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How will 2012 be remembered, as an annus mirabilis or an annus horribilis? For the 
wettest summer on record, or for the drought of February and March? For the Thames 
Jubilee Pageant, or for the Olympic and Paralympic Games? For progress towards 
isolating the Higgs bosun, or for Curiosity’s successful landing on Mars? 

We seem to have a need for anniversaries, usually measured in decades. As a nation we 
have celebrated the 60th anniversary of the Queen’s Accession, though this has seemed 
more like an evocation of her Coronation in 1953 than a commemoration of the death of 
her father which was scarcely a cause for celebration for anyone, let alone the Queen. The 
Prime Minister has announced plans to mark the centenary of the start of the First World 
War, which, now that the last surviving veterans have died, can safely be displayed in the 
formaldehyde of history.

This issue of Conference & Common Room carries a review of a book celebrating a 
school’s 150th anniversary and C&CR itself marks its Golden Jubilee in September. We 
look back for reassurance and we see longevity as some sort of achievement. A hundred 
and fifty? Some of our schools claim to be well over a thousand! Still, that’s not a long 
time in the life of Mars and if the ‘God Particle’ is isolated, we can be sure someone will 
seek to determine the age of what will no doubt be depicted in the tabloid press as an old 
seaman with a white beard.

For many, the outstanding public events of the year have been the Opening Ceremony 
of the Olympic Games and the success of the Paralympic Games. Two legacies can be 
found here – the legacy of the Welfare State which has made this country a far better 
place, however much there is still to be done in a society whose many-sided identity was 
celebrated in the weeks of the Olympic Games. 

Then, following what had been billed as the main event, came Games that were, quite 
simply, transformative. The emotions and aspirations that were generated in the summer of 
2012 should be acted on immediately and, if there are to be commemorative anniversaries, 
let them celebrate social change and improvement and be measured in months and years, 
not decades or centuries. 

The part independent schools played in the London Olympics is the subject of intriguing 
and objective review by Dr Malcolm Tozer, whilst the summer’s legacy can be seen in very 
different forms at QEGS Blackburn and St Albans School.

In a characteristic paradox, Alan Bennett wrote in Forty Years On ‘the future comes before 
the past’, but history is nevertheless important to us. How it is used in schools is a subject on 
which the current Secretary of State for Education, educated at Robert Gordon’s College, has 
views with which Sarah Wright of Bedford Modern School does not entirely agree.

History repeats itself, not least in the columns of C&CR. In the very first issue of 
Conference (sic), produced as a sample to show what a ‘trade’ magazine might look 
like to inform discussion at the 1963 AGM, we read of OPOS, a scheme for placing 90 
overseas boys in HMC schools. In the September issue of Conference & Common Room 
we celebrated the success of HMC’s Projects in Central and Eastern Europe. 

In his poem Annus mirabilis, Philip Larkin quite rightly recognises 1963 as a year to 
be remembered, although he doesn’t mention the first issue of Conference directly or, 
indeed, at all.

But whilst Headmasters were no doubt concerned by the lifting of the ‘Chatterley’ 
ban and their pupils stimulated by the Beatles’ first LP, a review of John Dancy’s The 
Public Schools and the Future demonstrated that there were concerns looming even 
larger in Headmagisterial minds, concerns about the position of independent schools 
that are still very much with us. Dancy believed that ‘moribund class-distinctions are 
being given artificial respiration by our educational system’ and that ‘segregation is an 
anachronism and a frivolity which the country cannot afford’. The Direct Grant Scheme, 
once Government’s favoured mechanism to bridge the gap between maintained and 
independent schools, has now been replaced by Academy partnerships. 

In 1963, Desmond Lee, the Headmaster of Winchester, contributed a letter to Conference 
on Oxbridge entry, a subject Tim Hands addresses 50 years later in an article taken to 
the very heart of the constituency he is anxious to inform via the pages of The Oxford 
Magazine.
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Editorial
But much has changed. Computers and the internet have changed our lives and, perhaps especially, have changed the lives 

of children. The Age of Print, that has lasted since Caxton, is over and a new multi-media age is upon us, for better or worse. 
Duncan King uses its resources to ‘flip classrooms’: increasingly communicative parents use them more and more frequently 
to make contact with pastoral staff in schools and explore a greatly expanded agenda. The internet lives up to its name with 
perilous loopholes and seductive entanglements, as Chris Seal and Mark Hall remind us. 

Yet children still suffer terribly from lack of communication in the silence of a world humming with noise. In school or at 
home, or in neither and homeless, teenagers and young adults can simply and often literally disappear. The Public Schools had 
a fine tradition of trying to tackle problems of this kind through their inner city missions and clubs. ‘The Shewsy’, founded 
by Shrewsbury School in 1903, is still a flourishing youth club in Everton; Oundle’s continuing support of ‘The Boot’ in 
Birmingham is featured in these pages; and Clement Attlee’s career-long commitment to improving the lives of the poor started 
when he was manager of Haileybury House, his old school’s charitable club in Stepney, from 1906 to 1909. His experiences 
there moved him from the conservatism typical of his class, age and background to become the most effective socialist 
politician this country has ever seen.

In 1963 it was hoped that an HMC magazine might create ‘a rather more accurate picture of the purpose and achievements 
of our Schools in the eyes of the general public’, a necessary process since ‘there are those who deliberately distort the image 
of The Public Schools’. The target readership included governors and parents who are, perhaps, still the people at whom C&CR 
should be aimed. 

Being a governor of any school is now a truly onerous commitment and parental expectations of schools have changed every 
bit as much as society’s expectations of parents. It would be as well if these two groups, without which there would be no 
independent schools, should be given at least some insight into what happens in the institutions they own and fund.

HMC, John Catt Educational Ltd and  
Conference & Common Room

After the Summer issue, HMC will cease to sponsor Conference & 
Common Room, which will continue to be published by John Catt 
Educational Ltd. This decision, which is entirely amicable, reflects 
changing times and the fact that HMC’s communications work is 
evolving in new directions, including the use of new media.

When Conference, as C&CR was then called, was launched by HMC 
in 1964, John Catt was involved with its planning and became its first 
business manager. Since then JCEL has been immensely proud of its 
long and very warm association with HMC and with the magazine.

As C&CR approaches its 50th anniversary it will continue to appear, 
reflecting all that is best in independent senior schools. Tom Wheare will 
continue as its editor, and HMC members will continue to receive it.
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The Conference

Maiden voyage
Shaun Fenton wonders whether they 
played golf on the Titanic

The glitterati of HMC gathered together at the Europa, 
Belfast, at the beginning of October: I had been in post a 
month. The jokes about a sinking ship, the Titanic imagery 
and even the choice of a conference base with the reputation 
for being the most bombed hotel in the country are too 
obvious to embark on – whoops! There I go – so I will get 
swiftly under way. Sorry!

My diary for the visit to Belfast has ‘golf’ crossed out for 
the morning of Day One. As soon as the invitation arrived, I 
urged my PA to book me a place in the golf competition and 
even to reserve me one of the precious few sets of clubs that 
were available for hire. However, after careful enquiry, she 
suggested frankly that I would be out of my depth amongst 
the HMC golf crew. 

I wondered whether, after a settling-in period at my new 
school, I might be allowed to play golf one day a week like 
other HMC Heads must be able to do. What an enticing perk 
and one that went unmentioned at the New Heads’ Induction 
session in Windsor. She said no.

The absence of golf was quickly forgotten thanks to a lovely 
New Heads’ lunch on the first day and a chance to gather free 
pens, post-it notes and even a coffee mug from the sponsors’ 
trade stands. It was good to sort out the present for my wife, 
Anna, so early in the trip.

The serious business of the conference was really interesting. 
It was particularly inspiring to hear Chris Ray speak about the 
purpose of education, the place of independent schools in it 
and the responsibility we have both to the sustainability of our 
own schools and also to other schools in the wider UK setting.

An unplanned highlight for me was a taxi tour around 
Belfast where I was able to pick up some sense of the horrors 
of the Troubles: how families, communities and a whole 
generation of people were scarred or worse. It put my concerns 
about a public benefit test into perspective.  Curiously though, 
it reinforced the importance of education and enlightenment 
as an alternative to ignorance and suspicion.

Graham Stuart clearly has some ‘issues’ with the Govian 
revolution. I admit to being a Gove fan. Whilst I disagree 
with some elements of important detail, I am so relieved 
at the direction of travel for policy generally, where at last 
there is a focus on rigour and not just entitlement. We are 
moving away from endless modules and re-sits. We have 
acknowledged the importance of curriculum links between A 
level and university study. We have a focus on standards and 
outcomes, not process and compliance. The academic EBacc 
diploma may yet need to evolve, but compared to the previous 
awful diploma (with a few honourable exceptions such as the 
Engineering Diploma), this is the real deal.  

The liberalising of teacher training and education provision 
must be welcomed by independent schools. Those of us who 
value the diversity of independence should be careful not to be 

too quick to decide that the only independence worth having 
is the version we have in HMC. The downside of the Govian 
revolution, in terms of competition for the independent sector, 
is the potential and the capability for good and outstanding 
state schools to get even better, something that has not been 
so clear in the state sector at any time in the last few decades.

It goes without saying that I thoroughly enjoyed the 
Conference in Belfast and being launched as a fully-fledged 
Headmaster of an HMC school. It was an honour to slide 
down the slipway!

Shaun Fenton is the Headmaster of Reigate Grammar 
School and was previously Headmaster of Pate’s  

Grammar School, Cheltenham.

Headmasters in training?  
Loretto Team Hickory Champions 2012.

Shaun Fenton
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Life on line
From Apple to Zuckerberg: Chris Seal ponders 
his need to network on Glastonbury Tor

As I put the finishing touches 
to an online presentation for my 
lower sixth during the school 
holidays, I reflected on how 
teaching has changed since I was 
issued with mark book and chalk 
at the start of my career only 16 
years ago.

Of course the basic tenets of 
education remain, but the way in 
which our lessons are planned and 
delivered has altered completely 
over the last decade, along with 

my waistline, my hairline and the arrival of PCs and projectors 
in every classroom. The pupils have changed too, in terms of the 
way they interact and the way that they learn. 

I first realised this when I was a boarding housemaster, 
during the period when the ‘social networking’ phenomenon 
began. Mark Zuckerberg delivered Facebook and things 
started to change. Boarders began to spend more time 
attached to a laptop, on Facebook, playing Championship 
Manager, or even, very occasionally, doing some work.  

Zuckerberg’s timing could not have been better for the 
boys of my boarding house, since laptops had just become 
‘affordable’ as well as acceptable in that environment.  From 
around 2005 to 2008 the growth of laptops and, of course, 
social networking in that boarding house, was fast and almost 
reached saturation point.

Around this time I was fortunate enough to hear Ian Yorston 
speak and his message of engaging with the technology and 
developments in this area caught many of us at a good time. 
Facebook could be used for bringing groups of pupils together, 
sharing information and, well before many VLEs were 
introduced, could assist learning in a school environment. 

Of course it also brought dangers and some real unpleasantness 
as the queue at my door with printouts from Facebook reached 
worrying proportions, a challenging experience in my first SMT 
role. It occurred to me then, as I’m sure it did to other directors 
of boarding, and with the Yorston mantra ringing in my ears, 
that we had no choice but to change the behaviour of our pupils.  
We would never beat Facebook, and in many ways why would 
we want to?

This lesson is one that was well learned. Facebook, Twitter, 
Google, Wikipedia, and Youtube dominate the online 
environment because they are good. They are well planned and 
well executed pieces of software that continually develop and 
upgrade. They can add much to people’s lives, which is why we 
use them and why the pupils use them. Oh, and they are free.

Since it is certain that their pupils will be thoroughly 
familiar with these resources, schools have a responsibility to 
be cognisant of them, to have staff that use them and to keep 
abreast of the developments on the sites. It is thought that 80% 

of first hits on the internet are through Google; we know that 
YouTube is the third most popular website; and Facebook has 
over 800 million users in 70 different languages. These sites 
are now the tools of the modern world, as embedded in our 
culture as libraries were in the 1970s and far more accessible.

One of the issues that educators have wrestled with over the 
last few years is e-safety. It is essential that a culture of staying 
safe online and a transparent education of what there is online 
should be established in your school. Karl Hopwood has been 
a key resource in this regard for organisations such as the BSA 
and in direct work with schools. There are of course many 
other e-safety gurus, but Hopwood is in line with Ian Yorston in 
believing that, until and unless you understand what the pupils 
are doing online, it is very difficult to keep them safe. 

It is also clear that you will never win the argument with 
a ‘block and forget’ policy. To win the e-safety argument 
with a teenager you have to show them the dangers but also 
show them the possibilities. They need to see Khan Academy, 
Wolfram Alpha, Path, Flipboard, Prezi and other incredible 
pieces of work to know how they can benefit further from a 
full education about the online world.

In terms of what pupils are doing online, the ‘what’ 
question is an easy one. Social networks, blogging, micro-
blogging, gaming, surfing, accessing illegal content are all 
well-known features of the landscape. The ‘why’ question is 
much harder, not least because there are so many potential 
reasons for accessing the internet, and so it is probably better 
to focus on one area, an area that continues to see incredible 
numbers using it – social networks.

In July 2011, Google+ advanced its membership by 1 million 
members per day, over a full 16-day period. This site is Google’s 
answer to Facebook and demonstrates once and for all the 
importance of social media and its popularity. Why do I use 
social media? Sometimes, when you simply need to converse 
with someone, the platform provided is easier than email.  

Then again, I recently ‘met’ a friend from school that I had 
lost contact with for 20 years via social media.  Half of active 
Facebook users access the site daily and, if they are anything 
like me, they check messages, read the ‘news feed’ to see if 
something interesting or amusing has happened amongst the 
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Communication
friends accumulated, and perhaps try to post something pithy. 
I also surf my twitter feed for interesting educational articles 
… sometimes!

As I grew up in the 1970s riding my Raleigh Grifter (I always 
wanted a Chopper really), the thought of sharing the route of 
my most recent bike ride with hundreds of other people never 
crossed my mind. So why then, as I climb Glastonbury Tor, do 
I feel it necessary to publish a picture of the view to all and 
sundry? Adam Vincenzini of Paratus Communications argues 
that we are changing as people and suggests that ‘instead of 
thinking things, we are publishing them’.  

Although this doesn’t address the reason why, Vincenzini 
is right; we are much more ready to publish ideas, share 
information and open ourselves up. He also argues that ‘this 
is the age of personal branding’. We are taking our reputations 
more seriously and, in a more transient and more competitive 
job market, we are keen to improve the way we appear online. 
That doesn’t explain my need to publish a picture of the 
Somerset levels, but we’ll come back to that.

With teenagers I believe the issue is more fundamental. Social 
networking is something of a perfect storm for them. The rise 
of membership numbers provides the first obvious reason for 
its popularity. The need of youngsters to be part of a group has 
always been an important instinct and much work has been done 
on the way that groups shift and change, well exemplified by 
Barbara Kahan’s Growing up in Groups, a seminal text.

The social network group has reached around 75% of 
teenagers and there is, therefore, pressure to be involved, 
pressure that will not abate in the near future if the success 
of Moshi Monsters and Bin Weevils is anything to go by. The 
teen yearning for acceptance exacerbates the issue and the 

interactions on the social networks therefore become a vital 
part of how friendships grow and often change.  

When you throw group dynamics into the equation, this 
complicates the use of social networks further, raising 
the issue of acceptance or exclusion. Google+ will be an 
interesting area to watch, since it may provide opportunities 
to exclude more readily. 

Adults too can yearn for acceptance and this need is more 
transparently expressed than before. In years gone by they 
could meet a peer group in a pub, in the same town that 
everyone had lived in, much as previous generations had. Now 
we spend more ‘quality time’ with our children and often the 
only way we can interact with peers, particularly when we are 
scattered around the country or, indeed, the world, is through 
social networks. My desire to post pictures of Somerset is a 
desire to be remembered and confirmed within my friendship 
group, members of which I see so infrequently that we have to 
have a life story update whenever we meet.

One interesting by-product of this new phenomenon of 
keeping up friendships online is the way that friendship can be 
more polarised. On Facebook you are my friend or you are not; 
on Twitter you follow me or you don’t; and with Google+ you 
are in my circle or not. It is possible that, because it is so easy 
to recruit friends online and equally easy to drop them, children 
may interact with each other quite differently in the future. 

Things have certainly changed since I was first instructed to 
correspond with a French pen-friend in 1985 and it is perfectly 
possible that the 25% of teenagers who do not network 
socially may be the pioneers of further radical change in the 
way we communicate, consort and coexist.

Chris Seal is Deputy Head (Boarding) at Millfield.

HERE&THERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for ‘Here and There’,  
please email it to Tom Wheare at postmaster@dunbry.plus.com  
Items should not exceed 150 words. Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Young musicians in the Royal 
Albert Hall
The five young musicians who comprise St Benedict’s, Ealing’s 
Electro 5 Percussion Ensemble had a day they will never forget 
in front of 7500 young Londoners on Wednesday, 10th October, 
at the Royal Albert Hall.

They were first on the stage in the London Primary Prom 
organised by Music for Youth, the national music education 
charity. The members of the group are Evan Hobson (electronic 
drums), Alex Holmes, Arthur Aitken and James Ayson-Parrish 
(electronic xylophone) and Ollie Walsh (synthesiser). 

If they were nervous it certainly didn’t show. After calmly 
and professionally doing their sound check and then powering 
up their PA, in the words of music teacher Ben Gale, “they just 
let rip. The sound was awesome – you needed earplugs really!” 

The group played Popcorn followed by Axel-F and their 
performance received a fantastic reception. Afterwards, Ollie 
Walsh and Arthur Aitken were interviewed by ITV for the 
evening news programme.
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Managing children’s  
reputations online
How parents can back up the guidance offered in school

In the first week of October 2012, Mark Zuckerberg 
announced on the Today programme that Facebook  

has over 1 billion active members.

Private information on the internet is not so private, and the 
way children interact on the web today could come back and 
harm them later in adult life.

In today’s connected world, nine out of ten children have 
a mobile phone and are able to communicate with others as 
never before. They can access Facebook, instant messaging, 
email, Twitter, Instagram, Tumblr, blogs and forums, and new 
platforms crop up all the time as others fall out of fashion. 

This can lead to problems for the concerned parent, 
wondering at which point they should intervene without 
provoking a tantrum. It is also something about which 
teachers and others who exercise responsibility for children 
cannot afford to be ignorant.

While this level of communication is, for the most part 
positive, there may be negative consequences in the long run. 
Recent research shows that more than a third of under-13s use 
Facebook despite the site’s age limit, and could be using the 
site without knowing the risks to their personal data.

