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WHO 
WE ARE
Challenge Partners is a charity and national 
partnership of schools and trusts united by the 
belief that the best way to reduce educational 
inequality and enhance the life chances of all 
children is through collaboration, challenge and 
leadership development that improves school 
and pupil performance and spreads excellent 
practice around the system. We work together 
to ensure every school and trust community 
can benefit from the combined wisdom of the 
education system.
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At Challenge Partners, we believe every child 
deserves an excellent education which enables 
them to flourish, and their communities to thrive. 
Across England, we support schools and trusts to 
evaluate, improve, and share leading practice, so 
that excellence becomes the norm. Our national 
programmes and network of local Hubs drive 
upwards convergence in performance, reduce 
regional disparities, and build leadership and 
improvement capacity at scale. This transforms 
the life chances of all pupils, with the greatest 
benefits for those facing the biggest challenges, 
whether arising from disadvantage or special 
educational needs.

We aim to benefit half a million pupils each year 
and are already on track to make this ambitious 
goal a reality, while advancing the shared aims 
of the teachers and leaders in our partnership:

Maximise the LIFE CHANCES of all 
pupils and accelerate the progress 
of the disadvantaged

Support LEADERS at all levels to 
develop and grow capacity for sustained 
improvement in schools and trusts 

Extend EXCELLENCE, shaping a 
world-class system in which all pupils thrive

Susanna Eastham, 
Chair of Trustees

It’s a privilege to introduce this 
year’s Impact Report as the new 
Chair of Trustees. My journey with 
Challenge Partners began in 2019, 
volunteering through the Social 
Business Trust, and continued 
when I joined the Board as a 
Trustee in 2020.
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These numbers are not just milestones; 
they represent the children, families, 
and communities whose futures we are 
working together to strengthen.

	����
����������
��������������������������������������
����������������������
�����������������������������������
�������������������
��������­�����������������������
��������������������������������������������������������
���������������������
��������������������
����
��������
������������������������������

������������
������������������
��������
����������������
��������������������

�������������������������
���������������

�����������������
�������
�
���
�������
�����������������������
����������������
�������������������������
������������
����������������������������������
���������������������
�����������������
����������������
����������������
��
�����������
�����������������������
���������������
�����������
�����
����������������������
��
����������
���������������������
��������������������������������
���
	���
���
���������������������������

��������������������
�����������������
���������������������������

�����������������������������������������
�������
������
��������
������

��������
�������

�����������������

�����
��������������
���������������������������

��������
��������������������������������������������������
����������
���������������������
�����������
������������������
�����������������������������������������
�����������������
��������������

���������������������
������������������������
�������������
����������������������������
������������������
����
�������

Intentional and bold 
ambition to shape futures
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Dr Kate Chhatwal OBE, CEO

While the main focus of this report is our impact 
and activity in 2024/25, I’d like to take the longer 
view, introducing the strategy we developed 
in 2025 in collaboration with our practitioners, 
partners, funders and supporters. It highlights  
the enduring and systemic challenges we 
collectively face - and celebrates our progress  
and plans for tackling them.

Our Strategy to 2030 describes our vision for a future 
where every child can flourish and every community 
can thrive. It reaffirms our commitment to benefit at 
least half a million pupils each year, and extends our 
ambitions to reach more disadvantaged children and 
learners with special educational needs; strengthen our 
influence across the system; and sustain innovation and 
excellence in everything we do. It describes the actions 
we will take to achieve this.

Dame Sue John,  
Co-founder and Executive Director

Since the July 2024 election, our Education 
Advisory Group has challenged us to do more 
to share expertise from Challenge Partners 
to influence policy. In line with our value of 
courageous leadership and our proven expertise  
in these areas, we have sought to contribute  
our knowledge on area-based improvement, 
inspection reform, and SEND.

Our 2030 Strategy: Every 
child flourishing, every 
community thriving
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Our mission has always been to provide systemic 
solutions to systemic problems. The barriers that limit 
children’s life chances - disadvantage, inconsistency in 
school quality, and the slow spread of effective practice - 
cannot be solved by isolated interventions. They require 
a strong, connected system where knowledge flows 
freely and schools support one another to improve. That 
is exactly what Challenge Partners creates through our 
programmes, networks, and peer review models, which 
uncover and spread excellence across schools so that all 
children benefit.

