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Jo Fison for this recognition of their amazing 
work and dedication to their students. Winning 
one of these awards is a terrific achievement 
and is testament to Matt and Jo’s skill, 
commitment, and passion for teaching. 

“We are lucky enough to have some of the best 
teachers in the world and I would like to thank 
every single one of our education staff for 
their hard work supporting children and young 
people, especially during the pandemic.” 

Teachers Matt Jenkins and Jo Fison were 
presented with the gold awards by former 
Casualty actress Gabriella Leon, who is Deaf 
herself. She surprised the pair by turning up 
at the Academy after pretending she was in 
a studio in London. The awards were then 
presented to the stunned teachers in front 
of students and colleagues at the Academy. 
Behind them stood a large mobile TV screen 
with the golden Pearson’s logo. Overwhelmed 
with tears, the teachers looked behind to watch 
the kind congratulatory words from celebrities, 
colleagues, students and parents, all singing 
their praises.  

One message from Hugh a 22-year-old Deaf 
student with additional needs said “Jo and Matt 
did really well. They were incredible. They were 
perfect. For all the things they did for me, I’d 
like to say thank you Jo and Matt”. 

During the pandemic Hugh travelled back 
home to Hong Kong. Dedicated to his his 

The first lockdown was very challenging for 
us all. It was a new normal where we were all 
adjusting seeing our whole family work from 
home. We were all exploring new technologies 
and getting used to seeing colleagues online. 
But it was also a special time. We were all 
collectively working to keep our community 
together. In the height of the pandemic, we saw 
many heroes; NHS staff, key workers and all the 
people who put their skills to use, helping the 
most vulnerable and food shopping for those 
who were isolating. In our community two 
teachers went above and beyond to support 
students at the Deaf Academy. 

In November, Jo Fison and Matt Jenkins were 
recognized by Pearson’s National Teaching 
Awards by winning the gold award for the 
category Lockdown hero for outstanding 
Learner and Community Support. They 
dedicated lockdown to developing an online 
learning platform for all of our students. The 
winner’s announcement was made on the 
BBC One Show during the Teaching Awards 
week 2021. They were recognised as they only 
teachers in a Deaf education provision to win 
national teaching awards. This tremendous 
achievement really puts the Deaf Academy’s 
Online Academy at the forefront of Deaf 
education. We are so proud of the Online 
Academy and all it’s capabilities. 

Education Secretary Nadhim Zahawi said: 

“I would like to congratulate Matt Jenkins and 

GOLD! Deaf Academy teachers win national teaching award



friends and teachers, Hugh would wake up 
at 3am to log onto the Online Academy and 
attend every lesson. Matt would set work that 
Hugh could do during his during his own time 
and would pardon him from class because 
of his travel and unsociable hours. But Hugh 
would always be online and ready for morning 
tutor time.  He was persistent to engage and 
dedicated to his learning. The Online Academy 
was fun for Hugh.  

When speaking to the BBC during the 
lockdown, Hugh’s mum said:  

“Over the Easter Holiday’s I was extremely 
worried about him [Hugh], he was very 
miserable, almost depressed I would say, over 
the loss of the forthcoming term. Having that 
structure in place [Online Academy] has been 
a huge help for us. Hugh looks ecstatic every 
morning. He has his tutor group and at lunch 
time, he will not miss the lunchtime common 
room, where all the kids and young people are 
on zoom, and they can see each other and can 
really interact. That has been a fantastic help 
for us.” 

This was the energy the Online Academy gave 
to students and families. It was a lifeline for 
many, an open network to their community and 
something they were all very proud to be a part 
of.  

When asked how he felt about winning, Matt 
said: “During the announcement I couldn’t 
quite believe it. It didn’t register at first. I was 
lip-reading Gabriella and she signed ‘gold’. 
I thought I had misunderstood her or made 
a processing error. In my mind I thought we 

were talking about the silver award; it wasn’t 
until the students handed me the gold award 
that it finally sank in. What a whirlwind of 
emotions! I couldn’t stop crying. Everyone was 
crying, students and staff. It was a very special 
moment for us. These were the students who 
had experienced the Online Academy and the 
lockdown first-hand, so it was great for us as an 
Academy and as our own Deaf community to 
all be there together to experience winning the 
national teaching award”. 

