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Interview with Dame Anna Hassan DBE - May 2006

Headteacher, Millfields Community School

How did your school begin the journey of providing extended services?

In every school I’ve ever worked in, I’ve always seen the need for more opportunities for children and parents. Many of our inner-city children go home after school and just watch TV. I have always believed that if we could offer children a lot more, particularly in the inner city with all its social problems, then that would benefit both the children and the parents. I believe that by improving schools you improve communities, and by improving communities you improve schools. So that’s how the whole thinking behind our extended day began.

For us, the extended day includes adult learning, adult training and children having an opportunity to go to a wide variety of clubs. We’ve been able to provide these activities by bringing into the school expertise, experience, and creativity that was almost literally on the doorstep. It’s about children and parents having choices. And it’s about being inclusive. 

So, in every school that I’ve worked in, I’ve been able to offer additional ‘plus’ activities because it’s something that I believe in. At Millfields, we’ve been lucky in attracting quality people. We have the ‘Shine Academy’ every Saturday, for example, which has been funded by the Shine Trust. Shine wanted to see what difference an academy for accelerated learning could make and so they gave us generous funding for four years. Now other schools buy places into the academy, so it’s become self-sustaining and it’s open for 120 children for 30 Saturdays a year. 

Community is the key word in this school. If you educate children, they in turn educate and support their parents. And if you educate parents, they understand the value of education, become more confident and support their children’s schoolwork. So it’s a never-ending circle of development. 
Apart from the Shine Academy, what other services are you providing?

We have an adult learning centre supported by Hackney Community College. We have ICT classes, EAL classes (English as a Second Language), Maths classes and Family Learning classes where parents and children work together. We also have ICT training for teachers and other staff. We offer NVQ Level II training and we’re also doing an adult Maths GCSE class. We also offer respite care for parents who have children with special needs. This came about because we have an autistic centre at the school and a number of children in the mainstream with autism. Parents needed support and we were in a position to offer something. This group has gone from strength to strength and now has parents attending from many areas in Hackney. We are also working closely with the PCT, health services, the Winnicote Centre, etc. 

Adult learning goes on during the day, in the evenings and on Saturdays. So we’re open until half eight at night for the adults. Everybody comes to support us. We’re successful at raising money because we evaluate everything and we show evidence that it is making a difference. We have a vision and a long-term plan and we are always ready to submit bids when new money becomes available. Everything leads on to something more. Our problem is finding the space - we’re literally squeezing things in!
For children, we have an activity-based breakfast club. Girls from Clapton Girls School of Technology come and support children with ICT during this time. Then at lunchtime the Dalston Youth Project group come and work with identified pupils. We also have a cricketer who works one day a week, plus we run a reading club, a chess club and several other activities.

After school we have dance classes, street dance, music, choir, Spanish, French, art, football, judo, and more. We’ve got over 20 clubs available during the week. We also have ‘Play Plus’ which we’ve just taken over from the local authority play centre service. The aim of this is to encourage children in creative play. We also have homework clubs, but the extended day is not just about learning for us. It’s also about play, new experiences, excitement and interest. 

We ask the children what clubs they’d like to have. We have a strong school council and we listen. We will try to accommodate whatever they want, providing there are enough children who want to do it. They’re so excited about everything. They just love all of the activities that they do and they’re proud of themselves. We track every opportunity a child accesses to help assess what difference it makes to their learning and development. Although of course this can’t be done in isolation from the rest of their work during the school day. 

We’re also a national healthy school. So throughout the day the children are offered fruit. Our food is excellent and we recognised the importance of a healthy diet long before Jamie Oliver! The children always have fresh water and milk. We provide the food for the Play Plus centre so we know the children aren’t just getting a bag of crisps. We also provide food at staff meetings and food for the training centre. 

The school is also a teacher training school, focusing on training people from the local community. We very much want to develop expertise and experience in and for the local community. 
So Millfields offers a package that provides empowerment and respect. It’s about valuing the people that make up the school and the local community. It’s about listening to the children and their parents to see what they need, and what will improve the community and the school. 

