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How great leadership is transforming schools 

in the North 

 

Introduction 

Education in the North is not reaching its full potential. Disadvantaged children across the North 

East, North West and Yorkshire and the Humber make less progress and achieve less than other 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds in the rest of England. 

The current situation has many causes but the problem is compounded by the need for more 

effective school leaders. This report outlines the challenges faced by Northern schools and why 

leadership is key to overcoming them. 

We have worked in the North since 2008 and in that time partnered with over 600 schools and 

developed 1,200 leaders, from middle leaders to heads.   

Our report summarises research into the impact of great school leadership and provides an overview 

of our impact in the North, using data evidencing disadvantaged pupils' above-average achievement 

and progress in the schools where our leaders work. 

The impact of our network of exceptional leaders in Northern schools is evidence of the difference 

great leadership can make in the lives of our children. 
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About Ambition School Leadership 

Too many children fail to achieve at school and can't go on to realise their ambitions. Young people 

from disadvantaged communities are consistently deprived of choices about their future. Great 

school leaders can change this. Effective leadership has a life-changing impact on pupils, but there 

aren’t enough skilled leaders doing the right things in the schools that face the biggest challenges. 

Ambition School Leadership is building a network of exceptional leaders at all levels, in the schools 

which need them the most. We provide world-class leadership development and technical training 

to educators across England and Wales – from teachers aspiring to lead their department, to chief 

executives steering multiple schools, and all the crucial leadership roles in-between. 

We work with partners across the education sector to support the long-term improvement of 

schools in challenging contexts and offer clear pathways of expert career progression for the most 

important job in the world. 

Our network has developed over 4,000 school leaders in schools facing challenging contexts and 

supported over 200 leaders to headship. Our programmes have benefited over 1.5 million children 

across the country to date.  

We have three regional headquarters, in the North, South and Midlands, so the organisation is able 

to address the unique challenges and issues these regions face.  

In the North this regional understanding is critical due to the sharp contrasts in both educational 

achievement and outcomes for children compared to elsewhere in the country. In 2016 only 41% of 

disadvantaged students attending a Northern secondary school achieved A*-C in English and maths 

at GCSE, compared to a national disadvantaged average of 43%, and 55% in London. Inequalities 

exist between the North and the South, but also between different Northern cities. Primary school 

children in Liverpool are 20% less likely to be at the expected standard than a child in Newcastle.1  

Research has demonstrated that leadership is second only to teaching in improving pupil outcomes. 

Good leaders facilitate great teaching in many ways, both directly by supporting teacher 

development and indirectly by establishing a supportive organisational culture. 

Therefore, building strong leadership across the North will be an essential step enabling teachers 

and pupils to fulfil their potential.  

 

  

                                 
1 Growing Up North, Children’s Commissioner, April 2017 
http://www.insidegovernment.co.uk/uploads/2017/04/annalongfield.pdf 

http://www.insidegovernment.co.uk/uploads/2017/04/annalongfield.pdf
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The challenges in the North 

We understand the solution to a dynamic regional economy with thriving local communities depends 

upon an excellent education system. The key to doing this, as supported by the research undertaken 

for Sir Nick Weller’s Northern Powerhouse Schools Strategy, is by developing great leaders in our 

schools. 

 

Starting from a point of disadvantage 

In many cases the differences in educational achievement start before a child has even formally 

entered the education system. In Northern schools the ‘early years gap’ between children from 

poorer and wealthier homes is almost twice as large in the North as it is in London, according to a 

recent report by IPPR North.2 

IPPR North’s report on Northern schools highlighted how secondary schools in the North typically 

receive around £1,300 less funding per pupil per year.3 Under the new national funding formula, a 

majority of schools in the North East and in Yorkshire and the Humber will see a decrease in 

funding.4 

Underachieving at secondary stage 

While Northern primary schools do in fact perform in line with the England average, a clear 

attainment gap appears as children progress to secondary school. The three regions that make up 

the North (North West, North East, and Yorkshire and the Humber) are below the national average in 

terms of the percentage of disadvantaged pupils achieving A*-C at GCSE in English and maths. 