Educational inequality remains one of the most persistent 
challenges facing our country, yet recent independent 
analysis shows how our schools buck trends. It reveals 
that schools in Challenge Partners for four or more 
years increased the proportion of disadvantaged pupils 
achieving a crucial grade 4+ in GCSE English and maths by 
4.1 percentage points over five years to 2024, compared 
to a national decline of 1.3 points.  While this cannot 
be attributed solely to our approach, it aligns with 
other evidence - including the impact described in this 
report - which indicates a strong correlation between 
our rigorous, collaborative, practitioner-led model and 
improved outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. It also 
highlights the excellent practice found in our schools 
which others can learn from.

Our 2030 Strategy responds to an environment where 
school budgets are under strain, local services are 
shrinking, and many families face rising poverty, poor 
health, and social challenges that spill into the classroom. 
It ensures no school leader or teacher has to face these 
challenges alone. It aims to create a school system 
where every child has an equal chance to succeed. I look 
forward to working with the schools, trusts, supporters 
and partners who helped shape the strategy to make it a 
reality in the years ahead.

Following the 2025 exam results, the Secretary of State 
for Education Bridget Phillipson expressed an ambition 
to “take the best of the renowned London Challenge and 
apply it to areas like the North East”. As Secondary Director 
in the London Challenge and co-founder of Challenge 
Partners, I have been involved in this work for over two 
decades. While the educational landscape has evolved, 
I am confident that the core principles underpinning the 
London Challenge and Challenge Partners still stand. 
We shared these with the Department for Education 
(DfE), drawing also on our roles in government-funded 
initiatives in Knowsley and Liverpool, and the place-based 
improvements driven through our nationwide networks of 
local Hubs.

We highlighted that successful area-based school 
improvement depends on leadership that builds moral 
capital and unites all stakeholders around a shared vision. 
Aligning government, trusts, schools, and improvement 
partners to instil pride and a sense of place was central to 
the London Challenge. 

On Ofsted reform, we recognise that the new Education 
Inspection Framework (EIF) has drawn mixed responses 
regarding capacity, consistency, and pressure on schools. 
We were pleased, however, that Chief Inspector Sir Martyn 
Oliver attended one of our Quality Assurance Reviews at 
North Primary School in November 2024 and praised both 
the peer review model and the quality of professional 
dialogue.

The EIF’s greater emphasis on collaboration, inclusion, 
and meeting the needs of disadvantaged pupils and those 
with SEND mirrors our longstanding review approach. 
Our schools welcome external scrutiny and continuous 
improvement, and it is encouraging to see Ofsted’s plans 
to identify and share exceptional practice as we have long 
done through accreditation of schools’ Areas of Excellence.

As the government considers SEND reforms, our SEND 
Developmental Peer Review programme enters its third 
year. In our submission to the Select Committee, we 
stressed the urgency of systemic self-improvement - 
because, as I noted last year quoting Chilean poet  
Gabriela Mistral, “the children cannot wait”. Helen Hayes 
MP, Chair of the Select Committee, joined us at this year’s 
programme launch, and reinforced the importance of our 
approach to capturing innovative practice and fostering 
agency among teachers and leaders. We share the hope 
that government reforms will promote collaboration, 
experimentation, and research-based practice to improve 
outcomes for every child.
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Courageous 
leadership:  
Sharing our 
expertise to  
influence  
policy

https://challengepartners.org/sites/default/files/2026-02/2030%20Strategy%20%282%29.pdf


Partnership growth

In 2024/25, Challenge Partners 
encompassed:

410,000
pupils

540 schools
513  Full Partners
27��Network Partners

135 trusts
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Making a difference to 
deprived pupils and regions

Challenge Partners schools serve a
higher and rising proportion of pupils 
eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) 
compared to schools nationally.3

Schools mix

In Challenge Partners we have higher-
than-national proportions of secondary 
and special schools, which bring rich subject 
and SEND expertise to our partnership.4
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40%
of our schools in 
high-deprivation 
target regions
(up from 31% in 2022/23)

