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‘Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, 
so to speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce.’ 
(Karl Marx: The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon.) Apart from envying Marx his 
indifference to attributional precision, one must admire his skill in predicting what is 
happening here and now.

The essence of farce as performed in the theatre is that all the participants should be in 
deadly earnest throughout, driven by uncontrollable emotions, chiefly lust. The audience 
may find it funny, but the characters do not. Add in relentless breakneck action in which 
every unfortunate coincidence is certain to occur and every apparent escape route turns out 
to be a smooth bore drop to disaster, and you have a Gordian knot of catastrophe that is only 
resolved by the author god emerging from his machine and setting all to rights. If only the 
events of 2017 were the fruit of an author’s imagination. Instead, the farce currently being 
played out, has amongst its driving motives the preservation of the Conservative party in 
power, the capacity of politicians to play fast and loose with the truth and the willingness 
of the media to reduce everything to the language of the headline. Even Donald Trump 
allows us 140 characters. The piece of history played out as farce by our leaders in front of 
our appalled eyes is not funny, but it is certainly not tragic either. We have ample evidence of 
what is truly tragic in the centenary evocations of the First World War. This war destroyed 
countries and sowed the seeds for a second even grimmer reckoning, but the real tragedy lies 
in the lives of individuals destroyed by the politics and nationalism that, when the years have 
passed, is rewritten and recast as History. 

The ruling classes were not spared loss, especially amongst their young men, as Anthony 
Seldon and David Walsh record in their book Public Schools and the Great War. The inter-war 
years have a degree of superficial stasis about them, under which there was pervasive decay in 
France, Germany and Britain. It was into this deeply uncertain and traumatised world that 
Lindsay Anderson was born. He was a good example of the insider/outsider that the British 
class and education systems produce with creative regularity. Of Scottish parentage but born 
in India, he was educated at English boarding schools and then at Oxford. It was the British 
Army that had taken the family to India and, in India once more, it was the British Army that 
completed his education. In 1947 he founded Sequence with his Oxford contemporary and 
life-long friend, Gavin Lambert. At first as a writer and then as a theatre and film director 
he took a critical view of much of what he saw in contemporary Britain, most easily to be 
appreciated in his three films ‘If’, O Lucky Man! and Britannia Hospital. Writing just before 
the Macmillan era of consensus politics, he argued that a humane and objective view of 
society and its problems, expressed with restraint and humour, all too often meant that no 
real critique could be achieved. Nevertheless, although his films and many of his productions 
at The Royal Court were anti-establishment, it was the establishment that had defined the 
game and the rules he was breaking. Hugh Wright describes being a teacher at Cheltenham 
College when ‘If ’ was filmed there, and one of Lindsay Anderson’s last letters was written to 
the Editor of Conference & Common Room when the magazine marked the 25th anniversary 
of the film. Those who were teaching in 1968 will remember the earnest debates that went 
on in schools, although perhaps only in independent schools, about whether pupils should 
be allowed to see the film at all or, if they could see it, whether they should be accompanied 
by teachers.

It is just as well that teaching is a vocation because the role is so far from straightforward. 
Along with parents and friends, working within the pull of strong social forces, it is the 
responsibility of teachers to prepare young people for life.  And, for their pupils, ‘life’ means 
that when school is finished, when tertiary education is done, when gap years have been 
taken and when the moment can be delayed no longer, they will face the great challenge of 
finding employment. Schools work very hard indeed to prepare their pupils for the world of 
work. Beyond the curriculum lies the co-curriculum and beyond that the peri-curriculum 
and schools are able to maintain some pressure on their charges to engage in all these things 
and to acquire some of the life skills they will need to succeed when they are paid rather than 
cajoled to work. But there are two barriers that lie in wait.

One crucial aspect of the process of getting a job is the cv and, more particularly, the 
exam results it contains. Without your two:one from a ‘good’ university you will ‘never’ 
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become a lawyer or get a job in the City. On the other hand, 
as Kevin Stannard notes in his review of Family Background 
and University success, children from less advantaged families 
may well be falling behind their more prosperous peers by 
the time they are seven, long before the crucial academic 
marshalling yard of GCSEs. But the final and perhaps the 
most important hurdle in a child’s progress through school is 
essentially administrative and not educational at all. Because 
British universities will not arrange their admissions processes 
to take account of the last exams pupils take, but require instead 
predictions on which to base their offers, teachers are required 
to make a leap of faith. In many cases this is a safe enough 
business, but it is nevertheless speculative and some of the ways 
in which grade boundaries are established, as described by 
Marcus Allen, are distinctly quirky. 

If the cv is buoyant enough to sustain the job-seeker 
through the application maelstrom, there follows the interview, 
often involving several encounters on the internet before the 
candidate gets to see any real people. The interviewing panel 
see the process as a one-off. They hope to find and appoint a 
suitable candidate and then, if possible, live happily ever after. 
The candidates, too, all hope for that, but only one of them is 

going to be satisfied: the unsuccessful candidates will have to 
try again. This is not something that usually concerns those 
making the appointments, which is one of the reasons why 
feedback to unsuccessful candidates is so patchy, as exposed 
in the Debut campaign described by Charlie Taylor. Feedback 
is a crucial feature in all forms of education, but if employers 
are unmoved by this, they might listen to recruitment agencies. 
It is in their interests to sustain a pool of viable candidates for 
future appointment processes, maintaining a good reputation 
with employers for producing eligible fields at interview and 
with would-be employees for guiding them towards further 
suitable opportunities. They therefore seek feedback from the 
interviewers and pass it on to the unsuccessful interviewees. 
No-one who has ever sat on an interviewing panel can really 
think that the process is the best that could possibly be devised. 
Those interminable presentations, the staged questions, the 
awkward silences and the inescapable tension in the room make 
it easy to want to forget all about an unsuccessful interview 
as soon as it is over. But if there is a requirement to review 
the process, there is much that can be learned, not least by 
recruiters in schools. 
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In school

Are you available  
by any chance,  
Mr Daniels?