Mark Hall, managing director of Gotjuice.co.uk, an online 
reputation management consultancy, believes that new 
communications technology presents a world of opportunities 
and risks for children. “The playground has changed. 
Communication has never been so easy and we can share our 
information over multiple platforms and reach thousands of 
people at the touch of a button,” he says

“It’s all too easy to share that embarrassing party photo 
on Facebook, or write a shocking or perhaps unintentionally 
negative comment, but it is very hard to completely remove this 
content later. What children think is a good idea to post online 
today stands a good chance of causing regret later in life.”

He suggests that parents, particularly, may find the four 
basic lessons that follow will help to ensure that children stay 
on the correct digital highway.

Lesson 1
On the web, private information is not so private
Explain to your kids that every time they update their 
Facebook status, upload a photo or send a tweet, their private 
information has entered the public domain.

Even if they delete the photo or remove the tweet, it is more 
than likely that a problem won’t go away. A friend could have 
re-tweeted or passed on the information; a photo could have 
been copied onto another site and that joke they thought might 
have gained a couple of new followers might rebound on them. 
The end result is the same – things tend to stick around for 
a long time in cyberspace. What your children may think is 
private between them and their friends becomes public.

Lesson 2
Your child’s activity and what they share online becomes 
their permanent record
Every pupil has lived in fear of damaging their permanent 
record where every little thing they ever did, good or bad, was 
kept in a filing cabinet in the school office.

Now there’s a new kind of permanent record – the 
information your child shares online and content that mentions 
them, both of which could be used against them later in life. 
University admissions officers, employers, even potential 
dates, will be able to view this information and form an 
opinion of an individual without their knowledge. Your child 
needs to know what to keep private, not only about themselves 
but also about those around them.

Lesson 3 
Play nice, children!
It has never been easier to communicate. For the most part the 
advantages are clear to see, but the information explosion has 
also seen a dramatic rise in cyber-bullying.

Insults posted on social media sites can be just as hurtful 
and damaging as saying or doing something in real life. Social 
media insults can be worse, as the damage follows both the 
victim and the culprit around. It will always be in their pocket 
on a smart phone and, because everybody is more connected, 
there can be no avoiding it. Understanding how their actions 

Mark Hall
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online affect others should play an important part in the social 
media education of all children at home and in school.

Lesson 4 
Your child’s brand
It is simple to start monitoring your child’s name and mentions 
online. There are many free tools such as Google Alerts, 
Social Mention or even simple searches on Twitter which 
will both alert you and give you access to anything that is 
published about your child.

When it comes to a child’s online reputation, taking 
proactive steps should never be considered a bad idea. 

Educating children early on about positive steps to take will 
put them ahead of the curve against many adults who still 
operate under the assumption that their reputation online isn’t 
important.

Most important, don’t be devious about what you are doing. 
Let your child know if you are watching their back online, but 
make it clear you have no interest in invading their privacy. 
The concerned parent should pay just as much attention to 
children’s online life as they do to their welfare in the real 
world. And no, there need not be tantrums!

Mark Hall, who studied law at Leeds, runs Got Juice,  
an online reputation management consultancy. 

Suffering in silence
Dick Moore suggests ways of learning to listen

the top of their list of priorities. They pay great attention to 
the level of care they offer and many have medical officers, 
nurses and counsellors to cope with those who slip off the 
conveyor belt on the journey through school. 

But how many schools are equipped to help those who 
suffer in silence, those whose anguish is not recognised by 
those closest to them and for whom asking for help is almost 
unthinkable?

Government guidance (Working Together to Safeguard 
Children; DCSF) requires that 

everybody who works or has contact with children, parents 
or other adults in contact with children, should be able 
to recognise, and know how to act upon, evidence that a 
child’s mental health or development is or may be being 
impaired…

Every school, but especially those where children and young 
people board, should be mindful of this requirement and 
should be able to demonstrate that they take it seriously. Did 
you know:

10% of 16 year-olds have self-harmed.
11.5% or 510,000 young people aged 11 to 16 suffer from a 
diagnosable mental health disorder.
Nearly 80,000 young people suffer from severe depression.
Over 8000 children under the age of ten suffer from severe 
depression.
Suicide consistently ranks as one of the leading causes of 
death for adolescents.

Quite apart from the moral and social obligation, there is no 
doubt that poor mental health has a direct and negative impact 
on performance. Childhood and teenage years are when mental 
health is developed and patterns are set for the future. With good 
mental health, children and young people do better in every way. 
They are happier in their families, better able to learn effectively 
and find it easier to enjoy friendships and new experiences.

‘Give sorrow words. The grief that does not speak
whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break.’
(Macbeth)

Those of us who are fortunate enough to work in the 
independent sector of education relish the fact that our 
clientele are mostly motivated and articulate, financially well-
off and usually socially adept. It is tempting to fall into the 
trap of believing that such privileged young people should be 
immune from poor mental health or emotional anguish. 

Our schools pride themselves on positive learning 
environments, high standards of teaching and learning, 
and good results, however they may be measured. Most 
independent schools place pastoral care of pupils right at 

Marooned.
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Mental health problems often originate during adolescence. 
The signs and symptoms are frequently confused with 
adolescent malaise with the result that opportunities for 
early intervention are missed. It is not just those who suffer a 
degree of emotional neglect, or who struggle with their work, 
or who are socially awkward, or who lack confidence who are 
prone to mental ill-health. Even those apparently least at risk 
– the bright, the popular, the talented – can suffer in silence.  

One girl, one of the brightest, most outwardly confident, 
prettiest, sportiest and most popular girls in her year group, 
was self-harming where the scars could not be seen. When 
two close friends eventually managed to persuade her to 
come and talk, she explained that the pressure of living up to 
everyone’s expectations was too much for her. 

She said that whilst she felt that her suffering was invisible 
to all, she just wanted to escape the pressure – which came 
from herself, her teachers, friends and even her very loving 
and supportive parents.  Cutting herself was a way of releasing 
her frustration, a way of coping with the tension within her 
and a way of proving that she was not as perfect as everyone 
thought her to be.  

Another young person, for many years a model pupil, began 
to lose interest in activities previously enjoyed with relish. 
Her work began to suffer. She found it difficult to sleep. 
Difficulties at home compounded her increasingly persistent 
low mood. 

After many weeks she confided in a member of staff that 
she had not only been cutting herself, but that she had also had 
a desire ‘to go to sleep and not wake up’. She repeated these 
dark thoughts on numerous occasions – though not to the GP 
with whom she spent ten monosyllabic minutes.  

There are countless reasons why a young person’s mental 
health might deteriorate and a referral to the school medical 

officer or counsellor may see them on the way to receiving 
the help they require. Many schools have excellent medical 
practitioners but some do not. A number of GPs are not 
familiar with current thinking on the mental health of 
young people and some are not even acquainted with either 
National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) 
guidelines or the Improved Access to Psychological Therapies 
(IAPT) initiative. 

In any case, referral to a GP or counsellor assumes that 
someone on the front line – the young person him or herself, 
classroom teachers or tutors or matrons or houseparents or 
parents – has recognised the warning signs and has taken 
appropriate action. 

Such recognition and subsequent action is not yet a feature 
of teacher training and only in some schools does it feature 
in the INSET progamme, despite general compliance with 
Health and Safety and Child Protection legislation and the 
implementation of other significant safeguards for pupils’ 
physical health.

There are training courses available to equip front line 
staff with a greater awareness of such issues. Mental Health 
First Aid England is an international training programme that 
has a franchise specializing in the Mental Health of young 
people. The Youth Mental Health First Aid course does not 
teach participants to become therapists but it does help such 
frontline staff to:

Distinguish the symptoms of mental health problems from 
normal adolescent behaviours and moods.
Recognise that the changes which occur during adolescence 
can create additional risk factors for developing mental 
health problems. 
Understand that mental health problems can interfere with 
adolescent development.
Recognize the symptoms of mental health problems.
Provide initial help.
Enable a young person to access appropriate professional 
help.

However well we teach, however much we impress inspectors, 
however committed we are to the young people in our care, 
our primary responsibility is to safeguard their welfare – 
welfare that depends not just upon physical health but also 
upon mental and emotional wellbeing. Absence of one is as 
much a threat as absence of the other.

Dick Moore

The author, once a housemaster, English teacher and rugby 
coach, then a Headmaster for almost 23 years, believes we 
need greater commitment to, and investment in, the mental 
and emotional wellbeing of young people in our schools.

Dick visits schools offering the Youth Mental Health First 
Aid course (www.mhfaengland.org) to teachers and those 
responsible for the care of young people whilst also offering 
one-off lectures and workshops to staff, pupils and parents.  
His aim is to increase awareness and understanding and to 
help prevent even one young person from suffering in silence.

Dick 
Moore
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The big Oundle SleepOut
Liz Dillarstone describes the reasons for a night under cardboard

One Saturday night in early September 2012, 130 Oundle 
School pupils and staff headed to Birmingham to experience 
a night under cardboard in a car park at St Basils, one of the 
largest and most successful agencies in the United Kingdom 
working with young homeless people. 

For one night pupils had a taste of the reality experienced by 
the thousands of people in this country who sleep rough night 
after night. It is hoped that as well as raising awareness of the 
plight of homeless people, the SleepOut will raise more than 
£6000 for this very worthy charity, now celebrating its 40th 
birthday. Various talks on the work of St Basils were given 
throughout the evening by organisers and residents. 

It is the hope of Liz Dillarstone, head of community action 
at Oundle, ‘that our pupils will gain a deep understanding of 
homeless issues as a result of this exercise and that they will 
be inspired by the work of St Basils, which relies heavily on 
fundraising to support its programme. The sum of £6000 is 
the amount typically needed to support six young people from 
the moment they contact St Basils to the moment they leave.’

One of the pupils in the SleepOut, Flora Scott-Barrett, 
endorsed the value of the experience: ‘to hear from someone 
who has actually been homeless and been through it really 
brings it home to you and puts it all in perspective.’

The story of St Basils began on 1st October 1972 when the 
doors of the hall at the disused Anglican church in Heath Mill 
Lane, Deritend, Birmingham, were opened and the first night 
shelter specifically for young men opened for business. It was 
the brainchild of Rev Les Milner, an Anglican priest who was 
to dedicate the next 28 years of his life to working with young 
homeless men and women. It was a decision that was to affect 
the lives of hundreds of thousands of young people in and 
around Birmingham.

That first night shelter became known as The Boot, partly 
because, as Les Milner explained, it echoed the name of the 
previous club on the site, The Double Zero, which had catered 
for motorcyclists. Aggro with Hell’s Angels and a realisation 
that a wider brief was needed led to the disbanding of The 
Double Zero, which was replaced by a night shelter for young 
men who had been ‘booted’ out of their previous homes. This 
became the foundation on which the rest of the organisation 
was built. 

Oundle School’s connection with St Basils dates back to 
the opening of the The Boot. The then head of community 
service at Oundle, English teacher Jeremy Firth, approached 
Les Milner offering the help of a group of pupils from the 
school with the renovation of St Basils, then derelict. This 
forged a link that was formalised in 1995 when the first 
pupils’ St Basils SleepOut was organised. Pupils and staff 
have participated in annual SleepOuts ever since. 

Oundle School has been involved with the St Basils 
SleepOut for many years and has helped develop it into 
the event it is today. This latest branch of SleepOut has 
been tailor-made to suit the requirements of the School 
in fulfilling its community work programme and it is 
something that could be rolled out to other large schools 
that wish to raise awareness of their pupils to the problems 
of homelessness. 

Steve Rainbow, fundraising organiser at St Basils.

After The Boot, St Basils soon realised the need for a similar 
resource for young women and opened Yardley House, 
followed by more projects to bring young people off the 
streets and into safety. Les Milner realised that this, though 
good, was not enough. The standards of accommodation had 
to be raised and the ambitions of the residents met.

The next breakthrough came in 1984 when The Boot 
was closed because it was realised that the dormitory 
accommodation was no way to help a young person back 
into independence. The New Boot had separate bedrooms 
for everyone, a door that they could close behind them and a 
place, though temporary, that they could call their own. It was 
the start of a change that now sees every person having a room 
of their own and some space in which to develop.

Today St Basils is the largest regional organisation in the 
UK working with young people who are homeless or in danger 
of homelessness. Every year St Basils sees 4500 16 to 25 year-
olds, accommodates around 1000 and helps large numbers 
with advice, education and support.

In 2000 Les Milner retired and his successor, the current 
chief executive, Jean Templeton, came from a housing 
background, which informed her enthusiasm for developing 
the foundations that Les had laid. The new St Basils is a 

‘It is the hope … that our pupils will gain a deep understanding 
of homeless issues as a result of this exercise and that they will 

be inspired by the work of St Basils, which relies heavily on 
fundraising to support its programme.’
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registered housing association that continues to see 
young people as its absolute priority and has grown 
into a ground-breaking, innovative organisation 
that works with partners across local government, 
industry and commerce, housing associations and 
many others.

St Basils is the national Registered Social Landlord 
(RSL) Centre of Excellence in the prevention of youth 
homelessness and one of the largest agencies in the 
United Kingdom working with young people who are at 
risk of or suffering from homelessness. 

Services offered include a wide range of support for young 
people both living in St Basils accommodation and for those 
who are not. The aim is to prevent any young person from 
becoming homeless in the first place and to make sure that 
those who do come to St Basils can gain the skills needed 
to sustain their own tenancies. It provides family mediation, 
housing advice, training and education opportunities. Working 
in schools and youth settings enables young people to be 
reached before they get to a crisis point.

Key areas covered are: preventing youth homelessness; 
learning skills and work; schools training and mentoring 
project; and a resettlement and floating support service. Two 
main levels of accommodation are offered which cater for up 
to 400 young people: 

Emergency accommodation, sometimes called ‘direct 
access’, is for young people who are in immediate need of 
accommodation or who are facing homelessness within the 
next month. 

Supported accommodation comes with various levels 
of support, from 24 hour staff on site to occasional cover 
and home visits and includes a number of independent and 
semi-independent self-contained flats and bedsits. In this 
way a young person will be able to experience a level of 
independence with the option of accessing services and 
support as they see fit. 

The head office is based in Birmingham and the charity 
also provides accommodation and services in Redditch and 
Solihull boroughs. In addition, St Basils is also working with 
other local authorities in the West Midlands region. 

For further information visit http://www.stbasils.org.uk 

Liz Dillarstone is head of community action at Oundle School 
and also the school’s publicity and press relations officer. 

‘For one night pupils had a taste of the reality experienced by the thousands 
of people in this country who sleep rough night after night.’
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Endangered 
species
Merrick Paitlow muses on the mysteries  
of management

In March 2012, The Times reported the failure of the governing 
body of a famous independent school to appoint a new Headmaster. 
According to the report, the school governors had hired a firm of 
head-hunters at considerable cost, but the successful applicant 
turned down the offer. The article did not go on to explain how 
the matter was going to be resolved. 

I wrote to The Times and in my letter, which was published, 
I questioned the need for expensive external help and suggested 
that considerable saving could have been made by the tried and 
trusted method of advertising the post, filtering through the 
applications and interviewing the resulting short list. 

To do otherwise seemed to me to be a dereliction of duty on 
the part of the governing body. Other readers were prompted 
to write letters about the role of governing bodies, providing a 
rather hazy picture of how the individual members are appointed 
and what exactly is their remit.

This uncertainty is not uncommon. At a common room meeting 
at my old school, the bursar told the assembled staff that the 
Headmaster ran the school with the governing body doing little 
more than rubber-stamping his decisions. This was at odds with 
what the Headmaster had told the common room previously, 
which was that the governors govern. So what were we to believe?

One thing the governing body does do is select the Head. 
When that Headmaster retired, the governing body invited the 
four short-listed applicants and their spouses/partners to attend 
a reception at the school at which they met the staff. Members of 
common room were encouraged to compare notes and pass on 
thoughts to the governing body. We were told that our opinion 
was important and would have some bearing on the result, 
which seemed to be the case when the list was reduced to two.

However, when the applicant appointed by that process moved 
on to a new school, the governing body decided to hire a firm 
of head-hunters and the common room was completely ignored. 
It seemed strange that the collective view of the staff was 
significant in one appointment process and unsought in another.

And what of the role of the governing body once the 
appointment is made? Clearly any Headmaster is tasked with 
reporting to the governors on school matters. The frequency 
of contact will vary from school to school and the end of year 
report to the governors can hide all sorts of problems and 
difficulties. What, if anything, can governing bodies do to 
acquire a full picture of the life of the school? 

I had the chance to offer some answers to that question when 
the chair of the governing body invited staff to write to him and 
express their views on what should follow when the Headmaster 
moved on. I wrote that what makes a school tick (or fizz if 
you prefer that sort of language) is a hard-working, thoroughly 
professional and happy common room. 

A good Head recognises this and does everything he or she 
can to support the common room, but there are many ways in 

which a Head can fail to achieve this. If the Headmaster ignores 
staff above a certain age or is remote and uncommunicative, this 
should surely come under the scrutiny of the governing body. 
Clearly it would be counterproductive for a governing body to 
be constantly looking over the Head’s shoulder, since a Head 
needs a good measure of freedom to get on with the job. But, 
should issues arise that create unhappiness within a common 
room, then a mechanism is needed to keep the governing body 
fully informed. This can be achieved by informal contacts built 
up over the years between senior members of staff and longer 
serving governors, but the modern trend to exclude teachers over 
the age of 40 from key roles has meant that a source of collective 
wisdom and experience from which the governing body might 
benefit has been allowed to run dry. 

Governors and Head Teachers tend to follow the same 
‘market-driven’ guidelines used in corporations, resulting in 
administrators being paid more than teachers. In order to 
justify these salaries, administrators must be seen to be 
making important decisions. Administrators argue that the legal 
landscape for schools has changed and that these new layers of 
administration are essential, which is why administrations tend 
to grow much more rapidly than the faculties they lead.

I recently renewed contact with an old friend from Phillips 
Exeter Academy in New Hampshire, USA, and we agreed that 
if a school feels the need to put together a senior management 
team, it has lost sight of its raison d’etre. 

It is not, of course, the case that there are no management 
issues in schools, but I believe that a common room working 
together in a professional and cooperative manner will deal with 
them. A group set up specifically to do that, however, tends to 
generate issues that might not otherwise have arisen or be of 
great consequence. In other words it conforms to Parkinson’s 
Law: ‘in officialdom work expands so as to fill the time 
available for its completion’.

When I retired, the school’s three deputy heads each taught 
a timetable of around 14 to 16 periods a week. This meant that 
in a 42-period week each deputy had 26 to 28 periods to deal 
with ‘other matters’, about two thirds of the working week.This 
provided a total of around 80 periods a week taken up by senior 
management staff dealing with management issues.

This was not entirely surprising since there were endless 
committee meetings. The housemasters’ committee meetings 
were chaired by the ‘deputy head pastoral’ and were supposed 
to be ‘think tanks’ in which housemasters could get in their 
ten cents worth. A smaller group selected from this committee 
attended pastoral committee meetings which were chaired by 
the Headmaster and supposed to be an advisory group. This 
committee then ‘advised’ the senior management team. 

