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Forest Hall School in Essex has seen a rapid 
improvement in achievement since January 
2015. In 2013 the key measure of +5A*-C 
including English and Mathematics stood at 
28%. The school had a falling cohort. Later 
that same year an Interim Executive Board 
(IEB) was appointed following the dismissal 
of the governing body. The school also had 
budgetary constraints because of a falling 
cohort. The students who were attending 
were fantastic and most enjoyed coming to 
school but in January 2015 they were not 
being challenged in terms of their learning 
and aspirations were low. On the 1st January 
2015 a new acting head teacher was appointed 
to the school (Stephen Hehir) and on 1st 
February the school became a sponsored 
academy under the leadership of BMAT.

Today Forest Hall School has improved 
dramatically in all areas:

•	 Achievement: the school’s +5A*-C 
including English and Mathematics 
figure sits at 64%.

•	 Progress 8 in 2015 was +0.07. In 2016 
the figure is +0.46 (the fifth best in the 
county of Essex).

•	 There has been a 21% increase in 
cohort numbers.

•	 The achievement gap between 
dis-advantaged students and non-

disadvantaged students narrowed to 
1% in terms of +5 A*-C including 
English and Mathematics in 2016.

•	 The culture of the school has changed 
completely with students, staff, 
parents/carers and all interested 
stakeholders now believing in the 
school and believing that our students 
can achieve just as highly as students 
anywhere in the UK or beyond. 

How did we change the culture of the school? 

Since my time here I have focused on 
improving the leadership of the school, 
improving what happens in the classroom 
(teaching & learning) and raising expectations 
for all.

Leadership

In January 2015 there was a culture amongst 
most staff in the school that Forest Hall 
School was a ‘good school.’ Expectations 
however were far too low and if students did 
not achieve highly this was the fault of the 
students or this was seen as the fault of where 
they came from. This was most evidently seen 
in the leadership of the school where under 
performance was not challenged and there 
was a defensive attitude to change. Many of 
the staff in the school wanted to improve but 
there was a clear lack of direction from the 
top of what Forest Hall School stood for and 
what the school wanted to achieve.

Forest Hall School
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Firstly I gave the school a clear vision that 
centred on Forest Hall School becoming an 
institution that allowed each and every student 
to reach their highest potential in learning 
& enrichment. I wanted students to develop 
as the whole child – ready to leave in year 
11 with the skills, attributes and character 
to be an independent lifelong thinker. I was 
passionate that all students must have equality 
of opportunity in terms of achievement & 
enrichment (that there are no barriers to 
learning). I made it clear that our school must 
become an outstanding centre of teaching & 
learning and that students are safe. 

In January 2015 I outlined this vision with my 
leadership team and listened for their input 
and for the input of my staff. Since I have 
been in post my vision has not really changed 
because I feel it is crucial for all to understand 
the ‘why’ and to get this buy in. “Why are we 
doing this wonderful teaching job and why 
are we getting up each morning?” This vision 
has helped me build my new school ethos and 
has helped me sift out those members of staff 
who do not want to follow our vision. This 
vision has impregnated all areas of school life 
in terms of our whole school priorities, our 
PMR targets and how we operate day to day.

Teaching & learning – focus on the classroom

From day one I stated to my new staff body 
that the most important reason we are here is 
to ensure that students learn something new 
each and every lesson. To help with this I 
brought in my Forest Hall School lesson plan. 

This focused staff on the idea that we are here 
to help students learn and it is not simply 
about teachers ‘teaching.’ We moved away 
from the ‘three or four part lesson’ and other 
‘fads’ within teaching and instead focused on 
the key principles that I believe is important 
to help all students make outstanding 
progress. We focus on giving students clear 
success criteria, ensure that we impart new 
subject information each lesson, allow time 
for students to process this learning and then 
have time for all to review and monitor their 
progress. This ‘lesson plan’ is at the heart of 
CPD and has now become a central part of the 
Scheme of Work for each area that we review 
half termly. Going back to basics in terms of 
teaching and learning is so important in our 
success as it means now that teachers simply 
focus on what matters to students learning. 
Everything else is thrown out.
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The senior leadership team was split into three 
areas: the Teaching and learning team, the 
Achievement team and the Curriculum team. 
The creation of the Teaching and Learning 
team was so important as this built a body of 
staff who could lead CPD, inspire staff at the 
school to become outstanding practitioners 
and who could provide that individual one to 
one support for those deemed Inadequate or 
Requires Improvement. The expertise of this 
teaching and learning team helped to raise 
standards in a planned and systematic way 
and clearly impacted on achievement.

Raising expectations

There was no culture of success or achievement 
in the school. To foster this I gave all students 
a target in each of their subjects one above 
what the government expects (this is called 
four levels progress or outstanding progress). 
Now regardless of background or home life 
all students were treated equally. To help 
achieve this study clubs was introduced each 
day of the week from end of school to 4.30pm. 
Staff who taught these study clubs were given 
flexi-time.’ For example, my subject leader of 
Science worked late on these study clubs on 
Mondays and Fridays with her KS4 cohorts but 
on Tuesday’s and Thursday’s as she finished 
her teaching early could take this time off 
in lieu. Progress meetings are now held half 
termly with subject leaders to ensure that they 
take better ownership of students’ progress 

in their subjects after data collection points. 
Students who are behind are now guided 
to attend these study clubs to ensure that 
they make better progress – this way staff’s 
expectations have also increased as they own 
the data and they own the students’ progress 
far more than before. Expectations were 
also increased by changing our traditional 
two year KS4 into a three year KS4 where 
students complete their ‘foundation’ GCSE’s 
in one year. Now students in year 10 and 11 
currently have achieved higher grades already 
and have carried this success into their new 
year. Student’s minds in year 9, 10 and 11 
are focused on emulating the success of their 
predecessors. We now have that culture of 
success and now students are believing in 
themselves and the school.

We have many ways to go yet before Forest 
Hall School becomes outstanding and that is 
the beauty of my school as we are a school 
still striving to better ourselves. I have not 
mentioned all of the items that led to Forest 
Hall’s dramatic improvement as there is not 
the space. However for me in January 2015 it 
was all about improving standards of teaching 
and learning. In November 2016 it is still all 
about improving standards of teaching and 
learning.

For more information on Forest Hall School 
please visit:

www.fhs.essex.sch.uk
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