









[image: Outstanding Against The Odds: How Seven Schools Achieve Excellence]























[image: Outstanding Against The Odds: How Seven Schools Achieve Excellence]





















Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hachette Learning cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in well-managed forests and other controlled sources. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


To order, please visit www.HachetteLearning.com or contact Customer Service at education@hachette.co.uk / +44 (0)1235 827827.


ISBN: 978 1 0360 0736 2


© Sonia Gill 2025


First published in 2025 by
Hachette Learning,
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ
www.HachetteLearning.com


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)


Impression number    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Year            2029 2028 2027 2026 2025


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, www.cla.co.uk


Cover photo © Yuliya Derbisheva VLG / shutterstock.com


Illustrations by DC Graphic Design Limited, Hextable, Kent.


Typeset in the UK.


Printed in the UK.


A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




[image: A logo. ‘FSC’ is written under a silhouette of a tree. Some words and numbers are also written near it.]
























Acknowledgements





I would like to extend a huge thank you to all of the headteachers who have taken the time to contribute to this book. Their chapters are only the tip of the iceberg, because they are the result of years of dedication and hard work for their children, teams and communities. Thank you also for the privilege of being on your school’s journeys – you constantly inspire.


Thank you to James Page for writing the foreword to this book and being my ‘go to’ boost when it feels like striving for excellence is impossible.


To Georgia and the Clio and Write Business Results teams, this book has been in my head for a long time, but I couldn’t work out how to make it a reality until Clio was born. And thank you to Kat, our editor who has been utterly amazing to work with and was instrumental in bringing this book together.


To my husband Phil, who gets all the behind-the-scenes highs and lows and keeps me on track.


And finally, thank you to Alex and the team at John Catt publishing for their ongoing support for my work and that of many educators.






















Dedication





This book is dedicated to all headteachers and school leaders, and everyone in education who works tirelessly to give their children the very best education.
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Foreword





This is a book that needs to be read by educators and school leaders across the sector. It hardly needs to be stated just how challenging the context is in schools: there is no money, buildings are creaking, there is a recruitment and retention emergency, and children and families are under more pressure than ever after the Covid-19 pandemic with the cost of living crisis.


And yet. In Outstanding Against the Odds, Sonia Gill and the inspiring school leaders who have worked closely with Heads Up show that the truly exceptional is still possible with empowering leadership and a focus on building the right culture.


Sonia has spent over a decade walking into recently ‘outstanding’ schools (probably more than anyone else!), researching what makes the difference, learning from these improvement journeys and distilling the fundamentals. Excellence (and achieving ‘outstanding’) must remain a positive and energising goal, ensuring that reduced expectations do not quietly and perniciously take hold as the pressures across education continue.


At Haringey Education Partnership, we have worked extremely closely with some of the schools featured in this book as well as many more that have achieved sustained and profound improvement through working with Heads Up. As a result, I know the real impact this can make. Heads Up also has a powerful track record of the schools they support being far more likely to get ‘outstanding’.


As Paul Murphy reflects in ‘the transformation rollercoaster’ (see page 61), the journey is not likely to be a simple one or linear. But making the school vision, values and direction explicit, built around high ambition for the children and the school, followed up with consistent leadership and behaviours to not only talk the talk but walk the walk, makes a powerful difference which grows cumulatively over time. Constant attention to these fundamentals actually makes leading significantly easier too, with everyone pointing in the same direction and distributing the load, with the whole team and school community contributing more than the sum of the parts.


While intangible, the culture set by leaders makes a very recognisable impact with measurable outcomes. And, as Ian Scotchbrook reflects (see page 147), this is picked up by staff, parents and anyone (including inspectors) who enters your school.


I hope you enjoy reading the book as much as I have, and take on board both Sonia’s wisdom and the real-life journeys and insights these school leaders have shared with such honesty and integrity.


James Page
Chief Executive, Haringey Education Partnership
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Introduction





If you’ve picked up this book, we imagine you are a headteacher or senior leader in a primary school in the UK who is looking for some ideas about how to make your school outstanding. As headteachers ourselves, we know the challenges you face, as we have likely encountered many of the same ones.