Christopher Daniels offers some reflections on emergency teachers

I have been asked this question many times in connection with 
an immediate need for a History teacher by HMC or ISA schools, 
and, more rarely, state grammar schools. Evelyn Waugh’s Dr 
Fagan in Decline and Fall expressed it as ‘I have lost a master rather 
suddenly.’ I enjoy the varied challenges of these temporary posts 
and wish to set out some thoughts and advice to Heads and others 
in senior management who are in this situation. My examples are 
from real schools, but they are not, of course, identified.

A clear starting point is that very few, if any, members of 
senior or middle management have been in this role of supply 
teacher in the onward and upward march of their careers. I do not 
hold this against them, but it makes it difficult for them to perceive 
the viewpoint of people like me. They, along with other colleagues, 
parents and above all students, can be quite suddenly deprived of a 
key member of staff: the reasons are varied and often desperately 
painful for all concerned. Unlike maternity and paternity leave or 
a sabbatical, where some planning time is available, these short 
or longer-term absences – sometimes from a serious illness or 
accident but often, let us say, from a faulty curriculum vitae, visa 
problems or a child protection allegation – can come from a clear 
blue sky. In one case where I helped out, two history teachers, 
including the Head of Department, had left the school in the 
Autumn term because they could no longer stand the bullying of 
the Head, or so one of them later told me. (They were not replaced 
by staff on regular contracts until the following September.)

Schools often turn to recently retired colleagues, and this is 
a good idea because these folk know the ways of the institution 
and are also familiar to staff and many students. Where this is not 
feasible, schools may approach supply agencies, but independent 
schools are wary of the cost and unwilling to donate about one 
third of the agreed salary to an agency. HMC has its own list 
accessible to member schools, but here in Kent we also have 
Supply Teachers’ Direct started by award-winning Helen Thomson 
in 2016: schools negotiate directly with teachers who have been 
interviewed and vetted by Helen face to face with reference and 
DBS checks.

Schools sometimes expect to find their perfect substitute 
teacher whatever the time of year or the immediate need. This is 
unlikely, as nearly all those worthy, highly qualified, (youngish?) 
teachers who, the School hopes, would apply for a substantive post 
are already in a job requiring them to give at least half a term’s 
notice, or are still at university. Schools who dither, spending time 
and money advertising in order to locate their ideal, run the risk 
of delaying too long my first essential, which is: Find a decent 
teacher as soon as you can, even if they are not the ideal you 
would normally appoint.

The second essential is: Do not seek to replace them. When I 
was asked to join one school at the commencement of the Spring 

term, I became the fourth teacher of some classes since September, 
and there was then a fifth, with a potential sixth being sought for 
September! This is really unacceptable for students. In most cases, 
students valued the teacher who had quite suddenly disappeared, 
they might even have chosen the subject as an option because of 
that person, even if that is a misguided form of decision making. 
What those students needed, and it was nearly always girls who 
felt the loss most, was a steady return to some kind of normality.

But that very normality is the trickiest part of the substitute 
teacher’s task. The school’s location may require accommodation 
for the cover teacher, and that can vary considerably from a neat 
two-bedroom town house to whatever is available at that point 
of the academic year. One Head informed me that I looked like 
the sort of person who would expect quality accommodation, 
unlike another possible employer who suggested, perhaps tongue 
in cheek, my sharing with the gap year students, a comment 
deserving a Paddington hard stare.

The entire ethos of the school may well be unfamiliar. At 
one school I was surprised at the beginning of a new term to 
see a different class in my room. Did I not know, they gleefully 
informed me, that the school timetable changes each term? 
Courses especially at GCSE/IGCSE and A level/IB may also be 
new to the teacher, with often less than a week of preparation 
before D-Day. As an historian with a plethora of options at A level 
– OCR has 58 examined units – this can be really challenging, 
and only occasionally is there the good fortune of teaching 
specialist units with which one has recent teaching, research or 
published experience or, as I once had, a unit of British history 
that was entirely within my lifetime. In one departmental review, 
a colleague expressed an interest in a 6th century China option: 
excellent potential for an able group but truly awesome for a 
temporary teacher!

What can be done? My experience has been not to believe too 
many vague promises of significant assistance from a department. 
If their promises are meaningful then there will be plenty of 
guidance up front, perhaps even detailed lesson plans for the 
first fortnight to enable students to feel more comfortable with a 
new face. This is very helpful if the school requires lesson plans 
on SMART Notebook where there may be initial unfamiliarity. 
Schools should not assume that even teachers with long experience 
need no support and can quickly ‘find their feet’. A mentor is 
just as important for this post as for a regular member of staff, 
whatever the age or experience of the temporary teacher.

I reckon that it takes me about two months before I have the 
confidence of classes that I am the real deal and am not going to 
leave them suddenly. One reason for this time-lag is that students 
wish to believe that ‘their’ teacher will return and that you are 
transitory. Heads usually cannot or choose not to release any 
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information about the teacher’s likely or, realistically, unlikely 
return, so that classes only find out each Monday that the stand-in 
is still around for at least another week, leaving them, like grieving 
relatives, unable to move on.

I have mentioned detailed lesson plans so that your lessons 
will be in line with what the department or the school requires. 
I still prefer 35 or 40 minute lessons and am also not a fan of the 
five minutes – move on; another ten minutes – move on, style that 
pervades state schools. A grammar school Deputy Head, not an 
historian, said that a sample year 10 lesson that he viewed, (well, 
he viewed less than 20 minutes) was too teacher directed and 
anecdotal, but are not stories about the people and events of the 
past part of the allure of History? I had in fact been introducing 
the Vietnam War with a photo of my cousin Gavin, who was 
killed in Vietnam. Later, I noted with some interest that a student 
on a ‘rate your teacher’ website said of the (then) Deputy Head that 
he gets all his own lessons off the internet!

