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				Foreword

				by Roy Blatchford, Director of the National Education Trust

				I first went to the school at the centre of this book in 1974. I was a young teacher in charge of a South London school football team. In those days, to travel by tube on a Saturday morning into West London to play football on the Scrubs was an adventure into another’s territory – for boys and teacher alike. These were heady years in the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA). The combination of teacher shortages, militant union action, political members’ ideological differences and a sprawling bureaucracy led to some of the larger comprehensives simply being ungovernable. I was teaching in one in Brixton.

				Burlington Danes offered an alternative picture, one not immediately apparent to the visiting footballers looking up at the forbidding walls of the infamous Wormwood Scrubs prison which dominate the local area. With its proud grammar school and Church of England traditions, here was a school in the mid-1970s which teachers aspired to belong to. At a time of teacher shortages, I remember talking to the one of the deputy heads on the touchline and being told how competitive it was to secure a teaching post at the school. In essence, its grammar school halo was still in place as London’s schools went comprehensive.

				Thirty years later in 2004 I entered the school as one of Her Majesty’s Inspectors. The school was in special measures and I was the lead HMI, monitoring its progress. A combination of factors had led to the school’s decline and students were being poorly served. I remember distinctly standing at the school gates one November morning and counting in just on a third of the total student population, late for registration. The next decade is the story of this book.

				In my experience of leading, coaching and inspecting great schools around the world, the following key ingredients are present: they excel at what they do in a consistent manner; they have strong values and clear expectations; their achievements do not happen by chance but through deeply reflective, carefully planned strategies; there is a high degree of internal consistency; leadership is well distributed and ambitious to move the school forward. 

				In essence, the cocktail is disarmingly simple: the virtuous combination of well-qualified, skilled teachers motivated by clear, fair-minded and knowledgeable leadership, collectively focused on students’ well-being and all-round achievement – achievements which sometimes and often surprise the learners themselves. 

				Yet no school I know is better than the ambition of its leadership, in the same way that no classroom is better than the skills of its teacher. Schools rise or fall on the quality of leadership, particularly that of the head. This is especially true in areas of social challenge, where heads need to lead from the front in a highly visible way. The principles of the head determine the principles of the school.

				The title of this book risks misleading the reader who takes its meaning too literally. Being ‘headstrong’ isn’t about being macho. It’s about being committed to your values and resilient in the face of challenges. The narrative of Headstrong is not just one of school improvement by an inspiring headteacher. Importantly it is a tale of the joy and fulfilment which the role brings.

				

				Roy Blatchford,
February 2015

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

			

			
				Preface

				I write this in the autumn of 2014, two months into my new role as director of academies for a national network of schools. I’m now looking at areas of deprivation across the south of England and overseeing intervention strategies to ensure that all young people receive the quality of schooling they deserve. I’ve relished the chance to get out of London and immerse myself in schools across the south of England: from Swindon to Ashford; Kettering to Poole. My two months in this regional role have reaffirmed my view that every school is unique: a delicate compound of several elements including its students, its teachers, its history, the local community, the curriculum and the facilities. Such is the diversity of our schools that an identikit approach to school improvement will never work. 

				I began work on Headstrong in 2010 and these pages were written during my time at Burlington Danes. I wrote from the perspective of a headteacher attempting to do the best for her school, amid the various factors and influences from inside and outside the school gates.

				I was reminded that all schools have a life of their own in my final weeks at Burlington Danes. I was inundated with messages of support and gratitude from parents, teachers, students and governors. Students made me a tribute video and colleagues performed a stirring rendition of ‘One Day More’ from Les Miserables in staff briefing on my final day. But life went on, and continues to do so, in that pocket of West London. I remain in close contact with my successor, Michael Ribton, and I have no doubt that Burlington Danes will continue to flourish long into the future. The organisational memory of the school has been wiped and rebooted; success has become the norm. 

				Yet it’s precisely because each school is unique that the role of the headteacher is so important. It falls on the head of each school to select the best ingredients and pull the most promising levers to ensure success for his or her students. As we approach another General Election it seems that once again educational policy is in limbo, with teachers and school leaders across the land bracing themselves for another flurry of directives from the Department for Education. There is no better time therefore to remind ourselves that as headteachers it’s our job to proactively set the agenda for our schools, to steer the ship in the direction of our choosing rather than simply keep it afloat as the waves rise around us. I hope that the pages that follow provide inspiration to school leaders eager to lead transformational schools up and down the land.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				Introduction: 

			    The tragedy of a failing school 

				‘In large states public education will always be mediocre, for the same reason that in large kitchens the cooking is usually bad’ – Friedrich Nietzsche 

				I was in the furniture department of John Lewis on Sloane Square in December 2007 when I received a call from the chief executive of Ark Schools offering me the role of principal at Burlington Danes Academy. As my husband Serge wandered off into the crowds of Christmas shoppers I sunk into a sofa and found myself accepting the offer as I read the sign on the wall of the store – ‘Never Knowingly Undersold’ – with a large dose of irony.

