
Artsmark is Arts Council England’s flagship 
programme for schools. It has been designed 
for schools and aligns with School Improvement 
Plans, EBACC and STEM priorities. Artsmark can 
be used to enhance the arts provision within the 
curriculum, and it gives the school and teachers 
a framework to develop the arts, opportunities 
to reflect on best practice and a final award to 
work towards. 
 
To read more about Artsmark click here 

https://culturebridgenortheast.org.uk/news/why-are-artsmark-and-arts-award-important-at-a-secondary-school-level


What’s coming up for North 
Durham Academy in 2019?

There are lots of exciting projects planned including a collaboration 
with the National Theatre. They offer funded programmes that have 
allowed one of the teachers to go to London and take part in some 
training sessions and workshops in which an original play, named Sad 
Club, was explained and rehearsed.  

Due to the funding and the training provided a group of pupils will be 
able to take creative control of this piece of drama to stage the play 
and perform it in a one-off performance in York which will be seen by 
National Theatre staff.  All of the pupils are hugely excited about this 
prospect.

The school is also planning to perform High School Musical in the 
summer term and put on a school talent show at Christmas. What’s 
terrific about these cross-curricular projects is collaboration between 
teachers from all subjects from dance, music and art to science and 
PE. If someone wishes to collaborate they are welcomed in, and these 
joint projects bring both pupils and staff together.



 Feedback from 
the pupils 

Drama 
‘I like showing my feelings, not just by talking but by 
acting.’
 
‘I like how your creativity can flow through the piece 
you have created and the character you are.’
 
At first, I was scared because I wasn’t friends with 
everyone in the group, but then once I made friends I 
was happy to perform. I feel more confident now, and 
I’m not scared of answering questions in other classes 
like science. 
 

Art
‘I’ve learnt that it’s okay if your picture isn’t perfect, it’s 
just about learning new things and trying your best’
 
‘It doesn’t feel like learning, because it’s so much fun!
 
‘Art is my favourite subject, I love getting messy and 
using colour, it makes me feel proud, because I’m good 
at drawing’



What is the school  teaching 
style when it comes to creative 
subjects?

The school has made a conscious decision to teach the 
art based subjects as BTEC level 3 rather than A-levels 
as they feel that the BTEC works best for their students 
and offers more practical based study. This decision has 
been embraced by the pupils who have signed up to 
their creative subjects in droves.
 
The teachers we spoke to are very passionate and are 
always encouraging and supporting their pupils in any 
way they can. The school has an open door policy and 
regularly talk with other faculties to ensure that best 
practices are up-held.
 
Also any teacher can sit in lessons to see how pupils 
are learning and responding to certain disciplines. 
If a child is struggling in, say, maths, but excelling at 
music the teachers will collaborate to see how they can 
best support the pupil to ensure that they give a great 
performance in all lessons.



 Why is creative learning 
so important? 

North Durham Academy teachers believe 
that the arts allow the students to express 
themselves; they can use the learning as an 
escape and a form of therapy. Then if a pupil 
wants to share more or if there is something 
that is going on at home, they often find 
it easier to confide in the staff due to the 
bonds formed through practical learning. The 
teaching faculty here has also found that the 
creative subjects have improved leadership 
and social skills.

Can you share some pupil success stories?
‘There was one student that was having 
problems with her behaviour, and I was trying 
to find something that resonated with her and 
one day she sang and I heard this incredible 
voice. Since that day I have been able to 
support her and encourage her talent for 
singing, and this has had a dramatic impact on 
her behaviour and also caused her to improve 
her grades as a whole across all the different 
subject areas.’ Bethany Robson, Teacher of 
Music.

 ‘We’ve had students who have been petrified 
of going on the stage and then as they build up 

their confidence and become able to perform 
they’re so proud of themselves, and they feel a 
huge sense of achievement. Their confidence 
and attitude improve, and they become so 
hardworking and dedicated.’ Laura Dreyer, 
Head of Sport, Art & Performance

What made you want to teach music and 
drama? 
‘I watched the film Sister Act! - and seeing 
how music enriched the children’s lives made 
me want to do the same thing. I wanted to 
show people that music is powerful and can 
change lives no matter what your upbringing 
or background. There should be no barriers to 
getting involved in the arts.’ 
Bethany Robson, Teacher of Music.



NDA staff find out about opportunities through 
Culture Bridge North East and working with The 
Forge. This gives the teachers information about 
opportunities, funding options and free training. 
Teachers enjoy feeling connected to all of the 
creative practitioners within our region.
 
Do you think extra-curricular activities are 
important?
The extracurricular activities really impact the 
pupils at North Durham Academy and the teaching 
team feel it is vitally important that creative 
opportunities are available to all of the young 
people not just the ones that decide to study a 
creative subject full time. As the pupils here have 
shown huge improvements in their mental health, 
confidence and social skills, all from taking part in 
after-school arts clubs, plays and music events.
 
What’s the hardest part of your job?
The teaching team here have found that the 
hardest part of their job is seeing pupils give up 
easily due to a lack of self-confidence. They have 
said that they see so much potential in their 
students and that’s why they are continually 
working to build up the confidence and self-
esteem of their students, as they don’t want them 
to be too scared to try.

How did you find out about 
creative opportunities? 

What do you love about working at North 
Durham Academy?
Every teacher told us that the students make 
everything worthwhile. They inspire and motivate 
the staff day-in-day-out. 



Sign up to our Newsletters

School newsletter  >> CLICK HERE

Start a new creative journey

To find out more about Artsmark >> CLICK HERE 

To read more about Arts Award >> CLICK HERE  

Find out more

To find out about all of the support we offer including funding opportunities 
and events, sign up to our newsletters:

https://culturebridgenortheast.us11.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=f2244d755972ac2928a4dca82&id=cde5032e50
https://culturebridgenortheast.org.uk/artsmark
https://culturebridgenortheast.org.uk/artsmark 
https://culturebridgenortheast.org.uk/arts-award
https://culturebridgenortheast.org.uk
http://www.northdurhamacademy.co.uk/