Other advice has been much less formulaic. ‘I don’t care 
what you teach them as long as they enjoy the subject sufficiently 
to choose it at GCSE!’ said one HMC Head of History. I enjoy 
teaching History where one can employ vision – also one of Dr 
Fagan’s requirements for Paul Pennyfeather – with a range of 
techniques and source materials, including buildings and the 
landscape, oral history, drama, paintings, film, historical fiction, 
cross-curricular activities and team teaching. This is much more 
enriching for students than some of the prescriptive courses 
offered by state schools to students in years 7-9. Historians should 
be developing the view of Mark Slouka that ‘the narrative of our 
days is a run-on sentence, every full stop a comma in embryo.’ 
Teachers in short term posts should be encouraged to use their 
own talents instead of being restrained by too rigid a framework, 
but I accept that this should be tempered with a regard for what I 
earlier called ‘some kind of normality‘. 

Being involved with the school as a tutor also sends appropriate 
signals to students. On two occasions when I filled in quickly, I 

was a sixth form tutor and also did appropriate duties in day or 
boarding houses, helped with sport and took over a club or society 
that was unexpectedly vacant, including one school’s in-house 
bank branch. But one can be too involved. I was once asked if 
I would teach History, Geography, Boys’ PE and Sport, run an 
Activities’ House, do boarding duties and be the Examinations 
Officer (filing cabinet provided). I declined the post before any 
mention of organ lessons was made.

Remuneration I have left to the end. For schools and their 
Bursars it may well be a primary concern, as they face the 
likelihood of paying two people to do the one job. Does that 
justify the increasing trend even for HMC schools to talk about 
‘holiday money’, meaning the Summer and even Easter holidays? 
Regular teachers’ contracts do not exclude school holidays, and I 
see no reason why those of us who are prepared to take on a vital 
and difficult task should be sneered at for asking about ‘holiday 
money’ in July and August, as has happened to me on three 
occasions.

In my experience these posts do not always end well. One 
distinguished Head told me that one just does not appoint people 
over 50, while another did not retain me because he said that the 
family business – there isn’t one, but curiously he thought it was 
a car dealership – would be missing me. Despite these allusions 
to Waugh’s Llanabba Castle I shall keep on trying and being 
available, because the vast majority of students value what is 
being done, and one request even led to a six year stay. As the Old 
Testament puts it ‘for a just man falleth seven times, and riseth up 
again’ (Proverbs, 24, 16). And one has to be philosophical when a 
girl whose end of year 10 paper I had awarded an A* told me before 
knowing this that I had ruined her prospects in the subject!

Christopher Daniels is co-author of several A-level History 
sources books and a series editor with the Cambridge University 

Press. He awaits your call….

For over 150 years, the world’s best golfers have faced the unrelenting 
challenge of links golf at The Open, golf’s oldest championship. This year’s 
event, held at Royal Birkdale, marked a 30 year tradition whereby Giggleswick 
School pupils and staff have scored at the most famous golf competition in 
the world. The opportunity to soak up the iconic atmosphere and watch the 
world’s golfing stars is memorable and, unsuprisingly, over the years pupils 
have been quick to get involved. The Open continues to provide Giggleswick 
pupils with experiences that live long in the memory, whilst exposing them to 
the demands and pressures of working in a fast paced environment. On the 
first day alone, in wet and blustery conditions on the North West coast, pupils 
had to make over 6000 registered changes to the scoreboard.

&THERE
HERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for 

‘Here and There’, please email it to Tom Wheare at tom.
wheare@gmail.com. Items should not exceed 150 words. 
Good colour photographs are also welcome.

School celebrates  
30 years scoring  
The Open Championship
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Defining, identifying 
and supporting gifted 
and talented students

Nicola Lambros discusses the ups and downs of the gifted  
and talented 

How we define ‘gifted and talented’ students can vary 
enormously. Most definitions include reference to students 
who have a high learning potential or exceptional ability which 
indicates these students are performing or have the potential to 
perform at a level significantly above their peers. Identifying 
these students, however, is not always straightforward. Every 
student is an individual, and, within international education, 
it is more likely that a high learning potential may be masked 
by the challenges of cultural differences; unfamiliarity with 
the teaching and learning styles and methods found within 
the international school classroom; or by having English as an 
Additional Language. 

Good practice therefore dictates that we use a variety of tools 
and evidence, both qualitative and quantitative, to identify and 
monitor gifted and talented students as they progress through 
school. This may include parent and teacher observation, 
teacher professional judgement and summative and formative 
assessment results. However, students with EAL very often do 
not show their true potential in written tests because of literacy 
issues. Fortunately, other useful indicators, including aptitude 
tests such as GL Education’s Cognitive Abilities Test (CAT4), 
can provide information about a child’s cognitive ability to 
work with numbers, shape and space, discounting the need for 
fluency in English language. Information such as this can reveal 
outstanding potential that may otherwise be masked.

Once schools have identified their gifted and talented 
pupils, the needs of each pupil should be shared with staff so 
that they can provide effective support. No one can deny the fact 
that student progress is determined by the quality of teaching 
they receive: students taught by the best teachers can make up 
to four times as much progress in a year as those taught by the 
weakest teachers. It is therefore crucial that teaching staff are 
equipped with the appropriate knowledge and skills. A good 
starting point for this is to provide Individual Education Plans 
(IEPs) for each student identified as gifted or talented. These 
should provide clear teaching strategies that can be implemented 
consistently by all staff in class. Moreover, involving all teachers 
in the IEP reviews ensures that all staff carefully monitor each 
student’s progress and actively review the classroom strategies 
being used to support them. This results in more learning 
conversations and improved pedagogical understanding which 
ensures that effective differentiation and support mechanisms 
are employed consistently for gifted and talented students.

Very often a real love of learning is cultivated in exceptionally 
able students by the extra-curricular activities provided by 
schools. It is these activities which push exceptionally able 
students out of their comfort zone, challenge their thinking 

and provide the breadth of learning they so often desire. 
Furthermore, these activities can reveal exceptional talents, 
particularly for those who shine in the creative and performing 
arts or on the sports field. A well-developed extra-curricular 
programme is therefore essential in schools, as without this an 
environment in which all students can identify and nurture 
their talents and abilities cannot be fostered.

