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High Expectations, 
there can be no excuses…

When it comes to operating in challenging 
circumstances, Oasis Academy Immingham 
know how it feels. Serving a coastal 
community that is predominantly White/
British with an over representation of 
children qualifying for the pupil premium in 
an area that is statistically identified for high 
levels of deprivation. When you take into 
account that it also qualifies as an ‘isolated’ 
school, then the odds of achieving successful 
outcomes might be considered against them.

Against a backdrop of significant under 
achievement, the school converted to 
Academy status in 2007 but success was 
not immediate. Principal, Kevin Rowlands 
explains how on his arrival 5 years ago, 
expectations and aspirations were low. 
“Our students might have started out with 
ambitions to be successful but by and large 
they didn’t expect to achieve this. This was 
reflected in their appearance, their attitudes 
to learning, their behaviour, their confidence 
and ultimately, their outcomes”. 

There had never been a good secondary 
school in the town of Immingham and within 
the community that meant that parents and 
grandparents before them had not received 
such an entitlement. Now, for the first time, 
Immingham can be proud that its school has 
been officially recognised by OFSTED in 
2016 to be ‘GOOD’. 

Improvements have been progressive, as the 
attached graph illustrates.

When asked how this has been achieved, Mr 
Rowlands is adamant that first and foremost 
it was about developing that culture of high 
expectations. Fundamentally there is no reason 
why the children in this community cannot 
achieve as well as any other children in the 
country, but first it was necessary to frame exactly 
what those expectations were. The phrase ‘sweat 
the small stuff’ describes this approach, mobile 
phones were banned, uniform standards were 
upheld and all staff were expected to uphold all 
behaviour standards. With a lack of tolerance 
to low level disruption in the classroom, it 
was essential that the classrooms became an 
environment where teachers can teach and 
therefore, students can learn. 
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This was by no means easy and where large 
numbers of students chose to opt out, it was 
critical to persevere. 

Upon his appointment, Mr Rowlands was 
committed to changing this culture of under-
performance. Driven by a new mission that 
‘every child would make good progress’ the 
school set this at the heart of all decisions. A 
culture of high expectations must lie at the 
heart of any successful school and this means 
having high expectations in everything, from 
appearance, to the quality and quantity of 
work produced, to the way students queue up 
for their lunch. 

Mr Rowlands explains how setting clear 
expectations of students is relatively straight 
forward, however it is equally important to 
set the same level of expectation for staff. 
Teaching must be the lifeblood of the school 
as without great teaching, any school would 
fail. Oasis Academy Immingham have worked 
hard to develop an Immingham brand of what 
teaching should look like. This means there are 
set routines to which all teachers are expected 
to comply so as to support the least experienced 
teachers in the school.  By providing the 
students with a consistent standard to which 
they are familiar there can be no negotiation 
or undermining of those expectations and 
students know where they stand. 

The teaching standard, known as the 
Immingham way also draws upon a range 
of educational theory to promote preferred 
practice. This includes a number of ideas 
taken from Doug Lemov’s ‘Teach Like a 
Champion’ book and provides staff with 
working examples of things like effective 
questioning and how to manage situations 
where students are attempting to opt out. 

“It is about providing our teachers with the 
skills and techniques necessary to become 
great teachers, there should be no secrets, 
what makes one teacher great is equally 
applicable to another and therefore staff 
should be encouraged to develop a range of 
strategies to help them succeed”. 

In the same way, expectations are clear in 
terms of how teachers mark and provide 
students with feedback. The standard is 
set and students are expected to engage in 
dialogue with their teachers through the 
marking policy to ensure that the feedback is 
informing progress. 

These systems and strategies are essential in 
developing the level of consistency required 
in a high performing school. 
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Fundamentally the success of the school has 
to be based on getting the basics right, this 
means ensuring there is a positive culture 
for learning and that what takes place in the 
classroom is positive and effective. 

However away from that, the Academy look 
to innovate in many different ways as the 
Principal explains…

“I’m a great believer in the mantra, if you 
always do what you’ve always done….” I 
believe that extraordinary has to mean just 
that and so whilst it is critical that we do the 
basics very, very well it is also important that 
we are always looking for better ways to serve 
our children and therefore not conforming 
to systems / processes that may have been 
designed for another time.

Once example of this is where we took the 
decision to abolish work experience in its 
traditional format. It was recognised that two 
weeks out of school in year 10, to a placement 
that was often neither relevant nor useful was 
not preparing our students for the next stage. 
At a time when the majority of students are 
expected to remain in education until the 
age of 18 it no longer made sense to do this. 
Instead, the Academy has looked at ways to 
support students in preparing for university. 
We try to ensure all students are able to visit 
at least one campus and have trialled setting 
them a dissertation to complete and hosting a 
careers fayre. We believe this is a better use 
of the time available and helps to develop 
wider ambitions for the future. 

Another innovative approach is demonstrated 
through the design of the curriculum. At 
a time when schools have been forced to 
rethink, Oasis Academy Immingham acted 
early and implemented a more academic offer 
for all students. Despite some of the wider 
challenges, the academy has a coverage 
rate of students entering GCSE’s in MFL 
and Humanities which is around twice the 
national average. Mr Rowlands explains 
how this is about creating an equality of 
opportunity and best preparing students for 
the next stage.” Fourteen is too young to 
be determining what you want to do in the 
future, our job is to provide our students 
with a strong set of foundation qualifications 
that will keep their options open and allow 
them to specialise through college and on to 
University, apprenticeships or employment. “

However to compliment this, a decision 
was taken to protect the arts. As well as the 
majority taking and EBACC curriculum, all 
students are expected to select one of the three 
arts subjects from year 8. This is to provide 
balance to the curriculum whilst allowing 
them to specialise in one particular area 
and hopefully aspire to achieve an A* at the 
end of this. It could be argued that between 
Music, Art and Drama there is something for 
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all and the intention is to embrace a passion in 
one of these subjects and deliver exceptional 
outcomes as a result. Early indications show 
that progress has been very positive and 
certainly when compared to the previous 
model of a round robin approach to all three 
subjects, students are now thriving in these 
areas. 

The success of the Academy is apparent, 
through achievement outcomes at year 11 and 
through positive behaviours and engagement. 
As a result the reputation of the school within 
the local community has improved greatly. 
There is still a rigorous emphasis on literacy, 
ensuring that from Y7 where less than 50% 
of students traditionally have had a reading 
age in line with their chronological age 
to ensuring that by Y9, more than 85% of 
students have developed the skills necessary 
to access the curriculum.

It is not easy, but we believe in these children 
and only through holding such beliefs will it 
be possible for them to have the same ambition 
and opportunity as any child, anywhere else 
in the country. 

We recognise we still have work to do, 
however when you compare that for 4 years 
now, English results have been significantly 
above the national average it is evident to 
see what is possible. The success of these 
children is reliant upon the expectations we 
place upon them and there can be no excuses 
for not expecting the best for them. 

Oasis Academy Immingham, 
Pelham Road, 
Immingham, 
North East Lincolnshire
DN40 1JU
www.oasisacademyimmingham.org
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