				I immediately regretted it. I was extremely happy in my role as principal at Sacred Heart Catholic School – a smaller but similarly gritty school in South London where I had worked for over 20 years. I had been head at Sacred Heart for four years, and in that time we had been judged ‘Outstanding’ by Ofsted, the government inspectorate. I knew all the students by name; I had even taught some of their parents. I enjoyed strong relationships with an inspiring team of teachers and was quite happy to see out my career at the school that I had joined as head of English 20 years earlier. My husband was one of my deputies at Sacred Heart, I met him there when he joined as head of PE in 1988 and I was content with the convenient routines we had developed over the years; busy but fulfilling days bookended by Serge’s impatient chauffeuring through busy London traffic.

				One of the most valuable trappings of headship is having your own PA, and it was my PA at Sacred Heart who took the calls from a very persistent head-hunter in the autumn of 2007. The head-hunter was acting on behalf of Ark, an educational charity which had just taken over Burlington Danes. I was clear from the start that I wasn’t interested, but we had a few conversations and before long I received a phone call from Sir Michael Wilshaw, head of the renowned Mossbourne Academy in Hackney and Ark’s director of education (and now head of Ofsted). Michael spoke with conviction, telling me that the job at Burlington Danes was a job worth doing. He came to Sacred Heart to describe the school to me, and a week or so later I accompanied him on a visit to Burlington Danes where I saw for myself the sorry state it was in, combined with the potential for improvement. So I submitted a hastily-completed application form, but in truth I still felt uncertain about the role. I was up against a popular internal candidate. Teachers at Burlington Danes were jaded by the turbulence they had endured in recent years and it was clear that they favoured the internal applicant for the stability that he offered. It was strange going to the school for the ‘assessment day’, vying for a job I didn’t really want and meeting staff who didn’t really want me. Hence my words to Serge on the top floor of John Lewis after I accepted the role just a few weeks later: ‘what the hell have I done?’ 

				Taking the Burlington Danes job was a risk because of the success and relative comfort of my job at Sacred Heart, and the size of the challenge seven miles west. The school was described to me as unruly, chaotic and lacking basic discipline and, while I’ve never been a pushover, I wouldn’t class behaviour management as a particular strength: I had Serge for that. The salary I took at Burlington Danes was no better than my previous one, and then there was the risk of working for an academy – at that time a new model of school governance which had aroused the ire of the teaching unions. The jury was out on whether academy status made much difference. When you see a successful leader it’s easy to assume that they always carried that air of success, but the fact is that whatever stage you get to in your career you never lose the doubts and uncertainty that you brought with you on your first day. So I doubted whether I could transform this struggling academy in west London. I had only worked at two schools, and I had surrounded myself with wonderful teams who complemented my strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps I had bitten off more than I could chew?
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				Burlington Danes Academy was blessed with a grand name, but in all other respects it was a deeply troubled school. It lies in the shadow of the Wormwood Scrubs prison perimeter wall. Burlington School and St Clement Danes had once been selective grammar schools for girls and boys respectively, and in their heyday they enabled young people from West London to acquire a proud education. The playwright Dennis Potter and MP Frank Field both attended St Clement Danes in the 1950s, while Burlington School for Girls could trace its history back to Christmas Day 1699 when it was established on a small site on Carnaby Street with a bold mission: ‘to teach sixty poor girls to read, write and cost accounts…and instructing them knowledge of the Christian religion.’ In the 1970s the two schools, which were by now located just off Wood Lane in West London, merged to form Burlington Danes Church of England School. Standards slipped, and by the time Burlington Danes became Ark’s first academy in 2006 the rot had set in. Behaviour was poor: less than one third of students gained the government’s benchmark of five decent GCSEs and the local community was voting with its feet by sending their children to other schools in the area. 

				The composition of students at Burlington Danes is similar to the make-up of young people that I worked with in South London. Over 50% of students at Burlington Danes receive free school meals, meaning that their household income is less than £16,000 per year. This in a city where the average rent in 2014 was £1,412 per month. A large proportion of our students live in neighbourhoods which feature in the bottom 1% of the government’s Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI). Beyond this material disadvantage many of the young people that I work with suffer from a social dislocation which is every bit as damaging. The area surrounding Burlington Danes typifies this. A patch of north Kensington just a stone’s throw from the school gates is home to politicians, lawyers and media executives. Walk another 15 minutes and you’ll encounter the stunning Georgian villas of Portobello and Notting Hill, or the graceful elegance of Holland Park mansions. Yet on the way you would struggle to miss the drab blocks of social housing which provide homes to many of the young people in my care.

