
Our Chairs of Governors Mark George (Echelford), Wendy Sedgwick
(Saxon) and Laura Ellis Philip (Riverbridge) recently got together to
talk candidly about their experience of being part of the Lumen
Learning Trust. Lisa Cosgrave, our Communications Manager, put
several questions to them to gain their insights….  

B E I N G  P A R T  O F  T H E  T R U S T

Pr i o r  to  conver t i ng  to  an  academy  what  
wor r i ed  you  the  most  about  the  p rocess?  

MG :  P r i o r  to  Eche l fo rd  becom ing  an  
academy ,  Lumen  d idn ’t  ex i s t ,  so  the re  was  
a  na tu ra l  ‘ f ea r  o f  the  unknown ’.  The re  was  
no  Lumen  h i s to ry ,  t he  on l y  r e fe rence  po i n t  
we  had  as  pa rents  was  tha t  we  were  
under tak i ng  the  same  j ou rney  f rom 
‘ spec i a l  measu res ’ t o  ‘ good ’ t ha t  Saxon  
P r imary  had  been  on .  The  schoo l s  a re  
d i f fe rent  s i zes ,  and  have  d i f fe rent  
demograph i c s  and  pe rsona l i t i e s  w i th i n  
the i r  commun i t i e s .  These  d i f fe rences  l ed  
to  anx i e ty  amongst  the  pa rent  commun i t y  
a s  to  whether  the  success  exper i enced  a t  
Saxon  cou ld  be  rep l i c a ted .  

WS :  Saxon  had  recent l y  exper i enced  g rea t  
improvements  as  a  ma in ta i ned  schoo l  and  
the  s tandard  o f  t each i ng  was  exce l l en t .  
Fo r  me ,  the  b i gges t  ques t i on  was  whether  
be i ng  an  academy  wou ld  change  the  
s tandard  o f  t each i ng  fo r  the  worse  r a the r  
than  to  cont i nue  to  improve  i t .  I  t h i nk  th i s  
was  ‘ t he  fea r  o f  the  unknown ’ a s  Mark  sa i d  
and  was  i n  f ac t  g round l ess  because  
ac tua l l y  the  rea l i t y  was ,  and  i s ,  t ha t  
t each i ng  improved  and  cont i nues  to  do  so .  

LE-P :  I  t h i nk  the  ma in  conce rn  fo r  the  
gove rn i ng  body  a t  R i ve rb r i dge ,  wh i ch  i s  a  
common  one  fo r  any  s choo l  cons i de r i ng  
th i s  r ou te ,  was  the  poss i b l e  l o s s  o f  l o ca l  
cont ro l  i n  dec i s i on  mak ing  wh i ch  i s  
someth ing  tha t  I  must  say  has  no t  been  
bo rne  ou t  i n  r ea l i t y .  I n  the  end ,  i t ’s  a l l  
worked  ou t  b r i l l i an t l y .  The  govern i ng  body  

a re  se t t l ed  i n to  the i r  new  s ta tus ,  we  have  
a  new  Headteacher  who  i s  f l ou r i sh i ng  and  
we  a re  r eap ing  a  l o t  o f  benef i t s .  The  
schoo l  i s  s tab l e ,  t he  ch i l d ren  a re  sa fe  and  
happy ,  and  the  l ea rn i ng  has  i n c reased  
man i fo l d .  The  da ta  i s  speak ing  fo r  i t se l f .  

MG :  I  t oo  am p roud  o f  the  way  the  
govern i ng  body  embraced  the  change  o f  
s ta tus  desp i te  i t  be i ng  a  new  exper i ence  
fo r  u s  a l l .    I  t h i nk  what  he lped  was  tha t  
th roughout  ea r l y  2013 ,  Mary  E l l en  l ed  a  
comp le te  ove rhau l  o f  t each i ng  p rac t i ce ,  
l e adersh ip  and  the  imp lementa t i on  o f  the  
r a f t  o f  changes  tha t  ou r  j ou rney  to  a  
fu tu re  good  Ofs ted  r a t i ng  wou ld  r equ i r e ,  
wh i ch  we  d i d  ach i eve  i n  November  2016 ,  
j u s t  th ree  yea rs  a f te r  becom ing  an  
academy ,  someth ing  the  o l d  ma ins t ream 
Eche l fo rd  had  neve r  ach i eved  i n  the  
p rev i ous  20  yea rs !  

