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In January 2010, Helena Mills was appointed to the 
role of Head teacher at Burnt Mill Academy. From 
that moment, the school embarked upon a journey 
to achieve the vision of providing an outstanding 
educational provision for the young people and 
community of Harlow. At that time, I was the Head 
of English and, having grown up in Harlow myself, 
I was inspired to be a part of this exciting journey to 
change the pupils’ lives through education. 

We are now nine years into our journey; Ofsted has 
rated the school outstanding and our pupils achieve 
excellent outcomes. Helena Mills is the CEO of Burnt 
Mill Academy Trust comprising of six secondary 
schools and five primaries. In 2017, Helena was 
awarded a CBE for her services to education. In the 
same year, I was privileged to take up the role of 
Head of School at Burnt Mill Academy to continue 
the journey that has changed our students’ lives and 
our community.  

We have achieved these successes through a consistent 
vision that has steered this journey from 2010 to 
today. The vision is to ensure that young people can 
realise their dreams and ambitions no matter what 
barriers they may encounter. Our aim is to smash 
through these barriers. Leaders are uncompromising 
in their belief that our students deserve the best and 
therefore set about making the vision a reality. There 
is a culture of high expectations throughout every 
aspect of school life from how the students wear 
their uniforms, to their behaviour and work ethic and 
everyone in the school has a relentless focus upon 
meeting these high expectations. 

This culture of high expectations is continuous. 
On this journey, we are always moving forwards 
by reviewing our practice and striving for even 
more success for our students and particularly our 
disadvantaged students. Teaching and learning 
is at the heart of what we do. Helena Mills is now 
the CEO but she still teaches as do all the Head 
teachers in the Trust. In order to prioritise teaching 
and learning, time is provided for teachers to develop 
their classroom practice. Our talented Middle leaders 
facilitate extensive CPD programmes to ensure that 
subject knowledge is exceptional and teachers have 
professional dialogues about their subjects and the 
curriculum. 

In 2012, the school received an outstanding judgement 
from Ofsted. This judgement inspired staff to want 
even more for the children of Harlow so we began 
to review our school to see how we could improve 
even further. We made significant changes to the 
curriculum. In KS4, we restructured the timetable 
with two option days a week and three core days. 
We also introduced 100-minute lessons to enable the 
pupils to immerse themselves in the learning of their 
GCSE subjects.
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Our journey continued in 2013 when local primary 
schools joined the MAT. This collaboration between 
primary and secondary schools within the Trust has 
had a significant impact upon raising standards in 
secondary. 

Teaching and learning, the curriculum and enrichment 
programmes continue to evolve. In 2016, our middle 
leaders in English and science reviewed the curriculum 
content for Key stage 3. They questioned why we 
teach what we do to students and the sequencing of 
this content. Our forward thinking leaders, question, 
challenge and explore what we are teaching to our 
pupils and how this content increases their knowledge 
of the subject and develops them as individuals. Our 
latest development is the Burnt Mill Academy Trust 
Curriculum. We have appointed Curriculum Directors 
to establish a curriculum with a clear rationale that 
ensures our students leave us as confident BMAT 
Graduates with a passion for learning, their subjects 
and a wider knowledge of the world.

These strategies, embedded over time, have enabled 
us to raise aspirations, improve attainment and to 
transform the lives of young people and particularly 
our disadvantaged learners. Our pupils leave school 
as successful young people having achieved academic 
success, confidence and with great character and the 
resilience to face their future challenges. 

In May 2019, the school had a section 8 Ofsted 
Inspection and Burnt Mill Academy retained its 
outstanding judgement. The Inspectors found that 
leaders ensure there are high expectations for pupils to 
achieve across the curriculum and challenging work 
is effective in motivating pupils and helping them to 
make strong progress, and that the provision for our 
students with special educational needs is strong. 

Far from being over, our journey is in some ways just 
beginning as we now strive to provide a world-class 
education for our students. However, the vision and 
principles which we commenced this journey with, 
in 2010, still drive us today; the principles that we 
are here to serve the local community and educate 
disadvantaged children to free them to confidently 
work and socialise with people beyond their local 
areas.


