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In February 2016 East Park Primary was placed 
in ‘Special measures’. Every area of school was 
inadequate with the report stating that ‘Academic 
standards at this school have been too low for too 
long’. At that time the feelings amongst everyone, 
children, staff and families, was one of isolation, 
fear, and as stated in the report ‘morale was low’. 
Outcomes were all below national. 

The new Head and deputy, Hayley Guest and Janine 
Sargent, were clear about what was needed and work 
began on establishing a caring, supportive culture 
where amazing learning could take place. Both had 
been Head and deputy together at their previous 
school and had a clear vision for East Park. 

In the first instance this was challenging. Behaviour was 
extremely physical and led to a number of permanent 
and fixed term exclusions during the first six months. 
‘Some staff were too strict and issued escalating 
warnings with unnecessary and counter-productive 
haste, while others are slow to challenge poor 

behaviour. In both cases, a 
sense of stress and anxiety 
from staff and pupils hung in the air and distracts 
everyone’s attention from learning.’

There were five Newly Qualified Teachers at the 
school who had little or no support along with a 
whole staff that had received inadequate professional 
development for a number of years. 

From the very beginning of our journey we had an 
‘open and honest’ approach which made everyone 
aware of why we were doing what we were doing 
and how we were doing it! This made our journey 
transparent and clear from the whole staff re-structure 
to the school development plan.  

A selection of books from the autumn term of 
that year were kept and continue to be referred 
to, affectionately, as our ‘box of doom!’ These 
books epitomised the learning at East Park at this 
time. Quality of learning in them was poor, the 
children had no care or pride in them and this was 
reciprocated by the staff. At the start of the spring 
term we had kept every piece of spare Christmas 
wrapping paper and used it to wrap up brand new, 
quality books each with their very own label and 
plastic cover. Somehow we managed to deliver 
an assembly that made our children excited about 
new exercise books! Raising the profile of their 
learning was fundamental and getting our children 
to understand that there was going to be a greater 
audience for their learning enabled us to start the 
journey of improvement. And so our mantra began, 
‘there’s clever kids here!’. 
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We were determined to rebuild East Park on firm 
foundations and this meant making sure that 
every year group was supported and provided 
with development to enable them. During our 
first two terms we had the amazing support of 
our local teaching school, Manor Primary. They 
were able to support all teachers, support staff 
and leaders with training both at East Park and at 
Manor, enabling practitioners to be immersed in 
outstanding practice.  

As any school that has been in Special Measures 
will know, it can be a lonely and demoralising 
place to be. Our relationship with Manor grew 
from strength to strength and on December 1st 
2016 we converted to become an academy in 
Manor’s Multi Academy Trust, along with Hill 
Avenue Academy who were on a very similar 
journey, also from Special Measures.

By autumn 2016 the leadership team was virtually 
unrecognisable. We were able to recruit two 
incredibly experienced and highly effective Senior 
Assistant Head teachers which immediately 
doubled the capacity of the Strategic leadership 
team. The rest of the leadership team was made 
up of very determined and committed leaders with 
very limited leadership experience. We needed 
to develop these young leaders as quickly as 
possible, making them effective and importantly 
independent. As a long standing advocate of 
coaching, the Head teacher began to develop a 
coaching approach that enabled leaders, in the 
first instance, to be the best that they could be.

The Strategic team began to coach each member of 
the senior leadership team, providing them with a safe, 
confidential thinking space where they could explore 
whatever they wanted to explore, we describe this as ‘pure 
coaching’. This could be directly associated with their 
leadership role but could also be used to tackle personal 
challenges too. The impact of this was felt immediately 
as we began to see leaders lead! By exploring their ideas 
and strategies, through coaching, they were able to act 
independently and were empowered to follow through 
with their considered strategies.

The voice of East Park was incredibly important 
throughout our journey. The voice of the children, the 
staff and our families. It sounds obvious but we talk 
to them all the time! In written form this is carried out 
at least once every half term. By actively engaging 
with everyone and actively listening, we were able to 
shape our school using our whole community and our 
coaching approach started to spread!
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For the first two years, 2016 and 2017, although 
there were significant positive improvements 
to our school culture, staff development 
and learning, there were no significant 
improvements to our national outcomes.  As 
a leadership team and fully supported by our 
MAT, this did not phase us in the slightest. 
Then in 2018 the final piece of the puzzle was 
found with every national assessment point 
from GLD to KS2 outcomes above national 
averages. From our significantly low starting 
points that gave us outstanding progress across 
the school. 

Coaching has now spread far and wide across 
our school and our MAT with East Park being 
awarded the Coach Mark Gold in Education 
during December 2018 along with a national 
wellbeing award. We are the flagship school for 
Leadership Edge coaching with every member 
of staff, teaching and non-teaching, and children 
able to access a personal coach. 

I can honestly say that I have never been in a 
school that was so excited at the prospect of an 
OFSTED inspection! On June 10th 2019 we 
finally had the call, the administrator that took 
the call said that she had never had such an 
excited phone call and wished that she was being 
recorded for training purposes. This set the tone 
for our inspection. 

As all inspections are, it was a rigorous two 
days. We always knew that one of our challenges 
for inspection was going to be being able to 
share everything that we wanted to share in 
the short window that is inspection. We had 
worked tirelessly on our website, as it is a really 
important part of what we do at East Park and 
this did a lot of the hard work for us. As the lead 
inspector shared at the end of the second day, 
after looking at the website she was really excited 
and saw that her job was to see if our children 
really did experience the amazing curriculum 
and opportunities that were displayed on there. 
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From the broken school that was inspected in 
February 2016, 10 terms on we were beyond 
proud when East Park Academy was judged 
as outstanding in every area. The report 
opens with ‘East Park Academy is a school 
where pupils flourish and make exceptional 
progress.’ That was our vision all along. 

The quality of leadership at all levels 
was described as ‘superb’. The inspectors 
could see the dedication and support that 

had been given to staff stating ‘leaders are 
unequivocal about the importance of staff 
wellbeing……Many staff champion the way 
leaders have provided a work life balance, 
given them back a family life while also 
improving their practice as a teacher or a 
leader.’

As a school and as a MAT this has been an 
incredible year for us. Indeed, our brother 
school Hill Avenue was also inspected 
this summer term, two weeks before us. 
Amazingly and deservedly, they were also 
judged as outstanding in every area. As we 
had said all along ‘there’s clever kids here!’.

Much of our success and growth has come 
from sharing our practice. Please contact us 
if you would like to visit as our next vision 
is around becoming world class. How far in 
the world would someone travel to East Park 
to experience our practice? 
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