What have been the greatest challenges?

1. Change. Change is always difficult. In order to make a real difference everyone needs to be onboard but, naturally, people develop in different ways and at different times. The challenge is therefore to make things happen quickly and effectively but with everyone accountable and supporting the changes being made.

2. Communication. Getting people to understand what we do and why we do it. People communicate in different ways so we have to use different forms of communication to make sure that everyone is involved and understands what is happening.

3. Meeting demand. When people are empowered they become more demanding. Unfortunately we cannot meet everyone’s demands immediately. There needs to be a good rationale, strong planning, organisation, management and evaluation set up for each new activity. For example, we’re in the process of building a brand new million pound children’s centre. This will provide a fully integrated service for children from 0 to 4+. Although we’ve provided care for under-5 pupils at the school for a long time, we now need to plan carefully the link between the children’s centre and the school so that an integral offer of childcare will be available throughout the year and open to every child that attends the main school. This will have wide ranging implications that need to be thought through carefully.

How do you encourage others to take on responsibility?

It’s about people doing a professional job and working together. It’s about people managing their own area and it’s about continuous professional development. It’s about knowing that it’s not just one person that leads: everyone is accountable and is a manager in their own right, able to take informed risks. This applies to my expectations of the children as well.

I rarely have to propose new ideas because people come to me. Teachers and non-teaching staff have ideas, they’re enthused, and they’re committed to the school. Staff are here from early morning to late at night because they’re proud of what they do and are confident in their own ability. 

I trust my staff and don’t have to be at work from early ‘till late, but I like to be because I don’t want to miss anything!


How do you encourage partnerships to develop?

Lots of people come to us with suggestions. When they come with an offer, we need to make sure that we understand exactly what they’re offering, and they need to be clear about what we are saying. A lot of talk and planning is needed before we introduce something new because everything that comes into the school has to be sustainable. Otherwise, if something starts and then stops, the children get very disappointed and very upset. They’re so enthusiastic about new things. So it’s about clarity in communication and understanding each other’s needs. 

As a consequence of Every Child Matters, we’re working more closely with a variety of people in health and social services. One of my managers, the manager of the autistic resource base, is in fact a speech and language therapist rather than a teacher. Teachers don’t have to be in charge of everything. Different people bring different strengths and the experience and expertise that this person has brought to us from a different discipline has been invaluable. 

We had a doctor here from the Winnicote Centre yesterday and he said ‘I’m so happy to know that the children we work with at the clinic are in such good hands. I didn’t know what was being offered here until today’. He has now offered to give us as much medical support as we need and is organising inter-agency meetings to further develop the work we do. As we are not social workers and often do not understand why they make the decisions they do and visa versa, we are beginning to be able to direct families to the right agencies 

A good example of this is our ‘Stepping Forward’ class for parents who find it difficult to control their children’s behaviour. We have psychologists and other educational experts in to work with parents and their children in a strictly confidential manner. A dedicated area for confidential meetings like this has been planned for the new children’s centre. 

You’ve enabled a lot of exciting things to happen

I have many leaders. All my managers are leaders but I have a particularly reliable senior manager who is the extended school day manager. But every role is important and everybody is clear about what they are required to do. People grow – it’s fantastic to see how people grow, taking new things on and being able to take risks. I’m interested in developing their strengths. That’s the way I work.

What do you think is the most important characteristic of a head teacher in an extended school?

Well they need to be creative, lateral, clear thinkers, who listen, are flexible, belligerent and think outside the box. As schools increasingly turn into campus-style settings, there will be no need for one manager in overall charge in the future. Schools may be known by another name which will reflect all the multi-agency activities that are potentially on offer. 

I’m good at thinking of new ideas and I know exactly what I want. Luckily I’ve always had wonderful people to take those ideas forward for me and put them into practice.

How do you encourage the kind of culture change that’s needed?

I inform people, discuss change and listen to ideas. People always react positively when they have had input and ownership in the change agenda.

