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It is now over six years since the 
first Primary Science Quality Mark 
(PSQM) awards were made to 191 

pioneer schools. Since then a lot has 
happened:

 2300 more schools have achieved 
PSQM awards;

 there are over 80 active PSQM hubs 
across the UK and beyond;

 there is a team of senior regional 
hub leaders;

 there is a growing library of 
research;

 stakeholder relationships and 
partnerships have been established 
with all the major science education 
organisations plus industry partners 
and the BBC;

 PSQM has received validation from 
Ofsted;

 PSQM is now a known and respected 
acronym in the science education 
community.

When I talk about PSQM I always say 
that at its core is school self-evaluation: 
a robust process of identifying 
needs, planning how to meet them, 

implementing actions and reflecting on 
the impact of the action taken. Or to 
put it more simply:
1 Why do you need to improve science 
in your school?

2 What action will you take?

3 Implementation.

4 What was the impact?

5 So what?

The title of Dave Church’s excellent 
article in a recent Primary Science, 
‘We’re PSQM silver: so what?’, 
confirmed that the message was 
clearly understood (Church, 2017). 
In it he describes how the PSQM 
self-evaluation framework and expert 
support from his hub leader enabled 
him to improve science leadership, 
teaching and learning in his school. 
He now feels ready and enthusiastic 
to continue his own personal 
development as a teacher and leader 
of primary science, and is very aware 
of the next steps in science for his 
school. Well done Dave! 

Our self-evaluation
This article is also headed ‘so what?’ 
because, as well as supporting self-
evaluative practice in schools, PSQM is 
itself a self-evaluating programme. Since 

the pilot phase began in 2008–9 there 
have been three external evaluations of 
the PSQM programme to:

 understand and articulate the 
effectiveness of the programme;

 develop and improve the programme 
in concrete ways;

 provide a level of accountability to 
external funders.

Alongside these, rigorous internal 
quality assurance processes have 
monitored and evaluated training 
and submissions to ensure that the 
programme is continually reflecting on 
its own practice and outcomes. PSQM 
has also used the findings from other 
organisations’ evaluations of its process 
and impact to inform developments. 
The PSQM leadership team has 
worked closely with the Association for 
Science Education and other members 
of its influential stakeholder group, 
as well as researchers, to ensure that 
the programme supports current 
understanding of good practice in primary 
science and meets statutory expectations 
for curriculum and assessment. 

Over the first five years there 
were several significant changes to 
PSQM in response to two external 
evaluations including:

 Core documents, including on-
going logs, were made compulsory 
to reduce evidence collection and 
focus reflection on impact.

 New training materials and exemplar 
documents were developed, plus a 
suite of criteria activities for subject 
leaders to use in school. 

 A senior regional hub leader team 
was appointed to provide additional 
support for hub leaders.

 The second review process was 
improved.

 Award events are held on Friday 
evenings as teachers find that fits in 
best with busy professional and home 
lives.
The impact of these changes has been 
monitored. 

PSQM has used the outcomes 
of its most recent and extensive 
evaluation (White et al., 2016) to carry 
out a comprehensive review of the 
programme. 

So what have we learnt?
 The PSQM framework is effective, but 

the names and descriptors for the awards 

PSQM Round 15 started in 
September 2017: Jane Turner 
outlines some of the exciting 
changes that came into effect
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did not accurately reflect the difference 
between PSQM awarded schools. 

 Although PSQM is a school award, 
the descriptors for the awards were too 
focused on the subject leader, which 
had an impact on work load and 
sustainability.

 The PSQM portal where evidence 
and reflections are uploaded was 
clunky and no one liked it!

 PSQM hub leaders are key to the PSQM 
process and quality assurance. Ongoing 
support and training for them is vital. 

 PSQM helps teachers and subject leaders 
to articulate and share good practice.

So what are we doing about it?
From September there will be three 
new PSQM awards: PSQM Award, 
PSQM Gilt and PSQM Outreach 

(Figure 1). These awards replace 
existing ones. 

Following analysis of previous 
submissions by hub leaders and the 
PSQM leadership team, all the criteria 
have been reviewed to ensure that 
schools will achieve an appropriate 
and aspirational award. Criteria and 
descriptors have also been reviewed 
to support accurate reflection of the 
impact of actions taken (see www.
psqm.org.uk). Certificates for the new 
awards have been designed based 
around the colours of the original 
founding organisations, and a brand 
new logo (Figure 2). 

The concept of leadership supported 
by the PSQM criteria has been 
broadened to encompass a more 
distributed model where vision and 
responsibilities, although motivated 
and coordinated by the subject leader, 

Box 1 Evaluation of RSC-funded pilot 
project
One significant change to PSQM was 
the result of an external evaluation 
of a 2014–15 pilot project funded by 
the Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC) 
to provide bursaries to 23 schools to 
reduce the cost of taking part in PSQM 
(White, Dickerson and Mackintosh, 
2015). The report concluded that 
RSC-funding, which had meant 
there was no financial cost to schools, was 
probably not significant in schools choosing to do the PSQM. 
However, the impact on the schools of taking part in the 
PSQM programme was significant, enhancing the provision of 
science in the schools and enabling subject leaders to advance 
their vision for science teaching and learning. Therefore it was 
decided to use subsequent RSC financial support to PSQM 
hubs to provide additional continuing professional development 
(CPD) to participating schools to enhance their provision.

