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North Denes is a 420-pupil primary school 
and nursery, located in an area of significant 
deprivation in Great Yarmouth. Debbie Whiting 
was originally the head teacher of another school 
also working as a Local Leader of Education at 
what was then North Denes Junior School. At 
that time, the school was rated “satisfactory” by 
Ofsted – although it had a history of being placed 
in special measures. Financial management was 
under investigation, the head resigned, standards 
were below national averages, behaviour and 
attendance were poor and staff morale was low.
 Debbie joined North Denes as head in 2012, in 
partnership with her other school. In January 2013, 
the school was judged to “require improvement” 
– at the time a significant achievement. Since 
then the school has received  2 good outcomes 
and at the most recent inspection, July 2018, the 
school was judged to have outstanding leadership 
with good judgements in all other areas.

I believe in distributed leadership, collaboration 
and partnership working – but there was no 
established leadership at any level in the school 
when I arrived. The deputy was newly-appointed 
and governance was weak. The governing body 
received training and new governors with 
required skillsets were appointed – they are now 
effective partners in leading the school and offer 
an outstanding level of challenge. Training and 
development of staff had been neglected and a 
succession of leaders and input from different 
sources had incurred continual change. I began by 
developing a whole school vision, encapsulating 

it in the acronym CARE (Cooperate, Achieve, 
Respect, Excel) which drove the work of the 
school. The often heard phrase “these children 
can’t” has become “these children must!” 

Implementing change 

Teaching and learning, outcomes for children 
and whole staff development became the driving 
focus for improvement. Change is not easy; 
it takes people outside of their comfort zone 
and provides a level of challenge not everyone 
is willing to embrace. It entails difficult 
conversations and a level of demand not to be 
underestimated. Subject leaders and deputies 
in both schools worked together and a new 
cohesive skills-based curriculum and assessment 
system coalesced. Pupil progress meetings were 
established; teachers began to plan and assess 
together in year groups; subject leader training 
was provided, and the tracking of pupil progress 
and timely, targeted intervention was placed back 
in the hands of teachers – closely monitored and 
evaluated by senior leaders. The foundations of 
what had taken six years to accomplish in my 
first headship were in place in just over a term.
Joint staff meetings and staff development 
opportunities increased capacity rapidly in 
both schools. Potential leaders were identified 
and developed through the completion of 
professional courses. The whole school staff was 
taken to London to learn from an outstanding 
school with similar levels of deprivation. This 
opened their eyes to what was possible. In March 
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2014, North Denes received its first ever Ofsted 
rating of “good” in every area. Four years on, 
we have a strong senior leadership team with a 
relentless focus on pupil outcomes. Leadership 
is distributed throughout and effective at every 
level – everyone leads something, and we are 
growing future leaders. The growing reputation 
of our school has made it a place where people 
want to come and work.

Partnership working 

Partnership working is an essential element 
of our school improvement journey. We are 
part of the Mathematics Mastery network 
and Achievement for All. Under the Schools 
Partnership Project, we collaborate and carry 
out reviews in eight partner schools. Core 
subject leaders currently work together, and 
standardisation and moderation activities ensure 
accurate assessment of pupils’ achievement. 
Since support at county level diminished, we 
have joined a local organisation with over 250 
Norfolk schools through which we shape and 
access personalised support. We are an outward 
facing school.

Supporting children and families

Many of our children come from deprived 
backgrounds with pupils entering school often 
well below the expected level of development. 
Additionally, pupils join at different times with 
below expected academic standards. Poor mental 
health and family difficulties often result in 
children struggling at school. To meet a growing 
need and compensate for the reduction in services 
available, we have developed a wellbeing team, 
led by a contracted NHS systemic practitioner 
who works in school four days a week alongside 

our dedicated team. It has reduced the level of 
fixed term and permanent exclusions to zero and 
supported hard to-reach families. The result is 
happier children with better attendance. Ofsted 
said, ‘Pupils’ well-being is at the heart of all that 
leaders and teachers do. As a result, pupils are 
given excellent support to be successful learners.’

What does the future hold? 

2017/18 was our first academic year as a full 
primary school and nursery and results this 
year are our best-ever. In September 2018, 
we admitted children from a local primary 
school that closed. £7.5 million will be spent 
on a modern school building, due to open on 
our site in 2020. Our children deserve this and 
with it come opportunities to build a stronger 
community, provide more for families and 
continue improving pupil outcomes. In July 
2018 Ofsted said, ‘The exceptional leadership 
of the headteacher and support of her team set a 
culture of high expectation and ambition for all 
pupils to be the best they can be. Outcomes are 
rising.’

Our school is a wonderful place to work and we 
make a difference every day!