Being an educator, and a school leader, is proving to be difficult in the 21st century. We are facing ever-accelerating levels of change within the world around us as well as in the education system. Technology is advancing more rapidly than we can teach about it. Climate change is a genuine threat. Disinformation can spread faster than ever. A global pandemic with its long tail continues to affect our schools and has emphasised the complex needs of our children. And we have fewer resources to meet all these challenges than we have had over the last decade.


You and your team still show up steadfastly every day because you are united by your passion to give all your pupils the best possible start in life. This does not only include providing an academic education; you want to equip the pupils you lead with the skills they’ll need to support their emotional and social wellbeing long into the future.


But despite its importance, this is not something that’s assessed by Ofsted. The pressures of the school inspection system can sometimes make us feel as though we are ticking boxes. What we hope to show you through our stories and experiences is that you can deliver the holistic level of education you want for your pupils and meet Ofsted’s inspection criteria.


We’ve found that focusing on the underlying culture in your school is often what makes such holistic education possible and is the difference between receiving a ‘good’ rating and an ‘outstanding’ one.


At the time of publication, we know the Ofsted and inspection framework have rightly been under intense scrutiny. Recently we have seen welcome, positive and much needed changes and there are more to come. Maybe ‘outstanding’ will no longer be a term used to refer to schools. And that’s okay, because the real-life stories shared here are about excellence in education, whatever shorthand we use to describe it.




Who are we?


The majority of the contributors to this book are headteachers at schools that are considered to have the odds stacked against them. None of us view our schools purely through this lens – we see pupils who are keen to learn and staff who are ready to deliver the education our children deserve. We are very aware of the challenges we face in our schools, and although on paper you could say we face challenging circumstances that are beyond our control, none of us have let that stop us or our teams from doing our best every single day. Is it tough? Yes. Would we change our pupils or communities? Not for the world.


As you’ll see throughout the book, our challenges include having a higher than the national average number of students with special educational needs (SEND) or with a SEND Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP). Some of us have schools with a higher number of pupils than the national average for whom English is not their first language, and others have more pupils who are eligible for free school meals than the national average.


While this data gives an indication of the challenges we may face, it is far from the whole picture. Our hope is that what we share in this book will give you a new perspective on school leadership and help you to see how, regardless of the challenges you currently face, it is possible not only to turn things around but to help your pupils and staff achieve more – perhaps more than they currently believe is possible – without working even harder than you already do.








The importance of culture in moving from good to great



What all of us have learned in our time as headteachers is that our schools’ cultures are the common denominator for delivering excellence. This has meant building a strong cultural ecosystem, which is not a quick fix – it takes time, buy-in and effort from everyone on your team and the wider school community. But when you get this right, you’ll see your pupils’ progress accelerate, build a happier and more productive team of staff and create a community that supports and recognises what you provide.


What headteacher doesn’t want that? There are several elements that make up a cultural ecosystem, and we’ll discuss each of them in the chapters throughout this book. Broadly, they can be split into three areas: the vision for your school, the values your school believes in and how those are represented by behaviour, and the strategies you use to roll out your vision and values. When all three of these elements are in place and working together, the results are outstanding.







The journey we’ll go on in this book


We’ll begin our journey together with Sonia, who will discuss what schools can do to move from ‘good’ to ‘outstanding’ and why so many get stuck at ‘good’. From there, we’ll explore the power of school culture with Jo. Helen introduces us to the no-excuses culture she embedded with great success in her school, and then Paul explores what it means to go on a successful transformation journey.


Maxine brings in her unique approach to problem solving and innovation within schools and shares how we can take lessons from the business world, while Beth discusses how to use Ofsted inspections as catalysts to drive change and how to make the process more valuable than it is stressful. Next, Paula focuses on what it means to cultivate a high-performing team and shows how valuable that is for developing and maintaining your culture of excellence. Finally, Ian discusses how we can sustain an exceptional culture once we’ve created it.