Matt won the national teaching award for his 
‘Ask Deaf Teachers’ YouTube channel and his 
contributions to the Online Academy. Matt 
Jenkins, who is the Deaf Academy’s lead BSL 
teacher, set up the YouTube channel during 
lockdown to clearly outline the important 
information children needed to know about 
coronavirus and how to keep safe all during 
a time when there was a lack of resources 
available to the Deaf community. Government 
coronavirus briefings weren’t interpreted 
into BSL, leaving many young people unsure 
about what coronavirus was and what the 
rules were. Matt designed his videos to be 
short, informative and easy to process for Deaf 
children with additional needs. He explored 
different signs, researched how to best 
communicate newfound jargon and definitions 
to young Deaf children in a positive and concise 
way. 

About Matt

With over 15 years experience in the 
education sector, Matt Jenkins is the 
Academy’s lead BSL teacher. When he’s 
not expanding the vocabularly of young 
Deaf people, he’s at Exeter University 
where he’s currently studying his 
PhD, developing a written British Sign 
Language.



Matt Jenkins said “I, like other Deaf people 
in the UK missed out on a lot of valuable 
information during the lockdown. It was a very 
difficult time for the Deaf community. I didn’t 
want to pass those negative experiences onto 
Deaf children. I was determined to create 
something positive for them, a way for them 
to access information and not miss out. That 
was the reason why I developed Ask Deaf 
Teachers. I removed that negative experience 
and offered a way for children to access 
essential information about coronavirus. The 
most challenging thing for me was creating the 
videos, because I too, was struggling to access 
the information in my native language of BSL. 
I had to research and process and break down 
the information suitable for Deaf children who 
use BSL. I also had to quickly learn how to edit 
and be creative, which was a challenge in itself 
during a period of unknown.” 

The whole Online Academy experience was 
that of community and connectiveness. 
“Parents, staff and teachers were virtually in 
each other’s homes, supporting one another 
through a life changing experience. We 
celebrated birthdays, met pets and were all 
deeply connected in supporting the wellbeing 
of students. Staff would meet parents every 
week via zoom to give them an opportunity 
unload, express how they were feeling and talk 
about ways to improve wellbeing.” Jo said. 

Jo Fison said “For us it was always about the 
learners. They deserved the best we could 
give them – and we were ready to take a leap 
of faith educationally and to do something 
radical to make sure everyone had access to 
learning and to the Deaf community which is so 
important to all of us.” 

When asked about winning the Golden 
Pearson’s National Teaching Award, Jo said: 

“To win a national award like this, felt 
absolutely amazing. Matt and I were very 
emotional - there were tears and laughter, it 
didn’t feel real at all. We’re so glad we got to 
share that moment with all our colleagues, and 
of course our amazing students. I look back 
at our time in lockdown with mixed feelings. 
To quote Dickens (badly!) …it was the best 
of times, it was the worst of times! None of 
the team had ever worked so hard, but all the 
struggles and challenges were undoubtedly 
worth it in the end. We created something 
really valuable for our young people in an 
unprecedented crisis and we’re really grateful 
we’ve been able to share our experiences 
with the wider deaf community and others. 
However, the Online Academy and ‘Ask a Deaf 
Teacher’ were just a natural progression of the 
magic that happens every day here at the Deaf 
Academy.” 



About Jo

When Jo Fison first started to lose her 
hearing, she felt like her whole career 
was over. It wasn’t until she arrived at 
the Academy and was welcomed into 
the Deaf community that she began to 
understand how this challenge opened 
her up to a whole new adventure in 
Deaf Education. Joanna has spent 
the last 6 years discovering her own 
identity in the Deaf community and 
inspiring Deaf students to do the same.

She continues: “If you would have told me 10 
years ago when I first started losing my hearing 
that I would go on to win a national teaching 
award, I would have never believed it. I have 
learned very quickly that #DeafCan.” 

