
School Inspection Performance

Government Initiatives IQ

‘Relentlessly Striving For 
Excellence’ Ofsted 2012

How have we done it? We were a coasting school 
in decline for many years with two previous ‘satis-
factory’ judgements and a total of five sitting in the 
Head’s chair in the last five years. Now you are more 
likely to find a student sitting in the Head’s chair, 
directing a meeting or even participating in a meeting 
of the school’s governing body or Senior Leadership 
Team (SLT).

I feel privileged to be Headteacher of this school 
which has shown rapid improvement in such a short 
space of time to now be graded as ‘Good’ with 
‘Outstanding’ features.  I can clearly point to the 
following main strategies of how, together, we are 
taking the school forward towards excellence in all 
categories:

• Listening to students and acting on the 
issues they have identified as barriers to their 
progress and learning such as immediate action 
on behaviour for learning. Students asked to see 
clear consistent action should anyone disrupt their 
learning. My students are openly aspirational and 
explained that they wanted higher targets and support 
at the point of their learning when they started to 
struggle or get behind. They wanted their teachers to 
be happy [interesting that- they pick up on bad vibes] 
and immediately we introduced a praise culture of 
sharing good practice, success and making Priory a 
fun place to be while never diverting from a steady 
focus on improving mastery and learning.

• Using techniques learned from world- class
training I have received on the Future Leaders 
programme to immediately set about establishing a 
culture of high expectations and ensuring that every 
student, as well as every teacher and member of staff, 
feels valued, capable and enabled to succeed. As a 
Future Leader, I received personalised  headship sup-
port which showed me models of excellence to strive 
for from around the world as well as from the UK. It 
has been personally enriching to be able to establish 
learning partnerships with like- minded individuals 
who are as committed as I am to get the maximum 
for young people. Consequently, our CPD 
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is now mainly focused on collaboration and sharing 
examples of in-house practice or from a learning day 
out where a teacher will select a neighbouring school 
outstanding in a key area and bringing back fresh, in-
novative ideas as we all continually strive to deliver 
what is best for our context. The characteristics that 
Future Leaders training develops include a restless-
ness to maximise achievement, forensic determina-
tion to get the basics right and an insatiable drive to 
give students the very best opportunities in life by 
providing the highest standards in every lesson, for 
every staff member [not just teachers], every day. 
Don’t do it for Ofsted – do it because it is the right 
thing to do.

• One of the first things was establishing an 
open culture of honesty and celebrating the many 
examples of professional pride already within the 
existing team. A main problem was that there existed 
an outstanding staff team who were fragmented and 
low, as they thirsted for strong, positive direction to 
enable them to show their strength and capacity to 
thrive. It isn’t just about hard data. As professionals 
we thrive when treated as such. Telling staff clearly 
that this school was unwavering and totally commit-
ted towards attaining Outstanding and unequivocally, 
stating that if they weren’t on the journey and fully 
committed to that, then they needed to consider their 
position as this was not going to be the right school 
for them. Only a few chose to leave and one of the 
best achievements is that we had the existing capac-
ity to deliver. The staff did it and should be rightly 
proud of how they have hung in and shown determi-
nation – as their Hhead, I salute them and am proud 
to stand amongst my team as one of them.
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• Seeking the best in delivering high class 
inspirational CPD. Fed up of paying hundreds for 
individual staff to go out for the day and come back 
with limited impact on driving forward improve-
ment, we tried a new and highly successful way. The 
best money I spent and worth every penny and more 
was headhunting the 4S Lead Consultant Angela 
Bradshaw to deliver engaging and lazerlaser sharp 
effective New Framework training. This had an im-
mediate and lasting impact on focusing our energies 
to work smarter and fast-track improvements to meet 
the higher expectations of the New Framework. Staff 
said it was simply the best training they had ever had 
and it gave us hope that we could and would meet 
the ‘threat’ of Ofsted head on and survive. We didn’t 
just survive but we thrived with increased vigour and 
confidence as success was demystified.

• Using data strategically and accepting no 
excuses. Staff have really been amazing in their 
openness towards rapid improvement and using data 
to drive improvement. No longer do we sit back and 
use hope as a strategic plan. Now we look forwards 
always informed by real facts of where students are 
today and enabling tomorrow to be met with confi-
dence due to continual, embedded interventions to 
correct  students’correct students’ mastery and enable 
them to stay on target, or in many cases now exceed 
targets as AFL is a continuous process in every les-
son, in every conversation and in every piece of

written feedback. We look at the students we have 
today and wrap our curriculum provision around 
them rather than vice versa. Students can see and feel 
the change and their confidence has grown in line 
with their increased grades. As #one Year 11 stated “, 
I wish I was in Year 10 to get more of this”’ [Ofsted 
2012].

• However, none of the above can be achieved 
without the support of a focused and aligned gov-
erning body that is prepared to facilitate the rapid 
change and watch the traditional model of their be-
loved school grow and transform to meet the needs 
of today. It takes courage as a governor to appoint, 
support alongside challenging a head who leads staff 
to take measured risks towards a transformational 
highly aspirational culture. They had the courage to 
believe, the strength to ‘change the way they work’ 
[Ofsted 2012] and the vision to know that only by 
welcoming and embracing change can we succeed in 
empowering our young people. 

A final message. Believe in the capacity of your 
team. As school leaders we shouldn’t be hypocritical 
and pretend to care for our students under a moral 
purpose of raising attainment when too often it 
seems that we model the opposite by discarding too 
quickly staff members who need a bit of extra sup-
port at the right time to get on track. I think the true 
measure of an outstanding school is one that cares 
not just for every student member but for staff too. 
As Head, you can’t be in front of every class, every 
day but if we infect inspire our staff with passion and 
self -faith, they distribute that daily from every pore 
and interaction with students. Try it. It really works.

By Catherine Edens, Headteacher at Burscough 
Priory Science College and Future Leader (Cohort 
’08). The Future Leaders programme is now open 
for applications. Please visitwww.future-lead ers.org.
uk for more information.


