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            You will teach them to fly but they will not fly your flight

            
                

            

            You will teach them to dream but they will not dream your dream

            
                

            

            You will teach them to live but they will not live your life

            
                

            

            Nevertheless in every flight, in every dream, in every life – the print of the way you taught them will remain.

            
                

            

            – Mother Teresa
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         I thought long and hard about writing this book, and indeed, I have asked myself many times why I did. I know why I didn’t.

         I most assuredly didn’t write it to humiliate or embarrass parents (although if a parent doesn’t love, nurture, nourish and care deeply for their child, they are certainly open to criticism). And I didn’t write it to lament the dire state of education in this country or the terrible ordeal that is being a teacher. (Neither view could be further from the truth, as those of us lucky enough to work in this unique field know only too well. All around the country, schools – teachers – do wonderful, precious work, transforming lives and improving life chances.) And I certainly didn’t do it to have a go at children. If you don’t love children, you shouldn’t be a parent and you definitely shouldn’t be a teacher.

         So, if there was a reason I wrote this book, it was to applaud the children who triumph against some very considerable odds, to shine a light on the extraordinary work that schools do, and to celebrate the joyous, special, unique and privileged role that is being a teacher.

         This book was originally intended to be published anonymously, because this book is not, actually, about me or a certain school or specific children. This book is about teaching, education, courage, leadership, schools, passion, moral purpose and how the needs of children in a non-selective school can best be addressed. But for some reason known only to herself, the journalist who encouraged me, even urged me, to take an anonymous publishing deal then chose, a week before the original version of the book was going to print, to ‘out’ me in a Sunday newspaper.

         Although the book is now published under my own name and draws on real events, the names, dates, personal information and other identifying details of pupils, parents and staff have been extensively changed to protect their privacy, and many episodes are based on an amalgamation of several different incidents and characters. This is a story of truth – focused on the issues and the challenges rather than the individuals – as opposed to a true story, and although the specific details have been changed, the essence of truth remains. As the book makes clear, one cannot please all the people all of the time and a number of the changes at the academy attracted controversy, but my book aims to show how such challenges can be met and how students’ life chances and expectations can be improved.

         The years covered in this book were the most challenging, most rewarding and most joyous five years of my career. I didn’t get everything right, but I always, always did what I thought was right.

         
            You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending. 

            C. S. Lewis

         

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACE

         

         In 2014, I walked into a failing school. It was failing by every measure of a school. Of course, the results were dire – that year only 17 per cent of children attained five or more A* to C grades at GCSE (which was the measure at the time), or, as I prefer to describe it, 83 per cent of the children were failed by the school by not even getting that minimum qualification. But all the other trademarks of a failing school were also there. Appalling behaviour. Low standards and non-existent expectations. Uniform that was barely recognisable as one. A poor local reputation. Falling pupil numbers. A lack of any accountability. Dreadful teaching (although anyone would have struggled to teach in classrooms that were so chaotic and out of control). Acute difficulty in staff recruitment and retention (eighteen supply teachers working there at the time). A climate of fear and mistrust. In other words, poor leadership.

         That school was closed by the Department for Education. Six months later, we opened as a new academy. We had sky-high expectations. We had strict and clear rules, which we enforced consistently. We had from day one a ‘no excuses’ culture and a focus on aspiration and excellence. I sacked teachers who didn’t want things to improve – or worse, didn’t believe that they could – and recruited young talent whose teaching made me cry with joy. Three years later we got inspected by Ofsted and were judged ‘Good’ across the board. During the feedback, the lead HMI (Her Majesty’s Inspector) said to me that to have built the school we had, out of what we took on, in the area where we did, took ‘exceptional leadership’.

         But not everyone was supportive, and the loudest, angriest voices were from some of the parents who did not agree with the approach we took, despite the outcomes we secured. Having worked for twenty-two years in education, and predominantly in challenging schools, this was to be the toughest role I ever undertook. I was sworn at and threatened. We dealt with a fierce backlash from the parents when we sent children home for not wearing the correct uniform. We held same-day detentions for poor behaviour and had to battle parents coming into the school and physically removing their child from the detention room, in front of the staff and the rest of the children. We frequently called the police to remove aggressive parents from the school. I heard countless stories of children’s lives that broke my heart, while I remained steadfast in my resolve to hold the line against their behaviour.

         But throughout, I remained – and remain – utterly convinced that teaching is the noblest, the most joyous and the most rewarding job in the world. I loved going to work, I loved the children and I loved the very many wonderful staff I was able to recruit and develop in my role – conductor of the orchestra. We made mistakes but we learnt and moved on, and building our successful school is my proudest achievement.

         This is that story.

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

         

         There are a lot of faces in the hall in front of me. Most of them are scowling, sullen, bored. Many are also looking at their phones. It doesn’t bode well. I look down at my creased speech, an unnecessary aid, given that I have rehearsed this a hundred times in my head, but it serves as a comfort blanket of sorts. I clear my throat and begin.

         ‘Parents and local families, thank you for coming along here this evening. I hope over the next twenty minutes or so to lay out for you the vision I have of the new school, of what it will be like, how it will feel, and what we want it to do for the young people in this community, a community that for too long now has been poorly served and its children disadvantaged by the school we are currently standing in.’

         A phone goes off. It’s in the front row. I risk a frown. The owner, oblivious, answers it, his speech audible: ‘Can’t speak now, mate, at the school, listening to this new woman, going to be interesting. Nothing wrong with the old school in my view, or the old head.’ A pause and a laugh. Looks up at me. ‘Yeah, nice tits, but all trussed up in a suit!’ Hangs up. Stares at me, defiantly.

         I swallow and continue. ‘Last summer a mere 17 per cent of students in this school achieved five A* to C grades, although I hesitate even to use the word “achieve”, since what that really means is over three quarters of the young people who went to this school, Castlecliffe, failed even to gain that lowest of benchmarks. Or rather, they didn’t fail – they were failed.

         ‘I don’t want to criticise the past regime, I don’t want ever to criticise those in the teaching profession – there are professions far worthier of insult – but that school is closing; that school will end on 31 August of this year. A lot of you have said to me, “Oh yes, you’re changing your name, aren’t you?” Let me be really clear. This is not a name change. This is not a rebranding. That school is closing. We are opening a new school. It may be in the same building, with the same children and in the heart of the same community. But we are a new school. We have a very different vision, a very different aspiration, and things will be very different.’ I glare at Mr Mobile. To be fair, he is now looking at my face.