The success of the Online Academy would not 
have been possible without careful planning.  
From the very beginning, time was taken to 
ensure all students and staff had functioning 
technology and the knowledge to use the 
software available to them. Every child was 
given an iPad and every teacher a laptop. Jo 
Fison made herself available to support all 
members of the academy to ensure staff were 
competent in the tools available and students 
had the understanding they needed to continue 
their learning virtually. 

Principal Sylvan Dewing said: “It is fantastic 
that the dedication, innovation and hard work 
of Jo and Matt and all staff showed over the 
lockdown period has been recognised by a 
national teaching award.

I am extremely proud that not only did our 

students have the opportunity to learn and 
stay connected over this period, but they also 
made good progress and received really good 
results during the last academic year. This is an 
incredible achievement and a well-deserved 
award for Matt and Jo.”



Award-winning facilities! Campus award season round-up

Education Estates Awards 2021
The Education Estates award is an annual 
gathering of the education community and 
Department of Education. With a focus on 
funding, design and build of schools, colleges, 
and universities it focuses of celebrating 
excellence within the sector.

Inclusive Learning Spaces for All Award –Winner 

Pupil/Student Experience Award – Winner

Client of the Year Award – Winner

Project of the Year Award – Highly commended

Nominated by: Stride Treglown

Winners announced: October 2021

Michelmores Property Awards 
The Michelmores Property Awards celebrates 
outstanding property and construction projects 
in the Southwest: Bristol, Cornwall, Devon, and 
Wiltshire. Deaf Academy was chosen by the 
Michelmores expert panel who reviewed over 
70 nominations across the 10 categories. 

Michelmores property award – Project of the Year 
(over £5 million) - Winner

Nominated by: Midas Construction Ltd

Winners announced: November 2021



AJ00 Architectural Awards 2021
The community impact award was introduced 
last year for projects that demonstrate both a 
deep engagement with the local community 
and an exceptional and sustainable outcome for 
all stakeholders.

Community impact of the year - Shortlisted

Nominated by: Stride Treglown

Winners announced: September 2021

BCIA Awards 2021
The British Construction Industry Awards 
(BCIA) Social infrastructure of the year - 
Shortlisted

This category recognises schools, colleges, 
hospitals, law courts and other civic buildings 
that contribute towards improved social service 
provision in the UK.

Nominated by: Hydrock Ltd

Winners announced: October 2021

CIVIC Trusts Awards 2022
The Civic Trust Awards scheme was established 
in 1959 to recognise outstanding architecture, 
planning and design in the built environment.

Winner

Nominated by: Midas Group

Winners announced: January 2022

ANC Acoustic Awards 2021
The ANC awards promote and recognise 
excellence among UK acoustic consultants and 
raise the profile of acoustics. 

Acoustics for inclusion - Winner

Nominated by: Mach Group

Winners accounted: November 2021
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Deaf Academy Autumnal 
Photography Competition
In October, marketing launched an autumnal 
photography competition for all the students 
at the Academy. The theme was Autumn, and 
we encouraged students to step outside and 
immerse themselves in the beautiful season. 
We were very grateful to receive some truly 
beautiful photography entries from many 
students who took influence from the natural 
world. Entries looked at the transition from 
summer, capturing dying flowers, leaves 

changing colour and mushrooms growing.

We’re proud to announce Jayleigh won 
the photography competition. Jayleigh is a 
photography hobbyist and loves taking her time 
to explore the natural world. She regularly visits  
forests, capturing the natural beauty of trees, 
flowers, and wildlife. Her photographs were not 
only captivating, but emotive and hit the brief 
perfectly.  

Well done to all the entries, they were really 
excellent and this was a very difficult decision. 

Photography by Jayleigh
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Shortlisted

Photography by Ethan

Photography by Sam



Caitlin’s Story
the value of maintaining positive friendships 
with her peers and she can express her feelings 
in an appropriate manner. 
Her positive developments in behaviour 
management and language acquisition has 
meant Caitlin has become more independent 
and is now starting to explore career options. 
Last year she maintained a 6 month work 
placement in the Academy’s cafeteria and now 
she’s attending work experience tasters at the 
Dawlish Trust. 