It’s about change in mindset. If someone thinks that they can come into a campus and be everything to everybody then it’s a problem. It’s about trusting people and about working together so that you have a team. That team will then support each other. Everybody understands that they are the manager of their own function and can take supported & informed decisions.

This change of culture is linked to strong continuous professional development. Change takes time and change is hard. It needs to be planned so that everybody understands what it is that they’re doing. The key to that is communication because not everyone listens, not everyone reads, not everybody uses email. So you have to use everything so that you ‘catch’ everybody. 

What advice would you give to another head teacher?

Really get to know your school community. They need to talk to the parents, to the children and to staff, and they need to listen carefully. They need to see what’s possible. It is always better to start small. You don’t need to have a lot of money to start making things happen. People are then attracted to getting more things done. 

Not every school will need all of the things that we do. You can’t impose on the community. The services we provide are in response to needs. Otherwise they wouldn’t work. Occasionally we are able to evaluate our development, recognise that we have moved on and we let something go. When we’re able to do this, I am really happy. 

However, you’re always climbing another rung of the ladder. For example the children’s centre has been a big goal for us. But now that that is on the way we are planning a community art centre that’s made of glass with a glass floor. It will happen because we’ve already been offered money to support it and there are business people who are interested in supporting it.

I would say that at least 70 per cent of adults have never visited a school since they were at school themselves, and they haven’t a clue what’s gone on since. So it’s about getting out there, talking and showing people what is possible. The best people ambassadors are the children. I went with a group of Year 6 pupils to the ballet yesterday. It was fantastic and the children were enthralled. I really enjoy showing pupils what the possibilities for them are and what they could achieve. One of my children might become a famous ballet dancer one day.

I tell the children that nothing is impossible if you set your mind to it and work hard. We learn in different ways, we learn to enjoy learning and we all have different styles of learning. Without education, life becomes very difficult. 

To make an extended school successful, what’s the most important characteristic needed?

Determination to keep it going, good planning, deciding exactly what it is you need and then getting everybody onboard. Keeping everybody in the loop, knowing exactly what you want to do, what the philosophy is, what the vision is, what’s happening and what you need. Clarity and communication are the keys.

How do you keep everybody onboard? 

People are confident and supportive when they understand what is going on. We celebrate our achievements. We have a weekly magazine for parents and the community. We have an open school so that parents and other people are kept well informed. We have our sharing assemblies which people come to. We have notices that go out. One of our training days is for people and families from all over the community - it’s on the first Saturday of every July and we all work together. We also have a Staff Parent Association. We make sure that when people want to see me or the staff, they know that they can come in and make an appointment if the person is not available. We use every form of communication possible. We also have a very good website. 

Another word on funding? How do you keep it all going?

Once programmes are set up, they’re self-sustaining. We’re involved with Goldman Sachs, the bankers, we’re involved with Shine - there are just a lot of people who support us. We’re always ready for news of new money and can have a bid turned around in a very short time. So it’s about being prepared and being forward thinking. Linking the vision, not pie in the sky, but actually what does it need to move this on and upwards. Not resting on our laurels. What could be next, what’s the next step? Most of the brilliant ideas come from staff. I’ll soon be redundant here because people have fabulous ideas and all I try and do is enable that to happen. 


Finally, where do you get your support?

Obviously my family, I’ve got a very supportive family. Luckily, because I work impossible hours and days! But it’s the community and the school that support me. And, of course, the children support me most. They make me laugh, and some make me cry because there is so much need in this school. In the mornings I just love to see them come in. I love to see them because there is always trust, awe and wonder in their little faces. Even though some of my children suffer so much – they have so many difficulties – they always come in enthusiastic, laughing, doing their best and trying to please us. I’m happy in my work. 

And of course you need really good staff and a supportive senior management team. We do have a good time together, and we laugh together a lot. There are very few miserable days in Millfields.
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Millfields Community School, Hilsea Street, Hackney E5 0SH
Tel: 020 8985 7898 / Fax: 020 8985 6966 / Email:info@millfields.hackney.sch.uk
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