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“We have really changed lives!”: Case Study about the London Effect 

St. Paul’s Way Trust School 

A school in challenging circumstances improves from a failing school to an outstanding 

provider in which pupils from disadvantaged families thrive  

 

Performance data 

St. Paul’s Way Trust school 
(data 2016/17) 

National  

Disadvantaged 
pupils1  

65,2 % 24,3 % 

Pupils whose 
first language 
is not English 

81,8 % 21,3 % 

Progress 8 
score2 

0,6 = well 
above 
average3, 

in about 14% of secondary 
schools in England pupil 
make well above average 
progress 

Overall 
effectiveness 

Outstanding 
(Ofsted) 

23% of secondary schools 
were rated outstanding in 
the last Ofsted inspection4 

 

St. Paul’s Way Trust school in a nutshell 

St. Paul’s Way Trust school is an average-sized secondary comprehensive school with a very 

high proportion of disadvantaged pupils and of pupils whose first language is not English. It is 

situated in Tower Hamlet, City of London. More than 80% of the pupils speak English as an 

additional language, more than 65% come from disadvantaged backgrounds. The school was a 

failing school 10 years ago. However, in spite of challenging circumstances, the school today 

attains outstanding progress and superb outcomes for its pupils. They also achieve impressive 

university/career destinations.   

 

 

                                                           
1 Disadvantaged pupils are those who were eligible for free school meals at any time during the last 6 years and 

children looked after. 
2 This score shows how much progress pupils at this school made between the end of key stage 2 and the end of 

key stage 4, compared to pupils across England who got similar results at the end of key stage 2. This is based on 

results in up to 8 qualifications. 
3 A score of 0 means pupils in this school on average do about as well at KS4 as those with similar prior 

attainment nationally. A score of more the 0,5 means that pupils in this school on average make well above 

average progress in this school. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/676173/Key_s

tage_4_progress_banding_calculations_bandings.pdf  
4 Official information about Ofsted inspections can be found here: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730127/School

_inspection_handbook_section_5_270718.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/676173/Key_stage_4_progress_banding_calculations_bandings.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/676173/Key_stage_4_progress_banding_calculations_bandings.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730127/School_inspection_handbook_section_5_270718.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730127/School_inspection_handbook_section_5_270718.pdf
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How St. Paul’s Way Trust school improved in the last 10 years   

A “failing school” in 2009 

The school was judged “inadequate” by an Ofsted inspection in 2009. In the inspection report 

(18-19.3.2009) it was noted:  

 this school requires significant improvement, because it is performing significantly 

less well than in all the circumstances it could reasonably be expected to perform. 

 The school's leaders recognise that there has been a breakdown in trust between 

students, their parents and the school 

 Standards are exceptionally low, and achievement is inadequate across both key 

stages. As a result of this, students are poorly prepared for their future lives. 

 Students' personal development and well-being are also inadequate, because too many 

students do not enjoy their lessons, and this disaffection hampers progress in learning 

(Ofsted 2009). 

 

In the interviews I conducted in this school in February 2019, head teachers that experienced 

that phase of the school describe the situation as follows:  

Head 1: I mean, it was really dreadful and I understand there were no go zones in the 

school where you couldn’t go to where children were out of control, it was very, very 

bad. [...] I mean it was, the teaching was really in most cases really, really just very poor, 

the results were absolutely awful and the relationships with the children were dreadful 

and between the children and staff the whole school was dysfunctional. 

Head 2: Yeah, the situation ten years ago was really bad as [Headteacher 1] has stated. 

We had young people who were engaged in gang fights, drunks, alcohol, carrying 

weapons and knives and that created a sense of none confidence in the local community 

about our school. The relationship with parents and the school was none existent because 

the school had long higher fences around its parameters just to say keep out, stay out, 

[...]. So, it was really difficult, really, really difficult. The behaviour of the students was 

very, very challenging and then it needed a new kind of, a new leadership. 

In this time a new headteacher was appointed. Within a few years he achieved to turn around 

the school completely. Already in 2009, it was mentioned in an Ofsted inspection report:  

The new, experienced headteacher provides strong leadership. He has a clear and 

accurate view of the school's main strengths and weaknesses, and has begun to 

establish an ambitious and compelling vision of what needs to be done to bring about 

rapid improvements. (Ofsted 2009) 

Rapid improvement  

In a further inspection by Ofsted in 2010 the school already was judged as “satisfactory”. In 

the inspection report (08-09.07.2010) the improvement of the schools was described: 

This school has come a long way in the last year. It is currently providing a 

satisfactory education, but the improvements that have been made since the last 

inspection are huge and it is securely on track to be good or even excellent. [...] 