What  wor r i ed  you  the  most  a s  a  Mum or  
Dad  o f  a  ch i l d  a t  one  o f  the  T rus t  s choo l s?  

WS :  As  a  Mum I  was  wor r i ed  about  whether  
i t  wou ld  have  a  de t r imenta l  e f fec t  on  my  
ch i l d ' s  s choo l  l i f e  bu t  i t  hasn ' t .  The  
ch i l d ren  a t  Saxon  a re  s t i l l  v e ry  much  pa r t  
o f  the i r  own  schoo l  commun i t y  bu t  a l so  
now they  have  the  oppor tun i t y  to  
pa r t i c i pa te  i n  g roup  ac t i v i t i e s  w i th  the  
o the r  academy  schoo l s .  My  daughte r  l oved  
meet i ng  o the r  pup i l s  f rom Eche l fo rd  and  
R i ve rb r i dge  a t  the  Lumen  Lea rn i ng  Summer  
Camp  fo r  i n s tance .  
     
MG :  Fo r  me ,  I  was  wor r i ed  about  the  



amount  o f  change  tha t  was  requ i r ed  i n  
such  a  sho r t  space  o f  t ime .  My  daughte r  
was  i n  Yea r  2  i n  2013  and  had  a  new ly  
qua l i f i ed  teacher .  As  a  pa rent  I  was  
wor r i ed  whether  th i s  new  teacher  wou ld  
be  a  success  and  wou ld  my  daughte r  be  
happy  and  do  we l l ?  As  i t  was ,  t he  s choo l  
l eadersh ip  team mentored  and  coached  
the  new teacher  we l l  wh i ch  i n  t u rn  
enab l ed  my  daughte r  to  l ea rn  l o t s ,  be  
happy  i n  s choo l  and  to  r each  the  expec ted  
l eve l  f o r  he r  end  o f  KS1  SATs .  
I n c i denta l l y ,  5  yea r s  l a te r ,  t h i s  t eacher  i s  
now  a  sub j ec t  l eader  and  a  member  o f  the  
Eche l fo rd  Sen io r  Leadersh ip  Team .  

LE-P :  As  a  Mum I  was  more  wor r i ed  about  
what  wou ld  happen  i f  we  d i dn ’t  j o i n  the  
T rus t .  I  s eem to  remember  a t  one  po i n t  
d i s cuss i ng  a t  home  tha t  we  m ight  move  
the  ch i l d ren  i f  t he  convers i on  d i dn ’t  go  
ahead  and  we  l o s t  the  l eadersh ip  p rov ided  
by  the  T rus t .  I  f e l t  my  ch i l d ren  wou ld  ga i n  
f rom hav i ng  a  s t rong  sen i o r  l eadersh ip  
team and  f rom the  s tab i l i t y  tha t  s t rength  
wou ld  b r i ng .  I  f e l t  t ha t  by  s tay i ng  as  
Loca l  Au thor i t y  s choo l  we  were  pu t t i ng  
o f f  the  i nev i t ab l e  and  tha t  th i s  was  an  
oppor tun i t y  to  j o i n  an  academy  fu l l y  
focused  on  p r imary  educa t i on .  I  don ’t  
r emember  hav i ng  conce rns  about  j o i n i ng  
the  LLT .  I  m ight  have  fe l t  d i f fe rent l y  
about  another  academy  m ind  you… .  

We  have  a l l  hea rd  s to r i e s  o f  academy  
t rus t s  com ing  i n  and  d ras t i ca l l y  chang ing  
a  l o ca l  s choo l ' s  i dent i t y .  How do  you  th i nk  
the  Lumen  Lea rn i ng  T rus t  hand l ed  th i s  
i s sue?  

MG :  F rom the  ve ry  f i r s t  conversa t i on  
about  becom ing  an  academy  i n  2012  I  s aw  
tha t  Saxon  were  de te rm ined  to  keep  the i r  
i dent i t y  and  h i gh  s tandards ,  and  a f te r  the  
ha rd  work  they  had  gone  th rough ,  t he re  
was ,  qu i t e  r i gh t l y ,  no  way  they  wou ld  
comprom ise .  And  they  d i dn ’t  e i t he r .  Saxon  
rema ined  ‘ Saxon ’.  
   