Disadvantaged pupils also make less progress than average. In 2016, the average Progress 8 score for 

pupils in Northern schools was -0.49, compared with -0.38 nationally and -0.02 in London. 

 

  

                                 
2 'Northern Schools: Putting education at the heart of the Northern Powerhouse', Institute for Public Policy 
Research North, May 2016 https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/Final%20IPPR%20Report.pdf  
3 'Northern Schools: Putting education at the heart of the Northern Powerhouse', Institute for Public Policy 
Research North, May 2016 https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/Final%20IPPR%20Report.pdf 
4 'Thousands of schools stand to lose out under new funding formula', The Guardian, 2016 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/dec/14/england-school-funding-formula-justine-greening-
education-secretary  

https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/Final%20IPPR%20Report.pdf
https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/Final%20IPPR%20Report.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/dec/14/england-school-funding-formula-justine-greening-education-secretary
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/dec/14/england-school-funding-formula-justine-greening-education-secretary
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A lack of strong leadership 

This gap goes beyond parental income and background, with one of the key issues identified as 

attracting and retaining the best teachers and ultimately leaders. Ofsted reported in 2015 that of the 

49 secondary schools in the most disadvantaged areas that have Inadequate Leadership and 

Management, 41 of these are situated in the North and Midlands.5 Recruitment of effective leaders 

is a particular challenge in areas that need it most. The report stated that in deprived areas of the 

region, 77% of headteachers struggled to attract the best talent as opposed to just 50% in non-

deprived areas.6 

The ‘Education Excellence Everywhere’ White Paper focused on how finding great leaders with 

experience of turning around schools in challenging circumstances had been critical to school 

improvements. 

The Northern Powerhouse Schools Strategy argued for an emphasis on leadership in the North, in 

order to develop a pipeline of leaders willing to take up the challenge of closing the disadvantage 

gap in priority ‘cold spot’ areas (entire areas that lack Good or Outstanding schools). Many of these 

areas are concentrated in the North and feature pockets of deprivation, including former mining 

communities, neglected coastal towns with few employment opportunities, and rural areas without 

access to services. A 2015 report by The Future Leaders Trust on the impact of school isolation 

revealed that the attainment of pupils on free school meals decreases as school isolation increases.7 

It is the disadvantaged children who stand to gain most from effective leadership in the North. 

  

                                 
5 ‘Ofsted Annual Report 2014/15: education and skills’, Ofsted, Dec 2015 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-201415-education-and-skills  
6 ‘Ofsted Annual Report 2014/15: education and skills’, Ofsted, Dec 2015 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-201415-education-and-skills 
7 ‘Isolated schools: Out on a limb’, The Future Leaders Trust, Nov 2015, 
https://www.ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk/blog/isolated-schools-out-limb/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-201415-education-and-skills
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-201415-education-and-skills
https://www.ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk/blog/isolated-schools-out-limb/
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Why strong leadership is essential 

As responsibility for school improvement transfers to the school-led system, leadership has never 
been more important. England’s school leaders are already responsible for more decisions than in 
almost any other OECD country.8 We will need effective leaders at every level, from middle leaders 
up to multi-academy trust CEOs. We believe this will guarantee that every child goes to a great 
school, an opportunity that too few children have access to in the North. 

Good leadership is key to sustainable school improvement  

For decades, educational research has shown that school leaders are central to school improvement. 