				The riots of 2011 revealed some of the latent tensions lying below the surface of modern cities such as London. Some of our students live on the nearby Peabody estate which harboured one of the terrorist cells responsible for the 2005 London bombings. Gun and knife crime, gang culture and drug-related incidents form part of a significant number or our students’ experience. The causes of riots, terrorism and violent crime are of course complex, but particularly in the summer of 2011 it was clear that many young Londoners lacked a sense of belonging in their city, and were oblivious to the rights and responsibilities that sit alongside true citizenship.

				So it was with great trepidation that I left behind the comfort of Sacred Heart for the challenge of transforming Burlington Danes. However, in my two visits to its sprawling site in West London I had captured a glimpse of its potential. The 1930s art-deco listed building, once home to the girls school, would soon be overshadowed by a three-story £20 million state-of-the-art English, maths and science block. Plans were also in place for the five acres of fields to be embellished with a performing arts centre, an all-weather sports pitch and a sixth form centre, which would enable us to retain students for the crucial two years between GCSEs and university. The staff I met on my visits were earnest and compassionate, albeit demoralised. The students I encountered struck me as ambitious and determined, yet thoroughly disillusioned with the education they were receiving. The ‘Danes’ in the school’s name derives from the fact that the boys’ school was established by wardens of St Clement Danes Church, founded on The Strand to serve medieval London’s Danish community. Burlington Danes now served a wonderfully diverse West London community: white British students made up 15% of the school population whilst Moroccans, Afghans, Somalians, Bangladeshis, Egyptians and Poles, amongst others, made up the rest. I had come to relish such diversity and vitality since moving to London from Kent in the 1970s. 
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				My own education had opened my eyes to the unique power bequeathed to schools to shape the lives of those who pass through them. I grew up in Maidstone, Kent, with a brother and sister who were much older as well as a younger brother. I went to a private convent school at the age of seven until I was 16, a fate that saved me from the vagaries of the 11-plus – an examination taken at 11 which determined whether you would go to a high achieving grammar school or a grossly inferior ‘secondary modern’. The pages that follow will reveal my belief in rigorous testing, but subjecting 11-year-olds to a single test of such huge gravity, with life chances being dictated by the outcome, seemed to me then, and now, as rather unfair. 

				Entrenched school failure is a scar on civil society. John F. Kennedy remarked that ‘our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in education’. Yet on both sides of the Atlantic we’re still grappling with the challenge of creating great schools, especially in deprived areas. Should it be that difficult? Schools have existed for thousands of years and you would have thought that by now we would have cracked the code of their success: strong leadership; dedicated and talented teachers; decent facilities and resources; personalised support – it’s a blueprint that you could copy and paste from the website of any academy chain. Yet these tenets are so startlingly obvious that Socrates himself might have offered them when creating the original Academy in Athens. Perhaps the crucial difference is that those eager scholars in ancient Greece enrolled in his academy through choice. Two-and-a-half thousand years later, western states are still floundering for the alchemy required to deliver effective compulsory education, a challenge made even harder when dealing with deprived urban communities. 