The Deaf Academy’s partnership with the 
Dawlish Trust gives young people like Caitlin 
a chance to explore a wide range of work 
experience placements. Students are given 
career tasters, where they try different posts 
in the canteen, animal care department, 
farming and woodwork. Once they’ve tried 
a whole range of job roles, they can then 
decide which department they wish to join 
for a work experience placement. They are 
set expectations and work related targets 
including arriving with the right PPE, following 
instructions, health and safety and time 
management. All areas which help them 
prepare for the world of work. 

Caitlin’s time at the Academy has enabled 
her to build the language, behaviour and 
independence she needs to develop 
friendships, explore career options and express 
herself fully.

Caitlin is severely Deaf, with global 
development delay and social and 
emotional needs.

For young people who start their journey at 
the Academy with low levels of language, staff 
work in collaboration with them to overcome 
negative behaviours that derive from the 
frustration of not being understood.

When Caitlin first attended the academy, she 
used to become very angry and frustrated. 
She would shout, lash out and would find it 
difficult to express how she felt. Her bursts of 
aggression would negatively affect her ability to 
develop friendships with her peers.

Academy staff overcome this by using 
peripheral teaching methods. They publicly 
celebrate positive behaviours and will always 
model sociable behaviour. Teaching staff will 
go out of their way to be kind to one another 
in front of students, leading by example. 
This behaviour helps students like Caitlin 
understand what is expected of them.

Now, when Caitlin feels upset or ill, she’ll tell 
a staff member what the issue is and what she 
needs to fix it. Angry behaviours like screaming 
and destruction have been replaced with 
positive behaviours. She will avoid being loud 
or offensive to other students because she 
recognises by reacting negatively she upsets 
her fellow classmates. She now understands 



Young Enterprise card business going strong

The cards deemed most profitable used BSL 
fingerspelling icons which were created for 
the Academy in 2020. The fingerspelling cards 
have been a huge success amongst students 
and staff alike. Reflecting on their unique 
selling point, the Young Enterprise team are 
now developing cards with fingerspelling for 
Valentine’s Day.

They’ve also reviewed the quality of cards 
based on customer feedback. Last year some 
customers mentioned they preferred thicker, 
larger cards. As such the Enterprise Team have 
now purchased thicker card and are carefully 
reviewing feedback of their latest products.

Last year, a team of college students began 
developing a Young Enterprise business. 
Young Enterprise is a national project which 
encourages young people to develop new 
skills and enhance their resume by building 
businesses from scratch. The Deaf Academy 
team set up a cards business whereby they 
created and sold cards to the Deaf Academy 
students and staff. Their thematic cards 
followed the seasons. They created birthday, 
Valentine’s, Easter and Christmas cards using 
a software called Canva. The young enterprise 
team learnt how to use the software to create 
cards and their own marketing materials such 
as posters to advertise their products. Each 
month the group would review their cards 
and pick their favourites to sell, taking into 
consideration what cards sold well previously 
and key interests of the staff. 



Molly and Jayleigh are interviewed by BBC Spotlight

They are OBSESSED! And you can see why. Her 
perfect scores and playful personality. Rose is 
a beautiful and glamorous, and of course an 
excellent Deaf role model.

Molly commented: “She can’t hear the music 
so she’s counting those steps and thinking 
1..2..3..4.. When I’m watching her, I think… 
how does she do that?! And there, her 
partner, Giovani, you can see he’s thinking 
of what the deaf needs are. You can see he’s 
accommodating for her.” 

The interview ended and Molly swiftly took off 
to catch a train into Exeter College. Jayleigh 
joined the other college students in the hall 
who were there with Paddleboat practising the 
Charleston. Paddleboat work in partnership 
with the Deaf Academy, creating fun and 
engaging ways to explore English, theatre, and 
dance. 

Hattie, Musical Director for Paddleboat led 
the lesson. We saw kicks, spins and of course 
‘the bee’s knees’, a classic dance move in the 
Charleston. Each student was encouraged 
to finish the dance with their own twist, we 
saw jazz hands, spins, and a few hops. All 
with smiles beaming from ear to ear. This was 
the energy Rose Ayling-Ellis had bought to 
students of the Academy, and why we sent her 
a message in the first place.  