Despite the fact that the current buildings are shabby and run-down, this school is a 

happy place. Students are courteous and bubble with enthusiasm and pride in their 
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achievements. [...] They are thrilled with the way in which their school has improved. 

They feel extremely safe, well cared for and confident that their views are listened to. 

[...] Parents and carers express relief and gratitude that their children now like going to 

school and they no longer have to worry about their safety, confident that the school 

has helped them keep their children safe (Ofsted 2010). 

With respect to student outcomes the report notes: 

Student’s attainment has improved significantly over the last year and is on track to 

improve further, but it is still below average.  

In the report the improvements were related to the new headteacher’s leadership: 

The huge improvements in student’s behaviour, attendance and progress and in the 

quality of teaching and care have taken place because the headteacher has been 

rigorous and robust in his leadership of the school. [...] With outstanding leadership 

the headteacher has built teams throughout the school that are consistent, self-critical, 

highly motivated and rapidly developing new skills. [...] Leaders are successful 

because the needs of the students and their families are central to their approach and 

they are good at listening to them and at supporting each other. (Ofsted 2010) 

In interviews, headteachers of the school described this process: 

Head 1: So, the head came in [...] brought in teams of people. There was a reshuffle, a 

restructuring and a new staff and he had a really clear vision and that was so important 

because everybody else then carried out the vision. 

Head 2: And then if you didn’t agree with that vision then the door is open quite 

simply, quite simply because if your heart is in the right place and you want best for 

the young people and if this is the vision that’s been set up then you do everything you 

can in your capacity to make sure that it happens, to materialize it. 

Head 3: [...] he very, very quickly focused on building relationships like, making that 

really, really important in the sense of working cohesively together to have really high 

standards and aspirations for the young people and the community 

I interviewed headteacher 1 and headteacher 2 together.  

Head 1: And it’s from the head but it’s also all those teams of people he has working for 

him that have made that happen but also the parents trusting/ 

Head 2: Trusting. 

Head 1: What the school are doing and wanting the best for their children. I mean, you 

know we have really changed lives. It’s very humbling. I mean, you change lives and 

opportunities and futures and shown them that there is a way. 

Head 2: And it’s possible and we’ve got live examples of that [...] 

Head 1: And it’s also again it’s part of the vision for having very high standards and 

modeling that. 

Head 2: And not compromising. 
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Further improvement of resutls and judged as “outstanding” by Ofsted in 2013 

The next full inspection of the school took place on the 20-21 March 2013. In this inspection, 

the school was judged as being “outstanding” in all the assessment categories. According to 

Ofsted the achievement of pupils, the quality of teaching, behaviour and safety of pupils as 

well as leadership and management of the school were outstanding: 

Illustration: Table taken from the Ofsted inspection report 2013 

 

In the Ofsted inspection report 20135 it is noted about St. Paul’s Way Trust school: 

Achievement is outstanding in all years. The percentage of students attaining five or 

more GCSE A* to C grades including English and mathematics has doubled over the 

last four years. Whatever extra help or support some groups of students need, they 

receive it and so all make rapid and sustained progress. 

Teaching and learning are outstanding. Teachers have very high expectations and use 

their excellent subject knowledge to plan lessons that almost always challenge and 

motivate students to achieve their best. Students have positive relationships with their 

teachers and with one another, contributing to high-quality learning. 

The headteacher, governors, managers, and senior and middle leaders have been 

successful in their relentless pursuit of scholarship and excellence. They are not 

complacent and continue to seek improvements. 

                                                           
5 How inspectors came to the judgment is described in the document: “Inspectors observed 44 lessons, some 

with members of the senior leadership team. Inspectors attended tutor group sessions, assemblies and a day when 

Year 7 students worked on science investigations. Inspectors held meetings with the headteacher, members of 

the senior leadership team, directors of learning, heads of faculties, staff, several groups of students, the Chair of 

the Governing Body, the Chair of the Trust and a representative of the local authority. Inspectors observed the 

school’s work, and looked at a wide range of documentation including school policies, data on standards and 

progress, safeguarding and lesson observations, improvement plans, anonymised performance management 

records and minutes of governors’ meetings. Inspectors took into account the very few responses to the online 

questionnaire, Parent View, and a questionnaire completed by a member of staff. 
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Students’ behaviour is outstanding. They overwhelmingly agree that the new building 

gives them a very safe and inspiring environment in which to learn. They express 

surprise that bullying might take place, but know exactly what to do if it should occur. 

