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B3 Group Visit: 11th - 15th January 2015 
 
 

Utterslev Skole 
 
 
Our visit to Utterslev Skole marked the beginning of a week of ‘surprises’ many of which were 
pleasant and instructive but others of which led to distinct feelings of ‘culture shock’. This began 
almost immediately when we were ushered into a middle-years assembly being taken by three young 
students under the supervision of a teacher. There was a constant undercurrent of talking in the 
assembly which led to frequent interruptions by the lead teacher and others spread around the room 
with requests for them to ‘shush’. I think all of the English contingent felt uncomfortable with this and 
felt the need to ‘silence them’ - if only to demand respect for the students who were delivering.  But 
our host Alice explained that this was all part of developing ‘inner’ rather than ‘outer’ directedness 
and part of the learning and maturing process - especially as each of the students in the auditorium 
would be called upon to present. 
 
This feeling of distinct cultural discomfort was reinforced in the first group of lessons observed  where 
many students displayed their self direction and got on with the tasks allocated, but many didn’t and 
not only failed to engage but caused distractions to others.  Again this was explained as allowing 
them to ‘come to the learning’ rather than learning being ‘imposed’ on them in an unduly forceful way 
- which they saw as counterproductive. 
 
Unlike the other schools on the B3 visit, Utterslev had been visited previously as part of a more 
sustained two-day immersion by John Kane, Morine James and Paul Spyropoulos from the 
Kempston cluster of schools.  Rather than give additional comments and a detailed description of the 
school, I include their very comprehensive report below. 
  
Mike Berrill 
Group Leader 
 
January 2015 

 
 
Introduction 

Utterslev Skole is set in a suburban area in the north-west of Copenhagen. The 
intake is truly comprehensive, serving areas of social housing and larger private 
residences. It is divided into three age groups. Lower primary: ages 5 to 10; Lower 
secondary: ages 10 to 12; Secondary: ages 13 to 16. There are 650 students on roll 
and 100 staff, with five in the leadership team.  Utterslev is a nature and science 
school. This specialism means that the school invites other schools from around 
Copenhagen, to come for staff workshops and student activities. 
 

The school was custom built around 10 years ago, with the nature theme in mind. In fact, a stream 
runs through the middle of the school site and we were told that students skate on it in the winter! 
There are also various scientific and artistic sculptures dotted around the site. There is a significant 
focus on utilising outdoor spaces and although not a large site, there are numerous opportunities for 
outdoor based education, including activity areas, play areas and cooking areas. 
 
Teaching and Learning 
During our visit the school was running a science project week so most activities across the 
curriculum had a science theme.  Most teacher led teaching we saw took place in large combined 
groups of between 40 and 70 students with 3 to 8 staff present. Staff consist of teachers and 
pedagogues. Pedagogues are a cross between HLTAs and after-school supervisors. Teaching and 
learning sessions usually started at 8.30am in this large group setting, with 1 to 2 teachers delivering 
to the group, often in quite a didactic way. The learning objectives and tasks were shared and 
explained and then students ‘broke out’ into small working groups. A session might last around two 
hours with students having some freedom in deciding where they go to work, for example in the 
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corridor or outside. Students are also allowed to and encouraged to take short breaks outdoors, to 
get some fresh air and physical activity. 
 
Older students in secondary each have an iPad and a great deal of work is done independently or in 
small groups through investigative and project-based work. The school uses the PBL approach - 
project-based learning model. 
 
 

The secondary students were particularly impressive 
in terms of their independence, resilience and ability to 
work effectively in small groups, with very little 
micromanaging from their teachers.  For example, 
these students were able to explain confidently how 
they manage their time and how they would deal with 
a ‘shirking’ member of the group, before notifying a 
teacher. 
 
Learning depended on high quality planning and 
classroom relationships that were built on trust.  Even 
the younger learners returned to the classroom when 
expected with their "research" completed.  When we 

liaised with the students they talked confidently about collaboration, inquiry skills and communication.  
This was particularly evident amongst secondary students.  In the lower and middle years learners 
were still developing this approach to learning; children were given the freedom to explore ideas in 
groups and in spaces of their own choosing.  At times however this meant that little "learning" - as we 
know it - was taking place. Even so, children were developing the foundations of inquiry and meta-
cognition that we saw being used to great effect in later years. 
 
