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History of the School

Saxmundham Free School is a very new 
school in Suffolk, having opened its doors to 
its first students in September 2012 as part of 
the Seckford Foundation Free Schools Trust.  
On the first day, 99 students in Years 7 – 9 
joined a small group of highly committed 
staff for their first steps along the journey 
that is now about to start its third year. Over 
the last two years, the student body has 
grown significantly and from September 
2014 will have over 245 students in Years 
7 – 11.

In May 2014, after all the hard work of 
setting up the school, Ofsted undertook an 
inspection. At the end of the two days, the 
school was graded as good overall, with 
outstanding judgements in the ‘behaviour 
and safety’ and ‘quality of leadership and 
management’ categories. This article tells 
the journey to this success over the last two 
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years. The Trust is very proud to have had 
such success in a county which has, in the last 
decade, slipped to the bottom of the GCSE 
and primary league tables: a symptom of the 
blight of a lack of aspirations apparent in a 
lot of the county and particularly in the area 
Saxmundham Free School serves.

The Seckford Foundation

When the Department for Education first 
announced the Free Schools policy, two 
separate groups of parents and community 
members approached the Seckford 
Foundation in Woodbridge for help in 
applying and setting up a Free School in 
their community. Along with a group in 
Saxmundham, a group in Beccles also 
wished to set up a school (Beccles Free 
School was opened at the same time as the 
one in Saxmundham and is also a proud 
member of the Seckford Foundation Free 
Schools Trust).
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Their choice of sponsor was easy to 
understand. The Seckford Foundation is 
a charity which focusses on the care and 
education of the young and the elderly. It 
has successfully run the highly regarded 
independent Woodbridge School for over 150 
years, besides also running Almshouses and 
lending expertise and granting funding to 
various other local charities and individuals. 

In 2012 the Seckford Foundation Free Schools 
Trust was set up as an arm of the Seckford 
Foundation, with the remit of helping local 
communities in Suffolk to apply, set up and 
run Free Schools. With the support of the 
Department for Education Saxmundham Free 
School was one of two schools opened in 
September 2012 in rural Suffolk.  

Rather fittingly, the Trust central office in 
Woodbridge is housed in the original school 
building used when the Tudor Free School 
(later to become Woodbridge School) opened 
in 1662.

When Saxmundham Free School first opened 
its doors to new students in September 2012, 
it was not to universal acclaim. While the site 
it occupied was previously the local middle 
school, opinion in the wider community 
proved to be sharply divided on the 
desirability of a Free School. The policy was 
not popular in the county (and nationally), 
and the pressure was on the staff at both 
Beccles and Saxmundham Free Schools to 
prove that the vision could realise results for 
students.
 
The vision

Undeterred by the negativity, Dr Robert 
Cawley, Principal of the Trust and then-
Headteacher of the school, launched the 
school with energy and commitment. Parents 
and students were left in no doubt as to the 
trajectory the school – and indeed the whole 
Trust - intended to follow. 

The Trust’s vision and ethos are derived from 
the model at Woodbridge School and are very 
simple. The vision puts high aspirations for 
all students at the heart of school life. The 
stated aim is for all schools in the Trust to 
deliver above national average progress and 
achievement for every student, relative to 
their starting points and abilities.
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This ethos is embodied in the ‘6Cs to Success’: 
Challenge, Co-operation, Confidence, Commit-
ment, Community and Celebration. These 6Cs 
underpin everything undertaken in the school 
and form the code of learning and behaviour for 
students.

Like every school in the Trust, Saxmundham 
Free School structures its provision around 
5 key pillars: a traditional, academic and 
broad and balanced curriculum; an inclusive 
approach where all can progress and achieve; 
high quality pastoral care; provision of a 
compulsory enrichment curriculum to further 
develop experiences and a love of learning; and 
charting a clear journey through school and into 
post-16 opportunities through the ‘aspire’ and 
‘pathways’ programmes. We believe that school 
is about more than just qualifications (though 
they are vital) and aim to provide, through the 5 
pillars, every tool that a student needs to succeed. 
Hence the Trust and School motto is “providing 
a foundation for life”.

The journey and school life

There are two journeys to chart here. The first 
is that of the school. The task facing the new 
Saxmundham Free School was challenging. 
Literacy and numeracy levels were below 
national and county averages and aspirations 
were very low. Students needed to be introduced 
to a wider and exciting world culturally and 
socially and in terms of opportunity. The students 
needed excellent and highly qualified teachers 
and support staff to ensure the school was able 
to meet the Trust’s vision very quickly. 