WS :  I  unders tand  th i s  cou ld  be  conce rn i ng  
bu t  I  pe r sona l l y  be l i e ve  the  Lumen  
   

Lea rn i ng  T rus t  i s  d i f fe rent  and  as  
Mark   says  Saxon  rema ined  ‘ Saxon ’.  The  
T rus t  has  pu rposefu l l y  r e ta i ned  the  names  
o f  eve ry  s choo l  and  each  one  re ta i ns  i t s  
own  cu l tu re .  When  you  read  about  
academ ies  i n  the  news ,  a l l  you  hea r  i s  t ha t  
they  a re  l i ke  b i g  bus i nesses  and  they  have  
a  ve ry  negat i ve  r eputa t i on .  I 'm  de l i gh ted  
to  say  tha t  the  Lumen  Lea rn i ng  T rus t  i s  
no t  l i ke  tha t  a t  a l l .  Tha t ' s  because  they  
a lways  pu t  the  needs  o f  the  ch i l d ren  f i r s t  
i n  eve ry  dec i s i on  they  make  and  pa r t  o f  
tha t  i s  ensu r i ng  they  have  schoo l  
i dent i t y .    

MG :  Yes ,  t he  Eche l fo rd  commun i t y  a round  
Ashfo rd  a l so  has  a  s t rong  i dent i t y ;  many  
o f  ou r  cu r rent  pa rents  have  been  ch i l d ren  
a t  the  s choo l .  Ove r  the  pas t  f i ve  yea r s  the  
s choo l  has  worked  ac ross  the  commun i t y  
w i th  the  suppor t  o f  the  T rus t ,  immers i ng  
ou r  ch i l d ren  i n  d i f fe rent  oppor tun i t i e s  to  
r ebu i l d  and  s t rengthen  the  Eche l fo rd  
reputa t i on  and  i dent i t y .  

LE-P :  I  ag ree ,  t he  T rus t  works  ha rd  to  
ensu re  each  schoo l  ma in ta i ns  i t s  i dent i t y .  
There  a re  changes ,  bu t  these  happen  ove r  
t ime .  The  ch i l d ren  a re  ba re l y  aware .  The  
b i gges t  change  fo r  them was  hav i ng  new 
ca te re r s  and  they  l ove  them!  The  o f fe r i ng  
i s  a  b i g  improvement  on  be fo re .  They  now 
have  cho i ce .  The  ch i l d ren  a l so  en j oy  the  
i n te r - schoo l  compet i t i ons  and  events  
wh i ch  he lp  them to  fee l  pa r t  o f  the  w ide r  
T rus t  wh i l e  be i ng  ab l e  to  show o f f  the i r  
i nd i v i dua l  s choo l  pe r sona l i t y  and  
un iqueness .  

F rom what  you  a re  a l l  s ay i ng  i t  was  
impor tant  tha t  you  cou ld  unders tand  what  
va l ue  the  T rus t  cou ld  b r i ng  to  you r  s choo l  
when  you  were  dec id i ng  whether  to  j o i n  
the  T rus t .  What  d i d  you  rea l i s e  you  cou ld  
ach i eve  w i th  the  T rus t  tha t  you  wou ldn ’t  
be  ab l e  to  do  a l one?  

LE-P :  The  c l ea res t  and  s t ronges t  
advantage  o f  be i ng  pa r t  o f  the  T rus t  i s  
t he  j o i ned  up  work  be tween  the  teachers  
a t  each  schoo l .  They  ge t  together ,  sha re  
i deas ,  do  c ross -modera t i on  and  poo l  t he  



c rea t i v i t y .  The  f i r s t  negat i ve  peop l e  th i nk  
o f  w i th  an  Academy  i s  tha t  you  l o se  g rea t  
s ta f f  bu t  ac tua l l y  r e tent i on  i s  much  be t te r  
–  they  have  deve l opment  oppor tun i t i e s  
tha t  weren ’t  the re  be fo re .  Th i s  i s  a  b i g  
dea l  i n  the  cu r rent  c l imate  o f  t eacher  
sho r tage .  