         ‘I have a very clear vision for the Lunsford Academy. Put simply, it is to become the number one school of choice in the local community. It will be a school characterised by outstanding teaching, as good as in any other school, be they comprehensive or grammar. It will be an over-subscribed school that children walk to, with their friends, where they enjoy coming, and a school of which they feel proud. It will be calm, orderly and welcoming. It will be a school where children leave the stresses and difficulties of the outside world at the gate. My vision is of an outstanding school, characterised by high aspirations, academic excellence and exemplary behaviour, but where alongside the firm discipline there is a strong current of care, encouragement and reward. And as well as achieving the highest qualifications they can, I want our students to fulfil all their potential, academic and personal, sporting and musical, creative and artistic. We want them to leave school as well-rounded, confident young people, with an awareness of the wider world and a desire and ambition to play an active part in it.

         ‘The Lunsford Academy will have at its core outstanding teaching, lessons that the students go home and talk about, excitedly, and can’t wait to come to school the next day, because school is interesting, challenging and fun. We must and we will build on that innate enthusiasm and motivation children have as they leave Year 6, and be absolutely determined there will be no dip in progress, but rather a heightened sense of excitement about learning. I want no child, of any ability, ever, to be able to say, “I’m bored.”

         ‘Finally, our academy will be an inclusive one, welcoming children of all abilities. I have always been driven by my passionate belief that with a cocktail of outstanding teaching, effective management and inspirational leadership, all schools can have an impact independent of neighbourhood. Deprivation does not, and must not, determine destiny.’

         I sit down. There is a ripple of applause. It’s a start. I look at Mr Mobile. He’s definitely not looking at my face.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            2014–2015

         

         
            ‘The danger for most of us is not that we aim too high and miss our goals, but that we aim too low and reach them.’ 

            – Michelangelo

         

         We opened as the new academy in September 2014. Despite having laid out our stall, having explained and described our ambition, spelled out the rules, having made it crystal clear what we would and wouldn’t accept, explained the Daily Detention that would run for those who broke the rules, we girded our loins for what we thought would be an inevitable onslaught. I still recall that first day, standing in the newly painted reception with the rest of the senior team, seeing smartly dressed student after smartly dressed student trot through, some looking nervous, many looking proud, a few looking very ill at ease. It was an uplifting moment. But, of course, there were going to be the exceptions and the resistance. Quite a lot, in fact.

         MONDAY 1 SEPTEMBER 2014

         It is a grey and damp morning. First day of the new academy. We stand in the reception greeting every student as they come through. A determined minority try, inevitably, to brazen it out, but we quietly direct them to one side: the students wearing trainers, the girls with plastered-on makeup, the one swaggering Year 11 whose audacity I have to admit a secret admiration for, as he actually arrives wearing jeans. In the end there are twenty-two. All have a phone call made to a parent, a letter given to them as they are redirected back home to change.

         Mr Thompson, a parent, charges in and confronts me. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ The last few students sitting in reception awaiting calls home look a mixture of embarrassed and excited. I politely reiterate (what I feel like I have been saying for the last six months): we have a uniform, we expect it to be adhered to, we have explained this for some time now and in fact every single pupil has been provided with an entirely new set, including the PE kit. Mr Thompson is not giving up, his son Troy standing by his side grinning defiantly at me. ‘What fucking difference does it make? You are a fucking stupid cunt, and he ain’t staying here.’

         It will be the first of many such encounters.

         TUESDAY 2 SEPTEMBER 2014

         Chantelle’s parents have gone to the local newspaper. ‘Lunsford Academy parents seething as 45 pupils are sent home on their first day for incorrect uniform.’ There is a picture of Chantelle in the article, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt. This is a child who regularly truants, has repeatedly told teachers to fuck off, and it’s fair to say is not going to be applying for the new prefect role any time soon. It is the first time I have ever seen her looking so smart, her (brand-new) uniform pristine and the camera focused on the shiny black shoes. (In our attempts to be crystal clear about uniform, to try to avoid the pointless splitting hairs about what is and isn’t permitted, we have been utterly prescriptive, down to brand, down to heel height, down to material, down to the colour of the laces that adorn the shoes. Lacegate has started. Nobody will ever hate those bloody laces as much as I do.)

         ‘All we care about is her schooling,’ says Chantelle’s mum, piously, in the article. ‘And we don’t see how these red laces affect her education’ – a line it’s true to say I am going to become sick of. I want to say: why don’t you send her to school every day then? Why don’t you tell her it’s not OK to swear at teachers? I read on.

         ‘It’s bloody ridiculous,’ claims another, whose daughter we had turned around for multiple piercings and having a designer handbag instead of a school bag. These parents, who don’t support the rules, are especially angry because it was bitterly cold. ‘You can’t blame me for the weather,’ the paper quotes me as saying, possibly a line that wasn’t ever going to help things a great deal.

         The paper starts an online poll: ‘Should schools send pupils with the wrong uniform home?’ Inevitably, during the day, the pollsters have prised themselves away from Jeremy Kyle and the votes have been streaming in, strongly against us. That evening, I sit at home with my wine glass and get a bit fixated on it. In the end, 2,034 votes are cast, but with a narrow majority claiming the rules are unfair. I sense this is going to be quite a battle. And my wine intake is going to be on the up.

         WEDNESDAY 3 SEPTEMBER 2014

         A major tabloid has picked up the story: ‘Over 40 pupils denied entry to school for breaking draconian head teacher’s rigorous new uniform rules.’ I am quoted as saying, ‘I make no secret of our strict rules as it’s my belief that they create the foundations upon which academic excellence is built.’ And mother-of-four Maria Marshall is also quoted, describing me as ‘a sergeant major. My daughter has to wear foundation and concealer to cover her extremely large pores. She’s very self-conscious about them.’

         But, the blessed British public being as we are, it all starts to go rather well. In the end, 1,753 comments are posted, the overwhelming majority of them positive.

         ‘If only a minority were sent home, it would appear that the head has got it right – more schools should follow suit.’

         ‘When will these precious princesses realise the world doesn’t revolve around them and that part of education is to learn discipline, and understand and obey the rules?’

         ‘Well done, ma’am, society has lost its standards, mainly due to there being too few heads like you. Keep up the good work!’

         ‘Namby-pamby nonsense!’

         ‘Excellent! Let’s hope this head teacher is the mould for all those who just don’t seem to care what the children do. Well done, gold star and go to the top of the class.’

