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Two years ago the future of Ferndale Primary 
school looked bleak. The results had been 
steadily dropping in Key Stage 1 and 2 until 
both were below the floor standard. Only 
29% of children were on track by the time 
I joined. Pupil numbers were decreasing 
rapidly, parental engagement was waning 
and staff morale was at an all-time low. Since 
then Ferndale has been on a journey.

The first priority was to raise the quality of 
teaching. We focused all staff meetings on CPD, 
and many specifically on what constituted good 
teaching. Clear expectations were set but they 
were coupled with the scaffolding and support 
required to help evaluate and improve their own 
practice.

It was also important to raise standards and 
expectations. The culture needed to change so that 
staff, parents and pupils believed that regardless 
of background or family circumstance these 
children were capable of achieving anything. 
A good example of this was the fact that there 
had been no level 3’s in KS1 for some time. By 
the end of 2013 that picture had dramatically 
changed:

Rigorous monitoring of teaching and Pupil 
Performance Meetings helped to ensure that 
no child was left behind and that there was a 
clear focus on progress.  New interventions 
were initiated and work scrutinies took place 
to close the many and varied gaps. A new 
system for teaching reading was introduced 
as well as regular writing moderations which 
meant that all staff would be systematically 
swapping books, and discussing the children 
and their levels openly and honestly. 

Throughout this process we always brought 
it back to the children, with the focus being 
on how we could raise their achievement and 
ultimately their life chances.  

We needed to rewrite the curriculum to ensure 
that not only were the children excited but the 
teachers were too. We wanted everyone to be 
inspired to teach and to learn. The questions 
we posed ourselves were: ‘What skills and 
values do our children need to be prepared for 
life in the 21st century and how can we find 
interesting and innovative ways to prepare 
them for this in the classroom?’ We also 
introduced a Forest Schools program and lots 
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of outdoor learning, creativity and life skills. 
Most of the behaviour issues faded rapidly 
and instead of building resentment they built 
memories instead.

Safeguarding and child protection were major 
issues for us, which needed to be dealt with 
swiftly and effectively but we always ensured 
this was backed up with support for not only 
the children but often the families as well. 
There is always a reason why children behave 
as they do. It is never enough to just respond 
to that behaviour; as much as is possible, you 
have to deal with the root cause through strong 
relationships and effective and on-going 
family support. We have seen a huge rise in 
parental engagement by building strong links 
with our community and by introducing an 
open-door policy. Safeguarding was recently 
graded as Outstanding.

Leadership and management originally 
had no capacity to improve so a new senior 
management team was crafted and new subject 
leaders were appointed to work alongside 
more experienced staff.

Approaching the new academic year in 2013 
another shift was needed. A new determined 
energy was running through the school as we 
started thinking like a good school moving 
towards outstanding. Distributed leadership 
became more of a focus with assistant heads 
and middle managers taking on more of the 
monitoring as they began genuinely leading 
the curriculum. Staff meetings moved from 
a top down approach to more discussion 
based. We have a very talented staff who now 
work together to further improve our school.  
Ferndale is still on a journey and always will 
be. Although it is no longer one of plugging 
gaps and managing behaviour, it is now 
about achieving and maintaining excellence. 
The focus is always on what excites us and 
our pupils, and what we can do next that is 
different. In 2014 Ofsted graded the school, 
as good with outstanding Leadership and 
Management; these are exciting times and 
long may they continue.
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