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				“An honest and refreshing account of leading a school in challenging circumstances. Drew demonstrates his relentless determination and passion to improve the community of Little Hulton in an inspiring and entertaining tale. A must-read for anyone working in schools.”

				Dan Roberts, Headteacher at Devonport High School for Boys, Plymouth

				 

				“Once I started reading this book, I found it annoyingly hard to put down! It’s not really a leadership book. Nor is it a book about how to do school improvement. Instead, it is a disarmingly honest and charming account of the joys and challenges of working in a difficult but intensely rewarding school community. Drew describes his own leadership approach as quirky. And it probably isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. But knowing he was a right pain at school himself and, for example, seeing him giggling at the (by now) legendary #VanGate incident alongside turning the school round, makes this a delightful read from cover to cover.”

				Andy Buck, Managing Director #honk; Founding Director, Leadership Matters

				 

				“Utterly gripping and very funny. An account of how it is possible to transform schools and communities through strength of will, humanity and absolute perseverance. A must-read for all in the sector.”

				Mary Myatt, author, school adviser

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Introduction

				 

				In my early career I was a teacher and, in so many ways, it has stood me in good stead for my current career in international rugby. Whether leading a team of professional athletes, an international business or a school – there are a number of common skills and principles that are necessary to achieve success, however that is measured. 

				I have known Drew for a number of years and we have discussed the issues of leading through challenging change. Drew has a wealth of knowledge and a depth of understanding of a range of leadership concepts and he is adept at applying this across a range of situations and sectors.

				The story of Harrop Fold and Drew’s leadership of the school is inspirational and I would encourage people to read it, learn from it and maybe let it help them improve their own leadership in whatever context they work. The school still has its challenges, but I truly believe that Team Harrop will win in the end, against all odds!
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				Warren Gatland
Head Coach of the British and Irish Lions

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Foreword

				 

				It is hard to believe that it was six years ago that I was hiding behind my sofa cushion watching the first episode of Educating Essex. The memories of the explosion of interest that happened after are so vivid; from the huge increase in the number of selfies I was requested to be in through to the visitors that were suddenly interested in coming to see us at Passmores.

				In the years that have followed many people have asked me ‘why’? Why did we say yes in the first place to having over 15,000 hours of our school life recorded? Normally this is followed by ‘you were brave’. It is at this point that I wish I could read minds because I am convinced that if I could they would be saying ‘brave? – more like mad/egotistical/trying to earn out of it’ (delete as applicable). 

				I think the headteachers and governing bodies from the schools that have followed have been the brave ones. They have known what they are letting themselves in for. They have known that the national press will have a strong opinion of them and that the local press will get very excited indeed!

				I have enjoyed being involved, from a distance, in the series that have followed ours through writing articles etc but also by being able to talk to my fellow heads to share our experience prior to them going through it. So when I got a direct message, through Twitter, from Drew Povey I was delighted to have a chat. After only a couple of conversations it was hard to have a strong opinion of what Drew was going to be like in his edited form and how Harrop Fold would ‘feel’ but I thought his passion and commitment would shine through. Being given the chance to read this book prior to the series going out confirmed that view and having seen just one episode as I write this I am so pleased that I was right. 

				The similarities between our two schools are quite remarkable. Passmores took on 300 students in one year from a school that was closed locally, for instance, in a similar way to which Harrop Fold was an amalgamation of two schools. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that this Educating... series has a really comfortable and welcoming feel that reminds me more of our series than any of the others so far.

				So what are you going to learn from reading this book? 

				It only takes you to read the Prologue to know that the book pulls no punches and is brutally honest throughout; it is as plain speaking and straight forward as Drew and his team come across on television.  Working in education, in any school, is challenging; working in education in schools in Harrop Fold’s setting magnifies those challenges especially, as the book makes very clear, if you add in the lack of investment from successive governments to areas outside of London and the south east of England. However, do not for one second think that this book is one that is going to make you feel worse for reading it; that it is a book full of ‘woe is me’ rhetoric about how hard it is for them - the ‘brothers’ and the rest of the community. It is not. I nodded and smiled throughout reading it.

				As Drew and the staff of Harrop Fold have shown us, through our TV screens, the interactions between staff and students remain such an opportunity to make a difference to the students. The adults and young people that you have probably already fallen in love with, however, are not characters in a TV drama. What you see going on in their lives is real as are the laughter and tears.