110,000
pupils eligible for 
Free School Meals

30%
pupils eligible for 
FSM in CP schools  
(22/23: 28%)

26%
of pupils eligible 
for FSM nationally  
(22/23: 24%)

47%
Primary

77%
Primary

29%
Secondary

16%
Secondary

24%
Special
and AP

8%
Special
and AP

4%
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(up from 385,000 
in 2023/24)
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YORKSHIRE AND 
THE HUMBER

3,769
17% growth in schools�

pupils

NORTH WEST

38,391
82% growth in schools�

pupils
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Building momentum 
in our target regions 
of higher deprivation

Our 24/25 Hubs 
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NORTH EAST

6,030
188% growth in schools�

pupils
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Beating the odds: 
Disadvantaged pupils 
in our schools do better

2024/25 Secondary (Key Stage 4) results2
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62%
National
average

(23/24: 61%)

66%
Challenge 
Partners
average

(23/24: 62%)

2024/25 Primary (Key Stage 2) results1
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47%
National
average

(23/24: 46%)

52%
Challenge 
Partners
average

(23/24: 49%)

68%
National 
average 48%

National 
average

46%
National 
average 28%

National 
average

68%
Challenge 
Partners
average

50%
Challenge 
Partners
average

48%
Challenge 
Partners
average

30%
Challenge 
Partners
average
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If all primary schools performed at the level of our schools, 
around 8,000 more disadvantaged 11 year olds would meet 
the expected standard.

46
National average 
Attainment 8*

(23/24: 46)
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48
Challenge Partners 
average Attainment 8*

(23/24: 47)

35
National average 
Attainment 8*

(23/24: 35)

38
Challenge Partners 
average Attainment 8*

(23/24: 38)OU
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Our long-term impact 
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5 year change in Key Stage 2 scaled scores 
for disadvantaged primary pupils (2019-24)
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Against a backdrop of national 
decline over the �ve-year period, 
Challenge Partners schools secured 
remarkable improvements. 
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Longstanding Challenge Partners 
secondary schools strongly outperformed 
the national average for disadvantaged 
secondary school pupils.

5 year change in proportion of disadvantaged 
secondary students passing GCSE (with 
a grade 4+) in English and Maths (2019-24) 
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What happened in 2024/25?
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discuss. Even as a stand alone event this 
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It was good to know we were working with 
people who are shaping the work with 
government and current educational reviews. 
It was very interesting to hear the wide range 
of ideas from others. It is great to get some 
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Every step of the way: 
Growing as a leader 
and improving schools 
with over a decade of 
Challenge Partners' 
support
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Most importantly, Challenge Partners models 
the culture I want in my schools: collaborative, 
respectful and rooted in the belief that people 
want to do well. My journey would have been 
very different without it. It has shaped me, 
strengthened my schools and improved pupils’ 
experiences. This is why we keep coming back.
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Local Hub collaboration 
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When you are new to headship, 
engaging with other schools within 
the Hub provides invaluable 
opportunities to observe new 
approaches and re�ect on your 
own systems  ���¢��������
����
���
������������������������������
������������������	

Our Hub Manager… is fantastic 
at leading, organising, and 
communicating with all of our 
schools. She is constantly in 
touch, supporting and promoting 
opportunities. The success 
of the Hub is down to who is 
leading it, and she does an 
excellent job ����������������
���
�����������������������
����������
����������������
�����	
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Quality 
Assurance 
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What happened in 2024/25?
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The headlines: 
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This is my �rst year as Executive Headteacher, 
and as such, I used the review to empower my 
emerging senior leaders, practising my skills of 
delegation! It provided me with an opportunity 
at times to sit back and observe the process and 
to watch my leaders in action. This in turn has 
provided me with useful insights for the next 
development steps. It always feels like a privilege 
being part of a QA Review! It is a joy to see our 
school through the eyes of others, and to have 
dedicated time and space to engage in deep 
professional conversations and re�ections  
�������­����������������������
�����������������
��������������������
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IMPACT STORY