Meanwhile the heads of department committee meetings 
were chaired by the ‘deputy head academic’, reporting to the 
academic committee, chaired by the Headmaster, which then in 
its turn ‘advised’ the senior management team.

I don’t think that it is unfair to say that the productivity of this 
unwieldy structure was extremely low, not least because if our 
conclusions did not coincide with those of the Headmaster, there 
was little likelihood of them seeing the light of day, let alone 
appearing in front of the governors! 

The author taught for over 30 years at a leading HMC school 
where he was a housemaster and president of the common 

room amongst many other roles.
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Laws of unintended significance 
And other discoveries: first impressions from the (new) Head’s office 

It is often said that the first year in a school 
is ‘prime time’ for noticing things that will, 
a few years later, have become familiar and 
unquestioned. In a similar way, although it 
would be an act of outrageous temerity 
to suggest that I may have anything of 
significance to observe about Headship 
after a mere two months in post, perhaps 
there are some things that have struck 
me that are worth recording before they 
become normal and, therefore, unnoticed. 

There are many ways to prepare for 
Headship. In my case, I was fortunate 
enough to have a sabbatical summer term 
that allowed me to spend time with other 
Heads in comparable schools, as well 
as judiciously visiting my new school. 
I say ‘judiciously’ because, despite the 
enthusiasm of governors for a shadowing/
handover term, this is fraught with danger. 

There is the risk of undermining the 
impact of one’s arrival in September, quite 
apart from the need to be sensitive to a 
predecessor’s final term. In schools, two 
Heads are not better than one! Yet despite 
all the months of preparation, there are 
certain things that can only be experienced 
when one is in post and it is some of these 
that I would like to share.

When having sleepless nights in early August, fretting 
about the ‘command decisions’ likely to arrive on the Head’s 
desk in week one, I certainly had not anticipated the quantity 
of time that I would spend signing a bewildering parade of 
documents. Indeed, I have written more by hand and in ink 
in the last two months than I have in the last ten years. Some 
of this is for legal or financial reasons, although the Head’s 
imprimatur seems to have no magical power to persuade an 
exam board to see sense over its bizarrely inaccurate marking. 

Much of my penmanship, however, is designed to convey 
a personal interest, whether in thank you letters to donors or 
congratulatory cards to staff or pupils. That said, rumours of 
the death of email have been greatly exaggerated. The Heads 
I visited in the summer received, on average, 500 emails per 
week, and the 3500 emails I have received so far this term are 
in line with that average. 

I heard an interesting talk by Tom Chatfield at the Sunday 
Times Education Festival in which he suggested that we think 
of email as an organism. What does email want from you? 
Answer: to send more email, ideally copying as many people as 
possible in on your reply, so that even more email is generated. 
In an attempt to preserve my senior colleagues’ sanity – 
and my own – I am trying not to send or reply to emails at 
weekends or in the holidays, unless they are genuinely urgent. 

To be fair, though, email can be a useful way of making 
sure people know what’s going on and what you’re up to, 
which is an important difference from being a deputy. Given 
that a Head’s diary will not allow you to see everyone at 
just any time, it is important that the SMT and, indeed, your 
PA, can answer questions from staff about your thoughts 
and activities. I have found Twitter is excellent for giving 
colleagues and especially parents a window into my day and 
what’s going on in school. What I had not anticipated was 
the reaction from pupils, who now tweet me sports results 
and pictures from matches if I’m not able to be there. I even 
received positive feedback on my first assembly, with the hash 
tag #dontbeabucket reflecting the Yeats theme.

Given the enormous symbolism of the role, I should not 
have been surprised by what I will call The Law of Unintended 
Significance. Asking a boy to tuck his shirt in, for example, 
sparked rumours that I was planning a crackdown on sixth form 
uniform. I delivered my first assembly minus gown, for the 
simple reason that I had left mine in the office, unaware that it 
was required. I later discovered from a parent that her daughter 
and friends had been delighted by this progressive ‘statement’ 
of modernity. On the downside, I had an anxious visit from 
our chaplain to ask whether any robes were permitted at the 
Founder’s Day Service, given my ‘views’ on ceremonial garb. 

Continued overleaf

Group dynamics
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Governance in the 
maintained sector
Catherine Allan wonders how to find  
volunteers to fill 30,000 vacancies

School governors control more than £80bn of public money, 
yet 82% of the population don’t know what they do. There 
are more than 300,000 school governors in the UK, all of 
whom volunteer their time free of charge. Their function is to 
provide constructive challenge to and ensure accountability 
in school leadership teams. Crucially they are responsible for 
appointing the Headteacher and signing off and monitoring 
the school budget.

In academies their responsibilities are even farther reaching. 
They effectively become the board of a private enterprise 
and are the legal employers of staff. A recent report on the 
impact of governors by the School Governors One Stop 
Shop (SGOSS) provided anecdotal evidence that linked the 
effectiveness of the governing body with pupil performance. 

Yet, despite the important place they occupy in the country’s 
education landscape, a YouGov poll of 1779 English adults 
conducted for Ten Governor Support, the national support 
service for school governors, revealed that when asked 

Thinking about all schools in England, who do you think 
is primarily responsible for signing off the school budget 
and managing the performance of the Headteacher in 
England’s schools?

Only 18% replied school governors/board of governors. 
8% cited Michael Gove, the Education Secretary.
1% thought it would be the Prime Minister.
15% assumed it would be the local authority. 
41% stated that they didn’t know. 

This finding is unsurprising because the majority of the 
rhetoric about schools puts Headteachers and teachers firmly 
at the centre of the debate, with school governors rarely 
mentioned. 

However, even taking into account the lack of understanding 
which surrounds the role of school governors, a separate poll 
conducted by YouGov of 1707 adults in England found that 
27% would be willing to volunteer as a school governor when 
asked ‘Regardless of whether or not you have any children 
who attend a local school, would you be willing to volunteer 
as a school governor for a few hours a month to support your 
local school?’ 

This is encouraging since there are some 30,000 vacant 
governor places in schools in England. Interestingly, adults in 
the 18 to 24 age group were more likely to say that they would 
volunteer as a school governor than any other age group (31% 
of respondents). Least likely to volunteer were adults aged 35 
to 44 (20% of respondents). 

Lord Hill, Under-Secretary of State for Schools, recently 
stated: “It is absolutely clear to me that the most important 
decision-making group in any school is the governing body. 
We need to ensure that governing bodies have the best 
possible people, representing a range of different groups and 
with the right mix of skills.”

Recent public pronouncements from the Secretary of State 
for Education, Michael Gove, and the Chief Inspector of 
Schools in England, Sir Michael Wilshaw, head of Ofsted, have 
similarly highlighted the crucial importance of appropriately 
skilled governing bodies to school improvement, and the very 
real dangers of anything less.

Catherine Allan

I suspect many of these anxieties are simply to do with 
having a new Head, which is inevitably a nervous time as 
both sides get to know each other. However, some aspects 
are more deeply rooted. The Head’s office, for example, has 
an aura – teachers have told me that they associate it with 
being interviewed, while parents remember occasions in their 
own schooling when they were naughty. Significance is also 
attached to how the Head divides his/her time between the 
many activities that go on in school – too much rugby can 
lead to fears that one does not care for rowing. In the school 
‘family’, many things about Headship feel like being a parent. 

However, what has surprised me most is how enjoyable the 
role is. Of course, there are considerable stresses and demands 
in the job, well reported in the national media to the extent that 
(too) many colleagues are now dissuaded from applying for 
Headship. Daunting as the responsibility is, it is accompanied 

by an incomparable sense of pride in the achievements of 
pupils and colleagues, from the privileged vantage point of 
being the only person who has the time to see the entirety of 
the school. 

The sheer variety of each day, and the way in which it calls 
upon you to provide leadership in areas outside your comfort 
zone, is both stimulating and rewarding. I can think of no other 
career where, immediately following a tense and difficult 
meeting with parents, you would receive a visit from two Year 
8 girls wanting to present you with a square of chocolate to 
celebrate ‘International Chocolate Day’. For me, the highs of 
Headship more than compensate for the lows. 

Must stop now, as I have some cheques to sign...

David Goodhew has been Headmaster of  
Latymer Upper School since September 2012.
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In order to counteract this situation, an All Party 

Parliamentary Group, led by MP Neil Carmichael and 
including representatives of Ten Governor Support, SGOSS, 
and the National Governors Association (NGA), is working 
to raise the profile of school governance as an important 
part of our education system. They have  created a list of 20 
challenging questions that governing bodies are encouraged 
to ask themselves at the start of the each school year.

The 20 questions include a section addressing the overall 
question ‘Are we properly engaged with our school community, the 
wider school sector and the outside world?’ http://bit.ly/Qd3Txv

Lord Bichard, who is working as a special advisor to 
Ten Governor Support, commented: “The results of this 
YouGov Poll have far-reaching implications for the quality of 
governance available in our schools and the ease with which 
schools can recruit governors of the right calibre to carry out 
the tasks required. 

“If the general population is unclear about the role of 
school governors, how can schools expect to recruit people 
who understand what they are required to do? The results 
also have implications for accountability if school governors 
are essentially invisible. It is encouraging, however, that such 
a large proportion of the population would be willing to 
volunteer. If we can raise awareness of school governance and 
the need to support them in their role, our schools would be in 
a far stronger position.”

Emma Knights, CEO of the National Governors Association, 
commented: “Being a school governor is a very responsible role. 
Governing bodies exist to ensure our children and young people 

are getting the best education they possibly can. The work they 
do is largely hidden from public view: others do not see us 
recruiting, supporting and challenging Headteachers and their 
senior teams, as most of that, rightly, happens inside schools. 
The Secretary of State Michael Gove has this summer asked the 
National Governors’ Association to work with him to find ways 
of ensuring governors do get the respect they deserve.”

Steve Acklam CEO of SGOSS commented: “We need to 
encourage committed, qualified people to step forward by giving 
school governors equal importance in the discussion about school 
improvement. We can’t assume that there is an endless pipeline 
of people willing to volunteer. Sometimes schools and local 
authorities find it difficult to engage with local employers when 
looking for governors. SGOSS can help with this.”

The message is that anyone interested in volunteering as a 
school governor should get in touch with their local school.

Catherine Allan is communications manager at Ten 
Governor Support (TGS), www.tengovernor.com. She 

went to Malmesbury School before studying psychology 
at Northumbria and Birkbeck Universities to MSc level. 

She worked at both Barking and Dagenham and Newham 
Councils before joining TGS.

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.
Headteacher performance and school budget responsibility: Total sample 
size was 1779 adults; fieldwork was undertaken between 11th-13th July 2012.
Willingness to volunteer: Total sample size was 1707 adults. Fieldwork was 
undertaken between 13th-16th July 2012.
The surveys were carried out online. The figures were weighted and are both 
representative of all English adults (aged 18+).

HERE&THERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for ‘Here and There’,  
please email it to Tom Wheare at postmaster@dunbry.plus.com  
Items should not exceed 150 words. Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Pupils at the City of London School have raised over 
£64,000 for Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH) 
Children’s Charity over the last year. The money will 
enable the Hospital to buy a machine for parenteral 
nutrition, the process whereby patients can be fed 
intravenously. 

This year’s total is the largest amount the school has 
raised for the hospital charity since its pupils first raised 
money for a dialysis machine and a monitoring machine 
in 1981. It is also the largest sum City of London School 
pupils have ever raised for any charity in their long and 
distinguished history of raising funds. Every year the 
school chooses a new charity to support. The decision is 
made by ballot and the whole school gets to vote, both 
boys and staff.

As David Levin, Headmaster, said: “The school is built 
on the long benevolent traditions of the City and of the 
school itself, in which the highest pupil honour is to be 
selected to chair the School’s Charity Committee, raising 
money for causes chosen by the boys.”

Jake Wiseman, chairman of the Charity Committee, 
presented the giant cheque to Tim Johnson, chief 

executive of Great Ormond Street Hospital Children’s 
Charity, on the stage of the Great Hall in front of the 
whole school. 

This year, pupils aged between ten and 18 raised the 
cash through a number of events and activities, including 
sponsored walks and swims, Christmas and summer fetes, 
entertaining lunch-time events such as Teachers’ Blind 
Date and a Year 12 venture selling refreshments to the 
public during the Thames Jubilee Pageant. 

They also demonstrated their stamina during a 48-hour 
sponsored row, which alone raised over £13,000 and 
attracted much praise from City workers. 

Record sum raised for charity
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Body and Soul
Dear Colleague
Thank you for volunteering to be part of the Body and Soul 
series. 

The aim of the exercise is to give an insight into the life of 
Heads. You are a fascinating lot and that should be celebrated.

The questionnaire is below. As I explained, please give 
pithy responses, with as few subordinate clauses as possible, 
to the questions. Please download this, fill it in electronically, 
and return to: john.newton@tauntonschool.co.uk

Do not feel you should compromise yourself in any way. 
If you are uncomfortable with a question because I am 
trespassing on sensitive terrain, please indicate and I will omit 
both question and response. On the other hand, wit is always 
welcome.
 
1. Name, school and number of years in post.
Sue Freestone, King’s Ely.  Since August 2004.

2. The working day
Do you start early or go late? Why?
Frequently both; that is the nature of the job, but I always start 
early, sometimes as early as 6am. Why? Because the brain is 
at its sharpest after some sleep and not many people get up 
early enough to pester me before 8am.

Is the desk a sea of paper or a tranquil pool of ordered 
tasks?
I have been saved from the ocean of paper by the rise of 
electronic communication. I try to keep the inevitable papers 
in an in-tray so that they can’t escape and inundate me! 

Give two key principles about how you manage time.
I always do what is urgent and important first and try to keep 
to the principle of not putting off what really matters by doing 
the things that are easily fixed. I tend to keep going until I’ve 
finished and would rather work late than leave something 
hanging over until the next day. 

When the pressure is on do you:
Take a bath
Take a walk
Take a pill
Other (please specify)

Play the piano. 

Do you talk it out or hold it in? Who to? How?
I tend to internalise until I have found a way through and then 
talk it over with my long-suffering husband.

What is the most precious, and most villainous, object in 
your study?
Most precious – a pewter, Art Deco vase that belonged to my 
grandmother. 
Most villainous – that in-tray. 

Do you have a Blackberry, iPhone etc? If so, describe your 
attitude towards it.
I have an iPhone and I love it and hate it in equal measure. 
It is a wonderful communications tool; it is a ready source 
of information and data; it can entertain when I’m stuck on a 
train with nothing more productive to do.  It is also a bully that 
never allows a moment free from accountability. 

3. Nurturing the mind
What newspaper do you read? Which sections do you 
spend most time on?  
The Times when I have time. News and Arts.

What sort of literature do you read in the term?
None other than educational information and research. 

And the holidays? 
I like to indulge in some fiction; anything from the latest Man 
Booker Prize winner to a reacquaintance with a classic. 

What are your tastes in the arts? How do they affect you?
I trained as a musician so music is very important to me and I 
also have a passion for theatre and opera. The effect is usually 
to stimulate intellectually and emotionally and I find that the 
further I move away from my professional involvement in 
music the more it stirs the emotions. 

If you have Sky+, what do you have on series link?
I do, but nothing. 

You are given a six month sabbatical to write a book. 
What would it be about?
Values education. 

4. Feeding the soul
How important is the spiritual life to you? Explain your 
response.
Utterly essential. Without overstating things, my faith has 
been the only thing that has kept me going in certain times of 
my life, and I mean faith/spirituality in the widest sense. 
 
What is your favoured charity? Do you work with them in 
any capacity?
Médecins sans Frontières. No. I wish I could. 

If relevant, what was your last sermon about?
What a difference a year makes and how far we have come 
from the riots of 2011 to the buoyancy and sense of well-being 
generated by the Diamond Jubilee and the London Olympics.
 
5. Training the body
Do you get your 5-a-day?
Yes 
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How often do you exercise? What do you do?
Not enough.  I walk the dogs and use a rowing machine from 
time to time. 

In the holidays how much do you travel and where do you 
prefer to go?
It varies. We like to go to different destinations; there’s a big 
world out there. However, we often go where we can drive so 
that the dogs get a holiday too. 

Your chair says you are tired and insists you do one of the 
following; which one would you choose:
Have a massage
Have a sauna
Have a posh meal
Have a weekend by the sea

Definitely a weekend by the sea! 

6. Relationships
Which person, alive or dead, fictitious or real would you 
like to meet?
Rachmaninov or Queen Philippa II.

Who has been the key influence on your life?
My education. I’m sorry that seems corny but it’s true. 

Who would you least like to invite to dinner?
Lenin.

To whom would you most like to give a piece of your mind?
Dr Beeching.

Do you have any unorthodox ambitions? If yes, please specify:
To celebrate retirement by buying, and riding, a purple Honda 
Goldwing and wearing a bright pink set of leathers. I haven’t 
quite decided on the colour of the crash hat. 

John Newton: ‘The aim of the exercise is to 
give an insight into the life of Heads. You 
are a fascinating lot and that should be 
celebrated.’ 

Sue Freestone: ‘To celebrate retirement 
by buying, and riding, a purple Honda 
Goldwing and wearing a bright pink set 
of leathers. I haven’t quite decided on the 
colour of the crash hat.
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Universities, widening 
participation and 
independent schools
A former university admissions tutor sets the record straight

Headlines such as ‘Private school pupils rejected from 
university’ and ‘University social engineering targets penalise 
best schools’ have got parents at independent schools asking 
themselves whether they have spent their hard-earned cash 
just to put their children at a disadvantage when it comes to 
university applications. 

As head of higher education at an independent school in Kent, 
a county that has highly selective state grammar schools, I have 
certainly been asked about this. The experience so far is that 
pupils from independent schools are continuing to do as well 
as ever when it comes to university offers, but will this change? 

As a former admissions tutor at the University of Kent, I 
know what universities want. They are interested in obtaining 
the best students, irrespective of background. For a long 
time, universities have been under political pressure to widen 
participation and allow students from all socio-economic 
backgrounds to attend. Despite what the popular press might 
say, universities are not in favour of accepting either fewer 
or more independently-educated students as a form of social 
engineering, whatever political pressure may be put on them.

Independent schools have always done well in terms of 
pupils’ progression to higher education, particularly to the 
research-intensive universities such as members of the Russell 
Group. Figures from Oxford University showed that in 2009 
nearly 10% of their first-year undergraduates came from just 
11 independent schools. 

More recently, research from the Sutton Trust has shown 
that independent pupils are seven times more likely to be 
accepted by Oxford or Cambridge and twice as likely to be 
accepted into other highly selective universities in the Russell 
or 1994 groups. Reports like these, and the headlines that 
followed, have led to the view that the independent sector has 
an (unfair) advantage in university admissions. 