				There is so much that I want to say having read this book but I don’t want to be the ‘spoiler’. The truth is that whether you have no interest in becoming a teacher but just loved the series or you are considering joining our profession this will book will resonate and educate. If you are an evangelist for the ‘no excuses’ approach that is gaining much coverage in the media, you will probably hate this book but should read it nevertheless to just give yourself a counter viewpoint to consider.  Finally, if you are thinking about whether or not you wish to become a headteacher I am certain that you will finish this book having learned a great deal about Drew, Ross, Ben and the cast of thousands at Harrop Fold but should also be considering, even more seriously, the prospect of dedicating your career to reimagining what is possible to achieve with young people – ALL young people – and making it happen.

				 

			Vic Goddard
Head of Passmores Academy
September 2017

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Prologue

				 

				Working as a headteacher in Little Hulton, a small area of Salford in the North-West of England, is amazing. At our school, Harrop Fold, the kids are superb, the staff are astounding, the community is supportive. Wherever I go I tell people that special things are happening in Little Hulton.

				To an outsider, this sort of positive attitude can come as a surprise. If they have heard of it at all, they usually only know Little Hulton because of bad news headlines or the high levels of poverty in the area. Or they might remember that Harrop Fold was once labelled ‘the worst school in the country’. That was back when eight in 10 children were leaving without five GCSE passes to their name and hundreds of pupils were being excluded each month. 

				Let’s not sugarcoat it, those things are all true. 

				They do not give the true picture of Little Hulton, though. What those newspaper stories neglected to mention were the thousands of people who live there and do amazing things every day. From the kids who come through our gates, to the teachers working with them, the parents looking after them, the police making sure they are safe. Little Hulton is a small place, but it is mighty. 

				When the Educating Greater Manchester team came to our school, they saw this special thing we’ve built. The TV show, hopefully, will let you in to see some of it too. And, no doubt, you’ll see my two brothers, Ross and Ben, who also work at the school with me now, and who did so back when kids were being frogmarched into police vans at lunchtime because fights were breaking out on a daily basis. 

				Harrop Fold is not like this anymore. Now, the proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs has tripled and we no longer exclude any young people. None. We have changed the school’s fortunes without giving up on any kid. Something I defy almost any other school to say they achieved. 

				But don’t be fooled into thinking this turnaround has been brought about solely by Ross, Ben and myself. Three brothers working together make for a neat phoenix-from-the-ashes story, especially as we are all very different and none of us started out thinking that we would become teachers. We did not turn the school around alone, however. For a start, Dr Anthony Edkins was the headteacher who hired all three of us and started the transformation. Then there’s the cast of thousands – staff, parents, pupils, governors, local shopkeepers, grandparents, the police – who all played their part. 

				So Harrop Fold isn’t the story of three brothers. It’s the story of how three brothers, and thousands of others turned around a school. 

				It takes a village to raise a child. It took somewhere as special as Little Hulton to raise an entire school from the depths it found itself in. 

				Despite all the hard work to get to this point, however, the school is now facing an injustice that I, and my brothers, and our community, can no longer ignore. Harrop Fold has a debt of approximately £1.5 million which it must pay back. Originally, it was £3.1 million Over the past seven years we managed to pay off well over a million by cutting staff to the bone, and pushing class sizes as high as 36 (in classrooms designed only to take 30). We’ve shaved pennies off postage, we’ve cut back on utilities. But if we keep cutting then it will be the children of Harrop Fold who suffer. 

				The debt is also stopping us from doing things which don’t cost any money and would help the children. For example, we know that while behaviour is now sorted in the school, we need some help to improve the curriculum – and make sure the lessons we are offering can match the standards set in England’s very best schools, which tend to be clustered outside the North-West, often in wealthier places, such as London.

				How this came about, and why it can’t be solved, is an intriguing story. I will explain in the pages of this book how decisions made before today’s schoolkids were even born are having a devastating, long-term impact on their education. Frankly, it’s a disgraceful situation and – as you will see – one that is entirely solvable. Other schools have been treated very differently to ours – especially those in the capital city, and those connected in some way to a person of influence. That is fundamentally unfair, and ought to be resolved. 

