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As Headteacher of Christ’s College Finchley I 
am extremely proud to lead a school with such a 
rich tradition and exciting future. When I joined 
in the summer of 2013, however, the school’s 
position was fragile; results had fallen to 51% 
5A*-C including English and maths, with 52% 
gaining A*-C in Maths and English. These 
poor results were swiftly followed by an Ofsted 
inspection which graded the school ‘Requires 
Improvement’. The inevitable then followed 
with a drop in parental confidence and a dip in 
projected student numbers. In addition, teacher 
predictions for 2014 were even lower and it soon 
became evident that there was much to do.

Our progress since has been impressive and 
we have been rewarded with national plaudit 
and accolades.

By 2014 the Best 8 value-added had risen from 
993 the previous year to 1024.This placed us 
in the top 10% of schools nationally for the 
achievement of boys.

In 2015 we qualified for two SSAT awards for 
attainment and progress.

In the summer of 2016 the school achieved 
70% 5A*-C with English and Maths and 
75% of students at C or better in both Maths 
and English. This followed an OFSTED 
inspection which graded us ‘Good’ in all 
categories and described progress at key stage 
4 as ‘excellent’.

Now in my fourth year, we have the strongest 
staffing team to date and I am genuinely 
excited about what we can achieve.

I have identified 6 key factors which have 
contributed to our rapid progress:

1. Re-establishing a culture of high expectations.

We believe that all children, want, need 
and deserve boundaries and that we 
must provide these in a culture of care. 
From the first day, when we insisted that 
shirts were tucked in, ties done up and 
blazers worn it sent out a message to all 
concerned that we were aiming higher. 
I was surprised at how readily students 
and most staff embraced the culture shift. 
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However it was not universal and there 
were to be tough challenges ahead with 
individuals who did not enjoy increased 
accountability. 

A new behaviour policy which distributes 
responsibilities clearly between senior 
leaders (who must set the example), 
middle leaders and other staff whilst also 
holding our young people accountable 
for their behaviour has been successfully 
implemented following careful consultation 
with parents, staff and students. Students 
were very clear that they wanted a climate in 
which they could learn without disruption. 
A new prefect system raised esteem and 
expectations amongst students; the purple 
blazers an outward sign of change.

2.   Relentless focus on high quality  
      teaching and learning.

Having the opportunity to appoint three 
new Assistant Headteachers helped to re-
invigorate the senior team and energise 
the drive for school improvement. As 
the teacher responsible for teaching and 
learning, April Elsmore has developed 

a teacher-centred approach to training 
teachers. Very quickly she has developed 
powerful links with Kings College 
London, The Institute of Education and 
London Metropolitan University. They 
are impressed with the level of care and 
attention to detail given to new trainees 
and they have seen the school as a good 
second placement where student teachers 
have struggled on a first placement. We 
are now at a stage where trainees have 
significantly strengthened our recruitment 
and the quality of teaching.
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3.    Adapt the curriculum to fit the needs of  
       more students.

The first ‘easy win’ was to respond to the 
Ofsted criticism from November 2013 
by increasing the amount of time in the 
curriculum for English. This has been a 
key part of the reason for improving the 
2013 pass rate in English from 56% in 
2013 to 76% in 2016.

Appointing Aytac Ali, as Deputy 
Headteacher, in June 2014 certainly 
accelerated the progress we were already 
making. There is no doubt that he was 
instrumental in the transition from 
‘Requires Improvement’ to ‘Good’. Aytac 
conducted a full curriculum review in his 
second term. He consulted with all key 
stakeholders to gain the crucial ‘buy in’. 
One key outcome was a new pathway 
system which tailored the curriculum to 
meet need. It gave more time to students 
who needed to consolidate literacy and 
numeracy skills without removing the right 
of student choice we value in our timetable. 
From a mixed picture in 2013 for Sciences, 
where progress in Chemistry was excellent 
but other disciplines were average, we now 
have overall performance rated by FFT in 
the top 2% nationally.

4.   Strengthen the senior team.

I inherited good people on my senior team 
and getting them to adapt their practice to 
meet a new and evolving challenge in 2013 
was a critical first step. I was confident 

that I had leaders here with the potential 
to make the changes the school needed 
to survive and then thrive. Established 
leaders like Mike Kneller and Mark 
Hodges worked tirelessly to implement 
new initiatives and adapted very quickly 
to the new expectations you are always 
going to have with a new Headteacher. 
I was able to tap in to their unwavering 
passion for the school’s success as well as 
their considerable talents. They worked 
alongside my new recruits to drive 
forward improvement at a time when the 
school with our poor Ofsted, weak exam 
results and with growing threats from 
newly opening free schools impacting on 
income, was more vulnerable than it had 
been its 160 year history.

I was delighted when the opportunity 
arose to make a first internal appointment. 
As AHT and Head of Maths, Sarah Pullan, 
was able to build on an outstanding 
tradition for achievement in this core 
subject. The school remains in the top 3% 
for progress nationally and in 2016 results 
rose to 85% of students gaining A*-C in 
Mathematics.

5.   Investment in people.

This is about bringing everybody on board 
with the vision and is critical to developing 
the momentum required for success.
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With limited funds and resources it can 
be difficult to make it clear that staff 
and students matter. We have been 
innovative and imaginative in our use of 
funding. In the summer of 2015 and after 
several failed bids historically we had 
a new all-weather pitch laid. The pitch, 
which lies in the shadow of the iconic 
Wembley arc, provided a powerful visual 
illustration of the steely determination of 
the school to drive towards excellence in 
the face of adversity. Much of the credit 
for perseverance in pushing this project 
through goes to Aytac and the Head of PE 
and former CCF student, Daniel Nielsen.
The facility also provides the much 
needed extra space for 900 boys to play at 
lunchtimes. The school has also invested 
in brightening up classrooms, corridors 
and our renovated dining facilities.

Although we have demanded more from 
staff, we have also taken every effort 
to recognise their numerous successes. 
Investment in a new staff insurance 
system allows them a fast track to 
arrange medical treatments such as 
scans, Physiotherapy and treatment 
for major illnesses. It also provides 
24 hour access to a GP online or over 
the telephone. The school has also 
implemented a zero cover policy for 
permanent teaching staff.

6.   Working in closer collaboration with the 
governing body on key school improvement 
issues.

The modern academy now requires 
governors to take a far more prominent role. 
It is vital that the right sort of constructive 
relationships are built. CCF governors are 
well trained in utilising crucial data to 
assess the performance of leadership and 
provide the vital support needed to take 
the tough decisions required to move the 
school forward and to make us a centre of 
excellence and school of choice for our 
community.

For more information on Christ’s College 
Finchley please visit:

www.christscollegefinchley.org.uk