We had a number of discussions about trust and freedom in terms of pedagogy.  One of the most 
refreshing differences were noticed when one considered the absence of accountability mechanisms 
such as Ofsted and National Curriculum expectations.  Furthermore, teachers and pupils were 
allowed to explore and focus on the process of learning primarily because there is much less 
emphasis on examination outcomes in the Danish school system.  For instance, students confirm 
their "sixth form" places in January of their final year - before they take their examinations.  The 
decisions about places at colleges are decided upon through a series of conversations that centre 
around the question, "are you ready for the next step?" 
 
Use of ICT 

As mentioned, all secondary students are given an iPad and these 
devices are also widely available for the younger students.  Students 
are also allowed to bring their own devices in to the school.  There is 
little or no concern given to students accessing sites other than those 
needed for the learning.  We met two students who had experienced 
attitudinal issues with this approach; one student had under-achieved 
due to her 'obsession with social media during lessons.'  But the 

student was given the freedom and trust to work through these issues and came to her own 
conclusion to change and apply herself to the tasks at hand.  This reflects a profound difference in 
culture in terms of independent learning. 
 
We were shown a project-based activity with a group of secondary students. After a short 
introduction on the scientific theory of refraction, students were given a quick group starter activity. 
Then they were tasked to complete a project on refraction, with the necessary criteria provided. 
Students were given a certain number of hours to complete the project. This included students 
carrying out laboratory-based experiments and taking photographs of their results and some students 
taking photographs and making notes about real life examples of refraction in the community. Once 
projects were complete, students simply scanned their teacher’s QR Code and projects were 
automatically uploaded to the teacher’s Google Docs folder. The folder had numerous examples of 
high quality projects which had been uploaded over the last day or so. Feedback is given verbally or 
via electronically annotated messages on the project. 
 



BBLE/BCLE B3 - Utterslev Skole Visit Report Page 3 of 3 

 

There was very much a sense that ‘knowledge is no longer power’ and to simply spoon feed students 
information was no longer useful or relevant. Instead, students were being equipped with the skills to 
research and learn independently, to prepare them for university and working life.  It became clear 
when talking to students that this enabled them to become powerful thinkers inside and outside the 
classroom; they were able to own the knowledge they had constructed themselves.   
Curriculum 

There is a formula for the number of hours that different 
subjects must be followed by students and this is 
adhered to. However, there is great flexibility in how 
those hours are used and delivered. Because each 
phase of the school is taught by a distinct team of 
teachers, they can alter the timetable on a weekly basis 
to suit the rate of learning going on throughout the year 
and more or less time can be spent in certain areas. 

The timetable is therefore changed on a weekly basis and shared with staff, learners and parents via 
email and the website.  Teachers, working within their teams, are in control of the timetable and can 
plan needs-led activities for the following week.  There is no centralised timetable.  This enables 
teachers to respond to the needs of learners and their interests but relies on high levels of 
collaborative planning between teachers.  This also reflects the high levels of trust that seems to be 
inherent within the Danish school system. 
 
Leadership 
Senior leadership appears to be relatively ‘light touch’, with those 
leaders operating more in mentoring and advisory roles. Leadership 
within the team is shared equally and according to the strengths of all 
members of the team. 
 
However, the leaders at Utterslev were aware of the need for increased 
levels of accountability.  Whist their freedoms provide the strengths of 
the learning approach, the Vice Principal, and other colleagues, were 
concerned that there needed to be a more robust quality assurance 
process whilst maintaining levels of trust that lie at the centre of the 
school's success. This is a challenge for the leadership moving 
forwards. 
 
We all thoroughly enjoyed our time at Utterslev Skole and would 
again like to thank Alice, her staff and students for making it such a 
thought-provoking, rewarding, happy and memorable experience.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Morine James (Robert Bruce Middle) 
Paul Spyropoulos (Hastingsbury Upper) 
John Kane (Hastingsbury Upper) 
 
September 2014 