				But debt is not the main reason we said yes to the Educating Greater Manchester series. What we wanted, more than anything, was for people across the country to see how special our school, our kids, and our community really is. It’s the people that make Little Hulton special. It’s the people, in everything, that truly make the difference.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				Chapter 1 – Let’s start at the start

				
				 

‘Don’t wish it were easier, wish you were better’ – Jim Rohn, entrepreneur

				 

				In September 2001, two planes hit the Twin Towers in New York. By coincidence, that same month, Harrop Fold School first opened its doors.

				Created out of two schools, a mile apart, whose pupil rolls were falling, the merger caused uproar in the local area. One of the schools that would become Harrop was doing okay. Joseph Eastham School had around four in 10 pupils leaving school with five GCSE passes. In the context of today, where the national average is much higher, that sounds bad. In 2001 it was normal. 

				Little Hulton County High School was much worse. Around one in every 10 pupils left with five GCSEs. Think that through for a minute. Let it sink in. If you sat all the young people in assembly in rows of 10 – nine of each row were walking out the door with fewer than five C grades at GCSE, which is the minimum you need to get into college. Even on-the-job apprenticeships typically want to see five GCSE passes. Yet, at that time, nine out of 10 left with almost nothing.

				So, the council decided to push the two schools together. It seemed a sensible solution, except the communities didn’t particularly like each other. There was a long-term rivalry between the schools and some families, on either side, were mortal enemies. Their children were thrown together, without regard for such problems, or any plans to solve Little Hulton’s issues. 

				Even worse, the council kept both school sites – which were around a mile apart. A decision was taken to teach key stage 3 pupils (children aged between 11 and 14) on one site, and then to put the GCSE year groups on the other. To make this split work, staff had to be shuttled back and forth, and pupils travelled each day on public buses from their home estates to the new school sites. Behaviour was so bad on those bus trips – swearing, fighting and so on – that in the end the bus company refused to even pick students up. The only way to resolve it was to get police officers and staff travelling with them. You know you have hit a deep low when the law have to be called in to keep children coming to school. 

				The merger divided the community. Parents complained bitterly. Many good teachers fled, leaving behind those who either couldn’t get a job elsewhere or couldn’t be bothered to do so. A few stand-out teachers dug their heels in and stayed, but classroom learning was going down the pan. Crowd control was about the best anyone could manage. 

				Even worse, bullying became prevalent. Corridors reeked of cigarette smoke. Local shops banned the children due to the level of thieving. The school sites ended up becoming the priority hub for the pool of four schools-based police officers in the local area. 

				By 2003 things were so bad that a third of pupils had stopped turning up regularly. The full-time attendance rate dropped to 71 per cent. On an average day, a teacher could expect around nine children out of a class of 30 to be absent. Think about that in terms of names. Imagine reading out the register and every third kid fails to say ‘here’. It’s utterly demoralising. 

				Eventually the complaints caught the eye of England’s school inspectorate, Ofsted. Fifteen inspectors flooded into the school gates and watched the pupils and staff over several days. It did not go well. One afternoon the lead inspector narrowly escaped (via an open door) a scrum of boys charging down the corridor. At the end of the day, the inspectors announced the school was to be given the worst possible rating: special measures. 

				The report from that inspection is damning, and rightly so. ‘The school provides a very poor standard of education,’ it begins. ‘Few students receive the education to which they are entitled.’

				Behaviour was out of control. In the 12 weeks before the inspectors arrived, 137 pupils had been excluded for at least one day. Four had been turned away for good. 

				Some of the most vulnerable pupils were being treated the worst. Lower-attaining students were put onto a vocational gardening course that had no resources. Pupils had spent two years sowing vegetables. Those who arrived latest to the lesson had to collect litter for the whole day as no plots of land were available to them.

				Respect was missing, the report continues – not just between the kids and the staff, but between the kids themselves. The young people had little ability to take responsibility for their behaviour. 

				The report carries on like this for 56 pages. I’m not always sympathetic to Ofsted’s views as I think they can be out of touch, but I’m not going to be an apologist for what was going on at Harrop Fold. The pupils were being severely let down. Teachers and governors didn’t believe they could do better. That was an injustice.

				A few years after this low point, I learned that the Chair of Governors was told by a government official that Harrop Fold was considered ‘the worst school in the country’.

