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September 2009 heralded the long 
awaited opening of a new school within 
a new building. Hillside Primary School 
arose from the amalgamation of two well 
established, caring and supportive schools.  

Hillside is located within an area of 
considerable social and economic challenges.  
We have a very high percentage of families 
in receipt of free school meals, of children 
with Special Educational Needs, and families 
receiving support from Social Services.  
The ward has locally the highest percentage 
of workless benefits, the second highest 
percentage of reported domestic violence and 
significant medical issues.  Our community 
is extremely diverse, with children from a 
wide range of countries, with an equally wide 
range of languages.  During the last two years 
our work has been significantly affected by 
families struggling in the current economic 
climate.

We are committed to the ‘green agenda’ and 
are already working on re-accreditation of 
‘Green Flag’ status. We are heavily committed 
to learning as a lifelong process.  For a variety 
of reasons many parents have had negative 
experiences of education, and we are keen 
to redress this and raise both their and their 
children’s aspirations.

Our five year journey has been a roller 
coaster.  The early years saw a heavy focus 
on establishing the ethos and developing 
a solid staff team.  As a result we achieved 
affirmations through awards such as Investors 
in People (amongst others).  Our first visit 
from Ofsted confirmed that, although graded 
as ‘satisfactory’, we were well on our way to 
achieving our goals.

Then......the rollercoaster dipped dramatically.  
Poor SATs results placed us at the bottom 
of every conceivable list.  We redoubled 
our efforts with a clear and determined 
focus, leaving no stone unturned.  We were 
on a mission!  Priorities were sharpened 
considerably and our focus was unashamedly 
to improve literacy and maths standards.  
Never again would we be in this position.

We forged ahead with a staff team fully behind 
the measures put in place.  The LA placed 
us in a group of underperforming schools, 
insisting that an ex HMI basically performed 
a mini Ofsted on us – despite only having had 
one relatively recently.  This did nothing for 
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morale, until he confirmed that our plans were 
ambitious yet realistic, and we were well on 
our way to achieving them.  We employed the 
services of an external maths consultant to 
audit provision and we then provided in-house 
training.  As this was such a mammoth task, 
we focussed on ’tying’ everything together, 
using Performance Management for all staff 
to ensure accountability.  We introduced 
termly pupil progress meetings where 
levels and progress are discussed in depth 
and actions taken if necessary. Meticulous 
tracking systems were introduced and each 
child is rigorously monitored. Thorough 
assessments and identification of next steps 
for each child have ensured  results in maths 
improving dramatically from 37.5% to 64% 
(2012) to 79% (2013) at level 4+, with similar 
improvements in literacy.  

Throughout all this we aimed to improve 
teaching overall to at least good or  better, 
through Performance Management.  Last 
year Ofsted returned, and despite their initial 
consideration that we may be placed in a 
category, they agreed we were ‘good’ due to 
the outstanding progress our children make 
and the good and outstanding teaching that 
we secured.

There were many deeply personal crises 
at Hillside during this period - leaving an 
exhausted and frequently depleted Senior 
Leadership Team. It was imperative to re-
consider the staffing structure to provide 
careful and detailed succession planning.  
This re-structure also ensured opportunities 
for career progression, and a valuing of staff 
and their ongoing commitment and hard work.

So...how did we do it?  I would suggest through 
three main areas –

1. A thoroughly hard working and committed 
staff team who support and uphold the ethos 
of the school, and a supportive Governing 
Body. 

2. The tenacity and dogged determination of 
the tight Leadership Team and strong core 
subject leaders who had and have very clear 
goals and development plans.

3. An almost obsessive focus on the end goal, 
with a refusal to be swayed by external 
bodies, even when relentless pressure is 
exerted.

Results this year moved us from third from the 
bottom in the local authority (approximately 
194 schools), to 52nd.  We haven’t finished yet!


