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Whitefriars School was a two-form entry 
primary school in 2011, serving one of the most 
deprived communities in North West London. 
Pupils speak over 60 home languages, most start 
school with little or no English. In year mobility 
was 30% at that time. 

Standards had fallen over successive years and 
Whitefriars was at the bottom of local league 
tables. The school was identified as a serious 
cause for concern by the DfE. It was clear they 
needed a helping hand.

That is when Heathland School got involved. 
After 20 years of headship, inspection and local 
authority School Improvement leadership, I was 
thrilled to be appointed headteacher of Heathland 
School in 2009. The school was newly-named 
and formed from the amalgamation of two 
failing schools with the same intake profile as 
Whitefriars and an urgent mission to improve 
progress and attainment. 

With a new leadership team we put in place a 
strong values-based ethos, high expectations 
and effective teaching based upon rigorous and 
accurate assessment. Heathland was judged 
outstanding by OFSTED in 2010 and again in 
2014. In 2012 we were finalists in TES School 
of the Year and in 2016 we have won a Pupil 
Premium Award. It was as a result of our rapid 
improvement and success that we were asked to 
come alongside and support other schools by the 
Local Authority and London Challenge. 

One of those was Whitefriars School. We 
worked alongside the school for the first year, 
linking individual teachers, sharing assessment 
methods, teaching approaches and a pedagogy 
that has a relentless focus upon every child’s 
learning. We made friends.

Standards rose significantly after a year of 
support, the climate for learning improved 
hugely and so did staff morale. When the 
former head retired after twelve months, the 
governing body asked if Heathland would be 
prepared to federate with Whitefriars, with a 
single leadership team and myself as Executive 
Headteacher. In September 2012 we formed the 
Heathland Whitefriars Federation.

In October 2012 Whitefriars was inspected. The 
report said, 

‘Leadership is outstanding. The inspirational 
leadership shown by the executive headteacher 
over time has resulted in significant improve-
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ments at Whitefriars in teaching, achievement, 
attendance and behaviour. He has been very 
well supported by experienced senior leaders 
and managers and by the governing body.’

Whitefriars was judged good overall and, while 
pleased to get this early recognition of impact 
of our partnership our view was, in the lyrics of 
Burt Bacharach, “We’ve Only Just Begun”!

We set about building on a good start and 
running our organization as one school in two 
places so that we could guarantee every child an 
outstanding education. At the heart of what we 
do is a ‘next steps’ approach to each learner’s 
progress. We do not focus on the notion of 
‘ability’, we do not ‘set’ or group children on the 
basis of perceived potential or national norms 
(when they still existed).

Rather we conceive of the curriculum as a 
series of learning ladders in every subject, 
each capable of being broken down into 
smalls steps in learning. Every teacher 
uses formative assessment techniques 
(questioning, dialogue, observation) to 
continuously assess where individuals are 
on each ladder. We then agree the next step 
of learning with each pupil and set about 
helping her or him achieve it in a short time. 
This can be the same day but is rarely longer 
than week. If that doesn’t happen it usually 
means we got the wrong next step so we 
break it down further. If progress is slow 
we intervene: Reading Recovery, one to one 
tuition, nurture groups, music and art therapy, 
Place 2 Be support – whatever works best.

This approach really accelerates learning. It 
does away with glass ceilings and what Sir 
John Jones call ‘the lid on the jar’. It enables us 
to form groups where students have the same 
or similar next steps. All children know their 
short-term targets. High attaining children can 
be working years above the ‘expected level’.

The focus is not on the performance aspect 
of teaching but on the empowerment of 
learning. Lots of teacher CPD, moderation 
activity and discussion is required to ensure 
we are consistent and successful. We capture 
each step in learning with nifty live software 
on our tablets so we know at any moment 
where each child is up to.
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Our ‘next step’ approach empowers the 
learner and requires everyone to share a 
simple language for learning. Accredited 
as a ‘Thinking School’ by the University 
of Exeter, we have introduced concepts 
of meta-cognition and a focus on dialogic 
interactions, using tools like De Bono’s 
thinking hats and enabling our young people 
to consciously adopt a growth mind set. 

This is an antidote to the ‘delivery’ model 
of the curriculum in which we might see 
teaching as the transposition of units of 
knowledge from a (sometimes random) list. 
Instead it gives the learner back more control 
and choice within a sensible taxonomy of 
‘what we need to know’. It has strong echoes 
of the best EYFS practice. 

Our offer is fun for teachers and plays to 
their creativity without being too much of a 
bureaucratic drudge. As a result we can attract 
energetic and open-minded staff to join our 

team. Mums and dads like it too. We report to 
parents three times a year and the focus is on 
their child’s next steps, usually with a bundle 
of stuff to do at home so parents can help.

We broadly follow the national curriculum but 
look for opportunities to extend and enhance 
learning with highly active and memorable 
experiences. Despite coming to us from far 
away, often from international war zones, 
many of our children have very narrow 
experiential hooks to hang their new learning 
on. At Whitefriars we introduced residential 
trips in the UK and France, Forest School, 
memorable visitors and visits. We have a 
thriving school garden, cook our produce and 
keep chickens and bees. We are Eco Schools.

We run a radio station that we broadcast on 
the internet and an in-house TV station so 
that our young people can develop the skills 
and confidence to communicate clearly to a 
range of audiences. Every child is involved 
in a full-blown theatrical production every 
year. At Whitefriars, we have gone from 
seven children learning a musical instrument 
to several hundred.
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In 2014 we converted our federation to be a 
multi-academy trust. This put us in a position 
to collaborate closely with the Local Authority 
to expand Whitefriars and meet the growing 
demand for primary and secondary places. 
The primary section is expanding to be three-
form entry and we have opened a secondary 
section thanks to a new state of the art building 
funded by a £16m targeted basic need fund bid. 
Whitefriars is almost unique as a 3 – 19 through-
school that started life as a small primary school. 
Our secondary section is thriving and aims to be 
as innovative as our primary sections.

As an academy trust we also launched ‘The 
Heathland Learning Trust’ to consolidate our 
work as a strategic partner in a teaching school, 
bringing together our school to school support 
work and a CPD offer that now has delegates 
from all over the UK coming for our courses. 
Practical workshops and learning walks cover 
our next steps pedagogy but are as diverse as 
gardening (we are a RHS partner school) and 
bee keeping!

Our 2015 results were our best ever, putting our 
schools at the top of the local league tables and 
Whitefriars into the top 100 schools nationally. 
Yet it is the hard to measure; our values, climate 
and culture of which we are most proud. 
Achievement matters, but without the social 
glue to bind us like a family, test outcomes are 
pretty meaningless. We are Rights Respecting 
Schools, a journey that began three years ago 

and has had a profoundly positive effect on our 
relationships, behaviour for learning and mental 
well-being. 

People are surprised that our secondary section 
has no detentions, that lessons are not delineated 
by bells; the routines and rituals that often 
define our institutions are missing. Instead we 
talk. From nursery onwards we learn values 
like tolerance, patience and love. With all of the 
world’s faiths and none represented, with a rich 
diversity of traditions, languages and cultures, 
it is our respect for one another that binds us 
into a happy learning community able to resolve 
our conflicts, care for one another and achieve 
together.

Chris Spruce, 
Executive Headteacher, 
Heathland Whitefriars Federation


