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‘Unlocking the star 
in every child’

Star Academy Sandyford, a small primary 
academy in the north of Stoke-On-Trent, has 
been on a true voyage of transformational 
discovery since converting under the wings of 
its sponsors Academy Transformation Trust in 
April 2013.

In our previous existence as “Hollywall Primary 
School”, the school had deep rooted problems 
leading to it becoming one of the first 200 
sponsored academies whilst being the worst 
performing school in the city. Serving an area 
of high deprivation and societal issues such 
as domestic violence, child poverty, low adult 
literacy levels to name a few, our 195 pupils come 
from predominantly white British background 
with a quarter  of those having a gypsy romany 
traveller heritage. 

In June 2011, the school was put into special 
measures and considerable changes were made 
in staffing especially at leadership level. Failure 
to meet the government floor standards in 2011, 
when 0% of pupils achieved a level 4 in maths, 
meant the persistent demise in the school also 
led to a significant decrease in pupil numbers. 

The flame had well and truly been extinguished 
and the school had disappeared from the 
community map. Having been a senior leader 
at the school prior to it slipping into special 
measures, when the advert appeared for the 

Principal role I jumped at the chance to apply 
and successfully joined the ranks in November 
2012. I wanted to reignite the flame and well 
and truly put this once magical place back on 
the map. The challenge ensued as we tackled a 
succession of issues and a legacy of widespread 
underachievement. 

The journey began with creating a “Star Team”. 
Staff morale and confidence was at an all-time 
low. So many changes had incurred that all 
members of the community be it staff, pupils 
or parents did not know which direction to turn 
and who to listen to.  In order to climb to the 
summit that we were aiming for, excess baggage 
of previous years had to be discarded. 

A set of staff values and a team mission were 
created in order to regain stability and belief. 
As confidence grew and rigid systems and 
procedures were put into place, significant 
changes were visible. A structured approach to 
behaviour was initiated as this was a significant 
problem; with the school once being dubbed a 
“zoo”. 

The children were also receiving a curriculum 
diet that lacked inspiration and progression, 
and staff were confused by the ever changing 
strategies previously imposed.  Having a passion 
for creative pedagogies has led to our pupils 
now being engaged in learning experiences that 
enthuse and are heavily supported by enrichment 
and experiential opportunities that are not 
naturally on offer within the family unit. 
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Being open to trialling new and exciting projects 
has led us to forging strong links with the 
Royal Shakespeare Company, Royal College of 
Engineering and Gaia Technologies. 

A distributed leadership has created a transparent 
approach to transformational improvements. 
Stringent weekly monitoring through the 
academy improvement plan has strategically 
developed the leadership and has focussed on 
rigorous pupil progress, tracking of data and 
a more honest self-evaluation. A fortnightly 
“outstanding teaching” focus has provided a 
drive in personal professional development for 
staff to further their own pedagogical approaches. 

Due to the turbulent journey, parental engagement 
was low. Parents had been kept out of the school 
and communication was extremely poor. The 
needs within the community were great and this 
had to be addressed if we were to move forward 
together. A wide variety of communication 
streams were introduced and activities where 
families could work together fostered positive 
relationships. Further education for the 
community is the next phase in empowering our 
families.

The academy had its first full Ofsted inspection 
in January 2015 and received ‘Good’ across all 
areas. Our key strengths highlighted were: rapid 
improvements in teaching have led to a significant 
rise in achievement; leaders have ambition and 
high expectations and have been effective in 
the changes made. Overall the inspectors found 
there was a “clear and focused direction” for the 
academy supported by its whole community. 

The future is bright and we truly believe that 
“everyone is a star and deserves a chance to 
shine”.

Nicky Broomhall, Principal of Star Academy 
Sandyford


