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Our school sits, like a beacon of opportunity, in 
the heart of an incredibly challenged community. 
When the pit closed in 1993, the community 
could claim to have loyally served the colliery 
for nearly a century; its closure left the village 
with high levels of unemployment and forced 
the area into becoming a transient community 
with increasingly high levels of mobility. The 
school serves one of Doncaster’s most socially 
deprived areas with most pupils entering school 
significantly below the average standard of 
learning. 

The school had experienced a run of low 
attainment at the end of KS1 and KS2 and was 
suffering from a lack of cohesion, common drive 
and low staff morale. When I took over as Head, 
just over two years ago, the school was in need of 
change! Significant change - to address the issues 
that the community experienced every day.

Our motto and mantra became: what challenges 
us, changes us. 

One of the first things we did was scrutinise a 
range of local data (related to the community’s 
challenges) and fed this information back to our 
wider curriculum. It became clear that a shift 
was needed in order to teach the children the 
skills, knowledge and understanding they would 
need to succeed. Science, PE and PSHE became 
the curriculum drivers. The timetable changed 
to accommodate this new approach; clarity of 

current levels of learning and understanding were 
established and assessment systems put in place 
to measure the impact. Children were explicitly 
taught, and experiential opportunities facilitated, 
so that they could learn how to keep themselves 
safe, fit and well - including an explicit Thrive© 
approach for our most challenging children, 
who were encouraged to consider their own 
behaviours along with a supportive programme 
of development. 

My Assistant Headteachers, Kelly Hemmingway, 
Abi Smith and Vicky Simmons, tirelessly 
supported my vision for the school’s development 
and we embarked on establishing supportive 
systems of managing staff performance with 
an explicit focus on professional development. 
Staff were held to account – there is no way 
to dress this up as anything other than what it 
was. We gave staff the opportunity to attend 
termly appraisal meetings (along with termly 
pupil progress meetings) where everyone was 
supported in reflecting on their own practice 
against their pupils’ achievements, success 
and engagement. Far from being a ‘done to’ 
experience, we succeeded in empowering staff 
to take responsibility for their own development 
and to measure their success in a variety of 
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ways. Staff became proactive, research savvy, 
and responsive to change; they drove the school 
improvement agenda forwards with their energy 
and desire to improve. As a school leader, this 
cultural change was powerful to experience 
and has greatly influenced my approach to staff 
development since. 

We made changes to how we managed pupils with 
challenging and complex behaviours. Many of 
our children arrive at school with complex needs 
that cannot be allowed to remain unaddressed. 
The behaviour policy became one of logical 
consequence and rational reflections. Children 
are asked to reflect and analyse their behaviours 
and the causes underpinning these and (for those 
children who need it) support is given to do this. 
The ethos of the school moved from a mainly 
judicial one, to one where an understanding of 
‘why’ became the key ingredient and, from this, 

a collaborative approach to addressing the ‘why’ 
and putting right the wrong. We are acutely 
aware of the national issue around adult mental 
health and, in our own way, are determined to 
send forth a generation of adults who have had 
some chance to understand themselves!

The change in our school was tangible. The whole 
school changes to provision and the introductions 
of new initiatives – or ‘the big stuff’ - have often 
been the easier to achieve success from. Their 
visible nature and topical focus keeps them at 
the forefront of school development. I believe 
the real wins are in the details; leaving nothing 
as just ‘good enough’ but aspiring to be better in 
every way. This school has served the community 
for over a hundred years – my own grandparents 
once walked the corridors and learned new and 
exciting things under its roof. It’s a privilege to 
take the school into a new era.


