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Insurmountable workload? Ridiculously long hours? Stressed and bogged 
down with marking and assessments? Not teachers at Three Bridges Primary 
School. The Teacher went to Ealing to discover its secret. 

THREE Bridges Primary School describes itself 
as “The Happiest School on Earth”. 

Headteacher Jeremy Hannay describes the 
school’s teaching staff as “our most precious 
resource”. And the approach it has developed is 
all about trusting their professional judgement. 

“All I want them to be worried about is the 
art and craft of teaching,” he says. “I don’t want 
them worrying about Ofsted, data or nonsense; 
or marking or planning scrutiny – just learning. 

“I don’t want them to have any of those 
stresses. The job itself, being in front of 30 
children every single day, is hard enough.”

So, the school has drastically cut out 
“meaningless work – the paper pushing, the 
doing work for somebody else and knowing it 
has no value”. 

And not only has it improved workload 
and stress, it’s improved results too.  

Teacher knows best
The school’s teaching policies are determined 
by teachers. “Our message is never ‘we don’t do 
this or we don’t do that’. It’s that the professional 
gets to choose, to decide,” says Jeremy.  

There is no traditional homework policy, 
for example – instead, it is ‘teacher determined’. 

Victoria Ladkin, the National Education 
Union (NEU) rep at Three Bridges, explains. 

If you’re happy and you know it…
Words by Max Watson

“I don’t want 
teachers worrying 

about Ofsted, 
or marking, or 

planning scrutiny 
– just learning. The 

job itself is hard 
enough.”

“We’ve gone from setting homework every week 
to setting homework when we feel they need it,” 
she says. “The pupils really need space to rest 
after school, they work so hard.” 

Jeremy also emphasises the importance of 
work/life balance. “We work ten-hour, 11-hour 
days sometimes,” he says.

“When I go home, I want a break – to 
spend time with my family. Are we saying 
that the things at school are so important they 
should take precedence over family time?”

Similarly, teachers decide when written 
feedback is most appropriate. “If they think it’s 
going to be effective, then alright,” says Jeremy. 

Meaningful planning, not for scrutiny 
Teachers are autonomous when it comes to 
marking as well. “I’ve been to schools that have 
so much marking that teachers just don’t have 
any time for anything else. How can they be 
thinking creatively?” asks Victoria. 

“In terms of reducing workload, it  
frees you up so much to think about lessons.”

With planning, it’s down to the teacher.  
“It’s not that we don’t do planning,” says 
Victoria. “It’s just that we’re not going to be 
scrutinised and checked. We’re going to be 
planning for us, so it’s going to be meaningful 
for us. Whatever works best.” 

And when it comes to staff meetings, 
they’re only held when really necessary. “We do 
our best to have a common-sense approach as 
much as possible,” says Jeremy. 

Staff turnover and sickness very low 
Unsurprisingly, these changes have boosted 
staff morale. Turnover is very low. Last year, 
the school had two maternity covers and two 
teachers left for promotion, but none quit  
the profession. 

There is no sickness absence due to stress 
either. A few years ago, supply cover was 
“substantial”, according to Jeremy. “We’ve cut 
that by 75 per cent, so that’s a massive change.”

What works well for teachers – and head teacher Jeremy Hannay, left – also works well for Three Bridges’ pupils			         Photos by Kois Miah
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Big smiles all round at Three Bridges

Although Victoria hasn’t surveyed her 
members, she says they work fewer hours than 
colleagues in other schools. 

“A few years ago, people were wheeling 
around bags with books and things like  
that, but that just doesn’t happen anymore,”  
she says.

Joseph Wyglendacz, NEU National 
Executive member, who arranged our visit, 
chats with staff in the corridor during their 
lunch break – they’re relaxed and joke about 
being a happy family. They’re cheerful about 
being photographed and the kids clearly love 
their learning environment. 

Results speak for themselves  
What’s more, the results speak for themselves, 
dispelling what Jeremy calls “a false dichotomy 
of: ‘You can be a really happy school and 
everybody is going to be working less and 
it’s going to be great, but results are going to 
suffer. You can’t possibly attain well unless 
you’re constantly on top of teachers.’ Well, that’s 
absolute nonsense.”

Three Bridges “runs a tight ship” he  
says. Its Ofsted report in 2014 was good  

and, in 2017, it was in the top three per cent  
of all English primary schools for pupil 
progress from KS1 to KS2. The Real Schools 
Guide 2017 named it ‘Top Primary School  
in Ealing’.

Just don’t mention the ‘O’ word… 
Jeremy avoids talking about Ofsted with staff.  
“I don’t know the last time I even said that word 
in a staff meeting,” he says. “There is nothing we 
do for Ofsted or because it’s in some handbook. 
Everything we do, we do for our children and 
our staff.”

Why aren’t more schools like Three 
Bridges? Historically, Ofsted has a lot to answer 
for, says Jeremy, and Victoria agrees: “There is 
obviously a lot of fear around Ofsted.” 

She recalls discussing marking with 
another teacher at an NEU training day:  
“I said our marking policy is down to teachers 
to decide. They said, ‘our head started to 
introduce something like that but then Ofsted 
were expected and so it all changed’.”

Jeremy is Canadian and worked in Ontario 
for eight years, where schools are run “very 
differently”. When he saw how “terrible” things 
were here, he knew there was a different way.

Spread the word – courage in numbers  
Now Jeremy and Victoria are on a mission to 
inspire others to change their approach.

“I hope other schools will read this and 
think about their marking and planning 
policies, making teachers more autonomous,” 
says Victoria. 

“It’s such a small change but it makes the 
whole teaching experience so different.”

Jeremy agrees: “The more we spread the 
good word, the more heads will feel courageous. 
There is courage in numbers.

“I want to be in a position where we can 
support other schools. If this works here, it can 
work anywhere.”

“Everything we  
do, we do for  

our children and 
our staff.”