We hope you find what we share in these pages useful and inspiring. Are you ready to be part of the movement to make all our schools outstanding?
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Chapter 1:


Why do so many schools get to ‘good’ but not ‘outstanding’? – Sonia Gill





Sonia Gill is an educational leadership coach and the founder and director of Heads Up. With over a decade of experience working with school leaders and as a former primary school teacher, Sonia has a deep understanding of the challenges and pressures facing primary schools and their leadership teams in the UK. She is passionate about making every school outstanding for both the children and communities they serve. For Sonia, the Ofsted rating is a byproduct and not a goal in itself, though the schools Sonia and her team support are significantly more likely to gain or maintain the ‘outstanding’ judgement.




I was a teacher. I’d worked full-time, as a supply teacher and as a specialist intervention teacher with gifted and talented pupils, and those with borderline GCSE pass grades; I’d worked in primary, secondary and special settings, while also deciding to explore other avenues. I was excited to then be selected by the John Lewis leadership programme and spent many happy years in the partnership. John Lewis sells stuff (rather nice stuff, I think), and yet they were focused on their people, culture and high performance. As a psychology graduate, these were things that had always fascinated me.


Despite being in retail, I kept looking at education and wondering, why? Why do so many schools become ‘good’ and stay there – which is no small feat – but so few go on to become outstanding? It went from being a general wondering to a nagging question I couldn’t shake.


So, in 2011 I left John Lewis and set out to understand what outstanding schools look like and why so many stop at ‘good’. My guiding questions were:




	Were these so-called ‘outstanding’ schools really any better than other schools?



	If they are, what were they doing differently?






What could we learn from the best schools – if indeed they were ‘the best’ – to help other schools achieve the same? I know that as educators we all want the best for our pupils, so this became my mission. It’s what led me to where I am today, and to writing this book with many wonderful headteachers I’ve met on my journey to uncover what lies behind ‘outstanding’.







My learning journey


I’d like to say I embarked on this journey of discovery unbiased, but I was sceptical. I’d read the stories and heard the rumblings that I’m sure you’ve also heard, such as:




	‘Outstanding schools aren’t really any better than good schools.’



	‘They become “outstanding” by hot-housing their children, off-rolling them or through other nefarious means.’



	They have unhappy staff, who burn out and leave.






I’m happy to say that my scepticism proved unfounded. I believe there is plenty to learn from any and all schools, because there is so much great practice, innovation and dedication in our classrooms. However, time is limited for all of us, so I set two criteria to determine which of the over 30,000 UK schools I would visit:




	The school had to be recently ‘outstanding’ (within the last 12 months). This was particularly important as at the time ‘outstanding’ schools were not subject to reinspection, something which I’m glad has changed.



	They had to have tough demographics. I thought if these schools could create a genuinely outstanding culture despite additional challenges to those facing schools nationally at any given time, then wow!






I’ve never stopped learning from these schools. For over a decade, I’ve been walking into recently ‘outstanding’, ‘good’ and ‘requires improvement’ schools, trying to understand what outstanding schools were doing differently, if anything.


What did I find?




	They really were outstanding.



	They weren’t doing anything ‘dodgy’ to get there (with the exception of two schools).



	They had the happiest teams I’d ever met, who were often working fewer hours than those in good schools.






And many, many times my heart would swell, and I’d have to fight back the tears of joy as I looked at the stunning, holistic, whole-person education that was being delivered. It really was outstanding.


I’m not saying those headline-grabbing, not-really-outstanding, horrible-to-their-teams schools don’t exist, but I’ve struggled to find them. I keep thinking about beliefs regarding outstanding schools, and I find most are wrong. From 2022 to 2023, my team researched five assumptions about outstanding schools:




	Is it impossible to maintain ‘outstanding’? No.



	Is it easier for ‘outstanding’ schools because they exist in areas with easier demographics? No.



	Do they get better results? Yes.



	Do they have fewer pupils who require additional support? No.



	Do they have more money than other schools? Yes, but only because they tend to be 15% larger than the average school.






You can find the full report here: ukheadsup.com/outstanding-myths/
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What was the difference in outstanding schools?



I looked and listened hard. I still do. I wanted to find that magic ‘one thing’, the quick win or clickbait we all hope will make life easier. I considered the following factors:




	Was it a particular approach?