Across multiple countries, researchers consistently find that in schools or regions which show 

sustainable improvement, one of the earliest steps in their journey is the development of good 

leadership practice.9 

Over time, it can be seen that lower levels of school leadership have a negative impact on the future 

performance of schools in England. Equally, schools where Ofsted rates the quality of Leadership and 

Management higher than the school’s overall performance are ten times more likely to see 

improvement in their overall performance at their next inspection compared to those where 

Leadership and Management is rated worse than performance overall.10  

Evidence across sectors proves the case for investing in leadership 

Organisations across the public and private sectors around the globe know that leadership is worth 

investing in. A number of primary schools or academy trusts in deprived areas which have reached 

Outstanding identified investment in continuing professional development (CPD) as central to their 

school turnaround strategy.11  

                                 
8 ‘Improving School Leadership, volume 1: Policy and practice’, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2008, https://www.oecd.org/edu/school/44374889.pdf  
9 P Rudd, H Poet, G Featherstone, et al. Evaluation of City Challenge Leadership Strategies: Overview Report. 
Slough: NFER. 2011. K Seashore Louis, K Leithwood, K Wahlstrom, S Anderson. Investigating the links to 
improved student learning. Washington, DC: Wallace Foundation. 2010. E Thoonen, P Sleegers, F Oort, T 
Peetsma. “Building school-wide capacity for improvement: the role of leadership, school organizational 
conditions, and teacher factors”, School Effectiveness and School Improvement (2012) Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 441-
460. 
10 ‘The School Leadership Challenge 2022’, Teach First, Teaching Leaders and The Future Leaders Trust with 
analysis by McKinsey & Co, 2016. 
11 ‘Freedom to lead: a study of outstanding primary school leadership in England’, NCTL, 2014.  

https://www.oecd.org/edu/school/44374889.pdf
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In 2012 the NHS launched its own leadership programme, stating that developing leaders acts as a 

key business driver through improving recruitment and retention rates.12  

A survey of over 2,000 organisations across 48 countries found that organizations with the best 

financial performance were over three times more likely to have programmes for high-potential 

individuals in place.13 

What effective school leadership looks like 

Too often leadership development has focused on the role of the leader in isolation, helping to 
contribute to the idea of the ‘hero head’ who can single-handedly transform school performance. 
Our approach is instead to develop a network of exceptional leaders at all levels who are equipped 
with the necessary skills and behaviours to effect sustainable change. 

Quality leadership and teaching are the key drivers to raise progress and attainment.14 However, 
leaders do not influence children’s performance directly. Successful school leaders create conditions 
that support effective teaching and learning, and build capacity for professional learning.15   

This approach to leadership improves staff retention as well as the quality of teaching and learning. 
Weak line management and the lack of opportunity to develop and grow are among the main 
reasons why people leave their jobs.16 Ofsted explicitly considers a school’s middle leadership and 
succession planning. This is why we instil in our leaders a strong belief in CPD, both for themselves 
and for those they manage. They enable their staff to perform well and, as a result, pupil outcomes 
improve. 

Alongside expertise and technical skills, effective leaders exhibit a specific set of behaviours. 
Research shows that, across sectors, strong leaders engage staff in their vision, establish clear 
expectations, plan strategically, develop others and create a positive, constructive climate.17 Our 
provision reflects this through striking a balance between technical training and developing these 
behavioural competencies which underlie successful school leadership. 

                                 
12 ‘Reasons to invest: the case for increased investment in leadership development’, NHS Leadership Academy 
2012, http://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/reasonstoinvest/  
13 ‘Global Leadership Forecast 2014/15’, DDI World, 2015 http://www.ddiworld.com/DDI/media/trend-
research/global-leadership-forecast-2014-2015_tr_ddi.pdf?ext=.pdf  
14 V Robinson, M Hohepa, C Lloyd. School leadership and student outcomes: Identifying what works and why. 
Coventry: CUREE. 2009. 
15 P Hallinger, R H. Heck. Collaborative leadership and school improvement: understanding the impact on 
school capacity and student learning. School Leadership & Management: Formerly School Organisation (2010) 
30:2, 95-110. 
16 Ruth Malloy, Global Managing Director of the Hay Group Leadership and Talent practice. 
17 V Robinson, M Hohepa, C Lloyd. School leadership and student outcomes: Identifying what works and why. 
Coventry: CUREE. 2009. P Tamkin, G Pearson, W Hirsh, S Constable. Exceeding Expectation: the Principles of 
Outstanding Leadership. London: The Work Foundation. 2010. 

