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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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