	A certain scheme of work?



	An approach to behaviour?



	The length of experience of a headteacher?



	Stable staff?



	Experienced staff?



	New staff?



	Money?



	Resources?



	Local talent pool?



	Parental engagement?






None of these factors were consistent across the schools. I found every variation.


But there was one consistent thing: culture. Everyone is totally on board with what the school wants to achieve, and they are doing what needs to be done.


Don’t get me wrong, these aren’t utopias. But these schools have high team alignment, and a team fired up about the school’s vision and plan to achieve it. In contrast to other schools, it means they don’t have to chase consistency, certainly not as much, and it doesn’t feel like – to quote some headteachers I know – ‘herding cats’ or ‘trying to stick jelly to the wall’.


Good schools have good policies and practices in place, but not everyone is adhering to them. This is the difference between good and great – people. You can have the policies and processes in place, but if these aren’t followed by everyone then they don’t create the greatest possible impact. Outstanding schools have everyone on board and proactively make sure they continue to do so, which means they are able to take their practice and drive it further forward. The teams at these schools can invest energy in fine tuning what they are doing because they are all doing what needs to be done, not through policing (management) but through their culture (leadership).







The cultural ecosystem provides clarity


You’re going to hear a lot about culture, vision and values in this book. This is because they have been a key part of schools’ journeys to ‘outstanding’, and I would say they are key features of almost all outstanding schools.


Is the school culture the ‘one thing’? No. We all know there isn’t one thing that makes a school outstanding. But it’s an aspect that can cause confusion for many of us. In my experience, we either don’t realise we have a school culture issue, or we are not sure what the cultural ecosystem is. Let’s look at each in turn.




We don’t realise we have a school culture issue


I’d like to share an activity I’ve done with many heads and have seen a lot of light bulbs go on as a result. It involves some simple maths.




	How many people are in your team (payroll)?



	How many of them are superstars? You know these people, they’re brilliant. Totally aligned with your culture, they do a great job. If you could clone them, you would!



	How many people are there some ‘issues’ with? You know these people as well. No one comes to work to do a bad job, but some people are just a bit tricky, or don’t do their job very well for whatever reason.



	And now, how many people are left (i.e. the number of people on payroll minus the superstars and the people with some ‘issues’)? These are solidly good people.






I find it helpful to put these numbers in the following diagram. Feel free to work out the percentages.




Number of team members (payroll):___________


















	Superstars


	Solid team members


	Team members where we have ‘issues’







	 





	 





	 
















Where are the majority of people?


I’ve asked so many heads this question, and what I’ve found is:




	The majority at the top (superstars) = outstanding school.



	The majority in the middle (solid) = good school.



	The majority at the bottom (some issues) = less than good school.






In most schools, the majority are in the middle – and we know most schools are good. The reason we don’t realise we have a school culture issue is because when the majority of people are in the middle, nothing is really broken or bad. It’s the reason schools get stuck at good and it’s not a problem unless you want to be performing better.


Take a moment to think about your numbers:




	What if everyone at the bottom (typically around 10% in good schools) moved up or off (in the nicest way – I’m a fan of leaving with love)? How much of a difference would this make to your school? Sit with that for a moment.



	Usually there are 40-80% in the middle. What if even half of those in the middle moved up to the top? How much of a difference would that make? Again, sit with that for a moment.






I love watching headteachers glow as they think about how having a team that is much more aligned and on board would make such a difference. Maybe you’re feeling that too? Whatever your numbers tell you, there is always a way to move forward.




Simple strategies for success


I’ll briefly touch on what I’ve found is the best strategy, depending on where the majority of your team is.




	The majority at the top (superstars) = outstanding school. Accelerate excellence – this is about surrounding yourself and your team with high performers, because it can be hard to find that stretch.



	The majority in the middle (solid) = good school. Align the team – this is about creating your cultural ecosystem so that your team becomes high performing.



	The majority at the bottom (some issues) = less than good school. Address issues – this is where we need to get really good at having difficult conversations in a kind and effective way.






