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PARTNERSHIPS between failing schools
and the best performers are raising
standards of education for
schoolchildren across the borough,
writes reporter Gareth Davies.
THE best schools have a “moral
oblig ation” to support all chil-
dren, not just their own pupils.

This is the progressive opinion
of a head teacher whose school
has helped to transform the for-
tunes of one of its neighbours,
through the sort of partnership
that is bringing results across
C royd o n .

The council asked Mark Ducker
and his school, Gonville, to work
with David Livingstone Primary,
after the latter was told by Ofsted
to improve its standards.

Two years later the number of
pupils meeting the benchmark in
English and maths has doubled,
and the Thornton Heath schools
have become one academy trust.

Mr Ducker believes such team-
work could provide the blueprint
for educational success elsewhere
in Croydon.

Dif ficult
He said: “It’s going to be in-

creasingly difficult for schools
not to be in partnership.

“With the climate as it is, there
will have to be more collaboration
because local authorities will find
it tough to support the schools
that find themselves in difficulty.

“It’s not something that is built
into the system. For many years
schools have been set up to work
in isolation.

“But there has to be a change of
attitude, a realisation that schools
are part of something bigger.

“We now have a responsibility
to all children, not just our own
p u p i l s.

“It is incumbent on us and we
are morally obliged to help if we
have the capacity.”

David Livingstone is now part

of the Striving Together for Ex-
cellence Partnership (Step)
Academy Trust, founded by Gon-
ville to provide similar help to
other schools.

This union is one example of
what can happen as a result of
partnerships first seen in Croy-
don in 2009, when Coloma Con-
vent Girls’ School, in Shirley,
rated “outstanding” by Ofsted,
was asked to work with Good
Shepherd RC Primary, in New
Addington.

A year later the school was out
of special measures, the inspect-
o r at e ’s lowest category, and its
rapid improvement was recog-
nised with Croydon Council’s
Primary School of the Year
aw a rd .

Last year’s Key Stage 2 results,
published in December, saw Good
Shepherd among Croydon’s most
improved schools.

In three years the number of
pupils achieving Level 4 or more
in English and maths, the stand-
ard expected by the Government,
had increased from 52 to 76 per
cent.

Strengths
At present there are 17 part-

nerships in Croydon, some aimed
at improving standards across the
board, others linking schools
with complementary strengths
and weaknesses so they can tackle
issues in specific subjects, such as
Beulah Junior, which works with
Elmwood Junior to improve the
quality of writing.

While much of this collabor-
ation began in September, the
early signs are that success stor-
ies such as Good Shepherd and
David Livingstone can be replic-

ated elsewhere in the borough.
Ofsted has removed three

primaries (Rowdown, Beckmead
and Norbury Manor) from its low-

est categories. All Saints Feder-
ated Infants and Junior Schools
had a positive monitoring visit
and inspectors have recognised

that Spring Park, in Shirley, has
significant capacity to improve.

No two partnerships are the
same, but the policy principally

involves schools sharing re-
sources, expertise and teachers.

Often small numbers of staff
from the best schools are asked to

‘We have a
duty to all
children –
not just to
our pupils’

WHEN asked to
pinpoint the biggest
improvement at David
Livingstone since it
entered into a school
partnership, you might
think a parent would
say better quality
teaching or exam
s u c c e s s.

But for Michelle
Falzon, former PTA
chairwoman, the most

important thing to
change was a more
unpleasant problem.

“When the
partnership first
happened, one of the
biggest changes, and
something that really
boosted the morale of
the kids and staff, was
the toilets were
reva m p e d .

“They were in such a

state. You couldn’t even
walk past them because
they were so old and
stinky. It was such a big
job but the school didn’t
have any money to do
anything about it.

“Sorting them out
was a major
improvement. It was
amazing for the
children to see it
happen so quickly.”

SCHOOLS COLLABORATION: How schools are working together in a bid to
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PARTNERSHIP is the “best
solution” to the problem of
failing schools, believes
education chief Tim Pollard.

Croydon Council was one of
the first local authorities to
embrace the policy after London
Challenge, a government school
improvement programme, came
to an end last year.