As a result, in 2015–16, hub leaders facilitated and provided a 
range of additional CPD for more than 80 schools taking part in 
PSQM. The focus for the CPD was decided by the hub leaders 
based on analysis of previous PSQM submissions and prior 

experience of running hubs. Foci included assessment, working 
scientifically, outdoor learning, developing higher-order thinking 
and questioning, dialogic learning in science, cross-curricular 
approaches evolution and developing outreach.

The impact was identified in PSQM submissions: 

 All subject leaders shared different aspects of 
their learning with their colleagues in staff 
meetings.

 Almost all subject leaders cited impact of CPD 
as evidence of improved quality of science 
leadership, teaching and learning.

 Almost all subject leaders described changes to 
their classroom practice, including a wider range of 

teaching and learning strategies.

Further impact was noted from the links made by RSC Regional 
Education Coordinators to the funded hubs to raise awareness 
of RSC resources.

Evaluation of the 2016–17 RSC funding for PSQM 
recommended that the funding amount for individual hubs 
be reduced to enable more hubs to benefit and make it easier 
for teachers to attend, and to delay the application deadline 
until after hubs have had their first meeting, to facilitate needs 
analysis. These changes will be implemented for 2017–18 
support.

One significant change to PSQM was 

reduce the cost of taking part in PSQM 

there was no financial cost to schools, was 
probably not significant in schools choosing to do the PSQM. 

and questioning, dialogic learning in science, cross-curricular 
approaches evolution and developing outreach.

their learning with their colleagues in staff 
meetings.

as evidence of improved quality of science 
leadership, teaching and learning.

Almost all subject leaders described changes to 
their classroom practice, including a wider range of 

Figure 2 The new certificate designs 

are shared and influenced by all 
staff, children, leadership teams and 
governors.

There will be a new PSQM Virtual 
Learning Environment (VLE) from 
September.

These changes are for schools in 
Round 15 and following. Round 14, 

Figure 1 
The three new PSQM awards

PSQM
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due to submit in March 2018, will 
continue with the previous awards, 
criteria and web portal.

A two-day PSQM hub leader 
conference took place at the University 
of Hertfordshire in September where 
the hub leaders had time to work with 
their regional senior hub leaders and all 
together to get to share practice and 
get to know the new awards, criteria, 
initial self-assessment process, VLE and 
new training materials.

So what are others doing? 
As an extension of the 2013–15 
evaluation, the research team at the 
University of Hertfordshire undertook 
further research to investigate what is 
understood by good science learning, 
teaching and leadership in primary 
school for those involved in the 
PSQM programme. The responses 
were themed and gathered in a 
poster to illustrate principles of good 
science learning, teaching and leading 
(Figure 3). The resulting research-rich 
picture shows how the whole school 
community is involved in contributing 
to good science learning, teaching and 
leadership in the primary school. You can 
locate the different groups contributing 
through their colours. 

We think that there will be many uses 
for this poster within PSQM training 
and are developing new resources for 

hub leaders and subject leaders to use. 
The research team hope that it will 
be shared widely beyond PSQM to 
provoke conversations in classrooms, 
staffrooms and governors’ meetings 
concerning current science provision and 
that it might provide suggestions for 
schools, and those working with them, 
to develop primary science learning, 
teaching and leadership in the future.

If you would like to find out more 
about this project or to download the 
poster to use in your conversations, 
please go to go.herts.ac.uk/
primaryscienceresearch. The team is 
interested to know what ASE members 
think of the research-rich picture and 
how you might find it useful. Please let 
them know by emailing   
e.j.white@herts.ac.uk

So what does this mean for 
PSQM?
It means that we have had a very busy 
year, with lots more activity to come! 
New awards, new VLE, new processes, 
our first residential conference for hub 
leaders  – and the PSQM award event 
season starts in November!

This year we have been fortunate to 
receive sponsorship for our events from 
Collins Education, JCB and Manchester 
University. PSQM Round 12 and 13 
subject leaders and their guests will 
enjoy fantastic evenings in London, 

York, Manchester and Staffordshire, be 
feted at ASE conferences in Bath and 
Cardiff, and attend daytime events in 
Aberdeen, Glasgow and Devon.

So, to quote Dave Church, ‘is that 
it?’ No, like Dave, PSQM has the 
confidence that comes from a rigorous 
process of self-evaluation and will 
continue to develop and grow as 
a programme. PSQM will keep on 
supporting schools to ask the ‘so 
what?’ question, and we will continue 
to do the same ourselves. Self-
evaluation is what we do!
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Figure 3 How the whole school community contributes to good science learning, teaching and leading

PSQM

PRIMARY SCIENCE NOVember DECember 2017.indd   28 25-Oct-17   12:01:18 PM