How Hope Academy 
gained new connections 
and implemented golden 
nuggets in their first year 
with Challenge Partners
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SEND Developmental 
Peer Review
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What happened in 2024/25? 
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The review totally blew us away 
and we were both grateful for and 
humbled by the comments made by 
our visitors. It was such a positive and 
rea�rming experience for us all. 
This day will sustain us for months to 
come! Where there were gaps identi�ed, 
these we were already aware of and 
therefore this showed our self evaluation 
was accurate too  ����������������������
���
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Challenge Partners breaks 
professional isolation 
and drives meaningful, 
practical improvements 
in inclusive SEND practice
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What happened in 2024/25?
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Following a visit day:
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I found the day to be a great 
opportunity to take time to learn 
from and think about the excellence 
of other schools and how some of 
this could be translated into my 
own setting. This is quite a unique 
time given the very hectic world 
of education where this kind of 
high level professional re�ection 
is rarely possible ������������
�������������
������������	��������
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Growing 
the Top
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Developing 
leaders at every 
level through 
Growing the Top 
and Hub activity
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Jubilee Networks 
The Jubilee Networks (JN) are relational networks that enable headteachers to build strong connections  
with peers across a region, where they share knowledge, experience, and school improvement strategies. 

In Autumn 2024, after four years of delivery as Jubilee 
Networks, a practitioner-led decision was made to 
increase our local collaboration opportunities through 
integrating the three existing Jubilee Networks into 
Challenge Partners Hubs, or allowing them to re-organise 
as a new Hub. This was based on feedback from JN 
schools on what they value most highly from their local 
network and discussion with JN facilitators. 

We are pleased that from 2025/26 onwards, all schools 
will have all the benefits of local collaboration through 
Hub activities. Within a Hub, schools have the opportunity 
to collaborate within or across phases, hear from guest 
speakers, discuss live issues, share leading practice, and 
deepen their local network, thereby increasing support 
for leaders at all levels. 

What happened in 2024/25?
In 2024/25, three Jubilee Networks were in operation: 
Midlands Primary (13 schools), Midlands Secondary  
(17 schools) and South Central Secondary (7 schools). 
After a virtual launch event, schools in each group took  
it in turns to host four meetings across the year, 
showcasing areas of strength and areas for development. 
This provided inspiration for visiting headteachers to 
stimulate improvement in their own schools, while the 
host school benefited from feedback and questions 
to develop their approach further. BTS Spark coaches 
delivered tailored leadership inputs during the afternoon 
of two of the four network meetings.

Challenge Partners-trained school leaders continued 
to facilitate each Jubilee Network, designing meetings, 
creating social capital and enabling effective 
collaboration, challenge and knowledge exchange 
between headteachers. Participant feedback from the 
meetings was positive, with an average satisfaction  
rating of 4.8/5 for the practitioner facilitation of each 
meeting, and an overall satisfaction rating of 4.7/5 for  
the meetings overall. 

100% of respondents stated  
they had seen or heard something  
during the visit that they would take  
back to share with senior leaders in  
their own school

97% agreed that meeting as  
a JN had helped to build new  
relationships or deepen existing  
relationships in the group which they  
will use to support their work as a leader

Extending  
Leading  
Practice 
Extending Leading Practice (ELP) was launched 
in 2021 to provide support for schools aiming to 
move from good to great in line with our upwards 
convergence model. After three years of delivery 
as a dedicated programme, participants and 
practitioners on our Advisory Group recommended 
merging it with Growing the Top. From September 
2025, Growing the Top and Extending Leading 
Practice were merged into one programme - under 
the name of ‘Growing the Top’. The merger was 
designed to increase opportunities for schools 
previously rated as Ofsted Good or Outstanding to 
work together, while intelligent matching would 
ensure the schools in each trio or quad feel like 
genuine peers. 

What happened in 2024/25? 
Twenty-eight schools took part in the third year of this 
programme – four secondary, eight special, and 16 
primary schools. They spanned from Middlesbrough to 
Bournemouth, and included the Midlands and southern 
regions. Schools were grouped into trios and quads by 
phase and beyond their locality, and matched with a 
practitioner facilitator to lead the visit days. 

Visit days
Experiential visit days enabled host and peer leaders 
to explore areas of good practice and address school 
improvement challenges. The host school also gained 
input and support on their chosen school improvement 
initiative. The overall satisfaction score was strong, with 
an average rating of 4.7/5 from host school leaders, and 
4.8/5 from visiting school leaders. 