An often overlooked barrier to learning is a student’s 
academic self-efficacy. It is not uncommon for students who 
have exceptional talent or ability to feel unsuccessful and have 
a poor perception of their capabilities. Research has shown that 
this leads to poorer academic outcomes and underachievement. 
Some research has found that labelling students leads to poor 
self-efficacy and anxiety, which, in the case of more able students, 
is because they feel they do not live up to the expectations 
placed upon them. It is essential therefore that schools carefully 
consider the need for setting and the language staff use around 
students, as these forms of feedback significantly impact a 
child’s self-efficacy. 

Employing language aligned with Growth Mindset can 
promote a strong self-efficacy, whilst promoting stretch and 
challenge events for all students allows the more able to have 
opportunities to coach and mentor other students without 
feeling that they have to prove the worthiness of their label. 
Using tools such as the Pupil Attitudes to Self and School (PASS) 
survey from GL Education can effectively identify fragile 
learners – students of high ability with a poor self-efficacy – 
who are at risk of underachieving, so that interventions can 
quickly be put into place. This should be a key strategy used in 
all schools if the full potential of all students is to be realised.

Nicola Lambros is Deputy Head at King’s College, Madrid

No one can deny that student 
progress is determined by 
the quality of teaching they 
receive: students taught by 

the best teachers can make up 
to four times as much progress 

in a year as those taught by 
the weakest teachers.
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Creating a positive 
spirit of competition at 
school

Deborah Fisher and ten senior leaders discuss the importance of 
generating a culture of healthy competition in schools 

Competition has long been a part of school life, and while each 
school takes its own approach, it is a concept that is often deeply 
embedded in the ethos of a school and can be a key factor in 
parents’ choice of school for their child.

The school environment offers abundant opportunities for 
encouraging competition, from the tracking of individual pupils’ 
academic achievement in the classroom to contests between 
houses and sports fixtures with other schools. Schools also often 
encourage talented pupils to enter national competitions for 
essay writing, debating or mathematics; and in high performing 
schools, pupils compete against their peers for a coveted place 
in the choir or a leading role in the school production. However, 
with reports hitting the headlines of the growing number of 
young people experiencing mental health difficulties, there is an 
increasing awareness in schools of the need to spot issues early 
and provide the highest standards of pastoral support. 

Ten senior leaders from independent schools recently came 
together to debate the issue at a workshop hosted by SIMS 
Independent. The discussions explored how schools can use 

healthy competition to support learning and development, 
without placing undue pressure on pupils, and this is a summary 
of the conversations that took place at the event. 

A key point highlighted is that an environment of intense 
competition, if not managed well, can result in some children 
losing confidence in themselves and their performance suffering. 
It is also the case that when the competition becomes too fierce, 
there are pupils who will turn away from it altogether, and stop 
trying for fear of failing. Getting the balance right was seen as 
critical to success.

One of the most effective ways schools can alleviate 
pressure is to encourage pupils to take less account of what 
their classmates are doing, and focus on their own achievement, 
one senior leader suggested. ‘We aim to teach our pupils that 
A* grades are not the only way to define success,’ says Kevin 
Knibbs, headmaster of Hampton School. ‘For shy children, 
putting their hand up in class represents an achievement, while 
for others success might mean addressing the whole school in 
assembly.’
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Many schools celebrate effort as well as attainment to 
help pupils focus on their own strengths. ‘Some pupils find 
academic work comes easily to them, while others have to work 
their socks off to achieve the same grades. So, we’ve started to 
report on attitudes to learning and pupils have responded well 
to this,’ explains Paul Mitchell, headmaster of Cobham Hall 
School. Rosie Gill, Head of Radnor House School sums it up 
nicely, adding ‘Competition is about looking sideways at what 
others are doing. Aspiration is much more healthy – it is about 
looking forwards and concentrating your efforts on what is 
ahead of you.’

Schools with a rich programme of co-curricular activities 
are well placed to diversify opportunities for their pupils 
to shine. As Rosie Gill says, ‘Success isn’t restricted to the 
classroom, it can also be found in the drama studio, sports 
pitch or music room.’ ‘Our school has a strong sporting ethos,’ 
explains Richard Witt, foundation director at Sedbergh School. 
‘We have children in the swimming pool at six o’clock in 
the morning, and there is a lot of competition to get into the 
school’s first rugby team.’

When a school knows its pupils well, it is much easier to 
provide opportunities for them to succeed. For example, a child 
who loves technology but dislikes performing might discover 
hidden talents in managing the sound and lighting for the 
school production. To identify strengths and talents, schools 
often look to the information they record and store on their 
pupils. This might be notes on academic achievement, trophies 
achieved in sport, or accolades in music or drama. ‘Every 
child can succeed in something and a school’s reporting and 
rewarding systems should underpin this view,’ says Rosie Gill.

Experiencing failure was one issue that generated much 
conversation among the delegates. There was agreement that 
even the most successful pupil needs the resilience to handle 
the ups and downs of a competitive world. The senior leaders 
recognised that schools had an important role to play in 
equipping their pupils with the ability to manage failure as well 
as success. As Kevin Knibbs explains, ‘We need to instil in all 
our pupils the ability to handle disappointment once they have 
left the protective bubble of school, where they may have always 
been high achievers.’

Paul Mitchell agrees that it’s important to teach pupils that 
the road to success does not always run smoothly. ‘Teachers 

should be encouraged to share examples of how they have 
recovered from a setback in life. This can reinforce to pupils 
that it is not about failing, but about getting back up again 
afterwards.’ There was a broad view that schools have much 
to gain by encouraging parents to support them too. Jill Berry, 
Chair of the panel and former headmistress of Dame Alice 
Harpur School, said, ‘Schools need to work with parents to help 
them see that not getting elected as a school captain is not going 
to be the most serious disappointment their child will face.’

