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transformation come up time 
and time again as I’m guided 
round Nightingale’s 
buildings and grounds 
(including a fantastic 4G 
pitch and an impressively 
well tended allotment) by a 
succession of enthusiastic 
staff members and, at one 
point, a pair of charming and 
friendly sixth-formers. From 
Lyndon Samuel, the tall 
Welshman who has created 
a music department from 
scratch, rescuing unloved 
ukuleles and silent steel 
drums from the cupboards 
in which they’d been lurking 
for years, and introducing 
cello lessons for promising 
musicians, to Alec’s 
own environmental 
improvements – adding 
inspirational artwork to 
walls, and displaying key 
formulae and quotations on 
all the staircase steps – there 
is a real sense here that after 
a lengthy period of lacking 
purposefulness, Nightingale 
is finally starting to turn into 
the school it was always 
meant to be. 

The call
“I bet you can’t wait for the 
inspectors to come back,” I 
say to Alec after watching a 
particularly impressive MFL 
lesson, only half joking – 
Nightingale students’ 
progress in languages is 
amongst the best in the 

country. And sure enough, 
when Ann Palmer walks into 
the staffroom at lunchtime 
and (in a peculiar twist of 
timing, given the presence of 
a journalist in the room) 
announces that ‘the call’ has 
just been received, the news 
provokes neither panic nor 
alarm amongst the 
assembled teachers; it’s 
business as usual for the rest 
of the day, including the time 
Ann had put aside for a chat 
with me.

“It was a very... difficult 
school when I arrived,” she 
says carefully, when she has 
welcomed me into her office, 
and I ask about the journey 
that has been taking place 
since her appointment. 
“There were significant 
issues in terms of behaviour, 
attendance and so forth. 
Although some systems were 

in place, standards weren’t 
high enough, and nor were 
expectations of the children. 
A lot of the work I’ve done 
has been around skilling up 
staff, and making sure the 
climate for learning is 
appropriate; because if 
young people aren’t engaged, 
if they don’t know what’s 
expected of them, and what 
systems are there to support 
them, then really top quality 
teaching and learning can’t 
happen. What you have now 
is a completely different 
school: standards have been 
raised, staff are optimistic, 
and everyone is determined 
to take the roof off and see 
the potential for every child 
to achieve.”

One thing that it’s 
impossible to ignore when 
you are looking at where 
Nightingale was, is, and 
wants to be, is the hugely 
complex nature of the 
community it serves. No 
fewer than 55 languages are 
spoken amongst learners, 
and the rate of EAL is 
around 85%. “I don’t see that 
as a negative thing,” insists 
Ann. “It’s part of our DNA. 
We have a diverse student 
body, so we put the 
strategies in place for 
language acquisition and 
development – such as 
training a group of Y8 pupils 
as young translators; for 
working with families; and 

for making sure we know 
how to support students 
right through from just 
beginning with English to 
aspiring to a university 
place. We have a roughly 
10% turnover of student 
cohort each year; every week 
we might have four, five, or 
six new learners joining us, 
and the amazing thing is, 
this happens without 
unsettling the school at all. 
We keep that Nightingale 

“If you stick to 
the principle 
that the 
students must 
always be at 
the centre of 
everything you 
do, you find 
the way”