Following a visit day:

85% of participants said they will  
use something they have seen, learned  
or discussed in their own school’s school  
improvement journey in the short term

91% plan to use something they  
have seen, learned or discussed in their  
own school’s school improvement  
journey in the longer term

97%  said they feel confident in  
how to move their School Improvement  
Initiative forwards to ensure success 

Whole cohort events 
The Extending Leading Practice programme 
shared its in-person launch event with the 
Growing the Top cohort and its in-person  
wrap-up event with both the Growing the  
Top and SEND Developmental Peer Review 
cohorts to promote networking and 
collaboration across programmes. Despite 
positive narrative feedback from participants, 
the ELP cohort recorded the lowest overall 
satisfaction score across the programmes,  
with 4.3/5 for both events.

Today's visit was valuable as it allowed 
me to reflect on my own setting, the 
current curriculum, and the pathways 
in place. I was also able to consider how 
some of the approaches used in this 
setting could be adapted to enhance 
my own practice. Additionally, the 
visit sparked new questions for further 
reflection on our curriculum journey so 
far. Visiting was a wonderful experience 
and I felt I could be open with the group
Laura Parker, Quality of Education Lead,  
Charlton Park Academy
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Trust Peer Review
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The headlines: 
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It is always bene�cial to go and 
see and learn from other Trusts. 
It is also invaluable to meet 
reviewers from all parts of the 
country o�en with similar issues 
and di�erent perspectives and 
insights  ������������������
���������������������������
���������

IMPACT REPORT 2024       37



38       CHALLENGE PARTNERS IMPACT REPORT 2024       39

Accelerating 
improvement 
thanks to challenge 
and new insight 
gained through
Trust Peer Review
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The Trust Peer Review came at exactly the 
right time. It clarified what needed to happen 
next, validated some priorities and challenged 
others. It brought real confidence and focus.
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Trust Leaders’ Network

Our national Trust Leaders’ Network (TLN) brings 
together CEOs and other senior trust leaders from  
across England to share knowledge as well as best  
and developing practice. It is expertly facilitated by 
recently-retired CEOs of successful trusts and provides  
a supportive space that cultivates both individual and  
trust development, aligned with each trust’s priorities 
and context.

TLN members benefit from a carefully-crafted  
programme of activities, each focusing on a different 
aspect of trust development or practice. Facilitated trust 
visit days give visiting trust leaders practical takeaways, 
space for meaningful discussion and collaboration, 
and insights into new and innovative practice, while 
challenging the host trust to articulate and extend their 
thinking. Interactive webinars are a chance to learn from 
experts outside the sector. There is space to discuss big 
picture ideas around policy and practice at our national 
Trust Leaders’ Conference, and to strengthen leadership 
and personal impact on our two-day Trust Leaders’ 
Residential.

What happened in 2024/25? 
In the fifth year of the TLN, our membership remained  
at 41 trusts. While the majority were based in London 
and the South of England, we also had a strong presence 
in the North West and Midlands, further enhancing our 
geographical spread. Most trusts were small to medium  
in size, with four larger trusts comprising more than  
20 schools.

We carefully selected four trusts across the country  
to host visits throughout the year to explore a broad 
range of topics in diverse settings. Many thanks to 
Futura Learning Partnership, LEO Academy Trust, United 
Learning and Solent Academies Trust for hosting. In 
2024/25 we introduced key themes for our trust visits, 
which were identified by network members and revisited 
at each event. These included SEND and inclusion, 
trust growth and mergers, organisational strategy and 
curriculum,and navigating policy change. Each visit 
presented specific expertise while collectively addressing 
broader themes in trust leadership, encouraging 
discussions that support both immediate and long-term 
development. 