The second journey is linked more to the vision 
of the Trust. As an 11-16 school, GCSEs would 
be the last element of the students’ journey 

through school life. This qualification would 
not only embody the vision of a traditional, 
academic and broad and balanced curriculum, 
but the first formal opportunity to gather the 
skills and qualifications for their future goals.  
Every student when they start at the school is 
asked to identify a career goal which is written 
on a mini whiteboard and photographed for 
display in the school. Every student has their 
life goal clearly displayed for all to see so it 
reminds them, and the staff, of why they are 
there every day. This goal is then transferred 
to their Personal Education Plan (PEP) – every 
student has one – and this charts the successes 
and strategies for overcoming the hurdles that 
need to be overcome to get to their goal. This 
PEP is the basis of all planning (for the delivery 
of quality first teaching) to ensure every student, 
regardless of need or ability, progresses and 
achieves.

The school day is much longer than students 
were used to. At 8am, Breakfast Club (optional) 
starts the day, with school line-up and tutor 
time from 8.50. Six lessons during the day 
end at 3.55pm (school will go on until 5pm 
from September 2014). Lunch, after lesson 4, 
is longer than an hour to ensure that students 
experience ‘dining’. The school dining hall is 
called a ‘restaurant’ and all students and staff eat 
together, helping to support with wider pastoral 
care and relationships. School meals are freshly 
prepared by our in-house chef and of extremely 
high quality. It was no surprise that Ofsted 
commented on this arrangement in their visit to 
the school where they felt lunch and break times 
“make the school community feel like ‘a big 
family”. 

Enrichment time is built into the school day and 
is designed to find and nurture hidden talents, 
provide new experiences and contribute to 
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the development of a love of learning for life. 
This programme continues to develop and in 
September 2014, students at appropriate times 
in their school life can choose from Combined 
Cadet Force (run as an army platoon of the 
Woodbridge School Contingent of the CCF), 
Duke of Edinburgh and Work Experience 
(therefore run as a weekly part of the students’ 
timetables) as well as a plethora of sporting, 
musical, cultural, artistic and intellectual 
opportunities.

A new Headteacher took charge at the 
beginning of the Spring Term in 2014, releasing 
the Principal of the Trust to concentrate on the 
implementation of a third school at Ixworth in 
Suffolk (opening September 2014). Mr David 
Lees brought with him a firm and unwavering 
determination to drive forward the progress and 
development of the school. Under his leadership 
the pace of implementation of the Trust’s vision 
and ethos has accelerated, enabling the school 
to improve further and achieve this tremendous 
Ofsted report.

Ofsted success

In May 2014, Ofsted carried out the first ever 
inspection of Saxmundham Free School and 
judged it to be good overall with outstanding 
judgements in two categories. The report said: 
“The behaviour of students is outstanding.  
Leaders have set clear expectations and have 
reinforced these consistently; they have also 
worked carefully with students who find it 
difficult to manage their own behaviour.  As a 
result, excellent conduct is the norm.”

On the leadership of the school the inspectors 
gave praise saying: “The headteacher and 
other senior leaders demonstrate a relentless 

drive to accelerate the progress and improve 
the achievement of each and every student at 
the school. They are determined to remove any 
barrier that might prevent any student from 
reaching their full potential, and to encourage 
all to aspire to excellence.  Other members of 
staff share this drive and determination.”

Many other comments highlight that the school 
has indeed been highly successful in meeting 
the vision and ethos for students it set out to 
only 2 years ago.

The future

The school is determined to use this glowing 
report as a springboard to further success, with 
the first cohort of GCSE students due to take 
their exams in September 2015. There is still 
a lot to do to achieve all the school has set out 
to do for students. This time however, it will 
be with renewed confidence that the challenge 
they have set their students is achievable and 
very much within reach. 

It has not been possible to document the entire 
journey of the school in this short article, 
but the Trust has proven it is possible to turn 
around low aspirations in communities with the 
right vision, ethos and approach. Much is still 
left to document on the continuing long-term 
journey for future generations of students, but 
the community can be confident in the school’s 
ability to continue driving forward change from 
this final comment by Ofsted:

“Outstanding leadership has resulted in 
the creation of a highly cohesive school 

community. The school’s leaders communicate 
a sense of ambition that is reinforced and 

shared by all.”