In this chapter, we’re going to look more at how we can align the team, because this is where the transformational shift happens. Many of the heads who have contributed to this book will share their experiences of aligning their teams and creating strong cultures. However, if you know you have some issues to solve, you may find my book, Successful Difficult Conversation in School, helpful.










What is the cultural ecosystem?


A ‘cultural ecosystem’ is made up of three parts:




	Strategy – which outlines our path (plan) to the goal.



	Values – which define who we are and how we behave.



	Vision – which articulates our purpose.






They have distinct and interlocking roles.
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You’re probably thinking, ‘We have all of those’, but as with so many things, the difference between a good and a great ecosystem lies in the quality of each component and how it is embedded in the school.


At times you may have felt frustrated that not everyone has bought into your vision, mission or ethos statement, and that’s understandable. When you’re trying so hard to move the needle in these areas it can be hard to see what else you could do. However, leaders are often not taught how to create even just a powerful vision, let alone this cultural ecosystem. And herein lies the problem.


The cultural ecosystem is not a ‘nice to have’ – it is essential if we want to unlock high performance in our teams. All three elements of the cultural ecosystem are important, but I find that the level of buy-in a team has around a school’s vision is a good way to gauge how good or great a school’s culture currently is. When it’s working well, this ecosystem provides clarity that runs far deeper than policies and non-negotiables ever can.


Don’t misunderstand me: policies and non-negotiables are useful tools that are trying to achieve the same goal of alignment and consistency. But, in my experience, they don’t work as well as a fully formed cultural ecosystem because they are management tools. It’s a bit like trying to dig a trench with a trowel – progress will be slow and hard work. Sometimes you just need a bigger spade, or even a digger, to move the earth quicker and with less effort. Culture is your ‘digger’. Creating a strong cultural ecosystem requires greater people leadership tools than policies and non-negotiables, and this is what we need if we’re to move from good to great.


The buy-in rate for schools’ visions is not as high as you may expect. I’ve asked over 1000 school leaders this question: ‘What percentage of your team remember your vision?’ And when I say ‘remember’, I don’t mean the team can chant it; I mean they consistently use it to inform their actions.


Here are the results (NB due to rounding, the combined percentages exceed 100%):
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As you can see, the vast majority of schools have no more than 80% of their team’s buy-in, with a significant number at either 60% or 40%. A very small number reach a 90% buy-in rate. However, when a powerful vision is created and communicated well, the buy-in rate can reach around 95%. When you reach this level of buy-in, people are visibly moved, motivated and up for the challenge that the vision sets out.


It’s worth noting that when you’ve got a low percentage of people who are buying in – 20%, 40%, 60%, even 80% – the conversation should not be about them not buying in; it needs to focus on why there’s a lack of buy-in. In almost all cases, it’s because we haven’t done the job we need to as leaders: creating that powerful vision and communicating it well as part of the cultural ecosystem.


Now, if you’re thinking, ‘I’ve really tried to do this and I’ve worked so hard’, don’t give yourself a hard time. As leaders, we’re all told the importance of vision, but most of us have not been trained in how to create a powerful one. In fact, I’ve asked over 1000 school leaders, and 82% can’t say with confidence that they have been shown how to create a powerful vision.


So, how do you create a powerful, compelling vision? In this book there are many examples of how heads have got their culture right through their vision and values, which means their strategies work better. Strategy is often the most developed part of the ecosystem, but if few people are delivering it well, we don’t get the great results we could.




When I was at John Lewis, I was on a fast-track leadership scheme. This meant I moved jobs often. In every new job I was asked what my vision was. I wasn’t sure – was it to keep customers and partners happy? That sounded okay, but it lacked something and never seemed to be quite right.


I was asked so many times that I started to wonder if I’d missed a memo or some training about vision because I clearly wasn’t getting this right! Did I need to lie in a floatation tank, with aromatherapy and whale songs, and wait for this vision to arrive? It turns out no, and over time I learned not only how to create a powerful vision but also how to put in place the cornerstones of the cultural ecosystem so that teams could move from good to great. These are just some of the tools I now share with the heads I work with.