Discussions also turned to the successful measures schools 
can put in place to combat pupil pressure. In some schools, pupils 
are encouraged to find inner strength through mindfulness. 
Cobham Hall School runs a wellbeing programme, for example, 
to help pupils manage their stress, as Paul Mitchell explains: 
‘We encourage pupils to choose from a range of activities such 
as yoga, meditation, dance or basketball, until they find the one 
which suits them best and helps them to work towards a state 
of mindfulness.’

Providing pupils with the tools to handle pressure at school 
will enable them to draw on these skills as adults too. But, as 
one head underlined, schools need to commit to the concept 
of mindfulness if it is to work successfully. ‘Our mindfulness 
programme is at the heart of our school, not bolted on,’ says 
Kevin Knibbs. ‘It is aimed at pupils as well as both teaching and 
non-teaching staff, and it helps us all to be kinder to ourselves 
in a fast-paced competitive world.’

Healthy competition has the power to motivate pupils to 
achieve more than they could have hoped, and by nurturing 
talents, praising effort and building resilience, schools can 
help children to feel valued as individuals. As the workshop 
highlighted, when healthy competition is used in a positive 
way, young people not only feel more confident at school, they 
will be much better equipped to thrive in a world beyond the 
school gates. 

Deborah Fisher is head of SIMS Independent

If you would like a copy of the full school interviews, email 
SIMS Independent via Rebecca.Ellis@capita.co.uk. 

‘Teachers should be 
encouraged to share examples 

of how they have recovered 
from a setback in life. This 
can reinforce to pupils that 
it is not about failing, but 

about getting back up again 
afterwards.’
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An invitation to lead
Jo Cruse describes how greater authenticity in 
schools can transform students’ relationships 
with leadership

This June, in front of over 100 Lower Sixth students at an 
independent secondary school, I publicly shared a very private 
battle. When I was 16, I was diagnosed with a potentially 
debilitating mental health condition, Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder (OCD). In response to spiralling levels of anxiety in 
the brain, this condition leads to a compulsion to undertake 
certain rituals – like hand washing, or checking that household 
doors are closed, or that the oven is switched off – in an attempt 
to create a sense of control. For me, this condition meant that I 
often needed assistance getting out of the house in the morning 
– if left to my own devices it would have taken me hours to 
do so. It meant that, as I watched my peers frantically solving 
calculus questions or writing French essays, I would spend 30 or 
40 minutes at the start of an exam checking and rechecking the 
details on the front page of the examination booklet, unable to 
turn the page and begin. It meant I would fall asleep on the floor 
of my bedroom at night, because the thought of the numerous 
rituals I had to complete before I was able to get into bed was so 
exhausting, I sometimes chose not to. 

But this was not what my school saw. To the school 
community, I was a confident high achiever – Head Girl and 
top of my class – by all accounts, a success. Nobody knew the 
turmoil which unfolded daily behind closed doors. I saw my 
condition as evidence of profound weakness, something which 
threatened to undermine all I had achieved, so I told no-one. 
The examples of success I saw around me were of infallible 
leaders who were perpetually strong and seemingly never 
faltered. It was incomprehensible to me that these two things – 
weakness and success – could co-exist. But I was wrong. Since 
receiving that diagnosis at 16, I have been Chief of Staff to the 
former South African Leader of the Opposition, taught Politics 
and Economics at a prestigious UK school, and completed a 
nine-month expedition from Alaska to Argentina to share 
the stories of pioneering social entrepreneurs. I now lead The 
Unreasonables, which works with over 40 of the UK’s most 
ambitious schools to create cultures of leadership. 

The programme I ran in June, Debunking the Leadership 
Myth, sought to challenge the limiting beliefs which prevent 
students from embracing leadership, impediments I well 
understand because I, too, had been mistaken about myself 
and what constitutes a leader. My experience of managing 
OCD has given me a profound sense of empathy for the myriad 
challenges young people face as they navigate an increasingly 
uncertain world. It has caused me to examine why I felt I could 
not be both a leader and an authentic version of myself. And it 
has compelled me to explore how schools can best be supported 
to enable students to answer these pressing questions for 
themselves.

Through The Unreasonables’ work with many prestigious 
schools across the UK, one fact has become abundantly clear: by 
15 or 16, many young people have made the binary choice as to 

whether they are leaders or not. The impact of this decision on 
students’ aspirations for their own lives can have a significant 
impact on their future trajectory. Why is it that students are 
making this choice? In large part, we find it to be because young 
people believe that leadership is not for them, but something for 
others – a concept of importance solely to their peers who wish 
to be Head Boy or Head Girl, or who dream of holding a future 
leadership role in government or business. Too many ask ‘Why 
should I care about leadership, if I feel it isn’t for me?’

Our response is two-fold. Firstly, young people are all 
going to have to lead something. It may not be a Fortune 500 
company or a country, but, at the very least, young people will 
all have to lead their own lives. Self-leadership, the ability to take 
ownership of one’s life, is an aspect of leadership relevant to each 
and every student, irrespective of their career aspirations. 

Secondly, the challenge is to reframe students’ understanding 
of leadership. Often, students see leadership as convergent 
– that to be a leader they must fit a very particular, narrow 
mould which usually involves them being confident extroverts. 
Students’ understanding of what a leader looks like tends to 
be so impossibly narrow that it freezes many young people 
out of leadership long before they reach Sixth Form. In reality, 
leadership is being seen as increasingly divergent. The notion 
of leadership as being solely ‘strong and stable’ is being as 
swiftly dismissed in this field as it is by the UK electorate. 
The perception of successful leaders as tough, infallible 
extroverts is being subverted by an appreciation that leaders 
can occupy a multitude of places on a much wider spectrum. 
This understanding – that young people don’t have to look or 
sound a certain way, and can still be leaders – is essential to 
reframing their relationship with leadership. So how can young 
people be encouraged to embrace leadership as divergent rather 
than convergent?

