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C L A S S R O O M  L I F E

Helen Mulley visits Nightingale Academy, an RI school on a 
challenging journey – and gets there just before the inspectors…

there’s all kinds of 
information available to the 
latter that is rather less 
likely to be shared with a 
humble hack – but 
nonetheless, I would suggest 
that it is possible to get a 
pretty good ‘feel’ for a school, 
reasonably quickly, just by 
spending time there and 
asking the right questions. 
Nightingale Academy’s last 
section 5 inspection took 
place in May 2016, when it 
was judged as ‘requires 
improvement’ across the 
board. A section 8 follow up, 
in December of the same 
year, concluded that whilst 
things were certainly moving 
in the right direction, there 
was still a lot more to be 
done. And you won’t find a 
single member of staff there 
today who disagrees with 

“We’re trusted 
as teachers”

One of the many 
criticisms that is 
often raised about 
our education 

system’s accountability 
process has to do with the 
inevitable ‘snapshot’ nature 
of an Ofsted inspection, 
especially when it lasts for 
one day only. How much, 
really, can you learn about a 
school – the argument runs 
– during the course of a 
single visit? What if that 
visit happens to coincide 
with the Y7 trip to France, or 
sports day, or, heaven forbid, 
yet another outbreak of 
hostilities between rival 
cliques in Y9?

Of course, being invited 
into a school as a journalist 
is rather different from 
arriving as one of Her 
Majesty’s Inspectors – and 

either assessment at those 
points – including Ann 
Palmer, who stepped into the 
role of principal at the 
Edmonton school in 
September 2015.

Effective leadership
“You should have seen this 
place three years ago,” says 
Alec Laing, assistant vice 
principal, as he shows me 
around Nightingale’s bright, 
clean, well-maintained 
corridors, halls and 
classrooms. “There would 
have been kids just 
wandering around outside 
during lessons; fighting; 
constant disruption. Now,” 
he adds, with a grin, “our 
students are lively, but 
lovely. They behave, and 
learn, because they want to.” 
I certainly don’t spot any 

signs of disorder during my 
visit; in fact, on the day, it’s 
one of the calmest schools 
I’ve visited, and quite 
possibly the happiest, too. So 
how has this apparent 
turnaround been achieved? 

“It’s leadership,” Alec 
responds without hesitation, 
when I put the question to 
him. “So many leaders come 
in, and nothing changes – we 
had one guy who came, 
painted the whole school 
purple, then left; what was 
that supposed to achieve? 
Now, though, we’ve got a 
principal who puts trust in 
the teachers. We’re allowed 
to innovate, to make 
decisions, and we know 
we’ve got her backing. It’s 
very empowering.”

The twin themes of 
teacher autonomy and school 


