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Highlees Primary School is a larger than average 
primary school in the highest quintile for social 
deprivation. It has an ‘ever changing’ population 
(mobility much higher than in most schools), 
the proportion of pupils who speak English as 
an additional language is well above average 
and most of these pupils are new arrivals to the 
United Kingdom. 

In 2011 I was approached by the Local Authority 
to work alongside a lead Headteacher following 
a period of instability in the leadership of the 
school. Although the school held a Satisfactory 
Ofsted judgement, a number of indicators 
highlighted the schools vulnerabilities; an Interim 
Executive Board had replaced the Governing 
body, pupil numbers were falling, achievement 
shaky, relationships with stakeholders, namely 
parents was extremely fragile as they believed 
Highlees was failing its pupils and retention of 
staff difficult. That year, twelve new members of 
staff joined the school, five of which were newly 
qualified teachers.  The school was in a very 
vulnerable position.

A thorough needs analysis of the school identified 
many areas of potential focus so we had to adopt 
a multi-faceted approach focusing on;
• revisiting the values of the school and it’s 

purpose;
• rebuilding trust within professional 

relationships and partnerships in school and 
the local community 

• re-establishing structures, systems and 
processes. 

Senior leaders knew that establishing an agreed 
set of ‘constants’ for learning and teaching was 
essential in order to improve achievement of 
pupils and begin the journey of improvement. 
This became our focus and the commitment to 

this agenda remains so today. Senior Leaders 
were determined to manage and control internal 
and external factors (e.g. Constant monitoring, 
inexperienced staff, changing Ofsted, a new 
national curriculum, acadamisation) in order 
to ensure the resolute focus on learning and 
teaching stayed at the centre of our core work. 
The Ofsted inspection in October 2012 judged 
the school to be providing pupils with an 
inadequate education however, recognised the 
‘green shoots’ of improvement. 

These early signs and our dogged commitment 
to improve learning and teaching led to 
significantly improved rates of progress across 
all year groups and the best end of key stage 
two outcomes to date. As a result of the Ofsted 
judgement, Highlees converted to a Sponsored 
Academy with The Elliot Foundation Academy 
Trust in September 2013.  

Academisation provided a perfect opportunity 
to review, regroup and refocus. The Elliot 
Foundation’s (TEF) ethos encouraged and 
supported the school and leaders to recognise 
and celebrate what has been achieved as well as 
identify the next steps for the school.
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Senior Leaders and The Local Governing 
Body recognised the influence that parental 
engagement could have on further improving 
outcomes for our pupils. In 2013, it was agreed to 
direct part of the Pupil Premium funding to drive 
forward this agenda.  At that time, the Children’s 
Centre situated on the school site closed. 

The school took advantage of this opportunity, 
opened ‘The Highlees Hub’ and created a 
bespoke programme. In order to raise the profile 
of this new service, we started with a pastoral 
focus using activities including; parenting 
classes, cooking on a budget, homework club, 
baby weighing, IT classes etc. Establishing 
partnerships outside agencies (including 
Women’s Aid, Peterborough Regional College, 
ASDA, Health, Food bank) has further enhanced 
and strengthened our local offer. The programme 
for the Hub is reviewed half termly, enabling it 
to respond to specific needs within the ‘ever 
changing’ population of the school and local 
community. 

Our commitment at Highlees remains focussed 
on improving life chances for our pupils and The 
Hub enables the school to continue to support 
our families to realise the important role they 

play in this. We are prepared to help where we 
can but it is not our intention to develop a culture 
of dependency. We’ve developed professional 
relationships with parents enabling us to be open 
and honest, say the difficult things when they 
need to be said, as well as encourage parents to 
be accountable for their children. 

Recognition from Ofsted and SATs results are 
indicators of a school’s improvement and success 
however, we believe we’ve been successful when 
our children are thriving academically, socially 
and emotionally, our families are self-sufficient 
and actively involved in their child’s education.

I don’t think a school ever reaches the end of 
its improvement journey because none of us 
know the challenges that lay beyond the horizon. 
However at Highlees, we will remain ambitious 
for our children and school, be committed to 
‘bring out the best’ in our pupils and strive to 
improve our provision for all our stakeholders.

Emma Ward, 
Principal of Highlees Primary School