Allowing young people to see around them examples of 
authentic leadership – leaders who are prepared to present 
themselves as whole people in all the complexity which that 
involves – is one of the most powerful interventions in this 
regard. It is why we recently witnessed the Head of a leading UK 
independent school share with some five hundred girls, parents 
and governors the struggle she had gone through to manage, 
though not overcome, her stammer. Her openness made her no 
less of a leader. In fact, it did quite the opposite. In that moment, 
in choosing to take the school community into her confidence 
and present her authentic self, she welcomed many young 
women in that audience into leadership. For perhaps the very 
first time, they had been presented with an image of leadership 
which was not flawless, or an unreachable hero. It was an 
example in which they could see something of themselves. 

The national conversation around celebrating a more 
divergent understanding of leadership is gaining momentum. At 
the HMC Annual Conference last October, The Unreasonables’ 
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Founder Duncan Piper hosted a panel entitled ‘Creative Young 
Leaders’, during which young entrepreneurs Charlotte Pearce 
(CEO, Inkpact), Phoebe Gormley (Founder, Gormley and 
Gamble) and Lizzie Fane (Founder, Global Graduates), shared 
the unconventional paths they had each followed to become 
successful leaders of their own organisations. 

Schools have a vital role to play in helping young people to 
tackle complex questions about their view of themselves and 
their place in the world. In the words of Highgate School Head, 
Adam Pettitt, “schools are at the heart of finding solutions 
and providing guidance and guidelines1”. In keeping with the 
central role schools are playing in these critical debates, the 
theme of this year’s HMC Annual Conference is Celebrating the 
Difference. The Unreasonables will be hosting a follow-up panel 
on ‘Diversity in Leadership’, featuring young leaders from across 
the UK who are helping to change the face of leadership.

While it is heartening to see greater prominence being 
given to the conversation around authenticity at a national 
level, this is only the first step. The real challenge is whether 
it is possible for Heads and the broader Common Room to 
commit to make time for this dialogue in the face of the 
pressures involved with keeping a successful school thriving. 
In May this year, The Unreasonables therefore invited a group 
of primary and secondary Heads to do just that, by holding a 
workshop on authentic leadership. We encouraged the Heads to 
examine how their school community perceived their leadership 
journey thus far as compared with how their authentic journey 
looked in reality. The two were in most cases dramatically 

different. At the end of the session, we invited those Heads 
who were prepared to commit to sharing their authentic story 
of leadership with their school to stand. Over three-quarters 
of the room rose to their feet, with one Head even choosing to 
dedicate his end of year speech to authenticity in leadership. The 
understanding this group of Heads showed for how important 
this conversation is – and its power in helping young people to 
reframe their relationship with leadership – was astounding. 
Their willingness to embrace a more authentic leadership style 
was even more remarkable in a role which often demands 
infallibility from its incumbents. 

Never was there a more pressing imperative for young 
people to be shown examples of authentic leadership. There 
is not just a need for this conversation, but an urgency. The 
obstacles – finding time for dialogue in the freneticism of 
school life, and the bravery often required to admit that we are 
perhaps not the hero leaders we portray ourselves to be – are by 
no means insignificant. But the potential reward – a generation 
of young people who feel invited into leadership, and compelled 
to take ownership of their own lives – is profound. 

Jo Cruse is Managing Director of The Unreasonables 
(www.TheUnreasonables.org) and can be contacted on jo@

theunreasonables.org

1. Pettitt, A. ‘Make these young beings truly well’. Head’s Blog. https://www.
highgateschool.org.uk/about/heads-blog/3276-make-these-young-beings-
truly-well. (29 May 2017).

Lower sixth formers Adriano Matousek and 
Aravind Prabhakaran from Abingdon School 
were both shortlisted for the BAFTA Young 
Game Designers competition for their game apps.  
Although they were competing in the same ‘game 
making’ category of the competition there is only 
friendly rivalry between them and the boys prefer 
to share ideas. 

Aravind and Adriano learnt to code in their spare 
time using blogs and videos, before going on to design 
and create their own games, Cosine and Evade. 

Adriano ‘became interested in game design 
because I was curious as to how games were made 
and having learnt how to code in 2D, I’d like to go 
on to 3D.’

Both games are free and available to download 
from the App Store and Google Play. Adriano’s game 
Evade has add-ons, which are available to buy with all 
proceeds going to the charity Blue Skye Thinking.

The boys would like to go on to study Computer 
Science at University and are currently working on 
their EPQs.

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

Abingdon School game designers earn plaudits

HERE
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Start of term nerves
OR Houseman has some sympathy  
for the nervous new boy

Old boys and parents of a certain generation almost inevitably 
have one thing in common: they were not happy at school. Life 
at boarding school forty years ago was clearly uncomfortable, 
and communication with home rare and perfunctory. Some 
argue that the regime provided them with the resilience to cope 
with anything they might face in future life: others continue 
to regard it as a barbaric and unjustifiable system which left 
them emotionally scarred and thus unable to cope with future 
challenges. Many talk of the particular outlet which provided 
them with sanctuary and inspiration: a sporting or cultural 
passion which has remained with them, or a particularly 
inspiring subject teacher. Debate about the concept of boarding, 
the spartan conditions of any particular institution in the past, 
or the inhumane treatment of younger boys by older boys 
continues, and opinions diverge wildly. Whether general views 
on boarding experiences are positive or negative, however, one 
idea seems to appear consistently: nobody expected school 
to be enjoyable, and those running schools felt no particular 
obligation to make the experience enjoyable. Whether a 
schoolboy was happy or unhappy was an irrelevant question: 
unhappy was the expectation, and moments of happiness a 
pleasant relief when found; but there was no particular cause for 
surprise if such moments did not appear.

With the possible exception of the fees, has any other aspect 
of boarding school life changed so much in recent decades? The 
expectation now is that pupils should feel happy all the time. 
A moment of unhappiness is a cause for complaint and quite 
possibly blame. Pupils are asked to complete surveys about their 
welfare, their mood, their teachers. Above all, the youngest 
boys must feel comfortable and at home, they must not be 
made to feel less important than older boys, and they must not 
be nervous about coming to an unfamiliar place at the start of 

their school career. Many schools have therefore introduced 
a series of events for boys in their final year at prep school to 
visit the school, spend time in their houses, and get to know 
each other and the older boys. This summer a senior colleague 
left his house after twelve years in the post. He told me that he 
had resisted the headmaster’s suggestion that he invite next 
year’s intake and parents to a summer social event familiarising 
them with the house. His resistance, and indeed tenure in his 
house, lasted until the headmaster’s suggestion became the 
headmaster’s instruction. He told me about their conversation 
at the end of the previous academic year:

“An interesting idea, headmaster, but I don’t think that 
would work for my house.” 