WS :  Fo r  me  i t  was  be i ng  ab l e  to  have  more  
too l s  a t  ou r  d i sposa l  t o  d r i ve  p rogress  i n  
ou r  des i r e  to  become  ‘Outs tand ing ’.  As  a  
gove rnor  I  have  seen  the  e f fec t  the  T rus t  
has  had  on  the  qua l i t y  and  s tandard  o f  
t each i ng .  Pee r  r ev i ews ,  sha r i ng  i n  
successes  and  j o i n t  s c ru t i ny  a l l  he l p  d r i ve  
p rogress  ac ross  a l l  t he  s choo l s .  We  a re  no  
l onger  work i ng  i n  i so l a t i on  and  we  benef i t  
f rom hav i ng  an  open  cu l t u re  tha t  i s  so  
ev i dent  on  my  regu l a r  v i s i t s  to  the  Saxon .  

MG :  A f te r  go i ng  i n to  spec i a l  measu res  i n  
2012 ,  what  Eche l fo rd  despera te l y  needed  
was  s t rong  l eadersh ip  and  d i r ec t i on .  I n  
Mary  E l l en  and  Sa rah  (Vernon ,  V i ce  
P r i nc i pa l  o f  the  T rus t  and  Head  a t  
Eche l fo rd )  we  d i s cove red  two  
p ro fess i ona l s  who  were  re l en t l e ss  i n  the i r  
pu r su i t  o f  exce l l ence  fo r  ou r  ch i l d ren .  
They  cou ld  ca l l  on  the i r  own  exper i ence  
and  the  exper t i se  o f  the i r  t eam a t  Saxon  
to  coach  and  mento r  Eche l fo rd  s ta f f ,  
i n s t i l l i ng  g rea te r  de te rm ina t i on  and  
tenac i t y  and  add i t i ona l  p ro fess i ona l  sk i l l s .  
As  Wendy  desc r i bes ,  a s  the  T rus t  has  
g rown  we  a re  ab l e  to  ca l l  on  more  and  
more  exper t i se  ac ross  a l l  ou r  s choo l s  
where  a l l  t he  teachers  work  to  the  same  
h i gh  expec ta t i ons  us i ng  common  i n i t i a t i ves  
and  sys tems .  S ta f f  can  now seam less l y  
t each  ac ross  the  en t i r e  T rus t  deve l op i ng  
the i r  own  teach ing  sk i l l s  a s  we l l  a s  sha r i ng  
bes t  p rac t i ce .  Qu i te  s imp l y ,  t he  more  
ou ts tand ing  teachers  we  can  pu t  i n  f ron t  
o f  ou r  ch i l d ren  the  be t te r  the  l ea rn i ng  
exper i ence  w i l l  be .  

WS :  As  a  gove rnor  w i th i n  a  mu l t i  a cademy  
t rus t  I  have  en j oyed  meet i ng  o the r  
gove rnors  f rom Eche l fo rd  and  R i ve rb r i dge .  
We  a re  un i t ed  by  a  s im i l a r  e thos  and  i t ' s  
g rea t  to  sha re  the  cha l l enges  we  face  and  
to  ce l eb ra te  ou r  s choo l s '  a ch i evements    

t oo .    

LE-P :  Yes ,  I  ag ree  w i th  Wendy .  I  a l so  l i ke  
be i ng  pa r t  o f  the  w ide r  p i c tu re ,  and  as  
Cha i r  I  f i nd  the  Educa t i on  Commi t tee  a  
sou rce  o f  r ea l  suppor t .  The  l o ca l  
gove rn i ng  body  du t i e s  a re  much  more  
focused  on  mon i to r i ng  v i s i t s ,  and  I  r ea l l y  
f ee l  we  add  va l ue  i n  th i s  r espec t .  

Fo l l ow ing  convers i on  what  were  you  most  
happy  to  see?  