				The German philosopher Nietzsche suggested that ‘In large states public education will always be mediocre, for the same reason that in large kitchens the cooking is usually bad’. But it needn’t be like this. In his book Hope and Despair in the American City: Why there are no bad schools in Raleigh, Professor of Education Gerald Grant talks of a ‘democratic bargain’ whereby we tolerate the inequalities of capitalism as long as we have a strong education system for all. It’s no different to the American dream, or ‘equality of opportunity’ as we prefer to call it in Europe: everyone in society should have a fair crack at making it to the top if they are willing to work hard. Yet we are plainly failing to deliver on this democratic bargain. The statistics make grim reading, and you’ve probably heard them before, so here’s just a few. Just 7% of young people in England go to private school, yet 46% of students at Oxford University were privately educated. Seventy-five per cent of judges in England were privately educated, along with 70% of finance directors (‘The Educational Background of the Nation’s Leading People’, The Sutton Trust, November 2012). Indeed, The Times reported that: ‘In ten professions or careers more than half of the most prominent figures were privately educated. They include national or local government (68 per cent), law (63 per cent), senior armed forces (60 per cent) and business (59 per cent)’  (‘How so many of Britain’s elite class all sat in the same elite classrooms’, 20 November 2012). The same report went on to say that, ‘Only 10 per cent of the elite attended comprehensives, including Daniel Craig, the actor, and Robert Peston, the BBC journalist, while 1 per cent went to non-selective secondary modern schools. Among these were the actor Colin Firth and Sir Steve Redgrave, the Olympic rowing champion.’ So it seems that the guile of 007 is required to ascend the social ladder. I agree wholeheartedly with the former education secretary Michael Gove who described the persistent supremacy of a privately educated elite as ‘morally indefensible’. 
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	Translating this moral imperative into decisive action is tough, but it can be done. Take this graph for example:
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				Bertrand Russell once said that, “the mark of a civilised human being is being able to read a column of numbers and weep” – passing this particular test with the graph above is scant consolation for the injustice revealed by the all-too predictable scattering of those dots. Put simply, the graph shows a strong correlation between wealth and pupil attainment, with students on free school meals far less likely to gain a good set of GCSEs than their more affluent peers. The tragedy is that we’ve known about the pernicious link between social background and achievement for decades. The Coleman Report of 1966 concluded that in America ‘schools bring little influence to bear on a child’s achievement that is independent of his background and general social context; that this very lack of an independent effect means that the inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighbourhood, and peer environment are carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life’ (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 325). Nearly 50 years on, a 2010 OECD report (‘A family affair’, p. 185) suggests that in Britain a father’s income determines the earnings of his son more than in any other rich country. Yet for those of us committed to the fact that it doesn’t have to be like this, the diagram above  offers hope, for if you home in on the outliers – the schools with high levels of free school meals and high levels of student performance – you’ll see that some schools are bucking the trend. And if some schools are doing it, then why can’t all? That’s the challenge faced by leaders of schools in deprived communities, and it’s a challenge that inspired me to become principal of Burlington Danes Academy in 2008. 

				This chapter in a tweet: Burlington Danes was in a funk; reluctantly I agreed to try to rescue it.
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First impressions

1vividly recall my first visit to Burlington Danes. | took the tube to White City on a crisp autumn
morning and found myself at a bus stop outside BBC Television Centre asking a group of school
girls how to get to Burlington Danes. “Follow us,” was their response. So | climbed aboard the
220 bus for the pointlessly short journey along Wood Lane to the gates of Burlington Danes,
but at least my journey gave me a chance to hear about the school from those who knew it
best. The girls | spoke to weren't happy. They breathlessly explained to me that their friendship
group had been torn apart by the introduction of ‘small-schools’ — schools within schools
intended to provide a more intimate student experience. I'm not sure if those girls remember
accompanying me on my first visit to Burlington Danes, but I'm sure that one of them had
a glint in her eye when | announced in an assembly on my first day as head that | would be
abandoning the small-school model.
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Source: Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, Elitist Britain (2014)
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Extracts from Ofsted’s Monitoring Visit to Burlington Danes Academy in March 2008,
one month before my arrival

The Academy was rated ‘satisfactory’ (following a review of Ofsted ratings, this was
later changed to ‘requires improvement’)

‘There are a high number of surplus places which make the academy vulnerable to casual
admissions throughout the year.’

‘A larger number of staff than is typical left the academy last year, but it is now almost
fully staffed. However, as a result about a quarter of teaching staff are inexperienced and
consequently require significant support.”

‘The achievement of students last year was inadequate and there were an extremely high
number of fixed term exclusions, largely due to inappropriate and disruptive behaviour. The
academy attributes these difficulties to the problems caused by the reorganisation of the
faculty structure.’

“This visit has raised some concerns about the standard of education provided and the
academy’s performance will be monitored.’

‘The academy rightly judges that standards were low and achievement inadequate last year.
Senior leaders attribute this to the difficulty of maintaining clear lines of accountability and
communication through the new faculty structure. Whilst this was certainly a contributory
factor, a more fundamental reason is the low expectations of student achievement. During
this visit progress seen during lessons varied considerably because a number of lessons
were based on an inaccurate understanding of students’ achievement, prior knowledge and
potential.’

*..a significant proportion of their lessons are affected by low-level disruption.’
‘Attendance last year was inadequate.’

..a number of students are late to the start of lessons and some teachers do not routinely
take registers.’

‘The development of the academy has been hampered by the duplication of responsibilities
and accountabilities at senior level. This has led to confusion for both students and staff. Middle
managers are unclear about their role in improving the quality of teaching and learning.’

Full inspection reports can be found at: reports.ofsted.gov.uk





OEBPS/images/p5_fmt.jpeg
Poverty and results - all schools

% of pupils getting 5A*-Cs inc Eng & maths

% of pupils on free school meals

Source: Department for Education (2014)
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