http://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/reasonstoinvest/
http://www.ddiworld.com/DDI/media/trend-research/global-leadership-forecast-2014-2015_tr_ddi.pdf?ext=.pdf
http://www.ddiworld.com/DDI/media/trend-research/global-leadership-forecast-2014-2015_tr_ddi.pdf?ext=.pdf
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Our impact in the North  

Overview 

 
Developing a network of exceptional leaders for over a decade 

Ambition School Leadership has worked with over 600 schools18 and developed 1,175 middle 

leaders, 181 senior leaders and 67 headteachers19 in the North since 2006. Many of these leaders 

have been trained on our selective programmes for high-potential leaders: our middle leaders are 

part of the Teaching Leaders programme and the Future Leaders programme develops aspiring 

headteachers. All of them work in schools that need great leadership the most. 

 

Our leaders at all levels stay in the profession 

Future Leaders heads and executive heads in the North: 98% of Future Leaders who were leading 

secondary and all-through schools in November 2015 were still in headship or executive headship in 

November 2016. All eight of the primary school leaders we have developed in the North are still in 

headship today.  

Future Leaders heads and executive heads across England: 97% of secondary leaders and 98% of 

primary leaders who were in headship in November 2015 were still leading schools by November 

2016. This compares to the average annual retention rate of 90% for secondary and 93% for primary 

headteachers and executive headteachers. 

Teaching Leaders across the country: 92% of primary and secondary Teaching Leaders who began 

the programme in 2014 and graduated in 2016 continued to work in schools in challenging contexts. 

Eighty-nine per cent continued to work in the schools that supported them through the programme. 

Sixty per cent were promoted during the programme and 24% held senior leadership roles as of mid-

2016. 

  

                                 
18 See Appendix, Table 1. 
19 See Appendix, Table 2. 
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Our leaders work in schools that face the biggest challenges  

At all levels, our leaders consistently work in schools with greater than average levels of 
disadvantage. 

Primary Secondary 

60% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in 

Northern schools with Teaching Leaders in their 
second year 

49% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in 

Northern schools with a Future Leaders headteacher 
or executive headteacher 

52% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in 

Northern schools with a Future Leaders headteacher 
or executive headteacher 

41% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in 

Northern schools with Teaching Leaders in their 
second year 

35% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in all 

Northern state schools 
 

31% Proportion of disadvantaged pupils in all 

Northern state schools20 
 

 

Our impact on pupil outcomes in Northern schools 

This analysis is based on results 

from 2015/16. 

Impact of Teaching Leaders 

middle leaders  

Disadvantaged pupils being taught 

in English and maths departments 

led by secondary Teaching Leaders 

participants21 make more progress 

in these subjects than other 

disadvantaged pupils in the North.22 

                                 
20 All data refers to 2015/16. 
21 n=23, secondary schools with secondary Teaching Leaders participants responsible for English or maths in 
2015/16. All secondary Teaching Leaders participants in this report are from Cohort 2014-2016. 
22 Fifteen schools had a secondary Teaching Leaders participant in the English department in 2015/16; seven 
schools had a secondary Teaching Leaders participant in the maths department; and one had a secondary 

-0.28

-0.20

-0.35 -0.36-0.40

-0.30

-0.20

-0.10

0.00

English (n participants=16) maths (n participants=8)

Progress 8 for English and maths 
elements (disadvantaged pupils) 

Secondary Teaching Leaders participants North (maths element North
West and Yorkshire and the Humber only)

North (maths element North West and Yorkshire and the Humber only)
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In Northern primary schools, our middle leaders achieve stronger results for disadvantaged pupils 

than other schools in the North. 