I’m not going to go into depth about how to create a powerful vision – not because I’m holding out on you, but because you can find out more about that in my book, Journey to Outstanding (2nd edition). I’d only be repeating myself here.


This book, Outstanding Against the Odds, brings to life examples from heads like you who are facing all the national challenges you face, and many local challenges too, and have found a way to deliver outstanding education.










Inspiration for the journey to ‘outstanding’


What I hope this book gives you is not the headline-grabbing stories of some outstanding school that isn’t really outstanding, or a school that lost that judgement, but the stories of wonderful people like you who want to create the very best education, who have wrestled with challenge after challenge and succeeded, as you will too.


This isn’t the end of their journey. Right now, these heads are all in their schools working hard and dealing with challenges, just as you are. For them, as I imagine is the case for you – and is for me too – none of this work was ever about Ofsted. It’s not a perfect system, which Beth Dyer covers this really well in chapter 6. But it’s the system we have to work within.


I adore each and every one of these heads. I’ve had the honour of working with all of them, helping some get their cultural ecosystem in place and supporting others on the journey beyond outstanding. I’m in awe of what they have accomplished with their schools. Yes, it’s been hard work for them, but you know that running a school is hard work even when it’s going well! So, if it’s hard work regardless, let’s make that hard work create a genuinely outstanding school for children – not Ofsted – and use your hard work to achieve more, with more fun.


I hope you’re inspired to do all that and more by what you read in the following chapters. I hope you visit these schools yourself; I know the heads would welcome you. Go and see how amazing these schools are, how happy the teams are and how wonderful the education that is being provided is. They are genuinely outstanding, despite the odds!


























[image: A black and white illustration of a hot air balloon floating in the sky with clouds and a string of flags attached to the basket.]





Chapter 2:


The power of culture – Jo Savidge







Meet Jo…


Jo Savidge has been the headteacher of Clockhouse Primary School since 2013, having joined the school in 2004 as a teacher. She has taken it on, in her words, ‘a bumpy road to outstanding’ during her tenure, from ‘requires improvement’ to ‘outstanding’. When she took on the headship, she knew she had to get the culture right. By focusing on culture first, Jo and her team have created an incredible school with strong links to its community that makes a significant difference to the lives of the children they serve.







About Clockhouse Primary School


















	 


	School


	National average







	Pupils with a SEND Education, Health and Care Plan


	3.1%


	2.5%







	Pupils with SEND support


	8.2%


	13.5%







	Pupils whose first language is not English


	19.2%


	22.0%







	Pupils eligible for free school meals at any time during the past six years


	29.4%


	25.9%













I never set out to be a headteacher, despite both my parents and my grandmother having been headteachers. When I told my mum that I’d been asked to become acting head at Clockhouse Primary, and that I’d love to get the school to ‘outstanding’, she had only one question for me: ‘What have you got to do to get there?’


I replied, ‘I’ve got to change the culture.’


In this chapter, I’ll share with you how we did that at Clockhouse Primary and explain what worked for us, so you can explore whether taking similar steps will work in your school.










In at the deep end


I still vividly remember the day my headteacher told me she was leaving the school. It was a Friday afternoon in January 2013. Her announcement that she was looking for jobs in London hit me like a bolt from the blue. As deputy head, I suddenly felt like I’d been cast adrift.


Within months, the governors had asked me to become acting head. I can still picture the day they handed me the keys to the head’s office. I unlocked the door, walked into the room and sat at the desk, staring at the wall. ‘What now?’ was the only thought running around my head.


I was in the middle of my National Professional Qualification for Headship. I had three people stepping into senior leadership posts for the first time. Handing me the keys to the head’s office felt like a case of ‘over to you’, and I felt that everyone was watching me.


At the time of publication, we have 740 children at our school, a parent population of well over 1000 and over 100 staff. You can see a snapshot of our pupil demographics at the beginning of this chapter – it’s very mixed. We have many parents who have no university experience, and many who are unemployed. Many have only ever lived in Collier Row, Romford.


Due in part to the additional resource provision for autistic children, which opened in 2017, we have many children with an Education, Health and Care Plan, both in the provision and in the main school. We also have many children with SEND support who are part of the mainstream student body. Our borough in London certainly isn’t the easiest place to grow up.




