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Kirk Balk Academy is a part of Northern 
Education Trust (NET) based in Hoyland, 
South Yorkshire. Until February 2020, 
when the academy was rated as ‘Good’ in 
all categories by Ofsted, the community of 
Hoyland had never had access to a school 
providing a good secondary education 
since the introduction of the Education 
Act. For generations Kirk Balk delivered 
results in all areas that placed the school 
in the bottom 10% of schools nationally. 

The transformation of Kirk Balk began with 
the move to a new PFI building in 2012 and 
continued with the sponsorship of NET in 
2015. The rapid improvements in all areas 
of the academy have been made possible by 
the adoption of the ‘NORTHERN’ model of 
school improvement as well as a relentless 
focus on delivering the trust vision of 
‘Outcomes Focused, Child Centred’ which 
have been introduced by the CEO, Mr Rob 
Tarn, with the support of the Trust Board.

Led by the Principal, Dean Buckley, 
the SLT and wider staff ensure that all 
decisions are made with the needs of 
students as the paramount concern. When 
asked specifically how Kirk Balk has been 
transformed, Mr Buckley is adamant that 
everything starts with sculpting the right 
culture. High expectations of everybody as 
well as a strong and collective team ethos 
are crucial. 
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Our culture of high standards is expected 
by everyone; from senior leaders who 
subscribe to our ‘excellent senior 
leadership mandate’ to students adhering 
to our ‘no mobile phones’ and strictly 
enforced uniform standards. Our whole 
approach is underpinned by never being 
too big to do the small things that just need 
to get done. We are never in our offices 
during the school day. Our job is to run 
the school and to positively interact with 
students in lessons. We understand that 
good qualifications in core subjects have 
life changing implications for the young 
people in our care. Leadership places a 
relentless focus on standards in all areas 
of the academy and a policy of ‘immediate 
action’ has created a proactive, solution 
focused approach. We really do believe 
that if you get the culture right, the results 
will come. That’s the right way around to 
do it.

What sets us apart from other schools is 
our commitment to make each new day 
better than the day before. If anything, we 
over-plan, over-communicate and over-
rehearse things as a senior team. Attention 

to detail is important and should never 
be overlooked. This is our approach to 
everything we do; from how we dress our 
school with world class displays to how we 
meticulously track and intervene with our 
students via our precisely organised ‘RAG’ 
and Achievement Meetings.

As well as ensuring the best academic 
outcomes we endeavour to create a wealth 
of opportunities to enrich our students 
experiences and enjoyment of school and 
to generate opportunities for students to 
accrue the cultural capital that they will 
need to be successful. There are a range 
of enrichment activities and events that 
cater for a variety of student interests and 
ensure equality of opportunity. Students 
are encouraged to achieve ‘Pledges’ 
(experiences which enrich them beyond 
the curriculum) and students in Years 
7 and 8 benefit from the ‘Experiences’ 
programme which is a series of events 
and educational visits which, as an 
entitlement, are free of charge to all 
students. These include opportunities 
such as free music tuition and university 
visits. 
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In the classroom, a well-embedded 
collaborative learning ethos is prevalent 
because we value the development of 
good leadership skills and great team 
working abilities. Perhaps one of the most 
impressive things we have been able to 
achieve is the overwhelming consistency 
that is evident in our approach to teaching 
via our collaborative learning approaches. 
Our pedagogical approach is based 
upon the latest research and combines 
collaborative learning with retrieval 
practice, an interleaved curriculum 
and an understanding of cognitive load 
theory. Comprehensive research led CPD 
empowers teaching staff to become the 
driving force for exceptional learning in 
the classroom.

Our curriculum remains at the heart 
of what we do. It is constructed to 
continually challenge students and raise 
aspirations. Our SOAPs (Subject on a 
Page) ensure students can track their own 
progress and make explicit links between 
subjects and the wider world and our 
innovative ‘Reading Routes’ system is 
rapidly accelerating student reading ages. 

Curriculum Led Financial Planning (CLFP) 
means that we can comfortably afford to 
offer wonderful enrichment opportunities 
to all our students.

The establishment of our Student President 
and Student Voice groups have encouraged 
students to play a central role in the 
development and improvement of their 
own academy. This has been important. 
As a result, students leave the academy 
well prepared for life in modern Britain 
and with a good understanding of British 
Values.

An ethos of inclusivity and high 
expectations has supported a ‘praise 
culture’ amongst students and staff. Ofsted 
commented that ‘Teachers and leaders 
enjoy celebrating pupils’ successes’ 
and that ‘whole classes applaud a good 
answer’. Our ‘applause moments’ are 
unique and wonderful feature of our 
academy. In lessons, the daily interaction 
between students and senior leaders are 
welcomed. Senior leaders visit lessons 
to support learning and praise students. 
This regular interaction acts to normalise 
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praise and fosters intrinsic motivation. 
Students understand what is meant by 
being PROUD. Praise is further enhanced 
by our ‘PROUD Thursday’ initiative, by 
which students nominate work of which 
they are especially proud. This work is 
publicly rewarded by members of SLT, or 
visiting VIPs, with participating students 
receiving certificates and rewards. We 
try to make everything we do a special 
occasion for our wonderful students.

We are exceptionally proud that this 
personalised approach has contributed to 
the achievement of 0% NEET students in 
each of the past three years. Students are 
supported to make well-informed decisions 
by providing access to differentiated, 
impartial and independent information and 
guidance about the range of options that are 
most likely to help them to achieve their 
ambitions. Our ‘Careers Corner’ initiative 
ensures that careers and aspirations are not 
only high profile within the academy but 
also that students have access to the very 
best professional careers advice on request 
every day. 

In 2019, because of our rigorous and 
robust systems along with accurately 
deployed and recycled intervention, Kirk 

Balk increased the number of students 
achieving a grade 5+ in both English and 
Maths to 57%. The percentage of students 
achieving a grade 4+ in both subjects 
increased to 75%. The drive on both these 
measures led to the Academy securing a 
positive Progress 8 score and outcomes are 
set to continue to rise because of ‘the way 
we do things’ at Kirk Balk Academy. 