         ‘The head teacher is 100% correct. What part of the word “rule” do parents not understand?’

         I sit back and sip my wine, smugly. It’s fair to say that I am being lulled into a false sense of security.

         THURSDAY 18 SEPTEMBER 2014

         Email from David Jones, my Vice-Principal:

         
            Hi, Gilly Clarke’s mum came in today to speak to Mrs Butler and in front of her, mum took Gilly’s Saturday Detention letter, said this is what she thought of it and tore it into pieces, placed it on the reception desk, and said, ‘You can stick that up your fucking arse.’ So firstly, boss, I have a feeling Gilly will not be attending detention and second not sure if you want to ban her mum?

         

         SATURDAY 20 SEPTEMBER 2014

         Lunsford Locals is an open community Facebook group (although even my use of the word ‘open’ is misleading and suggests a level of understanding of Facebook that I don’t have. I hate Facebook – and Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok and every other ridiculous ‘platform’ that pulls our attention away from what’s happening in real life. I have never had, nor will I ever have, an account, believing it should more aptly be named Boastbook, and seeing it as a significant contributor to poor mental health, online bullying and a serious decline in children’s communication skills. We keep a watchful eye, however, on all of them). Lunsford Locals has apparently been going for some time; it is used to reminisce and research local history, as well as to promote community cohesion. Of late, however, it has taken to commenting on the school, and, inevitably, become an easy platform for our critics to slag us off from the safety of their sofas. There is a picture posted of the new uniform, and a discussion (of sorts) starts:

         LR: I went to that school a few years ago, left just in time it seems! It makes me laugh, who do they think they are these people? The thing they don’t get is this is a Lunsford secondary school, for goodness sake, not some posh place! [This comment depressingly encapsulates all the low aspirations and expectations that have contributed to Castlecliffe’s decline.]

         DH: I totally agree with you mate! It’s Lunsford, case dismissed! LOL

         OY: Anyone out there agree with me and my missus that the new blazer will make our kids look like Butlin’s reps? I think we’ve got a new Stalin!

         MK: The staff are crap as are the new rules. A name change won’t change that. Listen you lot, don’t get me wrong, I agree with clamping down on behaviour and wanting kids to have better exams but they r trying to take away their individuality!! Absolute farce.

         DH: The rules r so extreme! Well bollox! And what’s with the shoes thing, coloured laces aint gonna affect a child’s learning!!! Fooking school!!

         SW: Why don’t all the staff follow the daft rules as well … they should set an example … you’re not telling me that stuck up cow’s hair is that colour, it’s so dark and without a single grey hair, natural my arse! It’s ok for her to be an individual but not our kids, stupid bitch.

         
            • • •

         

         Schools fail because of failed leadership. It really is that simple. A lack of accountability, ineffective systems, poor staff performance – all point to failure in leadership. Leadership, while a privilege (and to lead a school an honour) is hard. People look to you for the answers. You are under constant scrutiny. A leader can say what they like, but people will watch what they do. A wise school leader once told me: keep an eye always on your rear-view mirror; every single thing you do will be debated, analysed and interpreted (and misinterpreted).

         In addition, education has become over-complicated. Standards are raised in school by a focus on the basics, a commonsense approach to everything, and the relentless, genuine pursuit of unwavering high standards in all things. Outstanding teachers, effective support staff, all held accountable, appropriately rewarded, valued and motivated, acting as excellent role models at all times. Inspiring lessons meticulously planned, engagingly delivered; clear rules strictly and consistently enforced. No lengthy documents that go unread, no pointless meetings, no misplaced energy but a relentless drive to ensure students attain. A decisive and strong head, who constantly walks the school, knows the students and operates fairly.

         So one of the most important tasks I faced when I started was to appoint a new leadership team. I was very lucky: I found three wonderful young leaders who worked tirelessly with me from the beginning, standing quite literally by my side. I still remember reading the application from David, his CV a list of A*s at GCSE, four straight As at A level, a degree in maths from Cambridge. (I remember him later telling me that when he was born, 1985, David was the most common Christian name and Jones the most common surname – ‘So I am quite common!’ – but he certainly wasn’t.) He wrote in his application:

         
            My personal philosophy of education is influenced as much by my experience as a learner as by my experience as a teacher. I am fortunate to have enjoyed my school years, to have been academically challenged by my teachers and to have been inspired by their example. I was fiercely proud of my school and knew that I was a valued member of its community. I was supported in achieving my potential and was constantly expected to do so. These should be the minimum entitlements for all children and it is the duty of school leaders to ensure that they are achieved.

         

         His words still, to this day, send a shiver down my spine.

         ‘How do you handle the stress and pressure of the job?’ I asked him at interview.

         He shrugged cheerfully. ‘I’m not a big fan of relaxation.’ I knew the head of the school where he then worked; she had led the transition from a school almost identical to Castlecliffe, with all the poor behaviour, low standards and parental opposition we were facing. David was in charge of improving behaviour there. I needed someone to do that at Lunsford, someone with steel, stamina and standards. I called my head friend up, asked her what David was like, beyond the impressive intellect.

         ‘He’s like no one else I’ve ever met. He’s relentless, exceptionally talented, energetic, driven. Cares passionately about transforming children’s life chances. He will really piss people off and get up their noses.’ A lot of people were going to need that. I knew he was going to be a brilliant appointment.

         MONDAY 29 SEPTEMBER 2014

         Mrs Smith is very clear. ‘I am not leaving until you give me the fucking phone back!’ She looks across the table at me, her gaze steadfast but furious, her lip curled, sweat forming on her brow; she hates me even though she doesn’t know me. Until today we hadn’t even met. Yet she looks at me with pure, undiluted hatred.

         Inwardly I sigh, and then: ‘As you know, as I explained on the phone, we will be keeping Craig’s phone for the rest of the term, as is clearly laid out in the behaviour policy. Which is on the website. Which you have a copy of. Which has remained unchanged since day one.’ As you fucking well know, I add, but just to myself.

         ‘You can’t take it, it’s theft, I’m getting the police up here. Tell ’er.’ She glances at the man to her right – husband, boyfriend, father – I don’t actually know, we weren’t introduced as she stormed in here fifteen minutes previously, telling me she wasn’t leaving without the phone, that she would cause havoc for me, that she was (obviously) going to the papers, slamming two phones down on the table. Not actually a shortage of phones in your household then, I wanted to say, but didn’t, of course. Instead I just listen to the torrent of accusations and abuse, while mentally listing everything else I should be doing at this moment rather than sitting here, being abused, and sworn at, and threatened by the mother of the Year 9 pupil who hadn’t heeded the rules, or more likely hadn’t thought we’d enforce them, and had brazenly taken his phone out in French. Anyway, husband, boyfriend, father – whoever he is, he looks as though he wishes he was anywhere else other than where he is now, sitting in the formal meeting room of my school while his whoever-relative swears at me.