WS :  Fo r  me  i t  was  see i ng  pa rents  and  
ch i l d ren  d i dn ' t  r ea l l y  no t i ce  any th i ng  
chang ing  when  the  s choo l  became  pa r t  o f  
the  T rus t .   I n  o the r  words  we  s t i l l  had  the  
Saxon  l ook  and  fee l .    

MG :  As  a  pa rent ,  t o  see  both  my  daughte rs  
en j oy i ng  s choo l  and  do i ng  we l l  bo th  
pe rsona l l y  and  academ ica l l y  was  a  j oy .  I t ’s  
a s  s imp le  a s  tha t .    

LE-P :  I  e cho  both  Wendy  and  Mark .  The  
ch i l d ren  rema ined  se t t l ed  th roughout  the  
p rocess  and  cou ld  cont i nue  to  i dent i f y  
themse l ves  as  R i ve rb r i dge  pup i l s .  

MG :  Th i nk i ng  f rom a  gove rnor  pe r spec t i ve ,  
whenever  I  come  i n to  s choo l  I  a lways  f i nd  
the  ch i l d ren  a re  po l i t e  and  f r i end l y ,  t hey  
a re  we l l  behaved  and  engaged  i n  the i r  
l ea rn i ng .  The  c l a ss rooms  a re  b r i gh t ,  
co l ou r fu l  and  fu l l  o f  d i sp l ays  o f  the  
ch i l d ren ’s  work .  The  ove ra l l  env i ronment  i s  
ve ry  pos i t i ve  and  the  ‘ buzz ’ o f  l ea rn i ng  
a round  the  s choo l  i s  i n fec t i ous .  When  I  see  
th i s ,  I  know the  s choo l  i s  do i ng  eve ry th i ng  
i t  can  to  p romote  pos i t i ve  ou tcomes  fo r  
ou r  ch i l d ren  and  tha t  makes  me  ve ry  happy  
to  see .  

Loca l  commun i t y  p r imary  s choo l s  come  i n  
a l l  shapes  and  s i zes .  What  does  the  Lumen  
Lea rn i ng  T rus t   enab l e  you r  s choo l s  to  do?  

WS :  Yes ,  l o ca l  commun i t y  p r imary  s choo l s  
come  i n  a l l  shapes  and  s i zes  and  the  T rus t  
enab l es  us  to  be  the  s choo l  we  want  to  be  
w i th  s t rong  suppor t  f rom the  Lumen  
fam i l y .      



MG:  We  can  be  pa r t  o f  the  commun i t y ,  
ce l eb ra te  ou r  i nd i v i dua l i t y  and  g i ve  ou r  
ch i l d ren  the  bes t  poss i b l e  s ta r t  i n  the i r  
l ea rn i ng  j ou rney .  Eche l fo rd  i s  one  o f  the  
l a rges t  p r imary  s choo l  s i t e s  i n  Spe l tho rne  
–  ou r  s i t e  was  o r i g i na l l y  des i gned  as  a  
secondary  s choo l .  We  have  space  to  use ,  
exp lo re  and  deve lop .  As  a  t rus t  we  can  
i nnovate  i n  the  space  a round  us .  Fo r  
examp le ,  i n  the  l a s t  yea r  a l one  we  have  
p l an ted  ou r  ‘ Eche lwood  fo res t ’ i n  the  
co rne r  o f  ou r  f i e l d  us i ng  100+  t rees .    Th i s  
no t  on l y  a t t r ac t s  w i l d l i f e  bu t  p romotes  
env i ronmenta l  awareness .  We  have  
des i gned  a  c l a s s room ca l l ed  ‘The  
L i gh thouse ’ wh i ch  i s  about  a s  f a r  r emoved  
f rom a  t r ad i t i ona l  c l a s s room as  you  can  
imag ine .  Recent l y  an  ou tdoor  sensory  
ga rden  has  been  p l an ted  w i th  a  
s to ry te l l e r ’s  a rea  tha t  the  ch i l d ren  w i l l  
d i s cove r  ove r  the  com ing  months .  I f  we  
were  not  pa r t  o f  the  Lumen  Lea rn i ng  T rus t  
these  i deas  wou ld  neve r  have  been  
rea l i s ed .  