In schools where Teaching Leaders are responsible for reading, writing or maths, more 

disadvantaged pupils achieve the expected standards than in other schools in the North. 

 In Northern schools where primary participants in the first year of Teaching Leaders were 

responsible for maths,23 66% of disadvantaged pupils achieved the expected standard in 

maths compared to a regional average of 58% in the North 

 In Northern schools where primary participants in the second year of Teaching Leaders were 

responsible for maths,24 61% of disadvantaged pupils achieved the expected standard in 

maths compared to a regional average of 58% 

 

Impact of Future Leaders headteachers 

Disadvantaged pupils make more progress, on average, in schools with a Future Leader than in other 

schools in the North. Our headteachers and executive headteachers are driving up results in English 

and maths for disadvantaged pupils faster than other schools.  

Future Leaders working in the most challenging secondary schools in the North for two or more 

years25 outperform other schools in the North: 

 Disadvantaged pupils in our leaders’ schools make more progress – the average Progress 8 

score for disadvantaged pupils is -0.46, compared to -0.49 for other disadvantaged pupils in 

the North 

 Results are rising faster: for the past two years the proportion of disadvantaged pupils 

attaining A*-C grades in English and maths GCSE in Future Leaders’ schools has improved 

annually by an average of four percentage points compared to a two percentage point 

average improvement in the North 

 Future Leaders headteachers took on schools where two years ago, disadvantaged pupils 

were performing below the national average, and now results have improved to be in line 

with the national average. In these schools in 2013/14, only 32% of the disadvantaged pupils 

achieved at least a C grade in both English and maths GCSE. This compared to the Northern 

average of 37%. With Future Leader headteachers now leading these schools, 40% of 

disadvantaged pupils achieved this standard in 2015/16, compared with the Northern 

average of 41% 

                                 
Teaching Leaders participant in the English and maths departments. No school in the North East had secondary 
Teaching Leaders participants in a maths department in this period. 
23 n=8. (Cohort 2015-16). 
24 n=6. All primary Teaching Leaders participants in the second year of the programme in this report are from 
Cohort 2014-16. 
25 n=15, secondary heads in post two or more years as of June 2016. 
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How we measure our impact in primary schools 

We measure the impact of our middle leaders through the attainment and progress of pupils in their 

department or area of responsibility. This produces relatively small data sets, meaning it is 

inappropriate to provide regional breakdowns for the North East, North West, and Yorkshire and the 

Humber, as we do in this report for our headteachers. 

Ambition School Leadership’s programmes began in secondary leadership and our impact is 

therefore still in the process of being realised in Northern primary schools. To date we have 

developed eight primary and four all-through headteachers in the North.  

Across all of England in 2015/16 a higher proportion of disadvantaged pupils in Future Leaders 

primary headteachers’ schools achieved the expected standard in reading, writing and maths than in 

similar schools.26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                 
26 Similar schools are matched to our schools based on the attainment of their intake, on the performance of 
the schools in previous years (2012/13-2014/15), and pupil characteristics such as disadvantage. 
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Impact across the North’s regions 

Our impact in the North West 

Disadvantaged pupils in English and maths departments led by secondary Teaching Leaders 

participants make more progress in these subjects than those in other schools in the North West. 

Both progress and attainment for disadvantaged pupils is higher in schools led by a Future Leader 

headteacher compared with other schools in the North West. 

Where schools led by a Future Leader headteacher have been inspected, Ofsted reports have 

featured positive comments: “The dynamic leadership of the principal has brought a sweeping 

change … A firm platform for future success has been laid.” Another inspection report stated that, 

“the principal has swiftly established a positive culture and ethos and an ambitious vision for the 

school.” 

