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Upton Cross is a much larger than average 1.5 
growing to 5 form entry Nursery and Primary 
school, organised across two sites situated in 
neighbouring wards of the London Borough of 
Newham.  The majority of children come from a 
variety of housing situated in the local area; this 
includes privately owned houses, rented housing and 
temporary accommodation.  Whilst the majority of 
our Reception children at our established site have 
come from our Nursery, our Reception intake on the 
new site has come from over 25 different Early Years 
settings with many having had no prior educational 
experience.  94.6% of our intake speak English as an 
additional language and are, therefore, from ethnic 
minority groups.  There is also a marked difference 
in the number of languages represented within the 
cohort across our two sites, as our 122 children on 
the new site speak almost 30 languages including 
some complex mixes (e.g. Bengali Dutch) and our 
pupil stability at 81.3% although broadly in line with 
the national average is felt more acutely on our new 
site where families travel from across and beyond the 
local authority.   

Almost a fifth of our children are entitled to free 
school meals, this along with above average figures 
for over-crowded households and a low number 
of adults in higher education explains our social 
deprivation figure at approximately double the 
national average. 

When I arrived as Head Teacher at Upton Cross in 
January 2007, the school appeared very ‘safe’ and 
teacher-led.  At the time, attainment and progress 
were well below both local and national averages 
and the issues identified during the previous 
OfSTED inspection around teaching lacking pace 
and challenge, unfocused pupil tracking and school 
development planning were not only still apparent 
but appeared to have intensified having a highly 
detrimental impact on achievement across the 
school.  At this point results were projected to fall 
sharply over the next two years, falling well below 
floor targets.

Our journey to outstanding

As a school we went ‘back to basics’ in that we 
re-introduced the ‘Assessment for Learning’ 
framework, developed a default position for teaching 

that promoted pupil Excitement , Pace, Involvement 
and Challenge (referred to as EPIC teaching) and set 
non-negotiables around the flexible and quality use 
of additional adults in the classroom.  Alongside this 
work, staff were supported in making more frequent 
and accurate assessment judgements on their pupils, 
these judgements were routinely moderated by 
leaders at all levels and use was made of a more 
advanced on-line data management system that 
allowed more complex analysis of groups within the 
school.

During this time, while school systems were 
overhauled to ensure they could provide the evidence 
we needed to measure the impact of our work.  Most 
notable we adapted systems for;
• monitoring and evaluation to take into account 

a wider range of evidence sources (pupil work, 
teacher’s planning, learning environments and 
pupil voice) and to involve leaders at all levels;

• blocked professional development to focus more 
on pedagogy than on policy and procedure and 
rooted firmly in outcomes from whole school 
monitoring;

• performance management with targets linked to 
whole school development;

• skilling up middle leaders through professional 
development and coaching and mentoring 
to increase responsibility for whole-school 
improvement;

• ensuring governors were given training and 
quality, well organised information to allow 
them to challenge and support effectively and;

• supporting families through formal and informal 
systems to develop their own skill set as well as 
deepening their understanding and familiarity of 
the pedagogy developed at school.

With this work embedding, outcomes first met local 
averages before going onto meet and exceed national 
averages.  This trend was not just seen in Years 2 
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and 6 but seen across the school from early years.  
Finally in November 2008, I experienced my first 
OfSTED as a Head Teacher.  The school was judged 
as ‘Outstanding’ in each area stating;

‘Upton Cross is an outstanding school. Excellent 
leadership from the Head Teacher and his very 
capable senior team is driving up standards at 

all levels. Success has had a considerable impact 
on pupils’ attitudes to learning, their personal 
development, and the quality of teaching ... 
The senior leadership team shows a dogged 

determination to raise standards, backed by a clear 
shared vision of how this is to be done.’

Continuing the journey

In the 4 ½ year period between our first and second 
inspection, the school’s context changed completely 
in that we began our expansion from 1.5 forms 
of entry on one site to 5 forms of entry over two 
sites.  With this swift and complex expansion came 
rapid growth in staff numbers as well as significant 
changes to the communities served by each of 
our sites.  In order to maintain the momentum of 
school improvement, induct large numbers of new 
staff quickly as well as continuing to develop our 
established staff team we had to personalise our 
approaches to school improvement through greater 
use of;
• coaching and mentoring for all staff to develop 

shared problem solving and interdependence;
• differentiated professional development and 

monitoring to support and challenge staff at all 
levels and;

• practitioner research to promote discourse that 
informs school improvement, professional 
development and performance management.

During the same time period we have experienced 
substantial national changes in the role of the 
local authority, the inspection and accountability 
framework, the testing regime, curriculum 
requirements and routes into initial teacher training 
to name but a few.  To manage this complex change 
the importance of collaboration is crucial.  Ways in 
which we have engaged in collaboration includes;
• work as a National Support School deploying 

NLEs and SLEs to nearby schools;
• partnership with two successful Teaching 

Schools;
• active participation in a local network (originally 

a Soft Federation that developed into a 

registered charity) and;
• contributing to the setting up of a local mutual 

organisation formed by local schools to run 
and commission services to schools locally and 
further afield.

Our second full inspection took place at the end of 
last term.  Once again inspectors judged the school as 
‘Outstanding’ in all areas stating;

‘Leadership is outstanding. School leaders are highly 
supportive of the vision to continually improve and 
are inspiring role models around the school. Staff 

support for the Head Teacher has helped to sustain 
high standards across the school.’

Our journey at Upton Cross has been exciting and 
varied.  With a complex and ever changing context, 
I believe the area of our work that has made the 
biggest difference is the systems by which we assess 
exactly where a child is at.  From this information, 
staff, at all levels, are able to identify and address 
needs quickly so that each child progresses, ‘gaps’ 
are closed and additional interventions are planned 
where appropriate.  Through a focus on ‘Assessment 
for Learning’ and ‘Accelerated Learning’ strategies 
we strive to provide our children with a hunger for 
learning and improvement and our parents, carers 
and community with support at knowing what will 
support their children in their next steps on their 
educational journey.

As a result, the vast majority of children move 
quickly through the intervention systems and catch 
up with their peers.  In addition, children are more 
comfortable in discussing what they are learning, the 
strategies they might employ, the benefits of what 
they are learning and indicators of their success.  As 
a school, we place a real emphasis on this as we 
believe that empowering the children to become 
successful learners is a vital part of our job.