         ‘It’s not theft,’ David, to my left, helpfully adds to the conversation. ‘It’s confiscation, under Section 91 of the Education and Inspections Act 2006.’ He beams at her. He is well intentioned. He is trying to help, but at this point Mrs Smith’s fury boils over. ‘Don’t you patronise me, you jumped-up little idiot, don’t you go quoting the law and the rules to me. I don’t give a fuck about them.

         ‘I am getting the police, and I am not leaving without the fucking phone. Tell her, Mick.’ She prods him, and at this moment it is hard to tell who she hates more: me, the Vice-Principal, or the useless whoever-relative who is by her side but clearly not on it. ‘Nobody likes what you’re doing here, everyone hates you and her.’ A jabbing finger pointing at me lest anyone be under any illusion about whom she is talking.

         ‘I don’t actually think that’s true, Mrs Smith. I actually think most people who care about education and raising standards and, in fact, their children, support what we are doing and the direction we are going. They support the changes we have made from what was a failing institution, failing your children, failing your community, and failing you. I think you’ll find that Craig being without his phone for a few weeks will not kill him, it will in fact help him. And seeing as how your thirteen-year-old son has a reading age of six, which is indisputably holding him back and contributing to his chronically poor progress, and undoubtedly to the problems he is having concentrating in most lessons, it might be useful if you actually got him to read to you, a book, not a text or a website or a post, but a book, a proper one with paper pages, printed, and, trust me, that will be time well spent.’

         But of course, I don’t say this, I just think it, and what I actually say is: ‘I am sorry you feel this way. You can collect the phone on the twenty-first of October. Until that time it will be kept securely in our safe, and if you are refusing to leave then I will.’

         And I get up and walk out, leaving her sobbing and swearing and holding onto the table, while Mick shifts uncomfortably in his chair.

         ‘Well done, we held the line,’ David chirps cheerfully as we’re walking down the stairs five minutes later, and I think, ‘Yes, we did, but why on earth do we have to?’

         TUESDAY 30 SEPTEMBER 2014

         I receive an email from Jenny, our lovely receptionist:

         
            I have taken three messages this morning for you.

            
	Mrs Wilton – she’s had no students here ever at this school but has read the newspaper article and she is very supportive – she says please stay strong, she wishes that there had been a strong leader at her children’s school. She did not want to leave a telephone number.

               	Mr Davison from the North West on Sunday would like a telephone interview. He is supportive and wants to promote the school and the rules.

               	Mr Bennett from Wolverhampton says well done, you are doing a fantastic job. He wishes all schools had such a strong head teacher.

            



         The kindness of random strangers never ceases to touch me, and motivates me to keep going; if only they knew.

         THURSDAY 9 OCTOBER 2014

         There is a great deal written about so-called ‘superheads’ and turning around failing schools. Much of what is written is wrong, especially the very notion of a superhead; it takes a whole village to raise a child. Of the millions of words that have been penned about school improvement (many of them by so-called experts and highly paid consultants who have never actually done it), I think it can be neatly reduced down to ten lessons.

         Lesson 1: Firstly – and foremost – put the quality of teaching and learning centre stage. Make it the focus of everything: every conversation, every meeting, every policy. We would go on to create a culture of learning, of always looking to improve the craft that is teaching, learning from the best teachers and rooting out the weak. We always had a member of the senior team whose sole focus was teaching and learning, and who would rein us back if ever the hundreds of operational matters started to pull us away from our core purpose. We kept a database of every teacher, their strengths and weaknesses, that we would forensically pore over every week and find ways to support staff who were struggling.

         Senior and middle leaders would be constantly in classrooms, and we had an open-door policy so that a climate of openness and trust, of peer observation and ongoing improvement, was nurtured. Teachers would expect to be visited frequently, and would afterwards receive constructive, supportive feedback, and we did away with set-piece formal observations – most teachers can pull off a good lesson with advance warning – but rather we concentrated on tasting the daily diet for every student, knowing that any teacher can have an off day but of more importance was the typicality of what went on in every classroom. We got feedback from students, and we filmed teachers in action so they could watch themselves afterwards and self-critique. We didn’t send staff off on expensive training days (usually run by people who had long since left the classroom and of which the best bit was often the lunch) but trained in-house through peer observations, a culture of feedback, through sharing research, best practice, tricks and tips. We built collegiality and a shared sense of moral purpose.

         We benefited from a number of exceptionally strong Teach First recruits, outstanding young graduates, intelligent, articulate, passionate about their subject and about tackling disadvantage, and we managed to retain many for longer than their two-year commitment, often by promoting to leadership roles where they could make an impact more widely across their subject. We put in strong support for new or trainee teachers, never forgetting how tough it is at the start for any teacher, in any school, let alone one with challenges, and ensured a constant supply of tissues, encouragement and constructive criticism. Every week, before school, we held ‘Teaching, Tea and Toast Friday’, where teachers shared tips and ideas, highlighted great practice they had seen that week, laughed, chatted and started the end of the week on a high rather than the tired low that can be so commonplace.

         But teachers are born, not made (although we can all, always, improve), and ultimately we improved through attracting like-minded individuals, passionate about their subject and with sky-high standards and expectations. We attracted teachers who didn’t think because a child struggles to read that they can’t read but rather knew it was their job to make them read; teachers who didn’t believe ‘this child can’t’ but believed that all children can, and must; teachers who never settled for a dull PowerPoint* but rather inspired and excited and ignited through their passion and energy and skill.

         
            • • •

         

         I receive an email from a parent following a bout of necessary hiring and firing:

         
            I write to you in utter desperation, firstly the maths department has fallen apart, plus when Bradley returned in September he knew his new science teacher was going to be crap so he refused to go into the lesson, which I don’t blame him for I tell you, but then he only went and got doled out a detention! Then he finds out that his PE teacher has resigned, yet another one of his GCSE subjects! Now he has come home today and said his bloody English teacher is leaving too, what on earth is going on? These poor Year 11 students should not have to suffer all this turmoil at this vital point, I am out of my mind with worry, I just keep thinking, who will be next, surely not that lovely Mrs Byers? I expect an answer.