There have been fears in some quarters that the increased 
fees applied from this September would put off students from 
lower income families and that both the number and the 
proportion of university students who attended independent 
schools would therefore increase. Figures from UCAS for 
2012, however, show that the rise in tuition fees did not result 
in a reduction in applications from lower income families. 
Although applications were down nearly 10% overall on 2011, 
there was only a 0.2% drop in applications from pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

However, with the increases in tuition fees came a 
requirement for universities to demonstrate to the Office of 
Fair Access (Offa) that they are addressing the widening 
participation agenda by having plans for bursaries, outreach 
and other projects to increase the numbers of students from 
under-represented groups. Most universities are charging the 
maximum £9000 per year and are therefore required to have 
widening participation plans in place with an Offa-approved 
access agreement by which they are expected to use a 
significant amount (up to a third) of the income above £6000 
to achieve widening access. 

This has increased the disquiet in the independent sector, 
especially amongst parents concerned that universities 
will reduce the number of students who have attended an 
independent school as a quick fix method of addressing 
widening participation. So the question is what are universities 
actually doing, or planning to do, to widen participation and 
will this affect the independent sector? 

All the university 2012-13 access plans can be viewed on 
the Offa website and each plan discloses the university’s 
widening participation targets. The major change highlighted 
across the plans is that universities are increasingly using 
contextual information to inform their admissions decision 
on an offer or interview and this data includes the academic 
performance of individual schools. 

The independent sector does well in terms of academic 
performance. In 2011, 30% of the A* grades awarded at A 
level went to independent school candidates while 50% of the 
A levels taken by independent school pupils were awarded an 
A or A* grade. Likewise, independent schools usually have 
strong GCSE results. Since academic performance at school 
is, not surprisingly, the best indicator of future success at 
university, one of the reasons why applicants from independent 
schools are successful in applying to competitive universities 
is that their actual or predicted grades are often high. 

Because university applications are assessed before final 
exams are taken, the contextual data for academic performance 
most commonly used are based on the average GCSE results of 
pupils from a certain school. If, on average, pupils at a school 
get three GCSEs at grades A*-C, a pupil within that cohort who 
gets seven A*s has done exceptionally well, whereas seven A*s 
may not be as impressive from an applicant who attends a school 
where almost all pupils get at least five GCSEs at grades A*-C. 

Marcus Allan.
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This applies to all schools, regardless of type, and will 

mean that all high performing schools will be under the same 
scrutiny. Most likely the greatest impact of this approach 
will be on academically selective schools such as maintained 
grammar schools. Adverse effects on independent schools 
that take in a broader range of pupils are likely to be minimal 
and those that do use academic selection will be competing 
against all other schools that achieve highly in GCSE 
examinations. 

Of course, grades are only part of the story as the 
independent sector generally guides its pupils to take 
combinations of academic subjects that universities prefer 
because they give the pupils the best foundations for degree 
level study. There are also many other aspects of education 
at an independent school that prepare pupils to succeed at 
university and beyond and it is these factors that contribute to 
pupils’ success at obtaining good university places. There is 
no reason to believe that this will not be the case in the future.  

The second set of contextual data being 
used is socio-economic, usually based 
on POLAR2 (Participation Of Local 
Areas), or ACORN (A Classification 
Of Residential Neighbourhoods) data, 
which identify whether an applicant’s 
home address is in an area that 
has a low rate of progression to 
higher education. It is difficult 

to tell what direct effect this will have on applicants from 
the independent sector, but, for an applicant from a given 
address, the effect will be the same whether they attend an 
independent school or a state school.  

It will also mean that a bright applicant living in a low 
participation area who has won a competitive academic 
scholarship to an independent school will not be penalised 
during university admission, but be recognised for their 
achievement.

Most worrying is the use of school ‘type’ as a way 
of adjusting admissions outcomes. The Higher Education 
Funding Council for England (HEFCE) produces performance 
indicators with benchmarks for higher education institutions. 
These indicators cover areas such as course completion 
rates, research output, employment prospects and, most 
importantly, widening participation. 

As part of the widening participation 
performance indicators, they 
provide benchmarks for the ratio of 
students from the maintained (state) 
and independent sectors that each 
university should have. The rationale 
for using school ‘type’ appears to stem 
from the raw data that more pupils from 
independent school are represented at 
the top universities than are represented 
in those taking A levels (or IB) and also 

Durham, a top 
ten choice.
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by the recurrent perception of advantage associated with the 
independent sector. 

A HEFCE report in 2003 concluded that students from 
independent schools do less well in their degree than similarly 
qualified students from maintained schools. This made 
headlines at the time as it implied that independent pupils are 
spoon fed and very good at university admissions processes, 
but not able to perform as well once at university. 

There are several problems with this conclusion because 
the report used data based on A level points. This meant 
that they could not accurately compare students at the most 
selective universities because a large proportion of them had 
the maximum number of points on entry. They were also not 
able to compare the A level subjects taken by the students. 

Thus, two students with BBB at A level would seem to be the 
same in the analysis, since they would have the same number 
of points, but might look very different to a Russell group 
university admissions officer if one had taken ‘preferred’ A 
levels and the other ‘non-preferred’ or so-called soft subjects. 
This is especially relevant as independent schools often focus 
on ‘preferred’ A levels.  

Another recent example of the supposed independent 
school advantage can be seen in the 2011 Autumn UCAS 
report on the current state of the applications system. The 
authors of the report found that applicants from independent 
schools are often advised to apply earlier which gives them 
an advantage in the admissions process. While it is true that 
all early applicants, regardless of school or college attended, 
have an advantage and that independent schools often have 
very good teachers and advisers to support pupils through 
the admissions process, the statement is a little disingenuous. 

Independent schools are successful when it comes to 
university admissions because they prepare pupils well for 
all aspects of university – becoming independent learners, 
studying at degree level, living away from home etc – and 
also prepare them for their careers beyond university. It is not 
simply that independent schools are proficient at navigating 
the arcane rules of UCAS better than the maintained sector.

Are the most selective universities using school ‘type’ 
as contextual data to manipulate admissions processes 
to widen participation at undergraduate level? From the 
2012 Independent Schools’ Interim Survey on university 
applications, the top ten universities applied to by students 
from independent schools were Bristol, Leeds, Edinburgh, 
Nottingham, Exeter, Durham, Manchester, UCL, Newcastle 
and Birmingham.

It is worth noting that neither Oxford nor Cambridge are in 
the top ten as UCAS only allows applicants to choose Oxford 
or Cambridge, therefore potentially halving the number of 
applications to each. Of these top ten, only three – Exeter, 
Durham and UCL – have explicitly stated that they seek to 
increase the number or proportion of students from state 
schools. Of course, depending on how this is achieved, 
increasing either will not necessarily lead to a reduction in the 
number of students from independent schools. 

This is particularly relevant because the government cap 
on student numbers has been lifted for universities who are 
willing and able to take more students who achieve AAB or 
higher at A level and will extend to those who achieve ABB 
or higher from 2013. Bristol are thinking of expanding their 
numbers by this route and could potentially increase the 

number of independently educated students and decrease the 
proportion of independently educated students simultaneously 
if they wished.

In the access agreements of the four universities that do 
have increasing state school educated students as one of their 
widening participation targets, great care has been taken to 
avoid words that imply that they will reduce the number of 
students from the independent sector. Indeed the University 
of Exeter explicitly states ‘The University does not, and will 
not discriminate according to school type’, whilst Cambridge 
University is aiming to increase the percentage of students 
from state schools by about 3% over the next four years. 

On the other hand, Oxford clearly believes that using school 
‘type’ is not a good basis for increasing university access 
to under-represented groups of students since, as is pointed 
out in the access agreement with Offa, school ‘type’ is not 
a good indicator of diversity. They quote their own figures 
showing that one third of current Oxford students that hold 
means-tested bursaries were educated at independent schools. 
In other words a pupil who has won a competitive bursary or 
scholarship at an independent school will then be wrongly 
classified as a member of an ‘over-represented’ group.

The political storm over the appointment of Professor Les 
Ebdon, Vice Chancellor of the University of Bedfordshire, 
who has recently taken up his post as director of Offa, has 
highlighted the sensitivities of the issue. He hinted that he will 
use the ‘nuclear option’ of capping the tuition fees of those 
universities that fail to meet the admissions targets set out in 
their access agreements and those politicians who attempted 
to block his appointment believe that Professor Ebdon’s 
leadership will lead to social engineering.

However, as several articles have pointed out, Professor 
Ebdon’s powers as director of Offa are somewhat limited and 
universities will always have complete autonomy over who 
they admit, unless there is a change in legislation. In a recent 
interview with the BBC, Professor Ebdon has said that “there 
was no question of punishing universities who did not meet 
the (widening participation) targets”.

While everyone would want to see an intelligent capable 
student from a deprived or under-represented background 
have the opportunity of a good university education, the 
fundamental problem that universities have to wrestle with is 
that their raison d’etre is to be elitist on an intellectual level 
and extricating this from all the other social complexities is 
problematic.

Ultimately we will have to see if independent schools 
are adversely affected by the new access arrangements. 
Personally, I have seen no difference in applicants’ success 
from my school during the 2011-12 UCAS cycle and see 
no reason to anticipate any drastic changes in the near 
future. Regardless of any short term tinkering by Offa, the 
independent sector will continue to provide the types of 
students that the HE sector both wants and requires.

Dr Marcus Allan is higher education and  
careers adviser at Ashford School.



Spring 2013    27

In school

A system blind of one eye
Tim Hands on the risks of political interference in university admissions

Oxford and Cambridge make great efforts to ensure fair 
admissions. Independent schools are not a culpable source 
of social injustice in access to top universities. Rather 
their success reflects in no small measure their freedom 
from government imposed constraints, and their freedom to 
deploy their resources to best effect. New developments in 
government rhetoric, which seek to obscure these facts for 
political end, should not go unchallenged. 

The Schwartz Report of 2004 was a Cranmerian document 
skillfully formulated to enable widespread assent. The second 
of its five principles emphasised the need to make admissions 
decisions based on potential as well as prior attainment. It 
proscribed what Schwartz called generic discrimination: 
‘applicants should be assessed as individuals: it is not 
appropriate to treat one applicant automatically more or 
less favourably by virtue of his or her background, school 
or college.’1 Coalition politicians, largely undetected and 
unchallenged, have developed a new and significant emphasis 
which is contrary to this principle. They have a tendency to 
focus less on the needs of the individual than on a black and 
white distinction of independent v state. This is frequently 
based on inaccurate research and understanding.

A seminal article, ‘The Missing 3000’, published by 
Peter Lampl’s Sutton Trust in 2004, represents a significant 
starting point. In essence, this constituted a politically astute 

retrospective rationale for the more infamous Laura Spence 
attack on Oxford University by Gordon Brown in 2000, an 
attack which had lost its potency when subjected to factual 
interrogation. The article argued that there were 3000 state 
school pupils with the necessary A levels to attend one of 
the Trust’s list of the top 13 universities, but who did not 
do so. Like Brown’s attack, the article did not stand up to 
factual scrutiny, but nonetheless still finds itself frequently 
referenced by leading politicians.2 

More recently, the same bias has been evident in the 
selective referencing of research about the effect of prior 
schooling type on final degree outcome. There are essentially 
two schools of argument. Influential studies by Tony Hoare 
of Bristol University argue significantly different levels of 
achievement in finals by state as opposed to independent school 
undergraduates. However, Hoare’s data set has significant 
deficiencies. A second view, most recently represented by 
studies at Cambridge by Richard Partington and Geoff Parks, 
finds no significant contrast. Although latterly David Willetts 
has effectively acknowledged both sides of the argument, 
Nick Clegg, in his recent much-publicised address on Social 
Mobility to the Sutton Trust, still fails to do so.3

The new simplistic dichotomy disregards complex 
heterogeneities. The independent and the state sectors are both 
characterised by diversity. To be sure, some independent schools 
have reputations for social privilege, and all independent 
schools charge a fee. However this does not mean that everyone 
who attends an independent school comes from a ‘rich’ family 
and every pupil at a comprehensive school comes from a 
‘poor’ one. There are comprehensives in what the Sutton Trust 
acknowledges as ‘leafy suburbs’ just as there are independent 
schools with un-leafy inner city roots and long traditions of 
needs blind access, such as Whitgift, Christ’s Hospital and 
King Edward’s Birmingham (alma mater of David Willetts). 
The chance revelation that almost a third of bursary holders 
at Oxford came from independent schools was represented as 
an indictment of the university rather than a credit to social 
mobility within independent schools. As one undergraduate 
blogged, ‘only the Cherwell could ... [demonstrate]  shock at 
the fact that bursaries are given out according to how much 
money a student’s parents earn.’4 

In part as a consequence of misanalysis, but also as 
a result of deliberate avoidance of uncomfortable issues, 
government preference is to tackle effect in preference to 
cause. Many universities challenge this. ‘It is really important 
to understand the root causes of the problem’ Wendy Piatt of 
the Russell Group indirectly warned Les Ebdon. ‘The key 
reason why too few students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
even apply to leading universities is that they are not 
achieving the right grades in the right subjects at school.’5 

When Nick Clegg speaks of ‘closing educational attainment 
gaps’ he partly has in mind constraining the autonomy of 
universities, whereas what many colleagues in the maintained 
sector would like is more funding and freedom so that they 

Tim Hands
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can offer better opportunities to individuals. It would help 
state education if government would focus open mindedly on 
what it is that allows the independent sector to achieve. This is 
in part independence of the influence of government – which 
government cannot afford to acknowledge.6

The maintained sector, as Headteachers within it regularly 
point out, is not only underfunded but is also subject to 
operational overregulation, curricular prescription and a 
demoralising uncertainty which derives from the constant 
changing and reversal of government policy. The independent 
sector has greater freedom, and benefits from that. It has 
been better able to make its own mind up with regard to 
government innovations such as Dearing’s Key Skills, or 
Ed Balls’ Diploma, and its Heads are not subject to all of 
the 20 or so initiatives a week which their counterparts in 
the maintained sector are forced to consider and implement. 
It is, for the most part, better funded, but also more free to 
deploy its funds in the way which it sees as best. There is no 
assumption that expenditure on new buildings can be a metric 
of educational success. There has been a determination to 
maintain expenditure on careers and university advice.

The importance of high quality advice on careers and 
university entrance, individually given, has been inadequately 
acknowledged by ministers since at least the time of Bill 
Rammell. It may be difficult for some readers to appreciate, 
given their everyday environment, just how difficult it is to 
understand how you get into a top university for a highly 

competitive subject, such as English or medicine – and that 
is before you decide you would like to apply to a collegiate 
university. Readers who would like to experience something 
of that sense of bewilderment might engage with a parallel 
process, and research how and where they might best apply 
for a foundation course in art and design. Even within my 
own school, where considerable resources are devoted to 
HE advice, it can be difficult to help students select the best 
pathway to the right university. lf you lack that advice you 
are at a considerable disadvantage. At the start of this year 
this school produced a sheet for Year 13 students with 20 new 
questions they might not otherwise ask of any university. 

Unpopular though it may be to say it within these 
columns, the delay over the introduction of the A* at A 
level exacerbated this problem. Grades, like other forms 
of currencies, have a tendency to inflate. When soon after 
the introduction of GCSEs it became apparent that the A 
grade was no longer a sufficient discriminator, the A* grade 
was implemented without controversy. By contrast, Gordon 
Brown was personally determined to delay the A* at A 
level. The underlying fear was that the grade would reveal 
a widening gap between the maintained and independent 
sectors. The consequence was refusal to implement a grade 
which, at any rate in the more scientific subjects, was always 
likely to represent attainment reasonably objectively. Initially 
Cambridge and Imperial refused to kowtow. By the end of the 
first year, 13 universities had decided to use the grade, but 

Oxford aspiration: ‘Oxford and 
Cambridge receive criticism about their 

admissions processes which is frequently 
unjust. The press – and especially the 

Murdoch newspapers – like to promote 
two myths. The first is that Oxbridge 

admissions are biased in favour 
of the independent sector. The 
second is that they are biased 
against it. Both of these myths 

cannot be true; and, as 
readers of this magazine 

well know, in the main 
neither is.’
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only eight acknowledged doing so. If, as an admirer of the 
Oxford admissions system, I have one regret about its recent 
policies it is that the contrast with the Cambridge system – 
reliance on additional tests rather than on AS UMS marks 
and the A* grade at A2 – might encourage able students short 
of advice to choose Cambridge, particularly for the sciences.

ln default of grade simplicity has come proliferation of 
entrance criteria: Supporting Professionalism in Admissions, 
the quango parented by the otherwise admirable UCAS, 
reports more than 80 different aptitude tests now in use7 
even before one has dealt with proscribed A levels, mid-cycle 
changes in offers (both with regard to grade and with regard 
to subject – the latter a particularly questionable practice) 
and, newly, different rules within different universities for 
when A levels should be taken (a practice likely to discourage 
students from studying Further Maths). The ever increasing 
complexity is counter-productive, discouraging exactly the 
social mobility it seeks to encourage. Government has failed 
to recognise that the more you introduce change, the more 
you advantage those who have advice. Hence the singular 
irony that, as the overall statistics about entrance to leading 
universities show, the cumulative effect of the many initiatives 
intended to advance the cause of the disadvantaged have 
ironically ended up disadvantaging exactly those whom they 
have so laudably striven to assist.8

The independent sector is not of course the only whipping 
boy. Oxford and Cambridge receive criticism about their 
admissions processes which is frequently unjust. The press – 
and especially the Murdoch newspapers – like to promote two 
myths. The first is that Oxbridge admissions are biased in favour 
of the independent sector. The second is that they are biased 
against it. Both of these myths cannot be true; and, as readers of 
this magazine well know, in the main neither is. The admissions 
systems at Oxford and Cambridge are way in advance of those 
at any other UK university. They involve more time, more data, 
more scrutiny, and a remarkable level of individual attention. 
The academics whom Headteachers encounter are all highly 
competitive, highly forensic, and dedicated to the pursuit of 
the best. If they turn down an individual student because they 
have one with demonstrably more potential, no one within the 
state sector – or independent either – will see it as in any way 
different from their own practice. 

Which leads to a final irony. It is difficult for any 
independent school Head not to feel pretty unwelcome in 
a modern university setting. Cambridge, for example, has 
open days exclusively for Heads from the maintained sector. 
Birmingham recently announced it would be giving bursaries 
only to those from state schools, though it had the good grace 
to reconsider and rescind.

Yet the independent sector and universities have far more 
in common than is generally appreciated. They both charge a 
fee, and seek to mitigate that. They have autonomy over their 
curricula (and particularly value STEM subjects). They have 
autonomy over their admissions. They believe (yes, we do 
believe) in education as a facilitator of social mobility and in 
selection on potential not just prior attainment. To be sure, our 
teachers are not as able or as highly qualified as those inside 
universities, but that does not stop them achieving significant 
global recognition.9 Hardy’s Jude, rejected by Oxford, chalks 
on the walls of one college ‘I have understanding as well as 
you; …yea, who knoweth not such things as these?’10 

Educated in the state sector, turned down by Cambridge, 
and then given wonderful graduate opportunities at Oxford 
(including the opportunity to edit Jude) I have by experience 
come – perhaps unsurprisingly for a Putney boy – to see 
admissions slightly in Tideway terms. Schools and universities 
have a common enemy in a government that does not 
understand education. University admissions are more akin to 
the Boat Race than to the Head of the River: two universities 
are pre-eminent in their practices and constantly determined 
to do their best. Trenton Oldfield is best kept out of the water.
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Exam reforms 
An independent school perspective: a level playing field but 
with narrower touchlines?