In November of 2021, Johnny Rutherford, who 
is a journalist from the BBC visited the Deaf 
Academy to meet with students Molly and 
Jayleigh and Assistant Principal Jane Shann. Mr 
Rutherford, who has been a strong advocate for 
the Deaf Education, has developed 3 stories for 
the academy during his career as a Southwest 
journalist. 

He previously visited the Academy during its 
build, back in early 2020. He walked the empty 
hallways in a yellow safety helmet and site 
boots. Before the great Claire Milne atrium 
was built and classrooms were just the shells 
of what they are today. The BBC segment 
spoke of the wide, curved corridoors that 
were purposely designed for the needs of 
our students. We talked of the large windows 
and carefully balanced light that creates an 
environment perfect for signing.

He saw the Academy come to life in front of his 
very eyes. As we toured the campus, he waved 
at students he recognised from previous visits 
and commented on how much they’d grown. 

We stopped off at the art room where he 
interviewed Molly and Jayleigh. They talked 
about how they’d never seen a Deaf person 
on strictly before and how proud of Rose they 
were. 



At the end of the dance lesson, we made our 
way back up to the atrium library and set up 
an interview space for Jane Shann, Assistant 
Principal.

Jane, who before her career in teaching, studied 
dance and music at university. Jane grew up in 
a musical household. Her mother, a professional 
dancer, taught her steps to traditional ballet 
from the age of 3. Her father and grandparents 
were musicians, teaching her piano, clarinet, 
and saxophone from a young age.

During the interview, Jane said:

“For me in my life, there are a few deaf dancers 
but there aren’t many. I’ve met a few. With 
my own background in dance, we know it’s 
possible, but so many people don’t realise. 
Because they think deafness is a barrier 
because you can’t hear music, and therefore 

you can’t dance but it’s not true.”

Rose Aylling-Ellis is a shining example of a 
strong Deaf influence breaking down barriers 
in a hearing world. She’s inspiring Deaf young 
people all over the country to learn how to 
dance and incentivising hearing people to learn 
sign language. 

Johnny Rutherford finished the day catching up 
with our interpreter Vanessa and learning some 
BSL for his signoff. We were really impressed 
with his enthusiasm to learn BSL and invited 
him to visit again.

You can watch the full news segment here: 
https://vimeo.com/645126235

About Jane 

Jane is an experienced Teacher of the 
Deaf, having worked for over 35 years, 
in a wide variety of educational settings 
for deaf children and young people. 
She has lectured at universities on 
deafness, presented research papers 
globally and conceptualised a paediatric 
toolkit that enables a deaf child to tell 
others what it is like to live in a hearing 
world. Jane is responsible for student 
support and development. 



Student Accomplishments

Nissi, who attends the Deaf Academy and Exeter College studies 
BTEC Sport and dreams of being a famous footballer. 

When Nissi isn’t on the pitch, she’s knuckling down, studying for her 
upcoming exams. In a recent mock exam, Nissi answered 100% of the 
questions right and gained the top marks of her class.

We’re incredibly proud of all her hard work and look forward to seeing 
the results of her exams in 2022.

Hamza received a distinction in his bricklaying unit this term. He 
attends our partnered college in Exeter where he is currently studying 
his level 1 in Construction. 

Hamza has not only achieved top marks, but is showing initiative and 
drive, working extra hours to develop his bricklaying skills. We’re really 
impressed by Hamza’s enthusiasm to learn new skills and achieve.

We welcome the new student council

Molly has stepped down as chair of the student council this year. She was responsible for the 20 is 
plenty campaign to reduce the speed limit outside Douglas Avenue and a Where is the interpreter 
campaign video. Molly is now finishing her course in Exeter College and preparing for University, 
where she’s going to study Media Studies. Chloe is now chair of the student council. This year they 
continue to focus their efforts on community activism including holding rallies in Exmouth for the 
BSL Act. 



Residential Care rated ‘Good’ by OFSTED 

Residential Care were visited by Ofsted in 
September for a full inspection. We’re happy 
to announce, Ofsted rated our care good in all 
areas. 