            Yours faithfully, Mrs Wilcox.

         

         I ping a short reply:

         
            Dear Mrs Wilcox,

            Please arrange a meeting time with me so I can explain everything to you. With respect, you don’t know the full picture. Happy to meet you before school (I get in at 7) or after (I leave at 7).

         

         
            • • •

         

         I didn’t always want to be a teacher. No, scratch that – I never wanted to be a teacher. I loved school, all of it: I was the girlie swot and the A-grade student. But there were no teachers in my family and it had never occurred to me that I might make a good one. At university, I wanted to be a journalist, and then a police officer – like a less glamorous Miss World contestant, I just knew I wanted to do a job that was interesting, helped people and made a difference to the world. I joined the Met and for four years was an officer in Peckham, south-east London, in what was then one of the most dangerous and deprived parts of the city. It was hard, often frightening, and being a female officer in the ’80s was, to say the least, a challenge. I still remember the detective chief inspector, in my first meeting, asking me lasciviously if I was on the pill in front of all the other (male) new recruits. Increasingly I felt I didn’t fit. A friend who had gone into teaching used to talk about his work and he practically glowed. His eyes would shine as he talked about the children and the rewards. I watched Dead Poets Society and handed in my notice.

         MONDAY 13 OCTOBER 2014

         I update my website blog:

         
            As I think you are aware – and certainly I have received a lot of support from you on this – we do not want students (girls in particular) bringing bags such as handbags that are simply too small and are not appropriate. We take, as with all things, a common-sense approach to this and the bags shown in the slides at the parent information sessions were merely a guide.

            We want anything worn in the hair to be discreet, i.e. not too large and in a plain colour such as white, blue or black. Again, a common-sense approach is taken.

            And finally, I have been inundated with emails and messages of support from parents and carers who are fully supportive of our strict stance on uniform, in line with that taken by all good and outstanding schools. Thank you. If in any doubt over an item, please contact us – as frequently stated, we want to work in partnership on all things so as to secure our shared aim of an excellent education for your child.

         

         TUESDAY 14 OCTOBER 2014

         Charles Kent is a history teacher. He joined Castlecliffe as one of the country’s Teach First Ambassadors, the national scheme set up to try to attract high-calibre graduates into teaching. To be fair, it has a strong moral purpose at its heart and a lot of driven and intelligent young people among its applicants, drawn by the lure of working in disadvantaged schools, turning around young lives and having troubled and troublesome young people meekly eating out of their hands and hanging on their every word. Of course, in reality, after spending six weeks over their graduation summer on a ‘baptism of fire’ crash course in teaching, their initial laudable and genuine enthusiasm can get a little dented. During this time they are faced with the reality of trying to teach, often in poorly run schools in disadvantaged communities (where teachers are most urgently needed) and where, in the absence of strong leadership, sky-high expectations and a no-nonsense approach to discipline, even the most experienced of teachers will struggle. For these pups, it is often a blood bath. Charles has spoken to me about how he frequently used to think about just giving up during his first year (Teach Firsters are expected to spend at least two years in a school). He is one of my most enthusiastic and supportive members of staff, now that he’s finally able to see a light at the end of the tunnel and has the opportunity to do what he always wanted to do: learn how to teach, and not how to fire-fight. I love being in his classroom; his combination of Prince Charming good looks, public school voice, passion for history and easy manner make him popular and engaging. He’s also a sorely needed father figure and role model that so many (of our boys in particular) lack. Keeping him in the school is as much my priority as keeping all the children who challenge us. I make him the Subject Leader for History as money-where-mouth-is evidence of my belief and faith in him.

         THURSDAY 16 OCTOBER 2014

         I am on morning gate duty. Cheryl marches defiantly towards me, nose stud resplendent. Cheryl is one of the more challenging students in Year 8. (‘Challenging’ is such a wonderful euphemism, used the teaching world over. It’s a useful shortcut for when teachers really want to say rude, argumentative, disrespectful, stroppy, aggressive, disruptive and, clearly, badly brought up.)

         ‘Take that out, please.’ I smile cheerfully, holding out my hand.

         She scowls. ‘My dad paid thirty quid for that and you ain’t having it.’

         ‘I am sorry that your dad paid thirty pounds to break our rules, but you will still hand it over,’ I reply, at which she turns on her heel and heads off, to what will no doubt be another week or so of unauthorised absence, and which will further hurt our attendance figures.

         SATURDAY 18 OCTOBER 2014

         Lesson 2: Always remember that organisations are all about culture, the culture of ‘how and why things are done around here’. I talked to the staff about culture at every opportunity. I acknowledged that while it is the job of a senior team to set that culture, to explain and describe what it looks like in practice, to make expectations and standards crystal clear, it is equally the responsibility of every single member of staff to live up to those standards, to embody them, to model them constantly through words and actions. We developed a culture of aspiration and ambition for the students. Staff knew the high standards of professionalism that were expected of them, and they lived up to them – how they spoke to the children, how they dressed, their own attendance and time keeping (staff with 100 per cent attendance got a box of chocolates at the end of each term, a small but appreciated gesture, and the number of boxes we needed rose every year).

         It was really important to me when we opened that we were seen as a new school with a different culture. Clearly, when you are in the same building with the same children and – at the beginning at least – all the same teachers, this is a challenge. But it was vital. For a long time – to my frustration – people would still say, ‘Oh yes, you’ve changed your name, haven’t you?’ But this was not a rebrand; a rebrand can often be cosmetic, with a new uniform, name and logo merely some new icing on the same stale old cake. A rebrand can often just be a gear change, but we needed a whole new car. I needed to start a new school from the inside, not tinker around with what was already there.

         MONDAY 20 OCTOBER 2014

         Simon is old beyond his years. This is something people often say about youngsters, and is equally as often untrue, but in his case, it is entirely accurate. And sadly, this is because he has to do things that no eleven-year-old should have to do. Simon looks after his disabled dad, his mother having died when he was three, so that on top of school he has a whole host of tasks that range from shopping to cleaning to cooking. He is likeable, personable, sharp. He wants to do well more than any other child I have ever met, but he regularly, often quite spectacularly, fails to do so. I know we aren’t meant to have favourite students, but we all do, and he is definitely one of mine. Today, however, as is so often the case, I have to switch on Stern Teacher Face as he is brought to me for having been naughty in a supply teacher’s lesson. (I love the word ‘naughty’. Kids have always been, and always will be, naughty. And so they should be. Naughty is not swearing at teachers, it is not posting vile abuse online about a child in your class, it is not sending a class of little children running around screaming in terror as you use the teacher’s staple gun to run rampage in your classroom.† Naughty is being mischievous, it is being silly, it is taking advantage of a weak supply teacher by hiding their marker or making daft noises. Today’s crime is the latter.) With Simon, I use the language that has the most impact (on most students, and certainly on most adults), the language of ‘disappointment’, of ‘letting yourself down’, of ‘what will dad think?’ (always feel a bit mean using that one, but it works and it’s true). As ever, he looks even more serious than me, keeps his little back straight (he is tiny) and promises me (not for the first time and undoubtedly not for the last) that it will not happen again. We set (another) target of merits to reach that week and off he trots.