The examination reforms recently reported in the media 
are very difficult to interpret from an independent school’s 
perspective. Although the plan has been criticised or praised, 
depending on your viewpoint, as a return to the O levels of the 
mid 1980s, much of the detail is still either lacking or confusing. 

In particular it appears that one of the central features is the 
‘English Baccalaureate’, or EBacc, an umbrella qualification 
requiring students to study certain compulsory components. 
In the original proposals for this scheme first released about 
two years ago, students were expected to study English, maths, 
a modern foreign language, science (to include all three main 
branches) and a humanity (geography or history). In the proposed 
examination reforms this, or a slightly modified version, would 
form the ‘core curriculum’. Other subjects would still be available 
but would be allocated to a single examination board. 

The Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove, has also 
suggested that the current iGCSE examinations, which feature 
only end-of-course assessment and no coursework, represent the 
best examples of how the new specifications and exams might 
appear. Interestingly iGCSEs, which were originally established 
for international centres, now have their largest growth market 
in the UK.

It is easy to believe 
that independent schools 
will, as in the past, be 
largely immune to these 
changes, but this may 
well be wishful thinking 
as the reforms could 
impact on them in a number of ways. The success of the 
EBacc will greatly depend on how universities value it. 

At the moment it doesn’t seem to have overwhelming 
support in higher education, but that may change when the 
majority of students are driven down the EBacc path or if 
the government applies pressure. If the EBacc becomes an 
accepted and necessary qualification for university admission, 
then all schools, whether independent or state, will be obliged 
to incorporate it as part of the 14-19 curriculum. 

The result of this could be a further squeeze on skill and 
performance subjects such as design and technology, art or 
music as individual education pathways become more restricted. 
True there may well be a range of other subjects that could be 
studied to GCSE level outside the EBacc, but at the moment it is 
difficult to judge the time commitment of the core programme. 

Peter 
Kelly

At the Trent College orchestra’s spring concert
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Another consideration is the one board per subject concept 

which, whilst having the advantage of improving national 
standardisation, will also mean that schools no longer have 
any choice between specifications. It is in the area of choice 
that there appear to be the starkest changes, as we seem to be 
moving from an education system with vast options toward 
one which, deliberately, will be very limited. Usually reforms 
at one level have a knock-on effect, so we may expect to see a 
similar reduction of choice at A level in the 2020s and in the 
range of university courses available.

There are, however, several features which many 
independent schools will be pleased to see. The surge toward 
iGCSE has largely been driven by two beliefs: first, that the 
current coursework component, controlled assessment, is not 
‘user friendly’ for teachers or students and, despite its name, 
can still be abused; and, secondly, more rigorous syllabuses 

and exams will prepare students better for work at GCE level. 
The new proposals would see an end to coursework in 

most subjects and, if Mr Gove’s assertion is correct, would 
establish a more effective framework for further advanced 
study. The new scheme would also rely totally on a terminal 
exam and, whilst this would disadvantage students who are 
not suited to this form of assessment, it would stem the tide of 
almost continuous modular examinations.

There are lots of questions still to be answered and while it 
may be possible to produce the full outline by the end of the 
year, ready for first examination in the summer of 2017, it is 
less likely that there will be immediate universal acceptance, 
since few of the major educational bodies appear to have been 
involved in the planning process. 

Peter Kelly is Deputy Head (academic) at Trent College.

Song of Praise: 
Howard Goodall’s Psalm 145

An anthem for Taunton School was given its first 
performance in the school chapel on Sunday, 14th 
October, with its world famous composer, Howard 
Goodall, conducting the choir.

Old Tauntonians Alan and Mary Morgan, Jan Nuttall 
and Henry Keeling commissioned the sacred choral 
work, based on Psalm 145, from the prolific composer and 
broadcaster whose work has won widespread recognition 
with Emmies, Brits, BAFTAs and a CBE into the bargain. 
The theme tunes for Blackadder and The Vicar of Dibley 
are very well known, but his compositions reach far 
beyond these familiar tunes and his special projects 
on TV and his work in encouraging singing across the 
country are of equally high quality. 

This latest piece is for four-part choir with organ and 
lasts five minutes. Psalm 145 was carefully chosen to 
reflect the values of the school, but director of music 
Mark Cracknell hopes it is taken on by other choirs, 
recorded and performed regularly. 

“At first playing it was evident that it is a very pretty 
piece with some interesting harmonies and changes of 
key. The anthem is uplifting and joyful yet maintains a 
tranquility and beauty which fits the words beautifully. 
Music expresses emotions beyond words and brings the 
school community together as performers and listeners,” 
he says.

The school has secured the rights from publishers 
Faber to the US premiere of the piece, which the chapel 
choir will be recording early next year and performing in 
New York next October.

Mr Goodall, England’s first ever Ambassador for 
Singing, used the occasion to add his voice to calls for 
music to survive the government’s exam shake-up. He 
fears the subject will be downgraded when the new 
EBacc qualification is introduced and says a whole 
generation of young people will miss out. “I don’t 
know a high-achieving school that does not have a well 
developed music department,” he said. “The fear is the 
EBacc’s focus on a narrow range of subjects will mean 
the amount of time given to music is reduced.” 

Taunton School’s Headmaster Dr John Newton said: 
“Schools should be encouraged not to simply focus 
resources on narrow subject areas, but give resources 
to music. The UK is almost unique in making music a 
classroom subject as well as an extra-curricular subject. 
We should make the most of that tradition since we are 
educating pupils to be fulfilled in all aspects of their 
lives.

“Music is a fragrance in the life of the school. It 
accompanies all our classic occasions from speech day to 
the carol service. Without music, school life and life in 
general would lack a certain beauty.”
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In eight connected history plays, Shakespeare gives a 
vibrant and partial account of England from the reign of 
Richard II to the birth of Elizabeth I. His characters utter 
speeches that are the glory of the English language and 
evoke a vibrant patriotism that leapt straight into place 
as propaganda in Laurence Olivier’s film of Henry V, 
released in November 1944 as British heroes were once 
more engaged in a perilous invasion of France.

The rhetoric deployed by Churchill in the Second 
World War clearly owes much to Shakespeare and is 
language fitting to describe a ‘happy breed’ of heroes. 
This is the history of kings and queens and both periods 
are also immensely fertile ground historically. Deeper 
analysis is rewarding, whether it be to seek out the 
historical facts or to read rival interpretations of them.

Neither Shakespeare nor Churchill was a historian and 
their ‘history’ is not always factually accurate. Both were 
writing with at least one eye on the political situation 
and both were writing for money. They did not immerse 
themselves in original research and Attlee suggested that 
Churchill’s History of the English-speaking peoples, one 
of the books cited when he was awarded a Nobel Prize for 
Literature, should have been entitled Things in history that 
interested me.

Alan Bennett, who did study history both at 
undergraduate and graduate level, was fortunately for us 
lured away by Beyond the Fringe from research into the 
court retinue in the last ten years of Richard II’s reign, 
Shakespeare’s starting point. Bennett’s plays, which are 
often, on the surface, about history, are rich in literary 
allusion and it’s probably true to say that the more books 
you’ve read and the more history you’ve studied, the 
more you will find in them. 

He has written that he ‘cheated’ in his Oxford exams 
by preparing a set of flashy quotations and quick impact 
ideas that he could adapt to answer any question. 
He would also deliberately ‘get hold of the wrong 
end of the stick’ which seemed to give evidence of a 
quirky intelligence. This topsy-turveydom won him a 
scholarship to Exeter College and fame as a playwright. 

It is, of course, a technique in constant use by 
politicians, nowadays called spin, but it’s not a process 
of which Mr Gove would approve, because he wants his 
history written in big letters about big characters with 
bold posters by way of illustration. 

This was Dickens’s approach in A Child’s History of 
England. Dickens was a literary caricaturist who worked 
in black and white, more of a Scarfe than a Rowlandson, 
and the characters in his history are either all good or, 
more entertainingly and more frequently, all bad. He 
also did no research, his Holinshed being a well-marked 
copy of Thomas Keightley’s History of England, and 
his purpose was to inform his young readers of the long 
history of wickedness in high places. In other words, 
like Churchill, he wrote about the things in history that 
interested him.

All of which is to say that history is not only about 
kings and queens, heroes and villains, patriots and 
scoundrels, but also about interpretation, distortion, 
propaganda, fiction and the retinue of Richard II; and 
that we cannot afford to allow a generation of school 
children to experience an over-simplified and one-
dimensional view of the past. So, if it is not about things 
in history that interest whoever is currently Secretary 
of State for Education, what is the purpose of history 
teaching in our schools? 

What is the purpose of history 
teaching in our schools? 
Sarah Wright is happy to tell Mr Gove

This question is currently under consideration as part of 
the ongoing national curriculum review. One view is that 
history should be taught as a way of promoting a greater 
understanding and appreciation of why the world is as it 
is today. This is certainly the view of Michael Gove who 
stated at last autumn’s Conservative Party conference:

Our history has moments of pride, and shame, but 
unless we fully understand the struggles of the past we 
will not properly value the liberties of the present.

This is closely related to the idea promoted by Simon 
Schama, one of the historians charged with advising the 

Our Island Story?
Myth, literature and history
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government on the new history curriculum, that 
history teaching should foster a sense of national 
identity. This should come as no surprise given 
the frequency of assertions in the media that 
Britain is a country riven by social and cultural 
division.

The current National Curriculum has been 
condemned for encouraging the teaching of 
historical themes and skills, especially those 
used in source criticism, at the expense of 
narrative history. Narrative history involves a 
more chronological approach to the curriculum 
and this, its proponents claim, is the way to 
excite and inspire children, encouraging them to 
develop a life-long passion for the subject.  

Certainly children are naturally fascinated 
by the story element of the past – the Horrible 
Histories phenomenon is testament to this. 
However, before we accept this idea as being the 
way forward, we should pause for a moment. 

The very notion of there being one version 
of ‘our history’, as suggested in Mr Gove’s 
comments, is in itself problematic. History is 
ever-changing, with each generation rewriting 
it for its own purposes. Thus, without a focus 
on the skills required to practise the academic 
discipline of history, including source criticism, 
we risk allowing our children to accept a version 
of history without having the ability to form any 
critical engagement with it or to question the 
motives behind it. This is especially important 
when history is being used as part of a wider 
political agenda concerned with social integration 
and the promotion of a national identity.

So where does all this leave us? The debate 
of skills versus content is certainly not new, 
as outlined by David Cannadine in his recent 
book The Right Kind of History looking at 
the teaching of history in our schools during 
the twentieth-century. Independent schools are 
fortunate, since they have the freedom to create 
their own curriculum which utilises the strengths 
of the National Curriculum while rejecting its 
obvious pitfalls.

However, for the maintained sector, it can only 
be hoped that a curriculum will be created which 
enables children to enjoy the great stories from 
the past, while also being able to gain the valuable 
skills that the study of history can give, including 
a healthy degree of scepticism about any narrative 
which claims to be objective.

Sarah Wright joined Bedford Modern School 
in 2000 and has been head of  

history since 2003.

Heroic stylite.
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Learning through the 
Looking Glass
Duncan King finds flipping classrooms fulfilling 

The rise of computer technology in schools has been dramatic 
– few classrooms are now without an interactive white board, 
most schools have developed their own virtual learning 
environment, and many are experimenting by making iPads 
or similar devices available to students to use in class and at 
home. 

While many will praise its impact on teaching and learning, 
some would ask: does this technology really improve our 
students’ education? The precise impact of technology can be 
difficult to isolate, but one way I believe teachers could see it 
clearly improving learning is through a ‘flipped’ classroom.

A flipped classroom is one where learning traditionally 
undertaken as classwork is done at home and work that is 
traditionally done as homework is done in class. The lesson is 
usually delivered to students as homework via a video or other 
resource prepared by the teacher and the lesson time is spent 
applying the understanding gained at home.

This year I have been experimenting by flipping some of my 
lessons with my lower sixth physical geography classes. I have 
been recording 10-15 minute videos and posting these on our 
school’s virtual learning environment. Students are directed 
to watch these and make detailed notes. 

The lessons have a warm-up activity questioning students 
about what they learned and I check the video notes that 
they should have completed. The main classwork builds on 
the homework and the type of activity will depend on the 
nature of what is being learnt. A student may need to apply 
the understanding perhaps in a practical experiment or by 
answering an exam question in an unfamiliar context. 

Alternatively, it could be a structured debate – especially 
valuable where the content taught in the video is contentious. 
Students can also peer assess each other’s work and peer teach 
new elements to each other; they could even produce their 
own instructional videos, during the lesson.

I am free to circulate and offer help to students where 
it is really needed. I can direct those who are struggling 
and challenge those who are excelling. Where common 
misunderstandings arise I can step in and teach that section 
again to those who need it. 

Even after a relatively short time in using this approach I 
am convinced that there are a number of tangible benefits that 
make it worth pursuing further, such as:

Learning autonomy
Giving students control over their learning motivates them, 
and it ensures that students learn key ideas when and where 
they are ready to learn, not when a rigid timetable demands 

it. In the classroom they can work more independently and 
seek help where necessary. In a traditional classroom model, 
a student may not be ready for learning in a particular lesson, 
perhaps because of lack of sleep, hunger or problems with 
their peer group. 

As a result that student may miss a key concept that was only 
available at that moment creating a gap in understanding that 
may then undermine their subsequent learning. Furthermore, 
when they get home and need to apply the content they missed 
in the lesson, they are really stuck since there is no one on 
hand to help them proceed. 

Differentiation
Students can learn the key content at their own pace. They 
can pause, rewind and repeat a video to ensure they have 
understood it. The availability of the videos on the virtual 
learning environment also creates a tremendous resource 
bank for students when they come to revise material for 
examinations.

Catching up 
Students will inevitably miss lessons through illness or other 
commitments such as sport fixtures. The flipped classroom 
ensures that they do not miss out on key content and can 
catch up on missed activities with less impact on their overall 
learning.

Perfect delivery 
As teachers we strive to explain ideas clearly, but we can’t 
always be sure we have achieved this when we do it live in the 
classroom. By recording ourselves we can ensure that what 
we deliver includes everything we mean to say and we can 
communicate this logically and clearly.

Increasing student-teacher interaction 
While initially this method may raise fears that the human 
element of teaching is being lost, in reality one of the key 
benefits of the flipped classroom is that the teacher has more 
individual contact with students as less time is spent on group 
instruction leaving more opportunities to get to know each 
student and help them make progress.

How to start flipping
If you want to start flipping your own classrooms you will 
obviously need to invest time in setting up your lessons in 
this way, not least in the recording of videos. This is best 
done gradually – it would be very demanding to flip a whole 
course in a single year. For some subjects you can use video 
content that has already been prepared, for example from the 

Duncan King
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Khan Academy or Educreations, but I would encourage you to 
create your own videos for two key reasons. 

First, your students know you and trust that what you are 
saying is relevant to them so they will engage with the content. 
Secondly, however good other video suppliers are, only you 
can give the emphasis in the places where you know your 
students need it and ensure that all elements of the video are 
tailored to the particular specification you are following. You 
can record your videos in a number of different ways. I have 
been using a mix of three methods which all have merit:

Interactive white boards: Smart Boards have a function 
that records what you do on the board. If you plug in a 
microphone to your computer you can talk as you explain and 
it adds up to a quick and easy method of producing videos. 
Computer with Screen Recorder: on a computer you 
can use any of the free web-based screen recorders 
such as Screen-o-matic.com or Screenr.com to record 
what is going on on your screen. I use a microphone to 
add narration and a graphics tablet to add hand written 
drawings and annotations during the recording. This 
method is great when you want to make videos from your 
desk or at home.
iPad: tablet computers provide a very convenient way to 
record videos because you can write directly on the screen 
(a stylus is recommended) and they typically have built-in 
microphones. The best apps for this purpose seem only to 
be available for the iPad at present. Explain Everything is 
an especially effective video recording app and there are 
also some free apps such as Screenchomp and Show Me 
which are great to get started on. 

I am convinced that flipping classrooms is a fantastic way 
of utilising technology to improve our students’ learning. 
However, I am cautious about going ‘fully flipped’ (which is 
the case with a growing number of schools in the USA where 
the method is increasingly popular) as I can see that there is 
still merit in the traditional model for certain types of activity 
and with particular year groups.  

 I also think it is important that not all student learning 
comes in bite-sized video chunks. Students do need to 
struggle with learning from more demanding resources if 
we are to prepare them fully for university and beyond. That 
said, if all of our teaching is delivered in the traditional way, 
we are missing out on an opportunity to ensure that all the 
core learning in our subject is understood by all the students 
in our classes.

Duncan King is head of geography and  
virtual learning environment coordinator  

at The Perse School, Cambridge.

Further reading and viewing:
Web links: www.educreations.com/ ; 
www.khanacademy.org/ ; 
www.ted.com/talks/salman_khan_let_s_use_video_to_
reinvent_education.html
Books: Flip Your Classroom – Jonathan Bergmann and 
Aaron Sams – ISTE 2012

‘ … tablet computers provide a very convenient way to record videos because you can write directly on the screen  
(a stylus is recommended) and they typically have built-in microphones.’
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Laptops and leeches
Maryta Henderson accompanied the Eltham College trip to Borneo

It was the leech socks that did it. The kit list, including box 
mosquito net and water purifying tablets, looked like standard 
hiking gear up to that point. But the leech socks introduced an 
intriguing element of the unknown and, therefore, of infinite 
possibilities. I wasn’t sure what it would mean to share one’s 
boots with wriggling leeches, though I knew I loathed the 
very thought of snakes and the jungle’s many other creeping, 
crawling inhabitants. 

But hey, what about the monkeys? And the orang-utans? 
They were much more to my taste in travel companions, so 
I signed up. The water project also fascinated. We raised the 
money to pay for the tanks and building supplies with the help 
of Debenhams, generous school parents and the irresistible 
attraction of boys to doughnuts.

So, after a 6000-mile flight, there we were in the steaming 
humidity of Kota Kinabalu, next to the coral reefs in the state 
of Sabah, though still in the bustling city. As we arrived at our 
hostel it rained, the water bouncing off shop canopies, drenching 
us and transforming the dirty city pavements into streams of 
detritus. It was the first taste of the many deluges to come. 

The next morning we were off to Sepilok which houses the 
monkey and orang-utan sanctuary. Our drive took us through 
green hills, passing the palm oil plantations which have now 
replaced much of the jungle and that threaten the survival of 
the orang-utans which are shot when caught feeding on the 
fruit, leaving many youngsters orphaned. 