LE-P :  I  comp le te l y  ag ree  w i th  Mark .  I n  the  
l a s t  12  months  we  have  been  ab l e  to  
i n t roduce  dynam ic  and  s t imu l a t i ng  l ea rn i ng  
env i ronments  such  as  the  themed  l i b r a ry  
a reas .  I n te rac t i ve  book  bags  and  tac t i l e  
su r round ings  t a i l o red  to  key  s tages  have  
been  huge l y  pos i t i ve  fo r  the  ch i l d ren .  The  
T rus t  a l so  a l l ows  us  to  b r i ng  together  a  
l a rge  team o f  ded i ca ted  teachers  and  
suppor t  s ta f f  to  p rov ide  a l l  ou r  l o ca l  
ch i l d ren  w i th  good  l ea rn i ng  oppor tun i t i e s  
and  to  deve l op  the i r  a sp i r a t i ons .  

What  wou ld  you  say  i s  the  bes t  pa r t  o f  
be l ong ing  to  the  T rus t?  

LE-P :  That ’s  s imp le  to  answer .  Know ing  
tha t  the  ch i l d ren  be l ong  to  a  T rus t  tha t  i s  
l ed  by  a  team who  rea l l y  ca re  about  a l l  
ch i l d ren  i s  by  f a r  the  bes t  pa r t  o f  be i ng  
pa r t  o f  the  Lumen  Lea rn i ng  T rus t .  

WS :  Fo r  me  i t ’s  know ing  you  a re  no t  a l one .  
Schoo l s  cannot  ex i s t  i n  i so l a t i on  anymore .  
We  need  to  be  connected  and  to  l ea rn  and  
g row  f rom each  o the r  i f  we  a re  to  keep  
pace  w i th  the  r ap id l y  chang ing  wor l d  i n      

wh i ch  we  l i v e .  Tha t  way  we  can  be t te r
equ ip  ou r  ch i l d ren  fo r  the  fu tu re .    

MG :  The  bes t  pa r t  o r  pa r t s? !  Know ing  tha t
my  ch i l d ren  a re  sa fe ,  happy  and  be i ng
i nvo l ved  i n  f an tas t i c  l e a rn i ng  eve ry  day .
That  the  teachers  and  s choo l  l e ade rs  want
the  ve ry  bes t  fo r  eve ry  ch i l d  r ega rd l e ss  o f
the i r  background  o r  ab i l i t i e s .  As  a  pa rent
you  want  you r  ch i l d  to  have  be t te r  than
you  had  you rse l f  and  thanks  to  the  T rus t s ’
r e l en t l e ss  d r i ve  towards  en r i ch i ng  ou r
ch i l d ren ’s  l i v es ,  e ven  a t  th i s  young  age ,
they  have  l ea rned  so  much  tha t  w i l l  s t and
them i n  good  s tead  fo r  the  fu tu re .  

F i na l l y ,  i f  you  knew then  what  you  know
now what  wou ld  you  te l l  you r se l f ?  

LE-P :  We  wou ld  do  i t  a l l  o ve r  aga i n… .o r
j o i ned  th ree  yea r s  ea r l i e r !  

MG :  That  we  had  no th i ng  to  f ea r  about
becom ing  an  academy  and  tha t  i t  wou ld
g i ve  us  the  f reedom to  be  i nnova t i ve  and
break  the  cons t ra i n t s  o f  be i ng  a
ma ins t ream schoo l .  The  T rus t  l eade rs  and
the  teams  o f  s choo l  l e ade rs  and  teach i ng
s ta f f  a re  ou ts tand ing  p ro fess i ona l s .  No
cha l l enge  has  gone  unanswered  and
exce l l ence  has  been  pu rsued  re l en t l e ss l y .
Eche l fo rd  i s  undoubted l y  now  reach i ng  the
potent i a l  i t  was  a lways  capab l e  o f  and  we
have  no  i n ten t i on  o f  s topp ing  any t ime
soon !  

WS :  We l l  s a i d  Lau ra  and  Mark ,  I  ag ree  w i th
the  bo th  o f  you .  I f  I  cou l d  t r ave l  back  to
the  b i r th  o f  the  T rus t  I  wou ld  t e l l  myse l f
and  my  fe l l ow  gove rnors  s imp l y  to  “go  fo r
i t ” .   