         WEDNESDAY 22 OCTOBER 2014

         I receive an email from Sharon Butler, my feisty Attendance Manager.

         
            Just to advise you that I have taken a very unpleasant phone call from Mrs Potts regarding Kirk and his Daily Detention this afternoon. I placed him on the detention list as he was late today, having, he said, ‘woken up late’, and I sent the usual message out, but at the end of the day she came storming in and ranted at me that she ‘hadn’t got no sodding text!’ I started to tell her that problems with her phone provider were not my problem, but she just kept ranting why weren’t we giving 24 hours’ notice. I informed her that legally we do not need to give any notice and that this could all be resolved if Kirk got into school at the right time, at which point she told me to go and fuck myself.

         

         THURSDAY 30 OCTOBER 2014

         One of my strongest appointments from the start of the year is Jeff. Jeff is my age, highly experienced and one of the best teachers I have ever worked with. Previously an electronic engineer, he brings so much real-world experience to the classroom, where he teaches engineering and graphics, and has the warmest, strongest relationships with the children, without ever crossing the line of professional adult. The kids adore him, as do I. His classroom this morning buzzes with the quiet hum of serious endeavour, the children’s heads bent over their soldering. Simon is particularly engaged, determined that dad’s Christmas will be made by his gift of a wobbly hand challenge game. I imagine dad’s hand already wobbles quite a bit and may not beat the alarm that beeps when you hit the side of the twisty trail, but I also imagine the pride that will glow on Simon’s face when his dad unwraps it on Christmas morning, and I feel my eyes well up. Jeff is sitting next to him, guiding his little hand as he solders, gently encouraging him without taking over.

         As he talks to him, I am reminded that the way we talk to our children becomes their own inner voice, and it pains me to think of how much shouting and abuse so many of our children hear at home. I think that, as much as the knowledge that we impart is vital, it is the pupil–teacher relationships that are of such importance and are what makes the job so special.

         THURSDAY 6 NOVEMBER 2014

         Lesson 3: Engage with parents. Although at times, especially initially, it seemed as if we were at war with the parents and carers of our children, I had to keep reminding myself that many, many families were fully supportive of the direction of travel of the school. It was really important to keep families well informed of developments in the school and, crucially, to explain changes and decisions; I realised very early on that you can never over-communicate. Schools often refer to ‘hard-to-reach families’, but often it can be schools that are hard to reach, especially with parents who themselves may have bad memories of their own experience of education. I encouraged staff to contact home when students did well, not just when there were concerns, and I made a habit of finishing every day with a positive email or call. But of course, you can never please everyone.

         I email my lovely chair of governors:

         
            Hi Brian, hope all well. Got a good one for you! You may recall that Mrs Potts was a parent who was due in for our governor meeting, and she didn’t turn up? I met her two weeks ago to discuss the ‘go fuck yourself’ incident. She actually apologised to me about this, agreeing it was totally unacceptable, and I stressed that if it was to recur I would look at banning her from the site. She accepted this, but then last week unfortunately we did have another outburst, this from my receptionist:

            ‘Mrs Potts came into Reception – it was clear from her body language that she was livid. She shouted at me to get Mr Jones down here. I explained that Mr Jones was not available, but she just became more abusive and angry. She said that she would not leave until Mr Jones came down to speak to her. I went up to find him and he was teaching but he said that he was happy to see her if she makes an appointment. But when I relayed this message to Mrs Potts she again became abusive and angry, shouting, ‘If you don’t go and fucking get him right now I will jump over that desk and smash your face in, you stupid bitch.’

            So, Brian, I would like your support please to now ban her from our site – what do you think?

         

         WEDNESDAY 12 NOVEMBER 2014

         It would seem that the Lunsford Locals are getting angrier:

         JH: I’m not saying the kids should have phones out in class and if they do i think u should have them taken off till the end of the day but no longer! If they try taking my Tracy’s they won’t know what’s hit em!

         PW: Yeah, they just don’t care about us, what if something happens on the way home? I can’t live without my phone. My mum said if they try to take my phone off me to shove it where the sun don’t shine!

         LR: My mate who knows a lot about the law said it’s theft from a miner. We used to be smart at school with our fags and lighters, maybe we should give the kids some lessons on being crafty!

         SW: She only cares about image not the kids results.

         VM: Ooh, not sure about sending mine next year then! ok having rules but surely they should be looking at their grade results more??

         DH: No disrespect to you lovely ladies out there but see what occurs when you give a woman a position of power? … Look at good old Maggie (the milk snatcher) thatcher … goes straight to their heads!

         LR: At the end of the day it’s a school in Lunsford. Kids will always break the rools.

         MONDAY 24 NOVEMBER 2014

         Receive a letter from Mrs Harris. Her daughter is bright and extremely feisty, constantly challenging the rules, repeatedly in detentions. Mum fluctuates between seemingly supporting us (she cannot control her daughter at home either) and then blaming us. It’s a common pattern; today it appears she has had enough of trying to cooperate.

         
            My daughter Lorenna will not be coming back to your school, I am going to find her a better school where the teachers know how to deal with there pupils and care about every child’s personal needs. Your school is ridiculous with all the rules. You do know you are running a school and not a prison? Mrs Taylor, you’ve been really kind, helped Lorenna out and I wish you all the best, the rest of you can fuck right off!

         

         FRIDAY 5 DECEMBER 2014

         I remember going to a high-end restaurant where we had waited weeks for a reservation. It was celebrating its 30th anniversary and the food was as delicious and memorable as I’d hoped. As is my wont, I got chatting to the waiter. It was a busy Saturday night, but he made time for us and answered my questions about the dishes and the restaurant’s history. Finally, I asked him how long he’d worked there. ‘Thirty years,’ he replied, ‘I am the owner.’ It was a memorable and valuable lesson: of the absolute necessity of keeping an eye on the detail, of never seeing any job as beneath you, and – crucially – of being in touch with the daily reality and experience of the most valuable asset: your staff.