 

Impact of secondary Teaching Leaders middle leaders in the North West 

 

 Eight schools in the North West had secondary participants in their English department, and 

four had them in their maths department. An additional school had a participant in each 

department 

 The average P8 score for the English element for disadvantaged pupils in English secondary 

participants’ departments in the North West is -0.15, compared to a regional average of  

-0.37 

 The average P8 score for the maths element for disadvantaged pupils in secondary 

participants’ departments in the North West is -0.30, compared to a regional average of  

-0.45 

 In the 13 schools in the North West with secondary participants responsible for either 

English or maths, 43% of disadvantaged children attained A*-C grades in English and maths 

GCSE, compared to a regional average of 41% 

 

Middle Leader case study: Carlisle 

 

Victoria Sabuda has been Head of English at Richard Rose Central Academy, Carlisle since Aug 2014. 

Last year, Victoria’s goal was to improve results in GCSE English and enhance pupils’ ability to 

succeed in other subjects across the curriculum. 

She focused on improving teaching and learning within the department and as a result A*-C results 

rose by 30% to an impressive 81%, and the number of A*-A grades increased by 16%. 
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Impact of Future Leader headteachers in the North West 

 

 In the North West, the average Progress 8 measure across the ten schools led by Future 

Leaders is -0.48, compared to a regional average of -0.54 

 The average Attainment 8 score for disadvantaged pupils in Future Leaders’ schools in the 

North West is 41 compared to a regional average of 40 

 

Headteacher case studies: Oldham  

 

 Four Oldham secondary schools are led by Future Leaders headteachers (Oldham Academy 

North, Waterhead Academy, Oasis Academy Oldham and Stoneleigh Academy) 

 All three that have been inspected have been judged Good for leadership and management 

 Since 2012, 111 middle and senior leaders working in Oldham’s schools have accessed 

Ambition School Leadership programmes 

 

Martin Knowles has been Principal of Oldham Academy North for two years.  

 The school has been rated Good by Ofsted under his leadership, up from Requires 

Improvement at the last inspection 

 Ofsted said: “The dynamic leadership of the principal has brought a sweeping change across 

the school. He has sharpened systems and built a strong team. A firm platform for future 

success has been laid.”  

 Sixty-eight per cent of pupils were disadvantaged at the end of key stage 4 in 2014, 

compared to a national average of 28% 

 The school’s Progress 8 measure is 0.33 for all pupils and 0.29 for disadvantaged pupils, 

compared to a national average of -0.03 and -0.38 respectively 

 This year the school’s average Attainment 8 score per disadvantaged pupil is 45.2, compared 

with a national average of 41.1 

 

James Haseldine has been Executive Principal of Waterhead Academy since October 2015. 

 In 2016, under James’ leadership, the school was moved out of Special Measures to Requires 

Improvement 

 The Ofsted judgement for leadership and management was Good 

 The report stated: “In the six months since his appointment, the principal has swiftly 

established a positive culture and ethos and an ambitious vision for the school.” 

 There are seven Teaching Leaders middle leaders and three Future Leaders programme 

participants in the school. The report stated: New appointments to senior and middle 

leadership teams have greatly increased the school's capacity and drive to improve. Staff 

fully support their leaders 
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Our impact in the North East 

In 2015/16 there was an insufficient number of middle leaders and Future Leaders 
headteachers in schools in the North East to be able to report overall impact. However, here 
there are examples of their impact that we share below. 

 
Middle leader case study: Sunderland 
 

Anne Pethybridge has been Lead Practitioner for Modern Foreign Languages at Biddick Academy in 

Sunderland since August 2014. 

Last year, Anna’s goal was to improve results within GCSE French with a particular focus on high 

ability pupils. Anna set out three main initiatives to improve tracking pupils, teaching and learning, 

and assessment. 

Outcomes exceeded expectations and the department saw a 21% increase in results. 

 

Headteacher case study: Northumberland 

Led by Future Leader Andrew Day since 2012, Northumberland Church of England Academy became 
the only school in Northumberland where all students went on to further education, training or 
employment in 2016.  
 

In this school, the proportion of disadvantaged pupils attaining A*-C grades in English and maths 

GCSE has increased by an average of six percentage points each year for the last two years, 

compared to a regional average of two percentage points. 