An overnight stay in the lodge there meant a chance to 
see a flying squirrel. We stood in the dark under the trees 
waiting quietly as the sounds of the jungle at night grew into 
a cacophonous chorus. Then, as the moonlight crept through 
the forest canopy, the thrill as the first flying squirrel launched 
itself through the air, then another and another. 

The next day, at the sanctuary where the orang-utans and 
long-tailed and pig-tailed macaque monkeys are free to leave 
for the wild at any time, we were treated to a display of tricks 
and treachery as they asserted their authority on the feeding 
platforms, jostling for position in the jungle hierarchy. It was 
an insight into how the different species interact and a veritable 
cabaret as they demonstrated their strength and agility.

Then it was off to get our hands dirty in the village of Bilit 
on the impressive Kinabatangan river where our community 
project awaited us. The boys relished their time living with 
the villagers and eating the local food and they were quickly 
assimilated into family life. On the project they learned to saw 
planks, mix cement, dig holes and hammer nails, then painted 
the water tanks they had erected under the watchful eye of 
hornbills. 

The pupils also discovered that things are not always what 
they seem – the wooden houses on stilts may look decaying, 
dilapidated and without modern conveniences, but some 
contained flat-screen TVs and laptop computers: a question 
of priorities? We were all invited to an evening of dance and 
given traditional Malay clothes to wear – not an easy task to 

find outfits to fit some of the six-foot tall rugby players who 
towered over the locals. It was certainly the first time I had 
worn a hijab. 

The easy river access meant three boat trips where we saw 
macaque and proboscis monkeys, crocodiles and, on one night 
cruise, an enormous python curled around a tree. But all too 
soon the project was complete and we said farewell to our 
village hosts, many of whom had ‘adopted’ our boys. There 
were tears as we said goodbye to these charming, warm and 
friendly people who had accepted us into their homes and 
their hearts. 

Then the serious stuff started! We stayed at a hostel at a 
Catholic church in the foothills of mount Kinabalu before the 
jungle trek the next morning. They don’t talk about miles in 
the jungle, but about hours spent travelling. Carrying our large 
packs we struggled for five hours in the heat and then torrential 
rain before making the first camp, a delightful spot by a river 
which crashed down through the rocks a few yards away.

It is a measure of how tired I was that after supper I fixed 
up my mosquito net and slept soundly on the wooden floor 
of a jungle shelter with several other members of the group. 
Some of the boys braved the monsoon-like rain to sleep in 
hammocks under a Basher (tarpaulin). The second day’s trek 
was far shorter and brought the chance to bathe in a cold, 
clear stream as it rushed down from the mountain. That night 
I too braved the hammock. The sounds of the jungle night 
competed with the roar of the river before the sun brought the 
day and with it a gentle stillness.

This was the lull before the storm: the real problems came 
on the third day. We were used to walking wet since the 
humidity meant we were soaked in sweat under our packs, but 
the torrential rain turned the steep, narrow tracks into a mess 
of orange clay. Going down was just as treacherous as the slog 
up. At times I could think only of putting one foot in front of 
the other in an attempt to get a foothold. 

However, this preoccupation with staying on my feet kept 
me from fretting about the leeches. These opportunistic little 
creatures stand on end, waiting for a passing victim, then 
attach themselves to boots and socks – though my husband’s 
worst leech bite was near his navel! The Duke of Edinburgh’s 
Award team fared worst as they went ahead and were first 
along the tracks, collecting the most eager leech passengers. 
However, all the boys coped admirably and one even gave 
some of his leeches names and brought them back to camp. 

The trek to a second camp included three river-crossings 
which we managed safely with the help of the indefatigable 
local guides. The cold water brought relief from the humidity 
but there was always a slog uphill after each crossing. We 
used climbing techniques and the backpacks seemed to get 
ever heavier. Many slept well in their hammocks that night, 
exhausted but with a tremendous feeling of accomplishment. 
The last day’s trek was shorter but included two steep climbs 
in the sun amid fields of pineapples and trees where the 
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villagers were tapping rubber. We were delighted to see the 
wooden houses of our village again. 

After the drive back to Kota Kinabalu we were treated to a 
rest. A half-hour boat ride took us to the island of Mamutik 
where we snorkelled on the reef and watched giant monitor 
lizards roam the beaches and woods. We left Borneo knowing 
we had experienced contradictions: a water tank charity 
project in a village where many had TV sets and laptops; the 
lure of quick profits from palm oil plantations which destroy 
jungle habitats and inhabitants and with them the chance to 
develop a sustainable income from tourism. 

The inhabitants of the ‘urban jungle’ of Greater London 
found that they could cope in the real thing. They learned 
that such adventures can give them confidence to stretch 
themselves in life and to push themselves close to the limit; 
to be less afraid of new experiences and different lifestyles; to 
leave footprints in the mud and carry away myriad memories 
– and a few leech bites! It was a tough trip for me at my age. I 
wonder what these boys will be doing when they are 61.

Maryta Henderson accompanied the Eltham College trip 
of 19 boys to Borneo, organised through Far Frontiers Ltd, 

with her husband and their Headmaster Paul. 
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221b or not to be,  
that is the question
Roger V Mobs faces The Final Problem

The Art trip had arrived in the Canton of Bern. We stood upon 
the cold, wet rocks from where, in lustrous oils, Turner had 
paid homage to sturm und drang and upon which Sherlock 
Holmes had wrestled his nemesis to oblivion. I was staring 
ahead in awe, barely believing that nature could forge anything 
so terrible, loud and immense. When Mrs Mobs moved out of 
the way, I also glimpsed the Reichenbach falls behind her.

“Hello sir,” said little Kimi Adler. “I don’t suppose that’s a 
copy of The Strand Magazine you are holding there?”

“No Kimi. Conference & Common Room actually. I need 
to reflect on matters educational, even here. Trouble is the 
wind’s getting up. Hardly propitious conditions for reading 
and contemplation. What on earth have you got written across 
your sou’wester? Isn’t that ancient Greek?”

“It’s a quote from Aeschylus, sir: ‘Death is better. A milder 
fate than tyranny.’”

“I’m not sure you should have been staring at Mrs Mobs 
when you said that. Why on earth have you got Aeschylus 
emblazoned on your waterproofs? I’d have thought it was an 
open invitation to get beaten up in McDonald’s.”

“Ah yes, their clientele’s violent preference for Euripides is 
indeed cause for concern.”

“Point taken.”
A sudden gust of wind almost took the magazine from my 

hand. I clutched it to my chest.
“Hold tight, sir. And step back from the edge. You know 

you wouldn’t have to worry if you did away with paper 
altogether. What does Conference & Common Room actually 
mean, anyway? Sounds like an unsavoury mix of lanyards, 
tweeds and chalky loafers. Bit out of date, isn’t it?”

“Aeschylean universality may not ooze from its every pore, 
I grant you, Kimi, but...” The wind threw stinging spray 
against my face and I had to raise my voice. “But let me put it 
this way. You know that German painting, Kimi? The famous 
Romantic one they keep using in anthologies. The one with 
that chap on the crag.

“Caspar David Friedrich, sir: Wanderer above the Sea of Fog.”
“That’s the one. You see, Kimi, sometimes I can’t help feeling 

that every time we take another technological step forward we are 
just condemning more people to sit staring at those damn screens 
for longer and longer and so depriving them of ... of the very thing 
we are supposed to be educating people for. Living life well.”

Kimi stared at me through a swelling, noisier wind. 
“Go on, sir.”
“And so I fear we are ... we are merely blowing out more 

fog from the educational fog machine.”
“Well I’m not sure Aeschylus would suggest you give up 

the day job on the back of that analogy, sir.” She smiled at 
me. “But I assume you mean we are sacrificing wisdom on 
the altar of information and that a day away from the tyrant 

computer screen gives you a sense of standing above the 
melee while, far beneath you, ignorant armies clash by night. 
One impulse from a vernal wood. That kind of thing?”

The cataracts seemed to be calling like demented Lorelei. I 
had to yell back.

“Yes. That kind of thing. Or maybe I’m just old, Kimi. 
Maybe I’m just old.”

I remember cold rain falling. Heavy, insistent rain. Yes, and 
Mrs Mobs walking towards me saying we needed to get the 
children back to the hotel. I remember that. And Kimi smiling 
and saying “Good-bye, sir.”

That’s when I lost my footing.

*****

It’s not what you think. The end. The big stuff doesn’t happen: 
at least not at first. I recall Conference & Common Room 
falling with me and then my trying to grab it as if a paper raft 
could save me from the freezing water. Unable to catch my 
breath, I flapped at a page about a choir trip to Rome. But the 
sodden magazine began to sink from view. A smiling group 
of children with silver certificates fell deeper and deeper into 
the watery dark. Soon they were gone.

“Come on, Roger.”
The hand around my left ankle was pulling me down. A huge 

fish’s tail shimmered silver beside me, attached to which was a 
male torso and a whiskered face. And then I felt something clutch 
my right ankle. Another merman had joined us. I knew them. I 
knew them well. Thring of Uppingham and Arnold of Rugby.

“Down we come, Roger old chap. Well done on a fine show, 
but time’s up. Down we come.”

But I could hear screaming from above. Frenzied voices 
yelling “Roger” and “Sir.” I said I had to make sure Mrs Mobs 
and the children were going to be safe.

“They are all safe, Roger. Everyone is safe. We know these 
things. And you’ll be safe too. Soon. Very soon. Now come 
on, old chap.”

The sky had disappeared. It was very cold.
“I’m not sure I’m ready,” I whispered. But I was too tired 

to fight. The depths became quieter, and Dr Arnold started 
talking earnestly to Thring about schooling:

“You see, Thring, few things are more beautiful than when 
one does see all holy and noble thoughts and principles, 
springing up as by God’s immediate planting, in a sort of 
garden of all that is fresh and beautiful, full of so much hope 
for this world as well as for heaven.”

Held firmly by both Headmasters, I dropped towards the 
rocks and weeds.

To be continued...

Roger V Mobs has a strangely retentive memory for trifles.
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Fair shares for all?
Malcolm Tozer examines the statistics for London 2012

Shortly after the publication 
of Physical Education 
and Sport in Independent 
Schools, I was asked in 
an interview with John 
Goodbody to forecast 
the number of privately-
educated members of 
Britain’s team for the 

London Games who would win Olympic medals. The figures 
for the 2004 and 2008 Games were 15 and 26 respectively. My 
answer was ‘more than 30’ (The Sunday Times, 8th July 2012) 
which fell well short of the final figure of 45.

John Goodbody was responding to a wide-ranging speech 
on the theme of school sport that the Prime Minister had 
delivered at Loughborough University a few days earlier. 
David Cameron had complained that too many state schools 
paid insufficient attention to sport, adding: “around a third of 
the athletes competing at the (London) Olympics are thought 
to be privately educated” and “the result is that independent 
schools produce more than their fair share of medal winners” 
(Daily Telegraph, 5th July 2012). 

The advice on the size of the fraction, and its source, had 
been identified two years earlier by Aislinn Laing: ‘both UK 
Sport and Olympics bosses privately admit that more than 
a third of athletes (in the 300-500 strong Team GB for the 
London Games) could be private school-educated’ (Daily 
Telegraph, 2 February 2010).

One of those ‘bosses’, Lord Moynihan, the chairman of the 
British Olympic Association, chose to be more outspoken on the 
subject when the first gold medals of the London Games were 
won by a pair of privately-educated rowers: “It is one of the 
worst statistics in British sport, and wholly unacceptable, that 
over 50% of our medallists in Beijing came from independent 
schools, which means that half of our medals came from just 
7% of the children in the UK” (The Guardian, 2 August 2012).

Around one-third of Team GB and over 50% of the 
medallists – do they give the true measure of the contribution 
of independent schools to the Beijing and London Games? 
Figures for Beijing already published in the final chapter of 
Physical Education and Sport in Independent Schools suggest 
otherwise so, with the London Games successfully completed, 
now was the time to analyse the performance of Team GB.

Enquiries conducted in tandem with Rudolf Eliot Lockhart, 
head of research at the Independent Schools Council, and 
shared with the Sutton Trust, identified 93 members of Team 
GB for London 2012 who were educated at independent 
schools. They represent 17% of the total strength of 542 
competitors, well short of the oft-quoted fraction of one-third.

Since around 7% of the total school population is educated 
privately, the figure of 17% in Team GB lends support to the 
assertion that independent schools punch above their weight 
in Olympic sports. However, since most pupils in independent 
schools stay on in full-time education until the age of 18, it might 

be more appropriate to compare that 17% with the percentage of 
the total school population over the age of 16 who are educated 
in independent schools. That figure of 18% almost matches the 
Team GB percentage and perhaps suggests that independent 
schools win their fair share of places – and no more.

The composition of the independent school contingent in 
Team GB had gender equality – 47 women and 46 men – and 
the 93 team members attended 75 different schools. 57% went 
to co-educational schools and 43% to single-sex ones, with 
figures that almost match the proportion of schools of each 
type (60% co-educational; 40% single-sex) and with gender 
equality across the two forms. 55% went to day schools, 41% 
to mixed boarding and day schools, and only 4% went to 
wholly boarding schools. 

As schools with boarding make up 40% of independent 
schools for all age groups, and the number of schools with 
boarding increases from age 11, these figures probably match 
the percentage of senior schools in each type. Once again 
there is gender equality at both day and boarding schools and 
no one type of school had more than its share of success. This 
playing field is definitely level!

Privately-educated members of Team GB for the London 
Games were not present in all sports: ten of the 28 sports had no 
representatives from independent schools, including the men’s 
and women’s teams for basketball, handball and football. Sports 
with their highest presence were rowing (24), hockey (14), 
athletics (10), equestrianism (8) and swimming (8). 

The order changes if the proportion of the total number of 
competitors in each sport is calculated: current and former 
pupils of independent schools made sizeable contributions to 
the teams in equestrianism (62%), rowing (52%), tennis (50%), 
hockey (44%), fencing (33%), triathlon (33%), shooting 
(27%), sailing (25%), weight-lifting (20%), gymnastics (17%) 
and swimming (17%). Their contribution to the other 17 
sports was small – but occasionally very effective.

Turning attention to success, let us examine how many 
competitors reached the top eight positions in their sport 
or, in the case of multi-event sports such as gymnastics and 
swimming, who reached the top eight in one of their events. 
Nearly half of Team GB achieved this, including 77% of 
the privately-educated competitors. In other words, whilst 
sportsmen and sportswomen educated at independent schools 
may have only won their fair share of places in Team GB, they 
were over-represented at the sharp end of competition. 

Most people, however, will judge success in the Olympic 
Games on the number of gold, silver and bronze medals won. 
It was a record Games for Team GB, winning 65 medals – 29 
golds, 17 silvers and 19 bronzes. A total of 114 competitors 
went home with medals, 21% of the team. Of the 93 privately-
educated members of Team GB, 45 won medals, making them 
three times as likely to win a medal as their team-mates. 

Fewer medals were won at the Beijing Games of 2008, 47 
altogether, 26 by competitors educated at independent schools, 
thus at both the Beijing and London Games about a third of the 

Olympics and all that

Malcolm Tozer
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medals were won by those who had been educated privately. It 
is likely that the privately-educated members of the 311-strong 
Team GB at Beijing in 2008 formed a greater proportion than 
they did in 2012 because Team GB, as the host nation, entered 
all 28 sports in London but only 20 of the 28 in Beijing.

These additional sports – football, basketball, handball and 
wrestling among them – contained no team members from 
independent schools. As some of these sports are likely to be 
dropped for Rio de Janeiro in 2016, the percentage of the team 
educated privately may well increase again.

Sportsmen and sportswomen who were educated at 
independent schools may or may not have won more than 
their fair share of places in Team GB but, as a group, they 
did outperform their team-mates once the competition started. 
Can this success be attributed to their schooling?

Alan Bairner, professor of sport and social theory at 
Loughborough University, has cited the contribution of 
‘incredible sports facilities at the private schools, and (their) 
specialist coaches’, the commitment of teachers to take ‘teams 
to matches on Saturdays’, and the dominance of independent 
schools in the ‘allegedly “posh” disciplines of rowing, sailing 
and equestrianism’ (Agence France-Presse, 7th August 2012). 

The willingness of teachers in independent schools to 
contribute to extracurricular and weekend activities is well 
documented, but whether independent schools dominate 
rowing, sailing and equestrianism is debatable – as recorded 
earlier, these schools provided 52%, 25% and 62% of 
the teams for the London Games. But is he correct about 
‘incredible’ facilities and ‘specialist’ coaching?

The suggestion that independent schools commonly provide 
velodromes, purpose-built rowing lakes, show-jumping arenas 
and 10m diving platforms above 50m swimming pools – 

with expert coaching to match – is, alas, unfounded. On the 
other hand, they did provide both coaching and appropriate 
facilities in their Olympic sports for 60 of the 93 in Team GB.

A further factor that needs examination is the role of sports 
scholarships to independent schools. When, shortly after the 
Beijing Games, Margaret Talbot wrote in the Association for 
Physical Education’s journal (Physical Education Matters, 
Autumn 2008) that ‘talented sports persons’ were often 
‘scholarshipped into private schools specialising in sport’, 
she implied that state schools had done all the hard work and 
then independent schools bagged the glory. Professor Talbot 
presented no data to support the assertion, but the assumption of 
‘shabby’ practice lingers on (The Guardian, 13 August 2012).

Awards at 11 or 13 rarely attract publicity if only because the 
chances of spotting long-term winners are much smaller in sport 
than in, for example, mathematics or music. Sports scholarships 
at 16 have been a bone of contention within schools and between 
schools since the 1990s when they first became widespread. 

Most are awarded to boys in the traditional team sports of 
rugby, football and cricket. Parents of pupils who lose their 
team place to imported stars can feel aggrieved, and schools 
on the sporting circuit dislike being thrashed at senior level 
when they have held their own in the junior years. 

But scholarships tailored to an individual’s needs have a 
history that stretches from Mary Bignal at Millfield in the 1950s 
to Tom Daley of Plymouth College. Tom has been coached at 
Plymouth Diving Club since he was eight and plainly no pupils, 
parents or rival schools are disadvantaged by his award. Schools 
advertise their scholarships openly and it is my guess that about 
40% of the 93 members of Team GB had sports awards.

In my view, the most remarkable of all the facts and figures 
about the 93 privately-educated members of Team GB at the 

Plymouth College’s 2012 Olympians.
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London Games is how well they performed once the competition 
began. The average member of the 93 finished between third and 
fourth place in their best event – just short of a bronze medal. 
Collectively they won 7.66 gold medals, 4.75 silver medals and 
7.03 bronze medals which would have placed ‘Indepentia’ 12th 
in a fantasy medal table, just below Australia!

It is the ability to give of their best when the demands are 
greatest that will be the most important contribution of the 
93 privately-educated members of Team GB to the legacy of 
London 2012. That was surely learnt at their schools – from 
long-standing expectations of high achievement, from the 
commitment and example of teachers, from competition and 
co-operation with fellow pupils and from a collective ‘you can 
do it’ philosophy. 