One school residential trip from several years ago has always stuck in my mind. We were driving on the M25 when one child said, ‘What’s this road, miss? It’s very big!’


This highlighted to me how many of our children don’t really get out of Collier Row. We have gun crime, prostitution, drug abuse and many other challenges within our community. Just when I think something new can’t come along, it always does…










The first ‘call’


Six months into my headship, I felt incredibly worried that Ofsted may call. I was so concerned about it that I spoke to my school improvement partner. They reassured me that, as it had only been two years and three months since the school’s previous Ofsted inspection, I had time.


Of course, the very next day the Ofsted call came. We had nothing – not even a proper self-evaluation form or a school improvement plan. I’d been fighting fires since I stepped up. To put it bluntly, we were a mess. The lead inspector was a force to be reckoned with and the inspection was really hard and upsetting. My staff kept telling me they were behind me, and that it was okay, but I felt anything but okay at the time.


As I’d expected we didn’t do well, and we became a ‘requires improvement’ (RI) school following that inspection.
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We were broken in so many ways, and it felt like the worst time. However, with hindsight I can see that it was the best thing that could have happened to our school, because it set us on the journey that’s brought us to where we are today. In 2014, the woman who never intended to become a headteacher, let alone the headteacher at Clockhouse Primary, had to roll up her sleeves and start somewhere. We’ve never looked back.







Rebuilding from ‘requires improvement’


As I’m sure you can imagine, staff morale was in the gutter following the inspection. Everyone was fed up, but we also knew we had to address the improvement areas quickly. There were some positives, and we needed to take what we had and work on improving it. But it was hard going – as I’m sure you know, no one really wants to work in an RI school. The parents and community had lost faith in us. It was a hard cross to bear.


At the time, I clearly remember one parent, Mr Copeman, saying to me, ‘The thing is, Mrs Savidge, I don’t want my son to go into a “requires improvement” school.’ I replied, ‘Neither do I, Mr Copeman, but we’ve got to work together to make it better.’


One of the positives from the situation was that our governors were on board and very supportive of what we were doing. Of course, after getting the RI report we were scrutinised to the nth degree. We had a very stringent school improvement plan and had to attend six-weekly meetings with the local authority to make sure we were on track. If you’ve ever been in that position yourself, you’ll know how going to those meetings feels like a walk of shame.


By this time, I had become the substantive headteacher and I wanted to do everything I could to turn our school around. We knew we needed to make significant changes, but there were also areas where we needed to hold our nerve to deliver the best education for our children and our community.


Every year we set a mantra for our school, and in 2014 that mantra was: ‘Every child matters, every minute counts.’ At this point we had completely restructured the leadership team, and I knew the only way we’d succeed was if I could get everyone on board and working in harmony to reignite our own and the parents’ belief in the school.


One of the ways in which I worked to get everyone on board was to meet with the parents. Most days they were cross, and I was fighting fires. To help improve our relationship with the parents, we started a parent council that is run by one of my governors.




When I first took over as head, I noticed there was a plant outside my new office. It looked bedraggled and wilted – it clearly hadn’t been watered for a long time and wasn’t doing well. I very nearly walked past it, but then I stopped. Who else would water it if I didn’t?


I started watering it, and gradually the plant recovered. This plant became my daily reminder that every part of the school required nurturing, and I couldn’t expect my team to do anything I wasn’t prepared to do myself.





As funny as it probably sounds, the analogy of watering the plant became really important to me. I needed everyone to do their own equivalent of watering the plant – it was part of the shift in culture that we needed to create, so that ours was a school where everyone would take responsibility.


In May 2014, our HMI (Her Majesty’s Inspector then, now His Majesty’s Inspector) returned. One sentence in their report stood out, and laid the foundations of everything that was to come:




Senior leaders and governors are taking effective action to tackle the areas requiring improvement identified in the recent Section 5 inspection.





That visit in May was the last time I saw our HMI. It felt like we had turned a corner, but any elation I felt at having made gains didn’t last too long.
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