				That 2003 inspection was a wake-up call that started something special which has been burning brightly ever since. Turnaround took a long time and, to my mind, it’s still going. Incremental improvements are what we are aiming for every day. We can always be better.

				But by 2010, the school was finally rated ‘good’, and it was again in 2013. More importantly, far more importantly, we changed the culture. We stopped the ridiculous exclusions. We put a stop to the cigarettes. Police officers no longer need to ride with our students because they can trust them to behave. 

				In our school now, pupils care for each other. Still-feuding families put aside their differences and sit next to each other on parents’ evening ready to hear how their child is getting on. Come and see our staff who give everything to our pupils; pupils who listen, and learn, and are respectful. 

				At Harrop Fold today, we’ve done exactly what New York architects had to do when the Twin Towers came down. We didn’t just re-build, we re-imagined. Now if you come to our school you will see a community full of people who, day-in and day-out, are making the difference. Because it’s always the people who make the difference.

				So that’s the story of how Harrop Fold School began. 

				But what’s the story of how we brothers got involved? For that, we need to go further back in time.

				 

			  ‘We determine our circumstances; 
our circumstances don’t determine us’ 

				 

				I was born two years after my brother Ross in the October of 1977. Ross doesn’t remember the day. He does remember when Ben was born, some years later, in 1985. He had been sent to stay with our Gran and had taken along his Star Wars toys to play with. When it was time to come visit his new little brother he wanted to bring his Luke Skywalker figure which Gran, being the sensible lady she was, made him boil first to eliminate any germs before giving it to me. That story nicely foreshadows how much Ross would act sensibly in those early years, while I was busy causing bother. 

				All three of us grew up in Stockton Heath, a quaint village on the outskirts of Warrington, in the North-West of England. The village was originally a Roman settlement, and it’s a parish area now – with nice churches, including the one my family attended each weekend. It’s also the place where George Formby, the famous WWII entertainer, was raised. If you’ve ever heard his northern accent, you’ll have some idea of how Ross and Ben and I all sound!

				Our dad was a disciplinarian. He was a teacher in a secondary school, and was known for wielding the cane ferociously. He was strict with us boys. Ross avoided most of it as our parents always said they only had to look at him and he would do the right thing. I was naughtier and received serious scoldings. These days, when I’m telling a pupil off at school, I can sometimes hear dad’s words starting to come out of my own mouth. When he would shout up the stairs for us boys to come downstairs for dinner, and we’d respond with ‘we’re coming’, he’d always say in a deadpan voice, ‘yeah, so is Christmas’. It’s a terrible dad-joke, yet I hear myself say it all the time to pupils who are dawdling.

				Our mum was at home looking after us three boys for many years. It’s a good job she was there, as I think we were a bit of a handful. Later, when we were all at secondary school or beyond, she also went into teaching of a sort. She became a teaching assistant, then a learning mentor, before finally working with children in alternative provision.

				If you’re thinking teaching was in our blood, though, you’re dead wrong. Nothing was further from our minds when we were growing up. We wanted to be footballers and musicians, definitely. Teachers? Never. 

				Out of the three of us, I would have said that I was the one least likely to wind up in education. My primary school struggled with my challenging behaviour. Ross, on the other hand, was always brainy. 

				We both attended Stockton Heath Primary School and back then every kid in the county had to take an exam called the Cheshire Primary Tests, which were used to rank you against every other child of your age. Ross came out in the top 5% of the county. I did much, much worse. 

				Ben was always fairly good at school. Unfortunately for him, staff found it hard to forget my challenging behaviour so I was a tough act to follow for Ben, which wasn’t really fair on him I guess. But, like Ross, he was very bright and picked things up quickly and so staff got to like his cheeky-chap persona. Ben’s a very quick-witted guy but he can sometimes go too far!

				Learning my academic ranking compared to other young people really affected my confidence. Why would anyone tell a kid they’re so far behind when they’re that young? As a consequence, instead of working hard at school, I focused on being entertaining. 