These schools are committed to contributing to the Olympic 
legacy in terms of facilities, expertise and know-how, but it 
is the sportsmen and sportswomen who have shown that it 
is motivation, determination and self-belief that count most 
when the going gets tough.

Dr Malcolm Tozer was director of PE and a housemaster 
at Uppingham School. He is the Editor of Physical Education 

and Sport in Independent Schools reviewed on page 53.

The full version of this essay, with tables, can be viewed at 
www.peandsports.co.uk.

Images of London 2012 prints kindly 
made available by Capture the Event 
via www.capturethegames.com
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Inspire a generation
QEGS Blackburn seeks to build a legacy from London 2012

With the Olympic and Paralympic Games and the incredible 
opening and closing ceremonies now just a distant memory, 
we should cast our minds back to Lord Coe’s original pitch 
to the International Olympic Committee in London’s bid for 
2012 to use the games as a means to ‘inspire a generation’. 

Inspired by LOCOG’s ‘Get Set’ educational programme 
which has provided ideas and assisted schools in organising 
their preparations for the last couple of years, most schools 
will have celebrated the Olympic spirit at some point during 
the past six months. With much being made about the health 
of the nation’s young and the rise in levels of obesity allied to 
a lack of regular daily exercise, many schools will have used 
the games as a focus for their end of summer term activities. 

At Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar School, Blackburn, our idea 
for celebrating this sporting showcase was to offer a slightly 
different approach. Our traditional athletics sports day came 
and went in late June: nothing new there then. Yet there 

emerged an under-current of feeling that unless we tried to 
offer something else, the extraordinary events of 2012 would 
become nothing more than a passing memory, celebrated at 
the time yet conveniently and easily forgotten upon our return 
in early September.

What could be done that was all-encompassing, would 
involve the whole school in Olympic and Paralympic themed 
activities, and could embrace the school’s enthusiasm for 
youth, in a festival of sporting celebration? More to the point, 
what could we achieve long term that might be viewed as an 
Olympic legacy for students in years to come? We came up 
with the idea of a whole school Academic Olympiad in the 
last three days of term. 

Day one focussed on sporting participation in 17 of the 
Olympic and Paralympic sports. After an initial opening 
ceremony involving inspirational Olympic footage, lights, 
fanfares, flags, torch procession, and a reading of the 

HERE&THERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for ‘Here and There’,  
please email it to Tom Wheare at postmaster@dunbry.plus.com  
Items should not exceed 150 words. Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Taking time out between reporting on the 
Labour and Conservative Party Conferences for 
the BBC, former Cheadle Hulme School pupil 
Nick Robinson was quizzed by an audience of 
over 100 students on all aspects of his role as 
political editor for the BBC, from his journey 
into broadcast journalism to the toughest 
interviews with world leaders.

Nick, who left the School in 1982, 
encountered a packed room of aspiring 
politicians, journalists and critical thinkers at a 
meeting of the school’s Think Tank Society in 
one of his old school buildings. 

He said that his time at CHS was vital 
in preparing him for his current role. “The 
debating clubs I took part in at school gave me 
an excellent standing for the tough interviews I 
sometimes need to conduct. Added to that, my 
experience on the CHS student magazine was a 
great introduction to a career in journalism.”

Sixth-former Chris McGahan, president of the 
Think Tank Society, said that it was fascinating 
to hear about Nick’s private meetings with 
politicians and other journalists – all the things 
you don’t get to hear about on the news!

Nick spoke frankly about his relationships 
with politicians, drawing on anecdotes from his 
forthcoming book, Live from Downing Street, 
and what it means to be impartial.
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competitors’ oath, more than 400 senior school pupils then 
participated in a range of sporting activities. Many were 
familiar, but others were new experiences such as BMX 
racing, track cycling, Paralympic volleyball, Paralympic 
football, boccia, weightlifting, race walking and handball. 
Spurred on by the presence of local media broadcaster Real 
Radio and its outside broadcast crew, the day was made even 
more meaningful by the involvement of Longshaw Junior 
School from Blackburn. 

Through a contact made with their inspirational sports 
coordinator Lisa Kitt, we welcomed eight students and 
special support assistants (SSAs) to share the day with us. 
With children having a wide range of additional needs, the 
experience was as inspiring as it was humbling. Pupils playing 
together, participating and competing; enjoying the experience 
together and valuing each other’s company; learning life’s 
experiences through sport; any pre-existing social prejudices 
or stereotypes were invariably dismissed.

Days two and three focussed specifically on other elements 
of the Olympiad via academic teaching. Heads of department 
had without exception bought into the idea and delivered fun-
packed learning experiences for their student classes. Some 
of the canvas artwork was incredible and has since been on 
permanent display in our sports hall complex for others to 
appreciate. 

Design Technology had designed and mass-produced 
acrylic winners’ medals for the closing ceremony. 
Geography focussed on the ‘adopt a country’ theme and 
encouraged pupils to design flags and wear their country’s 
national colours when competing. Economics looked at the 
cost implications of London 2012 and the links between 
potential medal success and wealth. 
There were numerous year group Maths Olympiads; 
motivational speech writing in English; Physics looked at 
projectiles and determining the best angle of release for 
the javelin, shot putt and discus; Ethics and Philosophy 
designed faith stamps ... the ideas were as wide ranging as 
they were imaginative.

And so what of the school’s Olympic and Paralympic legacy? 
The impact of Longshaw’s involvement in our sporting 
festival was undoubtedly the highlight of the day and left us 
asking questions as to what we could offer in the delivery 
of physical activity to children within our Blackburn with 
Darwen local community. 

Complementary studies has, for many years, been the 
heartbeat of the QEGS extended curriculum. In consultation 
with the school’s head of complementary studies, Mrs 
Margaret Foxley, and Longshaw’s PE coordinator, we 
discussed the idea of how our sixth form students might 
contribute to the sporting encouragement of its pupils and 
get involved in a more permanent and constructive way: the 
creation of a unique sporting partnership between two very 
different schools. 

And so, since the start of the new academic year, eight 
pupils and SSAs from the school have joined us for two hours 
every Thursday morning. QEGS provides minibus transport 
to and from their school in Blackburn. Sixth form boys and 
girls then use the opportunity to bond, talk and get to know 
the children through timetabled complementary studies and 

physical activity. Parachute games, running games, adapted 
sports aplenty, the students plan, perform and evaluate small 
group or one-to-one sessions. 

The experience of sitting in our purpose built sensory room 
observing the faces of pupils transfixed with lights, shapes, noise 
and touch is truly one to behold. Each day is capped off with 
students, staff and carers from both schools sitting together in 
our dining room, laughing, chatting, getting to know each other, 
sharing thoughts and planning ideas for the following week.

For somebody who has been in the physical education 
profession for more years than he cares to remember, I am 
amazed and astonished by the impact this experience is having. 
Not only on the Longshaw pupils, whose enthusiasm and cheery 
smiles offer a permanent ‘feel good factor’, but in particular on 
our students. Carers have openly acknowledged that the visit 
to QEGS is the highlight of the week for their children, but to 
witness QEGS students with little or no previous appreciation of 
the challenges that Longshaw children face every day, grow and 
develop as caring human beings, is both uplifting and humbling. 
Both schools fully back and endorse the aims of the project: 
it’s early days, yes, but the experience so far has been simply 
wonderful and very rewarding for staff and pupils alike.

Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar School’s motto is Disce 
Prodesse – Learn to be of service – and the legacy from the 
summer of 2012 in many ways typifies that. We are proud to 
join Lord Coe in ‘inspiring a generation’. 

Dr Mark Butler is director of PE & Games at 
Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar School, Blackburn.

‘What could be done that 
was all-encompassing, would 
involve the whole school in 
Olympic and Paralympic 

themed activities, and 
could embrace the school’s 
enthusiasm for youth, in a 

festival of sporting celebration? 
More to the point, what could 

we achieve long term that 
might be viewed as an Olympic 

legacy for students in years 
to come? We came up with 
the idea of a whole school 

Academic Olympiad in the last 
three days of term.’
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Big money, small print 
Andrew Grant writes about bringing P E into the  
21st century for St Albans School and the community

The new £6 million sports centre at St Albans School is 
the largest and most ambitious building the school has 
ever constructed in its 1,064-year history. The genesis of 
the building goes back to a conversation in 1993 between 
Headmaster Andrew Grant and the then bursar, Mitch Parker, 
when they both agreed that a combined state-of-the-art pool 
and sports hall was the one missing factor to make visitors 
gasp on an open morning.

The previous pool, located nearby but long-since closed, 
had certainly made people gasp, but for all the wrong reasons. 
It was open-air and unheated and the method of instruction 
was equally Spartan. Boys in black trunks, which signified 
that they knew how to swim, swam alongside boys in red 
trunks, which signified that they didn’t, until the latter were 
in imminent danger of drowning, when the swimmers were to 
try to get them to the side before they did.  

The school gymnasium, meanwhile, built in 1956, was 
notable chiefly for its sheer ugliness, its austere gloom and 
an enduring and ineradicable aroma of sweaty feet that it 
generously imparted to the languages classrooms.

Having clearly identified the need, the first step was, of 

course, to identify a potential site. The bursar and Headmaster 
agreed that the only possible place a new sports centre could 
be built was in the school orchard, but this presented the first 
of many obstacles since the orchard was in a conservation 
area and in the Green Belt. 

The project thus became part of a long-term development 
plan that saw off two chairmen and two bursars, before finally 
falling under the auspices of the current chair of governors, 
Stephen Eames, and the school’s current bursar, Derek Todd. 
For the architect, they chose David Morgan of Cannon, 
Morgan and Rheinberg, a local firm of architects responsible 
for designing the pavilion at the school’s playing fields at 
Woollams. 

Selecting an architect with a proven track record who had 
worked closely and successfully with the school on a previous 
project was an essential factor in its ultimate success. The fact 
that the architect was an old boy of the school was an extra 
and welcome dimension.

Since the plan was for the building to be constructed in an 
Article 4 conservation area within the curtilage of a listed 
building and adjacent to a scheduled ancient monument, 

St Albans School Sports centre.
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a public enquiry was held before permission was granted. 
Strategies for getting the plans past the St Albans planning 
committee included making a video of lights positioned to 
represent the extremities of the building, shot against an 
entirely static scene from the nearby park on the other side 
of the park lake, to show that the building would not interfere 
with views of the historic St Albans Abbey, one of many 
concerns that had been expressed. 

Great lengths were taken to ensure every letter of the 
planning application was adhered to: there was detailed 
acoustic modelling to minimise reverberation and allow 
teaching without shouting, for example, and temperature 
modelling to allow a natural air circulation solution instead of 
installing expensive air conditioning in the sports hall. 

Highly precise and detailed plans were drawn up for the 
logistics of the site to which access was going to be very 
tight, and these included having to design the steel structure 
to no more than 9 metre lengths, the turning circle of the site 
entrance. A close working relationship with the contractor – 
SDC – paid dividends: it completed an immensely complex 
construction on a difficult, sensitive and almost inaccessible 
site on time and to the highest quality. 

But it did more than this. SDC worked with the school 
in refining the design and engineering solutions to some 
expensive mechanical and electrical (M&E) problems, and 
in doing so freed sufficient budget to be able to include an 
endless pool, innovative Puls motion capture camera system, 
and a colour ‘timing screen’ in the pool.

In terms of managing the concerns of the local community, 
regular letters to the residents of Fishpool Street, a very 

narrow 14th century street from which access to the site was 
required, were written and meetings with local groups were 
held to inform them of progress and to welcome feedback. 

A dedicated logistics manager, employed by the contractor, 
managed every delivery onto and off site. Deliveries were also 
timed to avoid the daily coaches dropping off and picking up 
pupils. The 7500 cubic metres of spoil was retained on site 
and re-landscaped to avoid landfill. This also prevented an 
estimated 1500 additional lorry movements for removing the 
spoil off site. 

One saving grace may have been the good fortune for the 
construction to coincide with the building of a basement room 
in a private house in the narrowest part of Fishpool Street, 
which caused so much disruption and obstruction that it drew 
most of the fire away from the development!

Obtaining a way-leave to connect to the main sewer on a 
neighbouring property also proved a challenge, a problem that 
was only really resolved when the school bought the property 
in question, an office building for a major accountancy firm, 
which has been developed into the school’s new arts and sixth 
form centre.

The challenges in building the new sports centre were 
many and varied and there were undoubtedly times when it 
looked as if it might have been a challenge too far. But the 
result means that all of those challenges and struggles have 
already been long forgotten and many believe that, with 
this magnificent new building, the school can make its own 
contribution towards the Olympic legacy.

Andrew Grant has been Headmaster  
of St Albans School since 1993.

Duncan Goodhew – certainly black trunks!
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The Leading 
Schools in the 21st 
Century series 
Published by  
John Catt Educational Ltd 
Eight books: 2007-12:  
£12.50 each or £70 for the set

The Editor’s surprising request for a ‘self-review’ of this 
series which I have co-edited left me perplexed. ‘You’ll do it 
much better’, was not wholly convincing. How should I take 
it? Would nobody else do it? How long a list of people had 
turned it down? Were all forms of literary criticism abolished 
while I was away on holiday? Most of all, how on earth do you 
do a self-review? As I complete it, I still wonder.

First, some facts. There were predecessors to Leading 
Schools: three books published between 1993 and 2000, 
Head to Head, Head to HoD and Head to House. I’ve never 
discovered why that venture stopped after three, but it seemed 
that there was scope for more and very early on we hit on 
the notion of eight titles for this new series: Heads; senior 
management teams; heads of department; newly qualified 
teachers; pastoral issues; PR, marketing and development; 
bursarial matters and governors. At various times along the 
way I wondered about others: directors of studies; directors 
of sport or music; human resources managers. Ultimately 
though, we stayed faithful to our original eight.

Written by practitioners for practitioners, the series has 
attempted to give an overview of the sector’s many and deeply 
varied roles and facets. It comprises the work of over 150 
writers: mostly practising Heads, teachers and bursars, but a 
smattering of retired Heads; development directors; PR and 
marketing advisers; lawyers; accountants; an erstwhile vice 
chancellor and a former cabinet minister. Chapter topics range 
over academic, pastoral, strategic and more day-to-day areas 
of school life, and include advice on everything from how to 
be a wise school nurse to how to arrange a royal visit. 

HMC gave the series stalwart backing throughout. We 
began in collaboration with GSA, on whose behalf Brenda 
Despontin co-edited the first three books. When she moved 
from Monmouth to Brussels and as the topics branched out 
beyond academic management, it became logical for my 
co-editor for each volume to be someone closely linked to the 
most relevant Association, successively ISTIP; BSA; AMDIS 
and IDPE; ISBA and AGBIS. Maybe there should have been 
a ninth volume after all – a glossary of independent school 
acronyms.

The 20-year period from Head to Head to Volume 8 
of Leading Schools has seen huge social, technological, 

educational and political change. In social terms, a leading 
Head could still write in 1993 that ‘former Headmasters 
say that one of the delights of retirement is being able to go 
shopping in old clothes again’. I became an HMC Head a 
year later, and failed to change clothes between my Saturday 
touch-line watching or gardening and my trips into town even 
then – reflecting either the fact that my school was less posh 
than his, or that I have a woeful lack of fashion sense. Around 
that time too, another legend just about to retire told me that 
what he really looked forward to was walking down the street 
in a back-to-front baseball cap, chewing gum – but I digress. 

Technologically, email, social media marketing and website 
design are an example of continuous evolution. There are 
now school governing bodies at which there is no eye-contact 
because everyone is too busy staring at their iPad downloads, 
a device which will surely transform education for many 
pupils too. 

All of this comes on top of two decades in which GCSE 
has gone from being a still-exciting novelty to something 

Please contact the editor by email on tom@dunbry.plus.com 
in the first instance about books for review.BOOK REVIEWS

Nigel Richardson:  
‘After five years of working on 
Leading Schools, I have greatly 
extended my own knowledge of 
other people’s jobs; of how the 
sector operates; of how other 

schools work – and I have a greatly 
extended list of email contacts and 

virtual friends.’
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now promised an early death; IBs, IGCSE and Pre-Us 
have arrived; Curriculum 2000 has come and (maybe) 
nearly gone; league tables have risen and retreated; 
Diplomas barely got started; E-Bacs will become 
EBaccs – perhaps. Politically, governments of all 
parties have moved mountains – mostly of paperwork  
– on matters of child protection, health and safety, 
charitable status and social access. 

The speed of change, especially in those last three 
areas, poses a major problem for any series editor: 
how to predict what will change next and, above all, 
how to avoid the material becoming out of date almost 
before it appears. That trio apart, however, I would 
like to think that we have been largely successful. 

Why? Because we asked contributors to reflect 
on their own experience of each role rather than 
providing a detailed technical manual. Detail comes 
and goes, but the really essential skills, attributes and 
requirements for Heads, governors and others, mostly 
change much more slowly except, perhaps, in the 
world of PR and marketing.  

If we were starting again, or indeed producing a 
second edition, what else should we include? For 
Heads, the new raft of issues surrounding ageism and 
retirement; for aspiring Heads and deputies, more 
advice about job interviews; for everyone, more on 
email use and abuse, including how many email 
attachments governors can reasonably be asked to 
download let alone print off at home. 

Maybe the books should have been more uniform in 
length rather than growing as the series progressed – 
but this also enabled us to include (with permission) 
some light relief from satirical giants such as Ted 
Wragg, Alan Coren and Jonathan Smith of Learning 
Game fame, as well as reprinting the sparkling 
‘Bursar’s wicked way’ contributions to C&CR in the 
’90s from former bursar David Goucher of Bryanston. 

What have I learned or been reminded of from the experience 
of combing through all the draft material? That the sector is 
extraordinarily fortunate in its collective range of expertise 
and the depth of commitment at all levels. That much of the 
pastoral work in schools and the preparation given to NQTs 
have developed almost beyond recognition since I started 
out in 1971. That we should respect more the responsibilities 
carried by governors, whom we often take for granted, 
along with the skills and versatility of many bursars. That 
independence bestows huge benefits. That there are many 
essential similarities between the work of those in day or 
boarding, senior or junior schools, even though it is the 
differences that are so often emphasised. That you must resist 
the temptation to think that our generation of teachers and 
Heads invented things such as the desire to make children 
happy, or that we did things better. That as a former Head it 
is all too easy to underestimate how rapidly the world changes 
and recognise the challenge of keeping up with this change 
once your previous information sources are cut off.  

More flippantly, but not, I hope, ungratefully, I have a 
new respect for professional copy-editors. I have wrestled 
unsuccessfully to achieve consistent use of bullet points and 
the semi-colon; discovered that giving contributors a guide to 
house style leads one to a new definition of the problem of 

herding cats; and that you can tell a contributor’s age almost 
unerringly by the number of times s/he uses adjectives like 
‘incredible’, ‘fantastic’ and ‘amazing’. 

