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St Antony’s was originally established in 1862 by 
Ursuline Nuns. I was appointed as the first Head 
Teacher of ethnic minority heritage at Antony’s 
Catholic Primary School in Newham, in October 2013 
and formerly took up office in January 2014. Between 
2009 and 2013 St Antony’s was languishing near the 
bottom of the borough’s league tables in the lower 50’s 
of 60 schools. It was painfully evident to me that pupil 
progress had to be my main focus. I therefore made 
strategic and fundamental changes to the structures 
and curriculum to ensure that the pupils in general but 
particularly those at the end of KS1 (year 2) and KS2 
(year 6) would make accelerated progress in all core 
areas. 

By June 2014 the school moved from the bottom of 
the borough’s league tables to the top. The school had 
made a meteoric rise to fourth in the borough over the 
first two terms under my leadership and I had every 
intension for us to continue to sustain this level of 
progress and achievement.

What made the difference? 

Changing the narrative, the culture and ethos of the 
school - getting children and staff to take on an “I can!” 
attitude instead of allowing the “I can’t” (which was 
rife) and permeated all systems and the very soul of 
the school. This approach demanded re-thinking and 
unlearning alongside fastidious but collaborative work 
with all stakeholders. I established with Governors, 
parents and staff the philosophy that raising expectations 
and raising the bar was the way forward for all abilities! 
Changing the thinking that being on the SEND register 
was an excuse to under achieve and dispelling the 
myth that being “deprived” was naturally linked to low 

attainment was going to be a serious challenge -as at the 
time approximately 25% of the 472 pupils of the school 
met the criteria for Free School Meals (FSM)-this was 
well above national.

I set about getting the staff at all levels to buy into the 
fact that raising attainment had more to do building self-
esteem and self-worth- than merely putting strategies in 
place to drive standards. We began to work more on the 
“Affective Domain” to ignite the cognitive. We started 
to get children to “believe they can achieve” while 
giving them strategies to make this happen. We used 
the performing arts to build confidence in our children 
through new programmes and initiatives established. 

One of my major challenges from the very outset was 
to get the whole staff to buy into the new vision for the 
school which was inextricably linked to the fact that we 
are a faith school and therefore we should never shy 
away from taking ‘leaps of faith’- holding fast to the 
precept that “with Christ all things are indeed possible!” 
Our ethos became one that was palpable; this was 
encapsulated in our school vision “to be an engine of 
real and sustainable change within the community”. 
The change I wanted to establish most was “change 
from within” each individual in the school.

This vision was shared with the children and they 
got to understand it fully through small group work, 
discussions in assemblies, circle time, school council 
meetings and class debates. They were asked to voice 
what this would demand of them individually and 
how this would directly impact on their learning and 
behaviour. They got it! They bought into it and they 
began to live it! They then got their parents on board-
the large majority of whom supported the changes 
implemented-even daily early morning booster classes 
at 8am across years 5 and 6. 
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The school’s accelerated progress plan was built on the 
“ordinary magic of hard graft” focussed on key aims 
which formed our whole school priorities agreed by 
Governors, staff and parents-these were the: 

1. Development of an effective leadership team 
inclusive of SLT, SMT and Governance underpinned 
by effective CPD and focused pedagogy 

2. Raising achievement and attainment in reading, 
writing and maths; 

3. Improving the quality of teaching and learning and

4. Developing an environment which enhances and 
supports learning. 

All these changes did not come without a heavy cost 
however; there was an exodus of staff within the first 
year of my tenure as a result of the demand for 100% 
commitment to the new thinking and approach as well 
as the establishment of non-negotiable aspirational 
targets and outcomes for all children from Nursery 
to year 6.  I  lived my mantra of “walking by faith”; 
therefore, where others saw peril my Governors and I 
saw possibilities! We were able to secure a new cadre 
of experienced, creative teachers alongside newly 
qualified teachers. We also took the visionary step of 
appointing specialists in Maths and English in 2014 
to further drive standards in general but particularly 
among the more able to secure greater numbers of level 
5’s and 6’s  in 2015 and in recent time more children 
working at greater depth (GDS) in Reading, Writing 
and Maths. 

Staff turnover stabilised and we now have a hard 
working teaching and learning team who are child 
focused and result oriented. Our leadership team is 
currently our “dream team” as they effectively model, 

manage and monitor securing high standards which we 
have now come to be known for. The leadership team 
supports and challenges all staff to empower and up-
skill them. 

Staff are reflective yet also critical of their own 
performance and recognise how to shape their practice 
in order to further raise standards for the children.  One 
of the main outcomes of the changes made was the 
change of culture in the school the children are now 
used to being challenged and find enjoyment in their 
learning. Our inspirational Curriculum Lead ensures 
that the children’s learning has depth and breadth and 
fosters cross curricular learning. Our hard working 
SENCO with the head changed the structure of the 
SEND provision to include the teaching of ‘life skills’ 
such as sewing, cooking, baking and cycling in the 
afternoons for our High Needs pupils. We extended our 
Out of Hours Learning provisions from being limited to 
5 after school clubs to 45 clubs which includes: Dance, 
Drama and Performing Arts, Orchestra, Cooking and 
Baking, Fencing, Karate, French, Spanish, Debating, 
Jr. Theology, Publishing Art and Animation.

Our school is currently the top school in the London 
Borough of Newham (DfE league tables 2017) and 
among the top 20 schools in the country. St Antony’s 
Catholic Primary has become synonymous with high 
achievement-our challenge now is to continue to 
sustain this. 

“Progress in reading, writing and mathematics are 
significantly* above national and in the highest 10%” 
(Raise 2017).

“Reading, writing and mathematics progress was in 
the top 20% for at least two years for all pupils: middle 
prior attainers, high prior attainers and disadvantaged 
pupils.”  Ofsted Data Benchmarking 2017