         I email Charles:

         
            Hi, I just wanted to say that I really appreciate everything that you’re doing. I love you being in our team and I always enjoy our heated debates! Thank you for taking on the extra class, too, all those extra lunch duties, the open mornings, supporting in Daily Detention. I feel very lucky that we have people like you of such high calibre. I just hope that you are enjoying it along the way too! Have a good weekend.

         

         He replies:

         
            Thanks very much. I love it and really want to repay your faith in me by delivering record results in history! It’s a privilege to be a part of such a major transformation. I’ve developed quite an affinity for the place! Certainly would not have foreseen enjoying coming to work so much even a year ago!

         

         SATURDAY 10 JANUARY 2015

         Sitting in my office in Saturday detention, alone, the pupils yet again having not turned up; I’m not quite sure what I did to be here. My mum sends me a link to a TED Talk called ‘How to fix a broken school? Lead fearlessly, love hard.’

         ‘Saw this and thought of you,’ she emails. I watch it and it’s brilliant. Brings tears to my eyes. The tough and sassy New York head Linda Cliatt-Wayman’s attitude chimes resolutely with my own, her mantra of, ‘So what? Now what?’ No excuses. Tough love. Zero tolerance. High expectations. I wonder if Linda managed to get them to turn up to detention on a Saturday.

         MONDAY 12 JANUARY 2015

         The Locals have the answer:

         MK: From what I can make out they only get a Saturday detention if they don’t turn up for there after school detentions.

         SW: I bet no 1 will turn up for the stupid Saturday detention.

         OY: Dead right, mate, if they don’t turn up for the stupid detention when they are already there, they sure as hell ain’t going to get out of bed on a Saturday! LOL

         TUESDAY 20 JANUARY 2015

         My VP and I finish an especially taxing day and end up in the local trendy cocktail bar, designed for twenty-somethings not knackered teachers, which is becoming as familiar to me as my own lounge. We even have ‘usual seats’, which seems worryingly OK. ‘Large or small?’ asks the barman, not even needing to ask the colour, and then adds, ‘Silly question.’ We laugh, nervously.

         The biggest challenge by far in this role is not difficult children or aggressive parents; it is staff recruitment. The myth of the ‘superhead’ is just that; I often describe myself as the conductor of the orchestra. Our eventual success will ultimately be because of the wonderful team of teaching and support staff that I hired. My job is to attract great staff and then to develop them professionally and to value them relentlessly, to nourish and to nurture, to look after them and care for them. I have had to move on many underperforming staff in my time. (Although give me a struggling but on-message teacher any time over the competent but subversive, the teacher who doesn’t buy into and believe in the values and vision of the head. They are far, far more corrosive and toxic than a struggling teacher who cares, wants to improve and believes that all children can.) My favourites have included the head of biology who gripped my desk as I told him I was letting him go (a lot of people have gripped my desk over the years) and who shouted that God would punish me. I told him calmly that I reckoned God was far angrier at him for leading a subject where only 11 per cent of the children had gained exam success.

         Teachers change lives. Teachers inspire and encourage, instil a love of learning and a love of their specialist subject. A government campaign of twenty years ago had a very successful advert to encourage recruitment to the profession. A succession of celebrities appeared on the screen, from the arts, from business, from the media, from science, from sport, all saying a single name. At the end it simply stated, ‘Everyone remembers a good teacher.’ Everyone recalls the name of someone who taught them ten, twenty, thirty or maybe just two or three years ago, who inspired them, really saw them and recognised potential in them. Similarly, they will recall the teacher who put them off learning, who was a bully, who couldn’t keep order, who didn’t mark their books, who was sarcastic, maybe even violent, and equally, those teachers leave their mark for ever.

         Working in schools is unique. It can consume you. I never forget that my staff all have lives outside of school, all have families, relationships, challenges, all have things going on that are of immense importance: a child starting school, illness in the family, divorce, death. For this reason, I constantly thank my staff for giving so much of themselves, thank them for every restless or sleepless night, every date or occasion they were late for, or distant at, their mind elsewhere. I care about the impact my staff have on the children in our care. I don’t notice whose car is the last in the car park, but I notice who plays table tennis with the students at break, who sits and eats their lunch with them, who spends their break duty in the canteen chatting to them. I notice the member of staff who, on her last day before she went on maternity leave, was walking around the school in all her free lessons, having a quiet and encouraging word with some of the most difficult students who would miss her calm, steady support. Our position carries with it a huge responsibility; it is one I consider a privilege, and one I never forget.

         THURSDAY 5 FEBRUARY 2015

         Dawn was almost certainly a foetal alcohol syndrome baby, but speculating on that is not how I kick off my meeting with mum, who has no front teeth and who smells of Thunderbird. Dawn is simmering, about to boil over. I have seen her like this on countless occasions. She is bright, tragic, neglected, angry. Today’s particular misdemeanour is recounted – unkind messages on social media – and she starts with the usual ‘everyone else…’ mantra.

         ‘We are not here with everyone else, and everyone else’s mum, Dawn, we are here with you and your mum. There are a lot of us who care about you: me, Mrs Cresswell, mum, you have Tony from Early Help (note to self – that name needs changing to ‘Never Early Enough’)… But we can only help you; you need to do it.’

         She still glowers; she has heard this many times. I show mum the phone with the messages on it. ‘I can’t read that without my glasses,’ she lies, but we are not here to humiliate her, which she has clearly done a good enough job of already over the years, judging by the evident contempt her daughter has for her. In any case, she won’t allow her own poor literacy to hold her back, and she starts to lay into Dawn, aggressively, angrily, culminating (helpfully) in, ‘You’re going into a care home.’

         Dawn is crying now while simultaneously shouting, ‘I don’t care.’ Clearly her mother’s late taking up of the parenting baton hurts her deeply, but all she can yell to her mum is, ‘You’re such a liar, be quiet.’

         Mum sneers. ‘I’ve been on the planet more than you, my thirty-seven to your twelve.’

         To which Dawn retorts, ‘Thirteen not twelve.’

         ‘Just like your useless father, turn everything into an argument.’ She turns to me. ‘She needs a behaviour school.’

         ‘No, she doesn’t, she needs to behave,’ I say.