“Everybody else is doing it. Mr N has invited all the 
prospective parents to a barbecue in the house garden, and 
asked the junior boys in the house to arrange a series of 
activities to get to know next year’s new boys.”
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“Is that wise?”
“You could learn a lot from Mr N. He has a lot of very 

exciting new ideas. The parents will get to know each other, 
and can be in touch over the holidays. And the boys will not be 
nervous about the start of term or the older boys, because they 
have had this opportunity to make friends.”

“I certainly find it beneficial to get to know the parents 
myself. I am not sure they need to know each other quite yet. 
And I can’t help thinking that this year’s juniors will not be 
quite so keen on making next year’s juniors feel at home as Mr 
N hopes. Is there not a danger that the big, confident boys will 
get more confident, while the little, nervous boys will simply 
spend the summer terrified at the prospect of starting here in 
September now that they have met the others?”

“How many years have you done in your house, now?”
“Eleven, headmaster.”
“Yes, yes. Twelve is a good number I have always felt.”
So every effort is made to reduce the new boy’s anxiety at 

the start of his new school career. But what is done to reduce the 
housemaster’s anxiety at the start of the year? The new boys were 
invited to barbecues and bonding exercises with older boys in 
the house, made to feel confident and relaxed at the prospect of 
joining a friendly, caring and welcoming community, ready to 
cater for their every need and requirement. The housemasters, 
with the rest of the common room, had four days of Inset in the 
final week of August. First Aid training focused on anaphylaxis 
and adrenalin pens. At the end of the session we were left in 
no doubt that a pupil in our house, or class, or sports team 
is going to have a seizure, and we will be personally to blame 
for the incident and our incompetent response. Fire Safety 
training also made it quite clear that a disaster is imminent, 
and that we will be personally responsible and liable for the 
accident, or even a failure to observe the appropriate procedure, 
which, given the complexity of the new procedure, is almost 
inevitable. Safeguarding training simply left everyone in the 
room convinced that no adult should ever be trusted to work 
with any pupil, or probably any other human being, and anyone 
not reporting malpractice is clearly colluding in it. In addition 
to these regular features, this year also included a presentation 
from a new member of the Senior Leadership Team. I was 
sitting next to the colleague who is looking forward to his first 
year for twelve years without new boys’ tea.

“I’m nervous about this,” he said.
“How can you be nervous?”
“Just wait. He will have some new initiatives, probably 

completely restructure something familiar, and almost certainly 
create extra work for us all. Especially you.”

The new member of the SLT presented to the common 
room his vision of independent, highly motivated students for 
whom previous methods of teaching were totally inappropriate. 
He also presented a new system of report writing, grading, and 

tutorial communication with parents. It looked as though my 
experienced colleague was right. As I left the Inset presentation, 
the new boys were presumably packing their trunks, full of 
excitement at the prospect of the new term and finally joining 
their new, friendly environment; meanwhile I was filled with 
nervous terror. The job was clearly very difficult indeed. I was 
certainly not capable of performing to the level which had been 
set out before us. I even doubted whether I wanted to do the job 
at all. The parents and boys would undoubtedly be disappointed 
in my inevitable failure to deliver the school’s exciting new 
initiatives. How could I present to parents a new system of 
reporting which I simply did not understand? 

I could not have felt less prepared or more nervous as I 
waited for the new boys and their parents to arrive on the first 
day of term. I had met them all (with the exception of one who 
lived in Shanghai) and read through my notes to remind myself 
of the parents’ names. My matron came in to share her anxiety 
that the tea had not yet been delivered. Security called to tell me 
that a new pupil had arrived and could not get into the house. 

“Yes, the house is locked. It is only 11 o’clock. They are not 
supposed to be here before 12.00.”

“Well they are here. Just flown in from Shanghai. They 
seem annoyed they cannot get into the house.”

“I shall meet them now.”
How was I possibly going to get through this first day of 

term? 
I met the boy from Shanghai and his parents, showed them 

to his room, introduced them to the matron and explained 
the form for the rest of the day. The others arrived and I 
remembered their names; tea was delivered and matron relaxed; 
and by the time I had a moment to pause and reflect, the first 
day of term was over. All was fine. I remembered that I did 
know what to say to parents. There seemed little interest in the 
school’s exciting new initiatives, but I was familiar with the 
reality of the house, and they all seemed very happy as they left 
the school after tea. One week into term, the boys have settled 
into a regime which though new to them, is, I remembered, 
familiar to me, as it is to the older boys who returned to school 
the day after the new boys. The new member of the SLT has not, 
as far as I am aware, abandoned his vision for the independent, 
highly motivated pupil, and we still have to cope with the new 
system of reporting, grading, and tutorial communication with 
parents, but the reality of life in house and the classroom has 
been comfortingly familiar. Indeed, the parents, and, most 
importantly, the boys seem to be exactly the same as they 
always have been, and are defying all attempts to make them 
something else. 

There can surely be no better cure than that for start of 
term nerves. 

OR Houseman can’t remember whether  
he was happy at school or not

The expectation now is that pupils should feel happy all the 
time. A moment of unhappiness is a cause for complaint and 
quite possibly blame. Pupils are asked to complete surveys 

about their welfare, their mood, their teachers.
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Easy access to 
information leads to 
good decisions

Christopher King explains how his school puts information directly 
into the hands of those who need it to provide the support every 
child needs to succeed

Most schools use information such as attendance marks, target 
grades and assessment scores to monitor pupils’ achievement 
and help ensure they make good progress in their learning. But 
making everyday decisions about the attainment, behaviour and 
welfare of your pupils can be a challenge when you can’t easily 
get hold of the information you need to make them. There is 
no shortage of information stored within the walls of Leicester 
Grammar School, but some of our records have historically been 
kept in paper files, while others were held electronically. This 
made it unnecessarily difficult for staff to find the information 
they needed to support each child’s learning. In a thriving 
school of 1,240 pupils aged between 11 and 18, our teachers 
were spending a lot of time searching for data. We wanted to 
change this.