The five-year, £40 million
scheme helped to improve
dozens of failing schools in the
capital and was, in some ways, a
victim of its own success.

When the scheme be gan,
London had a lower proportion
of pupils achieving five A* to C
GCSEs grades than any other
region in the country. Seven

years later it had the highest.
Tim Pollard, cabinet member

for children, young people and
learners, said: “London
Challenge was coming to an end
as we were putting together the
partnership approach.

“We knew that we were going
to have to look at school
improvement in a different way,
but there weren’t many
alter natives.”

He said the council had a
choice between spending money
on employing extra staff or
getting schools to work together.

“I think, given what we know
now, it was a fairly inspired
move because it’s resolved issues
at schools and has done so at a

modest cost,” Mr Pollard added.
While the overall picture is

encouraging, he admits that
partnerships can sometimes
turn sour.

Parents at Oval Primary
School, in East Croydon, accused
the council of “playing with
people’s lives” after it handed
the school to the Gipsy Hill
Federation, only to dispose of its
services two days later.

Mr Pollard said: “We don’t get
it right all the time. In that
situation, we admitted a mistake
had been made and, most
importantly, we acted quickly.”

He added that school-to-school
support remained the “best
solution for rapid improvement”.

move schools as troubleshooters,
tasked with rapidly improving
the quality of lessons.

David Livingstone’s head of

school, Claire Slade, believes this
was one of the reasons why col-
laboration with Gonville has be-
nefited both schools.

“Working in a one-form entry
school can be insular,” she ex-
plained.

“A major success of our part-
nership has been the capacity for
both schools’ staff to develop and
share new ideas and more effect-
ive ways of working.

“One of our strengths is the
fantastic performance arts we
offer, whereas Gonville has an
outstanding ICT curriculum.

C r e at ive
“We have been able to share this

expertise to create a creative cul-
ture of arts and technology run-
ning through both academies.”

The notion that collaboration
improves both the struggling and
the striving school is shared by
Mr Ducker.

“The danger is that if you be-
come too focused on your own
school, you plateau,” he ex-
plained.

“What is clear is that Gonville
is in a far stronger position than
we were before the partnership.”

David Livingstone, in
Thornton Heath, stood
on the brink of closure
before its collaboration
with Gonville.

In 2007, Ofsted found
six of its teaching
assistants had not been
vetted to work with
children. They were
immediately pulled out
of classrooms as
inspectors considered
closing a school that
had expected to be rated
as “good” or
“outstanding”.

Instead, it was
handed a notice to

improve, exam results
fell and a below-average
follow-up inspection
prompted the council to
take action.

Ms Falzon said: “It’s
difficult to say what
was wrong before.
Personally, I thought the
standard of teaching
was good, though one of
the issues was a lack of
communication with
parents. The changes
that were made were a
real morale boost for
eve r yo n e.

“Gonville brought a
new way of looking at

things and made
changes to the physical
environment of the

school, which gave
everyone a burst of
energ y.”

achieve higher standards
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Education chief says teamwork offers
best way to bring rapid improvement
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Return flights from Gatwick to Toronto • Six nights' hotel accommodation
in Niagara Falls (2 nights), Gettysburg (2 nights) and Hasbrouck Heights (2
nights) on a room only basis • Full day visit to New York's Manhattan -
stroll Fifth Avenue's shops, explore Central Park or ride to the top of the
Empire State Building • Full day in Washington DC • Two nights to
explore Niagara Falls in Canada • Morning visit to Philadelphia with an
included guided city tour • The services of a Tour Manager
Single supplement applies

From

£899
(per person)

Battlefields
of World War One
4 days

Visit the poignant sites, memorials and cemeteries of the
Somme andYpres Salient on this exceptional break.
Understand the tragic events that unfolded resulting in
WW1 and hear countless stories of personal bravery. With
a knowledgeable guide on hand bringing to light what
really happened, this promises to be a moving experience
that you won't forget.
The price includes:
Coach travel and Channel crossings • Three nights' bed and continental
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