         ‘She needs something done with her,’ she spits. ‘She’s got special needs. ADHD.’‡

         And I want to say, ‘Yes, she certainly has needs. She needs another mum, she needs love and boundaries, she needs guidance and care. Affection and rules. Someone to talk to her and read with her, someone who turns up to parents’ evening, and who hasn’t spent their daughter’s entire life snorting drugs and then expects their bright, hurting, lonely child to respect them.’ But I just stand up, call the meeting to a close and mum wanders back down the stairs, Dawn trailing after her, to go back to a home and an evening I don’t want to think about.

         MONDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2015

         Simon runs up to me in the playground at breaktime, beaming. I ask him how it’s going. ‘I’m having a really great week, miss, brilliant, no demerits and no detentions!’ I feel reluctant to point out to him that we’re only two hours into the week.

         Only those who have worked in a failing school truly understand what it is like. You can read about it, criticise it, imagine it and sympathise with teachers who are in it. But unless you have lived the reality, you don’t get it, can’t know how it feels to struggle in every day, to plan lessons that you can never teach, to set detentions for children who will never turn up, to feel the isolation and loneliness in a classroom that is never visited by a senior teacher and where the children smell your fear, and play on it.

         I would not have been able to teach in Castlecliffe; it is a marvel that some did. These were the teachers with experience, who could close their doors and keep their classrooms as an oasis of (relative) calm, who in truth did not see the chaos and carnage of other teachers’ lessons, nor the number of children roaming corridors or causing havoc at lunchtime. I saw it all. It used to break my heart, knowing that for a time, some of this would continue, that schools cannot be turned around overnight and that some teachers, despite the systems and rules we were establishing, and the expectations we were raising, would still suffer. I’d comfort myself with the knowledge that at least it would no longer be in silence.

         When I first started in Castlecliffe, I asked the heads of year to give me the top five ‘naughties’ in their year group. It was clearly a challenge whittling it down to just five, as I ended up with thirty-nine names, every one of whom I met, with their families – usually mum, sometimes an older sibling. Rarely two parents. I told them what was going to be changing, what the new standards and expectations were going to be, what would happen if their child carried on behaving badly. Rather surprisingly, virtually every one of them supported me, said it was long overdue; most of them made a rueful comment about how teachers were no longer able to ‘give him a wallop’. For most, their son (so often a son) was out of their control at home, too. I will never forget one parent, whose son was in Year 10, nodding along with everything I said, and then saying, simply, ‘He won’t last; he’s got away with it here for too long.’ She was right. He didn’t.

         WEDNESDAY 18 MARCH 2015

         I am contacted by the local BBC TV team: they want to do a piece on our mobile phone ban. (We have had, since day one, a policy stating that mobile phones are not to be seen anywhere in school, and if they are, they are confiscated until the end of the term.) I think, as I so often do, that there can’t be a lot of news about if ‘school has high standards’ is newsworthy, but I agree to do it, for the same reason I only ever do this sort of thing: to publicise the school’s name and our high expectations. The interviewer persists on linking our phone ban to our improvements; I repeatedly point out that the phone issue is just one element of a much larger improvement strategy. She asks me if it’s been successful; I relay how we rarely ever have to confiscate a phone now, and reference the start of the year when I had to deal with some parents who were ‘rather irate’ (bit of a euphemism, that). I use the line I have used 100 times: ‘I have met plenty of parents who want their child to give them a quick call to say they got to school OK, or to text them if they are a bit late on the way home, but I’ve never met a parent yet who wants their child to be on Facebook in their French lesson or texting their mate in maths.’ She asks me if the ban is here to stay – ‘All the time I’m here, yes’ – and I make my point about the irony of how things that were invented to improve communication are now, in my view, in danger of creating a generation of children with extremely poor communication skills.

         TUESDAY 14 APRIL 2015

         I have never had a PA, never wanted or needed one. I’ve always felt that, in a school, they can become a real obstacle and block between staff and leadership. However, there is so much non-classroom work that needs doing, and which distracts me, that I reluctantly concede that I need to appoint one. I am inundated. Over 175 applications. When I get home from school I sit with a (large) glass of wine, reading every single one. Most go in the bin – I need someone to help me, to have the same standards and attention to detail as I do, not send in an application with typos or misusing ‘their’. Some also provide a laugh: ‘I feel my punctuality is excellent. Whenever I’m going to be late I will always ring to let management know.’

         ‘I have a great sense of humour. You bloody need one in this office.’

         But about twenty end up in the ‘possible’ pile, clearly professional and committed women – they are all women – and one in particular stands out, or rather leaps out. Young, excellent academic record, eloquent, thoughtful. She is working as a manager at Primark; why is it that if it had been John Lewis it would appear more impressive? I shortlist her. I end up appointing her. For the next five years, Claire is my right-hand woman and I have never cared for a fellow colleague more.

         FRIDAY 17 APRIL 2015

         I see Dave, a PE teacher, in the corridor looking flustered. I ask him what’s up. He tells me that Georgie, a particularly challenging and disaffected Year 11 student, isn’t in again, so he’d rung home, to be told by mum that the reason is because ‘she’s had lip fillers again and ’er lips are all bruised’.

         ‘So not just damaging her life chances but also her face by the sounds of it,’ he says gloomily.

         SUNDAY 19 APRIL 2015

         Lesson 4: Get the curriculum right. Ensuring that the curriculum is broad, balanced and appropriate lies at the heart of a great school. We did a lot of work on the curriculum in all subjects, to ensure a joined-up and logical progression in learning, ensuring that children were learning in a sequential manner, building on prior knowledge and never repeating or duplicating work that had been taught before (other, obviously, than when extending a topic or revising). A great curriculum should be all about ‘the best that has been thought and said’, and we had a duty to ensure that our students were taught a knowledge-rich curriculum and that they attained the necessary background knowledge that would allow them to compete successfully with children from more affluent backgrounds. One of the best staff sessions we held early on was to get everyone to discuss ‘Thirty things every young person should know when they leave school if we are to have truly delivered a great education’. The final list would have made anyone well versed in all thirty topics an excellent member of a pub quiz team, but it was fascinating to see how so many of the things that we considered important were not actually being taught – art history, early civilisation, famous composers, economics, political awareness, to name but a few – so we created opportunities to teach them. We extended the school day with an extracurricular provision ranging from science club to debating to teddy bear making, we held termly Academy Days that allowed us to cover a particularly important subject or issue in real depth, and we held our own version of TED Talks to expand further our students’ cultural capital.
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