Interviewed in early 2016, Andrew Day said:  

“I joined the Future Leaders programme because I wanted to make a difference.  

“We are determined that our young people will succeed, setting unfailingly high expectations for all 

and an ambitious culture. We’re the first school in the North East to hire an Enterprise Advisor, and 

last year we sent 25% of our Year 13s on to great apprenticeships – for example at Sage, British 

Aerospace and Rolls Royce. If a student wants to be a hairdresser that’s fine – but I want them to be 

Vidal Sassoon.  

“We are now the only school in Northumberland where all students go on to further education, 

training or employment.  

“I want to provide each of my students with the same standard of education delivered at 

independent schools. That means ‘quality-first teaching’, but also providing extra-curricular activities 

like the Combined Cadet Force which build skills and attributes that will allow our students to be 

indistinguishable from their peers from more affluent homes.  
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“I want my students to know their value. That’s why we run events like Founders' and Benefactors’ 

Day, when we invite public figures into the school to celebrate our successes. The children ask why 

these people have come to see them; the answer is that they, the children, are important.” 

 

Impact in Yorkshire and the Humber  

Attainment for disadvantaged pupils is higher in the three schools led by Future Leaders in 

Yorkshire and the Humber compared to other schools in the region, as is the proportion of 

disadvantaged pupils achieving at least C in English and maths GCSE. 

In 2014, under Future Leader Luke Sparkes’ leadership, Dixons Trinity Academy became 

the first free school to be rated Outstanding in every category by Ofsted.  

Impact of secondary Teaching Leaders middle leaders in Yorkshire and the Humber 

 

 Three schools in Yorkshire and the Humber had secondary participants in their English 

department and three in their maths department 

 In two of the three secondary participants’ maths departments, disadvantaged pupils exceed 

the regional average Progress 8 score for the maths element. In Withernsea High School this 

score is 0.4 compared with the Yorkshire and the Humber average of -0.3 

 Disadvantaged pupils in two of three secondary participants’ English departments exceed 

the regional average Progress 8 score for the English element. In Trinity Academy this score 

is 0.1 compared with the Yorkshire and the Humber average of -0.3 

 In the six schools in Yorkshire and the Humber with secondary participants responsible for 

either English or maths, 41% of disadvantaged children attained A*-C grades in English and 

maths GCSE, compared to a regional average of 40% 

Middle Leader case study: Bradford 

 

Aidan Severs is Assistant Vice Principal of Dixons Manningham Academy. Last year Aidan’s goal was 

to redesign the teaching of reading in Year 6. 

The redesign included a switch to whole-class reading and a new technique for making inferences 

from texts developed based on research and findings from last year’s SATs. 

As a result, whereas at the end of Year 5 only 26% of children had been working at age-related 

expectations, after a single term of Year 6 almost 50% of children taking the 2016 KS2 Reading Test 

were working at or above age-related expectations. 
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Impact of Future Leaders headteachers in Yorkshire and the Humber 

 

 All three of the schools led by Future Leaders in Yorkshire and the Humber outperform the 

regional average for the proportion of disadvantaged pupils attaining A*-C in English and 

maths by at least five percentage points. In Oasis Academy Immingham this represents an 

average improvement of nine percentage points each year for the past two years 

 Disadvantaged pupils at all three schools are exceeding the regional average Attainment 8 

score for disadvantaged pupils of 40 

 

Headteacher case study: Bradford  

We have been working in Bradford since 2008, delivering the Teaching Leaders programme, NPQH 

and the Future Leaders programme. 

 There are currently four Future Leaders headteachers in Bradford  

 Through the Teaching Leaders programme we have worked in 12 secondary and 12 primary 

schools, and developed a total of 63 middle leaders 

 We work closely with partners, including Bradford Partnership, Exceed and Dixons Academy 

Trust 

 We have had success with Bradford secondary schools, with 50% engaging with our 

programmes, and are working with an increasing number of primaries. We currently work 

with 14%, and are working to widen our impact 

 

Luke Sparkes became Principal of Dixons Trinity Academy in April 2012 and helped set up the 

school. He has been Executive Principal since February 2016.  

