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Aiming for Outstanding

Many editorials about a school’s journey of 
improvement start with outlining its background 
- its number of children, its percentages of Pupil 
Premium and SEN children, and the number 
of those children subject to child protection 
proceedings. All such data is provided to 
highlight in just how challenging an area a 
particular school is located. The present editorial 
will not do this. 

My name is Stuart Allen and I am Head Teacher 
of Mile Cross Primary School in Norfolk. Use a 
trusted search engine to find out exactly the day-
to-day challenges we face. 

We all now know that it is no longer acceptable 
to use a child’s background as an excuse for 
underachievement. Determined and resolute 
leadership was fundamental to moving this new 
school forward.

Having experienced three Ofsted Inspections, 
an HMI visit and a Subject Specific Inspection, 
it is fair to say that we know our strengths 
and weaknesses far better than even the best 
informed visitor and what follows are a few of 
the ingredients of our success.

All successful institutions highlight the need 
to take risks. We have taken many risks on 
our journey, although never for the mere sake 
of taking risks. Instead, we have weighed up 
initiatives, or local and national programmes, 

before deciding whether they were right for our 
school. We have never been afraid to dispense 
with them if they were not.

The children are at the core of all that we do. 
They have been the first priority throughout 
everything that we have done.

The first phase of developing the school was to 
provide nurture and pastoral support for all the 
children. We acted out of passion for children 
rather than out of compassion. We were adept 
at tackling problems, at thinking of solutions 
which reduce barriers, at overcoming emotional 
and psychological hurdles and at creating the 
conditions in which learning could take place.

This first phase incorporated inclusion for all. 
There were early interventions and screening 
for potential barriers to learning from as early 
as the Nursery or whenever it was that a child 
joined our school. Heavily investing in the Early 
Years was key to creating the foundations for 
the future of our improvement journey. These 
strategies were not quick fixes. They were long-
term strategies: I have seen only too often, with 
Governments, sticking plaster initiatives which 
never do any more than cover up problems!

This first phase also involved relentless adherence 
to a list of non-negotiables that included:
 
• Raising expectations of what children can 

do. 
• Improving attendance
• Improving behaviour through the use of 

frequent praise for children and the use of 
valued reward systems to enhance positive 
attitudes.  

• Improving consistency in the quality 
of teaching, planning and stimulating 
classroom environments across the school. 

• Using highly structured approaches to 
improve reading, writing and mathematics 
to strengthen good learning habits.

• The daily delivery of a broad, balanced, 
relevant and stimulating curriculum inside 
and outside.
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• Close checks on learning during and after 
lessons through effective marking and 
formative assessments.

• Target setting linked closely to termly 
tracking and extensive analysis of each 
child’s progress.

• Children’s work displayed to celebrate and 
stimulate further learning.

• Involving parents through ‘Reading 
Records’ with the expectation that children 
will be heard reading every day.

• Holding all stakeholders to account!

The second phase of our journey, which 
followed, enabled us to focus on academic 
support, with an emphasis on raising self-
esteem, engaging children and motivating them 
to learn.

This phase brought a focus on offering an 
outstanding curriculum that placed a strong 
emphasis on basic skills and on strengthening 
English, maths and science through other 
subject areas, thus enabling children to write 
for purpose in a variety of styles. It also sought 
to see development of language by encouraging 
children to communicate their understanding 
and to evaluate their learning. By providing a 
vibrant, exciting and carefully tailored range of 
visits and stimulating activities, we sought to 
widen our children’s learning and enrich their 
lives.

During this time, it was essential to attract and 
appoint effective staff who were lively and 
brought worthwhile fresh ideas. Leadership 
models were transformed to reflect the changing 
needs of the school.  Investment in staff training 
was drastically increased to consolidate, 
reinforce and enhance all staff abilities.

Now we are embarking upon a third phase, 
which will focus on a drive to support children 
properly and which will expect them to achieve 
well. Staff of the highest quality will be 
appointed and invested in; these will be staff 
who are passionate about finding ways of doing 
things better, with an unremitting focus on 
learning, development and progress. There will 
need to continue to be high quality leadership 
that promotes, supports and sustains the drive 
towards perfect teaching and the maximizing of 
learning.


