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St Aidan’s CE Academy is a smaller than average 
SAT located in the market town of Darlington in 
the North East of England. It serves a community 
that is predominantly White/British, with an 
over representation of students qualifying for 
the pupil premium in an area that is statistically 
recognised for high levels of deprivation.

St Aidan’s first opened its doors in 1936 as 
Eastbourne School, bursting with promise, 
hope and aspirations for a successful school 
with longevity. Unfortunately, and very sadly 
this was not to be, culminating, following 
decades of severe difficulties, with the local 
newspaper, the Northern Echo (2006), labelling 
the school as ‘The worst school in the country’.  
Eastbourne School as it was, closed in 2007 with 
all students transferring to the new Church of 
England Academy, however in name only, not 
geographically until 2 years later.  The ‘reborn’ 
St Aidan’s CE Academy remained in its existing 
building for a further two years. 

Eastbourne, now known as St Aidan’s began a 
huge transformation; new name, new building, 
new head teacher, new uniform, new policies, 

new expectations, new revised standards, new 
revised aspirations, new ethos, new mission 
statement, new appointments from senior level 
to newly qualified teachers and so the re-birth/
re-creation of a failed school to a new school, 
bursting with promise, hope and aspirations for 
success and longevity transpired.

Again, very disappointing and very sadly, this 
was not to be.  January 2010 Ofsted judged St 
Aidan’s as satisfactory, January 2013 Ofsted 
judged St Aidan’s as Requires Improvement, 
October 2014 Ofsted judged St Aidan’s as 
Inadequate.  Inspectors at this time exposed 
damning evidence including; too few students 
are achieving the minimum expectations for 
attainment and progress set by the government.  
By the end of Year 11, attainment in many 
subjects was low. An enormous lack of respect 
for teachers, each other and themselves, as 
stated, alongside persistent and consistent low 
level disruption was also evidenced.  Attendance 
of students was consistently below average with 
parents/carers clearly pointing out that they had 
a lack of confidence in what St Aidan’s was 
doing to promote their children’s learning.  

St Aidan’s CE Academy
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This was a tremendous blow for St Aidan’s CE 
Academy, its community and most importantly 
its students.  A very turbulent and unsettled time 
began to escalate resulting in St Aidan’s losing its 
head teacher, vice principal and many students to 
other schools.  Confidence in St Aidan’s had hit a 
dismal and heart-breaking all-time low. 

And so the next chapter began.  When anything 
or anyone hits ‘rock bottom’, there really 
are only two options, however for the newly 
appointed Principal Nicole Gibbon and her 
newly appointed senior team, there was only 
one option.  Nicole was tenacious in her 
vision to start to fiercely rebuild with passion, 
tireless dedication and uttermost care for a 
community, which for many decades had had 
a diminishing core.  The young people, St 
Aidan’s students, along with generations of 
their families, deserved without compromise, 
excuse or any further failure, a school at the 
heart of their community that was successful, 
was recognised as successful, could sustain its 
success and give present and future generations 
the cultural capital, prowess of social mobility, 
and academic achievement to compete and 
achieve the very best university places and top 
jobs our country has to offer.

The school now faced a huge challenge and work 
needed to start without any further delay, with 
rigour, pace, clarity, passion, drive, attention to 
minute detail and a fierce intrinsic passion and 
motivation from all staff to ensure every student 
received the very best all round education.   To 

even begin a challenge and bring into focus 
reality, from so many individuals’ dreams takes 
a dedicated, loyal, skilful and outstanding staff 
team.  This however, unavoidably lead to yet 
another unsettled time at St Aidan’s with the vast 
majority of staff leaving the school, for whatever 
reason that entailed.   

With a newly appointed senior leadership team 
(SLT), the core ethos of the newly appointed 
staff team began to form. What were the 
common denominators within the SLT driven by 
the Principal’s vision, were the sense of moral 
purpose, veracity, determination for students to 
achieve and their passion to create a school that 
the community believed in, was proud of and 
was their school of choice, giving their child/
children the best chance of an incredible future. 

Over the next two years in excess of 90% of the 
staff left, allowing St Aidan’s the opportunity of 
appointing a ‘handpicked’ staff team.  A team 
chosen for their passion for education, their 
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passion for making a difference, their resilience, 
determination, focus, energy, character, and 
with a far, far superior drive than what was in 
this for them. Most importantly, the new staff 
team was appointed because they understood 
what was going to be achieved, the enormity 
but achievable challenge ahead, the hard work 
needed with a ‘no excuse’ not ‘some excuse’ 
ethos underpinning every minute of everyone’s 
days. The team didn’t always get it right.  Many 
incredible appointments were made and some 
disappointing appointments were made.   All 
advice, support and relevant training was 
readily accepted, moving very quickly through 
the abundance of help offered to configure and 
shape a very concise and resolute improvement 
plan.  An improvement plan that was transparent, 
shared, with regular key milestones with 
accountability at all levels.  

St Aidan’s board of Trustees, a truly amazing 
team have changed and grown over the last four 
years.  In particular, the chair Ruth Lowbridge 
and the vice-chair Anita Blackburn have 
been sesnsational in their focus, resilience, 
professional challenge and constant drive to 
improve our Academy in any way possible.

Attention was to detail, thoroughly micro 
managed with the ‘small stuff’ being the constant 
drive and focus.  Apart from the exterior of the 
building, everything in, on or around St Aidan’s 
has been rebuilt, improved or transformed. 

Simple but concise systems were introduced in 
all areas, again with a ‘no excuse’ ethos were 
consistently followed by all staff.  Teaching, 
learning and assessment were centralised 
ensuring all lessons started and ended exactly 
the same regardless of the subject, year group 
or teacher.  Curriculums were overhauled, 
calibrated and were fluent, with a very clear 
rationale and purpose. Assessments were 
realigned, had measured accumulative purpose 
and were fully informative to assist progress. 

Behaviour was reformed to behaviour for 
learning, with poor student choices swiftly dealt 
with holding appropriate sanctions, enabling 
learning to only ever have minimal disruption. 
Low level disruption which was apparent in 
every lesson, in every subject and in every year 
group began to diminish with pace.  Students 
rapidly recognised that it more beneficial to 
be fully engaged in learning than to cause low 
level disruption and spend an hour, at the end of 
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the same day, in an intensive academic climate, 
further developing their literacy and numeracy 
skills eg memorising and reciting from memory 
from the greats, Shelley’s Ozymandias, Henley’s 
Invictus or Kipling’s If to name but a few.  

Attendance and punctuality were driven by all 
staff, as is the case with all policies, standards 
and procedures at St Aidan’s.  Students attend 
line-ups three times a day in the sports hall 
to appreciate staff and each other, receive 
attendance figures for the academy, year groups 
and tutor groups alongside students who were 
late that morning and students who need to 
collect missed work if they are returning to 
the academy following an illness.  This is 
also a time when the academy prays together 
using the prayer based around the theme for 
the week, which all students have written in 
their learning journals.  The line-up system is 
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a system developed and improved, which staff 
and students alike are incredibly proud of.  
Line-ups epitomise our strong family ethos, 
respect, unity, standards and care for each other 
and ourselves. 

January 2020 St Aidan’s received their 7th Ofsted 
inspection in 5 years.  St Aidan’s was judged as 
good with outstanding threads in all areas.  An 
incredible, long awaited achievement, possible, 
with particular support from the Diocese and the 
Crosslands, One Vision DfE, John Bowers and 
Maura Regan  CEO CET

St Aidan’s, bursting with promise, hope and 
aspirations, now at last a successful school with 
unquestionable longevity. 

Outstanding…we are coming for you!