				Ross, meanwhile, was top of the class and never once misbehaved. The only thing he ever did that drove people daft was take things apart. Toys, machines, plugs, anything he could get his hands on. Not in a destructive way: he just wanted to understand how they work. Even now, if you’re sitting in a meeting with Ross, he’ll start taking his pen apart. He removes the springs, dismantles the clicker. It’s annoying, but everyone saw it as a signal of him being smart. Ross was very much seen as the ‘clever boy’. Meanwhile, I stammered and struggled with reading. I was definitely the ‘naughty boy’. 

				It’s a bit hard to admit that side of my childhood now. When you’re the headteacher of a school you want to be a great behaviour role model. But the truth is that my behaviour as a kid was bad. Not malicious or aggressive. I never, ever swore. But I pushed boundaries and challenged rules all the time. Ross describes my years at primary school as ‘a continuous assault on middle-aged ladies’. It’s a bit of a dramatic way to put things as I never hit anyone, but I was constantly wriggling around, asking questions, not doing my work. When poor Ross would come by, to check up on me, I’d make silly noises and call him Billy Brown Trousers – really immature stuff. Almost every teacher refused to have me in their classroom for more than an hour as it was so exhausting trying to keep me still and stop me distracting others. 

				Mrs Firth was the only teacher who put a stop to that. She was brilliant. I couldn’t spell many words in primary school but I could spell her name. F-I-R-T-H, the best word in the world. I adored her. In the end I spent most of my time in primary school with her. While the other teachers rotated me around, Mrs Firth would have me for any amount of time, and I always did what she said.

				Why? Looking back, it’s the little things that stand out in terms of what she did to get me onside. For example, my stammer made it difficult for me to answer the register. As a kid that’s a horrible thing to face each day. I would be sat there, waiting for my name to be read out and start panicking. It’s a pretty terrible feeling when you already don’t have much confidence in your abilities and then you can’t even communicate that you exist. There was Ross, winning at tests, and there’s me, unable even to answer to my name. Mrs Firth found a work around that saved face. When she got to my name she would find some other way to acknowledge me. She might say something like ‘I see Drew is already here’, or maybe miss my name out and nod at me, or ask me to do an errand when she got to me instead. Always, always she found a way. That meant everything to me. It meant Mrs Firth had noticed me as an individual, not as a stereotypical ‘naughty boy’ and she’d helped me sort my problem. Not by making a big deal out of things, but by helping me. I owed her for that. And I was never naughty with Mrs Firth.

				My parents found my behaviour exasperating too. There’s a famous story about me and a blancmange. A wobbly, pink, rabbit blancmange to be precise. It was the 1980s after all.

				It was a Sunday and our parents had invited people around for dinner. This was normal for us. Mum and dad were very involved in the church, so people often arrived for food and a catch-up. I liked the company enormously as I have always liked talking to people and although I was a handful I was typically well-liked by our parents’ friends. 

				On this particular day, however, mum had made a surprise. It was a blancmange in the shape of a large bunny rabbit. She put in on the table, still encased in its huge metal mould, before proudly whipping it off to reveal said pink bunny rabbit, wobbling away on the plate. 

				Mum needed to go to the kitchen to get bowls but there was a problem. She and I both knew that I would want to spoil her creation. 

				As I reached out my finger to give it a push, mum turned and wagged her finger directly at me. ‘Do NOT touch it,’ she said.

				That was a bad move. Telling me not to do things, even as an adult, is like waving a red flag at a bull. No sooner had she turned her back than I leaned over and put my finger right through the centre of the rabbit. I got away with it, too, as Ross never told on me!

				Now, as a senior school leader, I know how these small misdemeanours gradually wear you down. It’s also not a good mindspace for a kid to get into. It’s like those experiments with young children who lack the discipline to sit and look at a marshmallow without eating it; when they have been promised a second treat if they can wait, they tend to go on and do less well in the future. Likewise, if you’re in a classroom and a kid keeps doing things they shouldn’t – standing up, turning around, whatever – it is really disruptive to learning and suggests they haven’t learned the discipline they need to succeed in the future. It’s up to you as an adult to help them acquire that self-restraint. You just don’t realise that when you’re six and wobbling a bunny rabbit seems the funniest thing in the world. 

				Eventually my misbehaviour at school came to a head. The teachers didn’t know how to deal with me anymore. My mum negotiated with the school to stop me being excluded. My behaviour had to change though, and so the dog I’d always wanted was just around the corner.