They begin the report acknowledging the 
quality of our brand-new student flats which 
were purposely designed with fittings to 
improving communication and independence:

“Accommodation is comprised of modern, 
well-equipped flats, which are furnished 
with the children and young people’s needs 
fully considered. Communal areas, such as 
the garden and common-room area, provide 
inviting spaces for children and young people 
to socialise.”

The report continues:

“Children and young people benefit from 
nurturing care that is in line with their needs. 
The individual care provided is also constantly 
evolving in response to children and young 
people’s progress and age-appropriate 
development. Some children and young people 
were previously limited by their environments. 
Since moving to the academy, they have gained 
crucial communication and social skills and 
access to education, which is supporting them 
to thrive.”

“The support for children and young people 
to move on is excellent. In conjunction 
with education staff, the care team helps 
children and young people to develop healthy 
behaviours, keep themselves safe, gain practical 
life skills and access accommodation.”

“Children and young people love staying at 
the academy and several spoken with want 
the judgement from this inspection to be 
‘outstanding’. No issues were raised by children 
and young people regarding the care they 
receive, and they did not raise any areas for 
improvement. The environment throughout 
the residential area is calm and welcoming. 
Children and young people were seen to be 
happy and relaxed, enjoying each other’s 
company and free time after school. Activities 
are also available for children and young people 
to enjoy with the entire academy community.” 

“Staff understand children and young people’s 
needs well. They address any behavioural issues 
in a nurturing and respectful way. Young people 
who are entering adulthood are supported well 
to take appropriate risks, and this promotes 
their positive move on to independence.”

“During the pandemic, leaders and managers 
ensured that vulnerable children and young 



people were safe. Staff kept in close contact 
with children and young people and their 
families. This ensured that children and 
young people were able to share any worries 
or concerns they may have had while away 
from the academy. Furthermore, leaders and 
managers sourced satellite accommodation, 
which enabled vulnerable children and young 
people to come back to the academy much 
earlier. 

Staff also facilitated a full online education 
timetable and online social forums for all 
children and young people to prevent them 
from becoming isolated. The academy has 
been nominated for several awards, which 
reflects the significant efforts and creative 
practice by leaders, managers and staff. Leaders 
and managers are tenacious and committed. 
Their drive to promote best outcomes for 
children and young people is evident. The 
entire academy community presents as a large 
family. Staff know children and young people 

well and work closely together to provide a 
good standard of care. The children and young 
people’s progress and achievement are closely 
monitored and celebrated. 

Leaders and managers are strong advocates 
for children and young people to ensure that 
their voice is heard. Admissions are carefully 
considered, and additional training is facilitated 
for staff in line with children and young 
people’s needs. This ensures that staff have the 
skills and knowledge required to promote the 
children and young people’s best interests.”

The full inspection is available here: https://
files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50172476

It is also available to view in BSL on our 
website.





Deaf Academy choir were due to visit Exmouth 
Community College to sign a Christmas song. 
However due to the rise in coronavirus, the 
choir decided to attend digitally by sending the 
college their signed version of Driving Home 
for Christmas by Chris Rea. 

Nikki James, HLTA who leads the choir said:

“We decided to choose this song because being 
home for Christmas is on everyone’s mind. 
It’s the main goal this season for many of us. 
We were reflecting on last year. It was a very 
difficult Christmas. Many of us couldn’t spend 
time with our loved ones, so this year, driving 
home for Christmas feels extra special.

Within the song, it talks about being on the 
freeway, red lights all around. We adapted 
this song slightly to include the lockdowns we 
experienced last Christmas, when we couldn’t 
go anywhere or do anything. By doing this 
adaptation, we are showing that we can break 
those experiences of last year. This year we 
have the freedom to do what we want, see 
friends, and visit relatives. I hope you enjoy 
watching our song and have a very merry 
Christmas!”

Scan the QR code to view or follow the link: 
https://vimeo.com/653652660

Deaf Academy choir sign Driving Home for Christmas

About Nikki

Nikki is a Teaching Assistant 
with over 10 years experience 
supporting the lives of Deaf 
young people. She also runs 
Deaf awareness courses and 
provides BSL training and 
educational videos to support 
the wider community.



If you’d like to discuss any articles in this newsletter or 
wish to receive a BSL version, please contact 

Marketing@thedeafacademy.ac.uk