Attendance, including in the sixth form, is above average. (Ofsted 2013) 

Students’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development is supported extremely 

well, contributing greatly to their success. The school offers a wealth of after-school 

and enrichment activities that the students value and enjoy. (Ofsted 2013) 

In the inspection report it also was made clear that this improvements aren´t a consequence of 

changes in pupil intake: 

The proportion of students from minority ethnic backgrounds and the proportion who 

speak English as an additional language are very high compared to national averages. 

More than four fifths of the students are Bangladeshi.  

A well above average proportion of students are eligible for the pupil premium which 

in this school provides additional funding for children in local authority care and 

students known to be eligible for free school meals.  

The proportion of disabled students and those receiving support through school action 

is well above average, as is the proportion supported by school action plus or a 

statement of special educational needs. (Ofsted 2013) 

 

In the report it is explicitly described how well disadvantaged students in the school perform: 

 

Students enter the school with below average standards in English and mathematics. 

By the end of Year 11, all groups of students’ attainment is broadly in line with 

national figures, reflecting the outstanding progress they make. In 2011 and 2012, the 

proportion of students who made even more progress than expected in English and 

mathematics was high compared to national figures. [...]  

The learning and progress of groups of students who are disabled, have special 

educational needs, do not speak English as their first language, or are supported 

through the pupil premium, is similarly outstanding. Students who join the school 

other than in Year 7 also achieve very well. This is due to the school’s success in 

promoting equality of opportunity for all students, particularly those in the deaf 

support unit. (Ofsted 2013) 

 

The school also achieved very strong parental involvement which is seen as one key factor of 

the success of the school: 

The school has a range of strategies in place to engage successfully with parents and 

carers. It does a great deal to open its facilities to parents and carers and the local 

community. English as an additional language classes for parents and carers are very 

popular. Parents’ evenings and academic review days have attendance rates of over 

90%. (Ofsted 2013) 

 

In the year 2018 – 96 % of the pupils go to University after school 

Headteacher 3 points out how proud the school is about the pathways the pupils follow: 

Head 3: So, we’ve definitely pushed that, we’ve got proud of the pathways that the 

young people follow, so our 6th form which is becoming increasingly successful and 
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last year was the highest performance in 6th form in the local authority by someway. 

You know kind of 96 percent of the students went off to university, 60 percent 

went off to Russel Group universities and, you know, it’s the sense that, you know, 

you can do it, you can do it.  

Head 1: So, when this sixth form was established there were people saying oh you will 

never get the girls to go to university because they were from backgrounds where they 

weren’t really encouraged to leave home and we have got children now going all 

over the UK to top universities and getting really good degrees. Now that is a 

fantastic achievement. 

According to the headteachers, one key to success were cooperation arrangements with 

Universities and other stakeholders: 

 

Head 2: So, much. We collaborated with Oxford University, Cambridge University 

for them to come and deliver workshops on bridging the gap. I think it’s called – is it 

the Oxbridge program? 

Head 1: Oxford. 

Head 2: Was the program that we led and undergrads coming into our school and 

supporting the sixth formers with their exams first of foremost and their interview 

skills needed for university applications. It was just, it was beautiful to see trying to 

get resources from that which is, what is around us and building that bridge and then 

when the young people when they see that then they can see a path for themselves as 

well and that was not evident ten years ago. 
 

Head 3: [...] lots of curriculum trips, trips to the theatre, trips to museums, trips to 

businesses, trips to universities very much saying to them that there is so much on 

your doorstep and we’re going to help you access that and with the university trips 

this could be you, you know, in a few years time, so we’re going to start you earlier 

on that. [...] For example even in year nine where the young people choose their GCSE 

option subjects we actually hold that event for students and families at Queen Mary 

University. So, we don’t have it here. It’s quite a big logistical feet but, you know, we 

take the whole year group over with the families meet us over there and they sit and 

lecture theatres and they receive presentations about the different subject areas and 

someone from the university presents on what the university life can be like as one 

option for the future. But, you know, there is a very clear subliminal message there 

that’s being sent as well as the overt message which is you know actually this 

could be you, if you choose it, if you want it. 

 

In the SQTE project it is determined how this school and other similar schools in London 

and other parts of England managed to improve so rapidly and/or achieve high outcomes 

for their pupils. What were the approaches to leadership, teaching, staff development, 

school organisation, quality development and to preventing radicalization that really 

worked and had an impact in increasing the quality of those schools?  