We also hosted two webinars, which had a significant 
increase in participant satisfaction. This was due to us 
acting on feedback around how to structure the webinars 
to maximise value for participants - including by allowing 
more time for them to reflect together and learn from 
each other - as well as the high quality of the speakers: 

	■ Questions every trust leader should be asking  
about AI, with Lucien Bowater, CEO, Olex.AI 

	■ What can we learn from the private sector  
about mergers, acquisitions and growth?  
with Anna Grotberg, Partner, EY-Parthenon
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Trust Leaders' Conference

100% of participants agreed  
or strongly agreed that they heard/learnt 
something that will influence how they  
work within their own trust 

96% of participants agreed or  
strongly agreed with the statement:  
“Attending the Trust Leaders’ Conference  
will lead to improvements in the trust,  
positively impacting pupils' life chances”

87% of participants agreed or  
strongly agreed with the statement:  
“Attending the Trust Leaders’ Conference  
will support our trust to improve the life  
chances of our pupils, especially those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds or with SEND”

	■ The overall satisfaction score for the  
trust visits was 4.9/5. 97% of trust  
leaders planned to use something  
they had learned/discussed in their  
own trust in the longer term.

	■ The overall satisfaction score for the  
webinars was 4.8/5, which is a notable  
increase from 4.4/5 in 2023/24. 100%  
of respondents learned something that  
they plan to take back to their own trust.

The day was truly inspirational  
and allowed me some clarity over  
how I would like to proceed within  
our trust in the more effective use  
of digital technology and the  
implementation of AI. I have already 
started to implement the use of AI  
to simplify guided reading texts
Trust leader about the LEO Academy Trust Visit

Our annual Trust Leaders' Residential is typically a high 
point in the TLN calendar, creating a unique space for 
trust leaders to connect, gain perspective on challenges 
and explore personal leadership. This year's residential 
again garnered praise from participants for the high-
quality networking, reconnection with TLN peers, and the 
open dialogue and shared vulnerability that characterise 
Challenge Partners. Given the high standards we set 
ourselves, the average satisfaction score of 3.8/5 was 
disappointing. In response, we immediately sought deeper 
feedback with a follow-up survey and convened a steering 
group of participants, chaired by our CEO, to shape 
the 2026 Residential. Their input has prompted a new 
approach to structure and facilitation for 2026, including 
the introduction of provocation from an external speaker. 
As a result, we anticipate a return to previously-high 
satisfaction scores at our Residential in February 2026.

Our eighth annual Trust Leaders’ Conference explored 
our 2024/25 theme of Change and Resilience. Feedback 
was excellent, with an overall satisfaction score of over 
4.9/5. Both satisfaction and attendance were our highest 
ever for a Trust Leaders’ Conference, with a record 70 
trust and education leaders joining us for this interactive 
event. They heard an update from Professor Becky Francis 
CBE, Chair of the Curriculum and Assessment Review, and 
provocation from Sir Jon Coles, Chief Executive of United 
Learning and Challenge Partners’ Honorary President, 
around why we should avoid ‘governmentality’. Jaz 
Ampaw-Farr, author, resilience ninja, positive disruptor 
and Co-Founder of Be Human First Ltd, rounded out the 
day brilliantly with her input on ‘ambitious resilience’.

As ever, the interaction was as important as the input 
and delegates were able to reflect together on what they 
heard before questioning and challenging Becky and 
Jon through a panel discussion. There was plenty of 
opportunity to learn from each other during our carousels 
of leading and innovative practice. These were hosted by 
trust leaders and sector experts who brought the theme of 
Change and Resilience to life, offering practical take-away 
strategies on everything from people development and 
culture, to AI, and supporting vulnerable pupils. 

IMPACT REPORT 2024       41



42       CHALLENGE PARTNERS IMPACT REPORT 2024       43

Change and resilience: 
Highlights from the 
2024/25 partnership year

Laura Lewis-Williams, 
Managing Director

Since joining Challenge Partners seven years ago, 
I have seen its remarkable potential to drive lasting 
change across the education system. At its heart lies 
a simple yet powerful idea: connecting school and 
trust leaders, locally and nationally, in meaningful 
ways so that all children can thrive.
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Board of 
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Thanks & 
acknowledgments
We would like to thank 
our supporters and partners who contributed to the impact captured in this report. This includes our 
partner organisations, grant-making bodies, and our practitioner leaders who work with us to ensure 
we can have the greatest impact on the work of schools, leaders and children across the country. 

Partner Organisations

Our Education Advisory Group (page 45)

Our Programme and Network Advisory Group members 
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Quality Assurance Review 
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