All of which finally brings to mind another fashionable and 
overworked word. I think of the contestant at the end of Have 
I Got News for You with his fake tears thanking everyone for 
being allowed to take part in ‘an incredible journey’. After 
five years of working on Leading Schools, I have greatly 
extended my own knowledge of other people’s jobs; of how 
the sector operates; of how other schools work – and I have a 
greatly extended list of email contacts and virtual friends. In 
that sense it has been a journey for me, too.

Nigel Richardson was Head of The Perse School, 
Cambridge 1994-2008 and Chairman of HMC in 2007. He 

is now a consultant, appraiser and school governor, and 
is (at last) completing the first full biography of the great 

Victorian Headmaster and founder of HMC, Edward Thring.
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Haileybury
A 150th Anniversary Portrait
Edited by Roger Woodburn  
and Toby Parker
Third Millennium  
Publishing Limited 2012
ISBN 9781906507640; price £45

The stiff upper lip, a philosophy that ‘emotions although they 
may be felt should never be shown’, has played a central role 
in the development of the British character. In its earliest days 
Haileybury was regarded as the epitome of the stiff upper lip 
public school. 

A strong military tradition (no fewer than 589 former pupils 
died in the First World War); classically grand and imposing 
buildings; its formal title Haileybury and Imperial Service 
College sending a message; and the one time dominance of 
rugby and cricket; a model of muscular Christianity; have 
certainly helped to create this impression. Yet this engaging 
book shows that this is just part of the story.

HAILEYBURY A 150th Anniversary Portrait is all that 
one expects from the Third Millennium stable – beautifully 
produced, elegantly composed, illuminated by some stunning 
photography, a delight to handle, and to be cherished. This 
however is much more than a glamorous and expensive 
publicity exercise. 

A portrait rather than a history, it seeks to capture the 
school’s heart and soul, or ethos in modern day Ofsted speak. 
Admirably edited by Roger Woodburn and Toby Parker, they 
have commissioned some interesting and thoughtful writing 
by, and about, people who have touched life at many different 
points, and seen the human condition at all points on the 
spectrum.

Inheriting the characteristic William Wilkins buildings of 
the former East India College (1805-58), Haileybury opened 
in 1862, was an immediate success and from the outset began 
to form its own character. A pupil wrote of its second Master, 
Edward Bradby: ‘Above all he taught us to hate sham and 
pretence, and to aim at being thorough’. 

In 1874 an offshoot of the school, the United Services 
College, was established at Westward Ho! It was immortalised 
by Kipling who, more than anyone, helped to shape our view 
of the concept of service in the Empire, and after a long and 
varied journey came back home to the mother house as the 
Imperial Service College in 1942. In nearly 70 post-War 
years the move to co-education, creation of a lower school, 
development of the international boarding market, and the 
recent founding of two schools in burgeoning Kazakhstan 
have transformed the nature of Haileybury, though as this 
book shows not its character. 

Soldiers like Field Marshal Allenby, several of the founding 
fathers of the Royal Air Force, Erskine Childers, author of The 

Riddle of the Sands, whose high principles led to a firing squad 
in the Irish Civil War, eight bishops at the 1930 Lambeth 
Palace Conference, the painter and muralist Rex Whistler, 
Stirling Moss, Britain’s most popular and well known racing 
driver, that most prolific playwright Alan Ayckbourn, a clutch 
of rugby internationals, the film director Christopher Nolan, 
and the mandolin player Alison Stephens, illustrate the wide 
range of fields in which Haileyburians have made their mark. 
They reflect the sheer diversity of life at the school which is 
described so well in these pages. 

Ian Hislop, in his recent three part series on BBC2 The Stiff 
Upper Lip: An Emotional History of Britain, argues that to run 
a vast Empire the public schools needed to produce people (in 
fact mainly men) with the qualities described by one of his 
contributors as follows: ‘Not so much courage as truthfulness 
... it was actually modesty, understatement, seriousness, that 
made us what we were. It stopped us from being stiff-fronted 
buffoons, and instead rather it made us canny, energetic, well 
informed, flexible, successful people of the 19th century.’ 
Now in a post-Imperial age these values are still inherent in 
our national character, albeit in very different circumstances, 
and recognised equally amongst men and women.

In this Portrait there are four Haileyburians who, in my 
opinion, epitomise the enduring qualities of the stiff upper lip. 

Clement Attlee’s transforming experience working as Warden 
at the Haileybury Club in Stepney in the early years of the 
20th century led him into socialist politics. His quiet dignity, 
steadiness, sense of duty and fellowship, enabled him not only 
to complement Churchill as deputy prime minister, but also, as 
Prime Minister, to raise the living standards of ordinary people 
and to help the country recover from the aftermath of war. 
Cuttingly, and inappropriately, Churchill had once described him 
as a modest man who had much to be modest about, yet it was 
Attlee to whom people turned in 1945 and who developed into 

David Gibbs
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one of our most effective prime ministers. And then there was 
Group Captain Peter Townsend, the Battle of Britain fighter 
pilot who later became close to Princess Margaret. Ultimately 
their wish to marry was thwarted by the constitutional and 
religious establishment. It was a different age and he was a 
divorced man. In effect he went into exile. Many years later 
he wrote a poignant and dignified autobiography, Time and 
Chance. There was no sensationalism and no rancour.

I saw John McCarthy when he returned to the school soon 
after his release from five years of unspeakably brutal and 
lonely captivity which would have broken most people. He 
looked remarkably well and spoke movingly to a packed 
chapel. The way in which he has subsequently developed his 
life and work as a highly accomplished writer and broadcaster 
has been a triumph of the human spirit.

Immensely moving, too, is the account by Kate Bowen of 
her work for the past six years leading Tearfund’s Disaster 
Management Team in rural Afghanistan, helping to organise 
support for one of the poorest and most ravaged communities 
in the world. The photograph of this striking woman in her 
headscarf and on the mobile phone, far, far from home tells a 
story by itself.

This is an absorbing book and a wonderful tribute to 150 
years of a distinguished and successful school. It will be of 
interest not only to everyone associated with Haileybury but 
also to those seeking to explore the way in which Britain’s 
Imperial institutions have adapted to a very different world. 

In an age when style too often matters more than substance, 
spin is regarded as a quality, and celebrity is lionised, it 
is worth reflecting on the characteristics of a Haileybury 
education which emerge from these pages. Master Bradby 
laid sure foundations. Thoroughness and an absence of sham 
and pretence is not an obvious strapline for a school today but 
it is these qualities which are needed more than ever in our 
contemporary life. 

David Gibbs is education officer of  
The Skinners’ Company.

HERE&THERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for ‘Here and There’,  
please email it to Tom Wheare at postmaster@dunbry.plus.com  
Items should not exceed 150 words. Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Leading young poet
Bedford Modern School Year 13 student Abbie Setchfield 
is one of 15 winners of the Foyle Young Poets of the Year 
Award 2012, the Poetry Society’s international poetry 
competition.

Over 7400 young people between the ages of 11 and 
17, from 42 different countries, entered with more than 
15,000 poems received. Abbie’s poem will now be 
published along with those of the other winners in an 
anthology. She will also be invited to a week’s residential 
poetry workshop.

An awards ceremony was held at the Royal Festival 
Hall, London, on Thursday, 4th October. “I was able 
to meet the other 14 winners at the awards ceremony 
where I received a certificate and a collection of poetry 
books.  My poem was entitled Reduced and I was inspired 
to write it after an emotional and moving school trip to 
Auschwitz. I have always had an interest in writing and more recently have started writing poetry,” Abbie said.

“I would encourage younger students to read as many books as possible as the more you read, the more ideas you 
will have, and this, in turn, will generate your own ideas for a story or poem.”

Jane Chumbley, who teaches English at the school, adds that Abbie’s “writing reveals a sensitive exploration of 
love, relationships and memories. We were particularly impressed by her use of vers libre and natural imagery.”
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The issue of sustainability is one that we and our children need not only to learn 
about, but also take responsibility for. 

When we were approached by GG Eco Solutions about installing a biomass boiler, 
my mind flooded with questions: What would the benefits be for our school? 
What exactly is biomass? 

I can now confidently say I’ve learned enough to want to share the details with you. 

Reaping the benefits
The benefits of a biomass system for any organisation are multi-faceted and 
far-reaching, including a reduction in overall dependence on fossil fuels and a 
significant reduction in carbon emissions. 

Obtaining the fuel from local sources enables us to support local businesses and 
the rural economy - and there is no region of the UK that cannot produce biomass, 
meaning secure, sustainable and local energy supplies.

GG Eco Solutions supply renewable energy under a long-term contract. 
In a similar way to an electricity or gas supply, they provide energy in the 
form of metered hot water from an on-site biomass energy installation 
designed, funded, built and operated by them.

Naturally, a major consideration for us as a school was the financial aspect of the 
installation. Working with GG Eco Solutions, who funded the installation and will 
maintain the boiler, has meant that we haven’t had to worry about finding a large 
capital sum. Culford is now running almost entirely on energy generated by the 
system and we are already making significant cost savings as a result. 

Customers simply pay for the energy they use at a considerable discount 
to their current fossil fuel costs, and benefit from a competitive long-term 
price for their energy.

Getting started – and how it works

GG Eco Solutions supply renewable energy under a long-term contract. In a similar 
way to an electricity or gas supply, they provide energy in the form of metered 
hot water from an on-site biomass energy installation designed, funded, built and 
operated by them.

Customers simply pay for the energy they use at a considerable discount to their 
current fossil fuel costs, and benefit from a competitive long-term price for their energy.

For Culford School, installing the biomass boiler has been absolutely the right 
thing to do and I would heartily encourage other schools to consider it as a viable 
option. We, as a school, take the issue of sustainability very seriously and as actions 
speak louder than words, I think everyone now knows we mean business!

Crispin Muir is Operations Director of Culford School. 

Sustainability in action without capital investment
by Crispin Muir, Operations Director at Culford School, Suffolk.

GG Eco Solutions Limited  
E: info@ggecosolutions.com     

W: www.ggecosolutions.com
T: 01223 651415     
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Physical Education 
and Sport in 
Independent 
Schools
by Malcolm Tozer 
ISBN: 978 1 908095 44 2  
eISBN: 978 1 908095 45 9
Published by John Catt 
Educational Ltd 2012

“Wholly unacceptable” and “one of the worst statistics in 
British sport” were two of the phrases used by Lord Moynihan, 
the British Olympic Association Chairman, this summer. He 
was describing the dominance independent schools showed in 
producing 50% of our medal winners at the Beijing Olympics 
in 2008. This is against a background of only 7% of pupils 
being educated in this type of school. 

The resulting furore in the press over the summer was, 
I hope, of some benefit in trying to persuade the current 
Secretary of State for Education to carry out a serious review 
of national sports policy as applied to state schools. Thus 
Malcolm Tozer is to be congratulated on the timing of his 
book – produced just before the London Olympics and with 
an additional 34th chapter now available on-line (see below). 
This latter sums up how independent school educated athletes 
performed in London. 

The conclusion to which the evidence leads him is 
fascinating and somewhat unpredictable. I urge readers to 
check it out. Indeed Tozer is to be doubly congratulated on 
having persuaded a stellar cast of authors to contribute to 
his comprehensive review of the landscape. A gold medal 
Olympian (Jonathan Edwards), a silver medallist in the 400 
metres (Roger Black), a Rugby World Cup winning coach 
(Clive Woodward), a winner of 11 gold medals at various 
Paralympics (Tammi Grey-Thompson) as well as the first 
member of our Royal Family to compete at an Olympics 
(Princess Anne) – they all produce some excellent pieces. 
Tozer must have a pretty impressive address book. 

I am only sorry that he did not ask, or persuade, Ed Smith 
(international cricketer and recipient of First Class Honours in 
History at Cambridge) to contribute an article. Ed could have 
written brilliantly on the value of sport in aiding and abetting 
the attainment of intellectual excellence in our pupils.

The editor makes sure his contributors provide a very 
broad range of articles, from the somewhat straight-forward 

(pre-prep, prep, co-educational, girls’ day school provision) 
to the more eclectic (sport and femininity, the making of 
heterosexual men). It is the section on Talking Points that 
provides the most interesting thoughts on what are the 
challenges ahead for the sector. 

The writing itself is remarkably varied, perhaps as one 
might expect with so many contributions from sport and 
PE practitioners. The better writing generally comes from 
journalists and (dare one say it?) Heads; some chapters read 
as though they were written as text for some long discarded 
school prospectus. I have to confess to having written much 
the same sort of stuff myself at times. 

This, however, should not put off the projected readership: 
directors of sport, heads of PE, Headmasters, Headmistresses 
and governors would all benefit from purchasing the book, 
especially if they want sport to play a prominent part in the 
educational provision of their schools. Tozer’s book sets out 
clearly how independent schools seek to achieve their twin 
sporting aims of inculcating life skills in all their pupils while 
also developing elite sportsmen and women in such a way that 
they can move forward under the guidance of professional 
coaches to win Olympic medals, world championships and 
world records.

Given the facilities, given the time carved out during the 
school day and, most of all, given the outstandingly talented 
and devoted teachers who work in our schools, perhaps it 
should not be a surprise that independently educated boys 
and girls go on to achieve at such world class levels. The 
hope, too, is that many of our boys and girls leave school 
and university determined to carry on their sporting lives 
– at whatever level – while exhibiting all the qualities that 
sport encourages them to display (social skills, commitment, 
teamwork and leadership). 

The argument is also that sport helps pupils develop the 
physical, emotional and psychological wellbeing that assists 

Joe Davies
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the attainment of a fulfilled and happy life. There is much 
mention of this in Tozer’s book and I am convinced it is true 
– though I did not spot any real research evidence to support 
the idea that independent schools are successful in this area.

My main concern with the general thesis of the book 
touches on an occasional smugness that creeps in. ‘We 
do it brilliantly’ sometimes comes across as the tone. The 
concluding words of the penultimate chapter are ‘PE and sport 
fit for purpose? Definitely yes’. It leaves me a little uneasy. 
We devote massive resources to sport so perhaps we should 
be among the best in the world.

The elephant in the room, not discussed in any of the 
chapters, is the one that Lord Moynihan avoided mentioning 
directly: why can’t state schools get the same results? Tozer’s 
book provides a kind of blueprint for Michael Gove should he 
decide to take up Moynihan’s challenge and devise a sporting 
policy that seriously seeks to fulfil the promise of a genuine 
legacy to follow the London Olympics.

All in all Malcolm Tozer’s book and article provide a most 

valuable analysis of where independent schools are and what 
our pupils have achieved on the sporting front. GB has had a 
most wonderful year of sport: the Olympics; victory for the 
first time in cycling’s Tour de France (unassisted by drugs); 
Andy Murray’s success in the US Open Tennis; Wales’ third 
rugby Grand Slam in eight years. 

Yet the greatest sporting moment I have ever seen was at 
the Ryder Cup: Phil Mickelson, the American golfer, in the 
heat of the most nerve-wracking of all sporting moments, saw 
his rival, Justin Rose, sink an astonishingly massive and – 
let’s face it – lucky putt that swung the Ryder Cup Europe’s 
way. Mickelson’s response? He simply smiled at Rose and 
congratulated him with a clear thumbs-up gesture. Victory 
was snatched away yet Mickelson displayed the utmost grace 
in the face of a most public defeat. I’d love it if Mickelson had 
been educated at an independent school of which I was Head.

www.peandsports.co.uk/PE&Sport_chapter34.pdf

Joe Davies has been the Master of Haileybury since 2008. 
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Alistair Macnaughton

Teaching and 
the Seven 
Heavenly 
Virtues:
Prudence

Prudence used to be associated with Wisdom, Insight, 
Knowledge and, particularly, the ability to distinguish 
between the Virtuous and the Vicious, to know which is the 
Good Angel and which the Bad as we veer between Heaven 
and Hell. In more recent times, however, the word has simply 
become synonymous with cautiousness and a reluctance to 
take risks, almost to the point where it seems more like a 
weakness than a strength.

So, given all that, would you say you were prudent? And, 
if you did admit to being prudent, wouldn’t it be with a 
smidgeon of embarrassment, as if you were owning up to 
something disreputable?

As a Headmaster of five years (I know some of you are 
thinking that’s not so experienced) I have, I suppose, learned 
to be prudent, but it has not always been so.

At my first school there was the time I sat behind the 
newspaper in the staff room ridiculing the Headmaster’s 
assembly earlier that morning without realising that he had in 
fact entered the room and was sipping his coffee beside me. 

Then there was the time I was so overjoyed at being 
introduced to a team of inspectors that I bounded up the 
school’s front steps to meet them, missed my footing and 
literally fell at their feet, leading to a long, and I mean 
century-long, silence before the Headmaster had recovered 
enough to usher them off. And if that wasn’t bad enough, there 
was of course the time I so lost my temper with a colleague 
who (wrongly, wrongly) criticised my use of punctuation in 
a common room notice about Midyis Testing that I had to be 
held back from taking a swing at him.

Ah, those days of sturm und drang before the arrival of dear 
Prudence with her pursed lips, withering glances and huge 
wagging finger! And yet, even now, as I insert diplomatic 
phrases into my emails and start and finish ‘difficult’ 
meetings with as many heart-warming positives as possible, 
there is still part of me that devours the many stories of those 
to whom ‘no hold barred’ is both mantra and item of faith.

Remember the Head of the Oxfordshire school who set up a 
rogues’ gallery of headshots in the school canteen of 30 pupils 
who had failed their mock GCSEs? Or the vengeful Head so 
infuriated by a union rep at a pivotal meeting that he was later 
found letting his tyres down in the school car park?  Or the 
one who put the whole school in detention because they didn’t 
sing the school song with the vigour she had come to expect?

When you read or hear about cases like these, you may find 

yourself sniggering but at the same time can be nudged to 
wonder if years of playing safe have maybe weakened your 
sense of what matters to you.

When you know that your pupils will feel better if they 
actually take some lungfuls of air and give I vow to thee my 
country a bit of a bash, it can be hard to suppress the emotions 
as they stand there looking bored, embarrassed, defiant or 
all three at once. But put them in detention? It’s tempting … 
until Prudence reminds me in her usual insistent whisper that 
we haven’t a room large enough for all these detainees to sit.

Ah, dear old Prudence!

Alistair Macnaughton has been Headmaster  
of King’s School, Gloucester since 2007.

‘Then there was the time I 
was so overjoyed at being 
introduced to a team of 

inspectors that I bounded up 
the school’s front steps to meet 
them, missed my footing and 

literally fell at their feet…’
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Our latest school report!

This is how we’re rated by the people  
who matter most – our customers.

Just as impressively, the number of customers who expressed any 
element of dissatisfaction has more than halved compared to last year.
 

The verdict – our customers say we’re getting even better!

Tel: 01832 280011  info@schoolblazer.com  www.schoolblazer.com    

Source, Schoolblazer online survey of customers. 1750+ respondents.


