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Aspiring to be exceptional

By Euan Nicholson, Head teacher 

I took over as Head of Putteridge Primary toward 
the end of its first year as a primary school in 
June 2012. The school had been formed by the 
amalgamation of the previous infant and junior 
schools in September (2011). 

Although a primary in name, it was not in nature 
and I therefore set about forging a culture that was 
strongly primary. Additionally, children’s progress 
through Key Stage 2 was poor and needed to 
improve rapidly.

I had just returned to headship following eight years 
engaged in a range of school improvement work 
within four local authorities. My final role was as 
Senior School Improvement Officer for primary 
schools in Islington. This three day contract also 
enabled me to work with the National College for 
School Leadership (NCSL) and the Training and 
Development Agency for schools (TDA) on the 
other two. This wide range of experience (plus 12 
years of headship) allowed me to swiftly call upon 
what I knew to be effective and what worked.

My first action was to put in place a few basic 
systems and structures that would enable myself 
and my SLT colleagues to hold teachers to account. 
These were;

A termly cycle of monitoring and evaluating the 
quality of teaching & learning

A ‘cloud’ based assessment and tracking system 
that enabled us on the SLT to track the progress of 
every single child in the school

This was swiftly followed by forming a Strategic 
Leadership Team. From the outset, I made it 
very clear that my role was the strategic leader of 
teaching and learning and therefore I had to create 
a team that could enable me to carry out this role.

My first appointment was a new Deputy Head, 
who I had worked with in my previous school. I 
knew him to be an outstanding teacher and able to 
model highly effective teaching and learning to his 
peers, especially in KS2. His title was Director of 
Standards.

Fortunately, the three remaining members of the 
SLT were recruited from existing staff. Following a 
staff restructure, I was able to promote the existing 
office manager to become the School Business 
Manager, having full delegated authority to 
manage finance, HR, premises and admin. I firmly 
believe, due to my SBM’s skills, that I gained at 
least an extra day a week, every week, to dedicate 
to improving the quality of teaching and learning.

I promoted my Year 1 leader to become Assistant 
Head as Deputy Director of Standards and the 
Senco to Assistant Head for Inclusion. All of my 
SLT colleagues had very clear role specifications 
and full delegated authority.

With the SLT in place to drive effectiveness and 
then continually evolving systems and structures to 
ensure efficiency, the foundations were in place for 
improvement.
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The first round of monitoring of teaching in the 
autumn term of 2012 highlighted that much of the 
teaching was not of a high enough standard and that 
expectations by a significant number of teachers 
(especially in KS2) were low. It also highlighted that 
the quality of the learning environment in many of 
the classrooms was not conducive to high quality 
outcomes and needed improvement.

The feedback provided to teachers was challenging 
but it clearly outlined where they were being 
effective but also specifically where they needed to 
improve.

Each term we revisited the notes provided to all 
teachers during the previous term’s monitoring so 
that we could map the rapidly improving picture. 

The monitoring was then also followed up by targeted 
modelling of high quality teaching and learning by 
the Director & Deputy Director of Standards. This 
was crucial as many teachers had been deprived of 
high quality professional development – being able 
to see quality (rather than just being told about it) 
enabled individuals to see that high quality teaching 
is very doable!

After one year we received our first Ofsted inspection 
as a primary school. Although they could clearly see 
the substantial improvements that had been made we 
could not yet demonstrate that this was sustainable – 
this was highly frustrating. After all, there is only so 
much you can achieve in a year!

We receive a Requires Improvement grading 
although leadership & management and behaviour & 
safety both were graded Good. This was crucial, as it 
meant we could carry on our improvement strategy 
unencumbered by interference from outside agencies.

The RI grading did make it very difficult to attract 
quality teachers but we kept our priorities for 
improvement simple – all teaching at least good and 
all progress at least good.

Between that inspection and our most recent 
one, in May 2015, we sustained the momentum 
for improvement. During that two year period 
we developed our middle leadership tier – our 
Operational Leadership Team, which made day to 
day decision making even more streamlined.

We started to notice that other leaders were driving 
the key areas for improvement which allowed the 
Director & Deputy Director of Standards even 
greater opportunities for being strategic. As a result, 
the pace for improvement accelerated considerably.

Alongside this strategic development we were also 
able to develop the curriculum. In summer 2013 
we introduced our curriculum map which grouped 
learning across curriculum areas under themes. 
Ofsted called in its first term of life and assessed that it 
was already a strength of the school. In the following 
two years we evolved this approach further so that 
cross curricular learning is now embedded into our 
culture – it is the vehicle that teachers use to facilitate 
high quality learning in all year groups.

By the time Ofsted paid us another visit, in May 
2015, our drive for improvement had resulted in a 
highly cohesive school where children love learning. 
The quality of children’s work, both in presentation 
and content hits you as does the hugely positive 
atmosphere that pervades the whole school.

We are now officially a Good school with both 
leadership and behaviour & safety being graded as 
Outstanding – the report was glowing in its praise 
of the school. 

Even since Ofsted has been, we have continued to 
improve. In our summer term round of monitoring 
and evaluation we assessed 95% of teaching to be at 
least Good with 50% Outstanding.

We are truly on our journey to become exceptional!