				During my last year at primary school my parents gifted me a massive black Labrador, who I called Carrie. She was wriggly and gorgeous and my responsibility. ‘This is your dog,’ they told me. ‘You are going to be responsible for it, you are going to feed it, and you are going to walk it each day.’

				As a side note, I tell people the dog was named Carrie after the same-named song by Europe, who did the song ‘The Final Countdown’. I’d say you should put this book down and go listen to it now for context, but I don’t want to be responsible for ruining your day. If you ever hear this story from Ross, he will tell you the dog was named after ‘Carrie doesn’t live here anymore’ by Cliff Richard, but that’s just him trying to embarrass me. 

				The dog was an absolutely genius plan. I loved the routine and discipline. I had always loved sport, because I love moving about, so walking her was no problem. Plus this was something that I could be good at. Reading and writing were difficult, but I could look after a dog. It made me feel proud to be responsible for something other than myself.

				Over the years, it’s a trick that I’ve used often with kids. Not so much getting them a dog, although I have recommended pets on occasion, but, more broadly, getting young people to have responsibility for something beyond themselves. We are inherently quite selfish beings and we tend to think about ourselves first (at least until we become parents). When I put my finger through that bunny, I was purely thinking about what I wanted to do and not about the impact on my mum who had spent time making the thing. There’s loads of ways to get students thinking beyond their own life, whether it’s working with a charity, or mentoring someone younger, or a new pupil. Doing so reminds them that other people are relying on them and that their behaviour will impact upon that person.

				A second turning point came at secondary school when I was lucky enough to start playing rugby league, the dominant sport in Warrington. It didn’t feel lucky at the time as I only joined the rugby team because I didn’t make it into the town’s football team. I was a mad football fan as a kid and a good player too, so it took me by surprise when I didn’t make the team. Disappointed, I was encouraged to take up rugby, which is where I met Mr Harrison: a true gentleman but an absolute disciplinarian.

				He made us fold our shirts in a particular format. Pull our socks up a certain way. We had to learn to take knocks and keep our cool. In rugby you can have people punching you in the face as you’re laying on the ground and you’ve got to learn to take it.

				If looking after the dog was motivating because I found it easy, rugby was motivating because I found it really hard. I was way behind the others in terms of skills when I started. Way, way behind. Everyone else had been playing for years and watching games with their parents, while I had been busy playing football and watching Everton on the telly.

				Aged 13, I therefore started getting up each day at 6am to watch video recordings of rugby games from the weekend. I would memorise tactical plays. I would try and figure out what the best players did and mimic it. Later in my career, I would be fortunate enough to meet players like Ellery Hanley and Sean Edwards, guys who were top of their field at that time and who I watched zooming across the telly in the early hours of each school day. 

				Over time, the dedicated practice paid off. I started beating the other kids who were once way ahead of me. I could outsmart them, run faster, go for longer. It was then that I realised that hard work matters. I couldn’t always beat other people with innate talent, but with the determination and energy to work, work, work, then I could still win.

				It started to occur to me that if I could work hard and get better at a sport, then maybe I could do the same thing with my studies. By the time I hit year 9 (age 13), I was studying harder and it was starting to pay off. I was never a mega-brain and work was still difficult, but my behaviour came under control and I started to get decent enough grades. 

				I’ll also admit that it wasn’t just my hard work that helped achieve this, thanks also must go to Mr Morgan, my head of year. Exams make me really, really nervous. I’ll often space out in them and panic. But whenever I did, Mr Morgan would come over and encourage me. That gave me a lot of confidence and saved me on more than one occasion. 

				I worry sometimes about our exams system today. Not every kid has a Mr Morgan, keeping his eye on them. But what good would it have done for me to fail those exams? If I had, it’s highly unlikely I’d have gone on to teach and help as many pupils as I have. 

				It’s funny, given how things have turned out, to think back to our options evenings at school. I remember when Ross went to his options evening with our parents all the teachers wanted him to do their subject. When I went they just said, ‘we think it would be better if Drew did something else.’ It makes me a bit annoyed, really. Why were they so quick to give up on me? Even my parents, who were always enormously supportive, helped arrange an alternative vocational course for me after 16 as they thought I was going to fail my GCSEs and wanted to make sure that if I couldn’t get on to do A-levels I had somewhere to go. 
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