 

 In 2014 the school became the first free school to be rated Outstanding in every category by 

Ofsted. The Ofsted report stated:  

o “The vision and ambition of the headteacher, combined with the unrelenting 

commitment of other leaders and teachers, are crucial elements of the academy’s 

success.” 

 

o “No students entered the academy in year 7 having gained a level 6 at the end of key 

stage 2. However, after one year, over 80% of the most able students had achieved 

this level in English and mathematics, demonstrating that the most able students 

made rapid progress in their learning.” 

 The school will receive its first set of key stage 4 results in the summer of 2017.  
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Conclusion 

Effective leadership is key to the long-term improvement of under-achieving schools in the North. 

After teaching, leadership is the second strongest influence on a school’s performance. It is 

leadership which creates the environment for teachers and pupils to flourish. Without a strong 

network of leaders in the North, schools are unlikely to be able to recruit and retain the great 

teachers and leaders of the future, and therefore unlikely to sustainably improve their performance. 

The recruitment challenges faced today by the North suggest that without intervention the supply of 

great leaders is unlikely to improve. 

We understand that great school leadership is not about a ‘hero head’ who can single-handedly turn 

a school around. Rather our leaders are instilled with a belief in continuing self-development, 

investing in others and establishing a common vision to work towards. We equip our leaders with 

the necessary skills and behaviours to effect sustainable change for disadvantaged children. The 

impact across Northern schools by our leaders at all levels is testimony to the power of effective 

leadership.  

We have an established footprint of nearly 1,500 leaders across the North, continuing to work in 

urban and rural areas and in the toughest communities. These leaders are connected to each other 

and to a national network for sharing best practice and support.  

We are one voice among many calling for reinvigorated leadership in the North. Investment in 

leadership is a proven key step towards sustainable school improvement, holding the potential for 

life-changing impact on disadvantaged children in the North. 
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Ambition School Leadership works alongside organisations and individuals that share our 

commitment to giving every child in every school the same opportunities in life. 

We can work together to achieve this for schools in challenging contexts across the North. 

Contact Raksha Pattni, Regional Director, to find out more about our strategic goals and how we can 

work together. 

07432 733250 raksha.pattni@ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk  

 

We are already working with: 

 Academies Enterprise Trust  Bradford Partnership 

 Bright Futures Education Trust  Dixons 

 Liverpool Promise  Northern Education Trust 

 Oasis Community Learning  Outwood Grange 

 Wakefield City Academies Trust  

 

  

mailto:Raksha.pattni@ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk
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Appendix 

 

Table 1: Our network of schools in the North 

 Primary Secondary All-through Other27 Total 

North East 24 54 5 3 86 

North West 124 187 1 9 321 

Yorkshire and the 

Humber 

90 107 4 1 202 

The North  238 348 10 13 609 

 

 

Table 2: The leaders we have developed in the North 

 Middle Leaders 

(Teaching 

Leaders Primary 

and Secondary 

Participants) 

Senior Leaders 

(Future Leaders 

Programme) 

Headteachers  or 

Executive 

Headteachers (Future 

Leaders Programme) 

Total 

North East 139 38 11 188 

North West 683 104 30 817 

Yorkshire and the 

Humber 

353 39 26 418 

The North  1,175 181 67 1,423 

 

                                 
27 Refers to special schools, infant schools and pupil referral units  



Talk to a member of our team who 
will help you to identify the right 
development for your leaders:

info@ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk

Every child has ambition, but not every 
child gets a chance to fulfil it.

We are building a network of exceptional 
school leaders at all levels to transform 
the lives of the children who need it most. 

Join us: ambitionschoolleadership.org.uk