Classrooms at Leicester Grammar contain a mix of children 
keen to learn, each with their own unique blend of strengths, 

abilities and qualities, and our teachers are highly skilled at 
making decisions about what support each individual requires 
to achieve their full potential. Where a pupil has a special 
educational need, for instance, it is important for subject 
teachers not only to be aware of this, but also to know what level 
of support the pupil needs in the classroom from the moment 
they meet the child. Likewise, when a teacher wants to find 
out how a pupil performed in last year’s English assessment, 
or respond quickly to a query from a parent about their child’s 
history project, the information needs to be at their fingertips, 
not in a cupboard or computer file through which they have to 
spend time searching. 

Information is the heart of good decision-making. That’s 
why we have pulled the pupil and school data we hold into one 
place in our management information system (ours is from 
SIMS Independent), making it quicker and easier for staff 
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across the school to access. Now, if a child requires specialist 
support, class teachers know they can pull up the register and 
see a flag by the pupil’s name, and then click through to all the 
background information relating to their need. This means that 
for a child with dyslexia, the teacher will see at a glance that 
the child needs to have teaching resources displayed in a larger 
font, for example, or paper of a particular colour, to enable 
them to participate fully in a reading task in class. Previously 
they would have had to spend time looking for this detail as it 
was held elsewhere in the school. By introducing these changes 
across the school, it is much easier for staff to deliver the 
best possible teaching and learning for every pupil. This was 
one area of our provision that particularly impressed the ISI 
inspection team on their last visit.

While easy access to information has made a difference in the 
classroom, it is also helping to speed up other tasks for teachers. 
Writing the parental report is a vital part of a teacher’s role, but it 
can be a major undertaking. As a large school, at certain times of 
the year we have around 1,000 reports going out at the same time. 
Each of these may contain up to 16 subject reports, depending on 
the year group, not to mention tutor and headmaster comments 
which need to be added too. We’ve been able to cut down 
significantly on the time needed to write and compile reports 
because everything a teacher needs to know about their pupils is 

on the screen in front of them. This means that staff have more 
time to make sure that the reports are of the quality parents 
expect from the school, before they are emailed out.

The headmaster’s office looks a little different too, as I 
now have a digital dashboard of live school information open 
on my desk all day. If a parent calls to ask me a question about 
their child’s progress, or to chat about a change in the family’s 
circumstances, I can view details of their achievement, see a 
record of past conversations any staff have had with the child or 
parent and check what extra learning support may have already 
been put in place for them. Similarly, if I am interviewing a 
new member of staff, I have a clear view of which year groups 
need to be taught which subjects and when, so I can make an 
informed judgement on whether they are the right candidate 
for the position. 

Good decision-making is the foundation for a high quality, 
rounded education, and the best decisions are those which are 
well-informed. Having the right information at the touch of a 
button is central to enabling staff at our school to ensure every 
pupil thrives and achieves.

Christopher King has been Headmaster of Leicester Grammar 
School since 2001 and was Chairman of HMC in 2015/16
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Free minds
Roland Martin celebrates  
imaginative and broad  
focussed learning at A level

Out of all the educational initiatives, big and small, with which I 
have been involved, I’m probably most proud of the Free Minds 
programme that we have set up at City of London Freemen’s 
School.

Freemen’s is a traditional school with a contemporary 
and forward-looking approach, something that reflects the 
personalities of previous and current school leaders at the 
school. Our motto is to lead, learn and make a difference. 
Nowhere is this more important than in the Sixth Form. 
We want our Sixth Formers to be articulate, knowledgeable, 
rational and tolerant of others’ viewpoints. We want them to be 
imaginative and not narrowly focussed in their learning. Not so 
long ago, a colleague was asked in a revision class by a student, 
‘What should my personal opinion be?’ It is just this sort of 
over-reliance on an ex cathedra schoolmistress or master that 
we want to discourage.

With the move away from the AS qualification and a return 
to linear A levels, my Leadership Team and I wanted to come 
up with a programme of study that would not only inspire our 
students to learn for the sake of learning, by engaging the whole 
of their minds in a wide range of subjects, but also to make 
them more interesting company, not least in future social and 
business situations. In addition, we wanted to take advantage 
of the hitherto untapped academic strengths of our teaching 
staff, who between them hold over 100 different degrees in a 
wide range of disciplines. In short, I wanted them to be able to 
teach some of their ‘hobby horses’ – perhaps better expressed as 
passions – that have not been appearing on recent examination 
syllabuses.

In my first teaching post I was Head of General Studies, to 
my mind a much-maligned A Level, so I had some idea of what I 
thought would work well, what was essentially missing from the 

City of London Freemen’s School
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well-rounded education we hoped to offer for all here. We are 
fortunate at Freemen’s to have a Head of Religion, Philosophy 
and Ethics who was not only capable of setting up the delivery 
of the programme, but who is also passionate about the kind of 
liberal arts/holistic education that such a course would offer. 
Together with members of the Senior Leadership Team, we 
forged on and were able to implement our first Free Minds 
course last September.

The practicality of introducing Free Minds, to sit alongside 
A levels and marry with the already existing EPQ course 
at Freemen’s, was made viable by placing high value on its 
teaching. I told Heads of Department that we would be staffing 
Free Minds before we looked at A Level teaching, which put 
down a marker. Teachers were asked to submit plans if they 
wished to teach a unit to students. There were two caveats: they 
had to be passionate about their offering; and the unit had to fit 
into one of the faculty/study headings we’d devised. The next 
step was to meet the challenge of timetabling Free Minds first, 
not as an afterthought but as a crucial element in the job of 
everyone teaching the programme. Not everyone came forward, 
of course, but there have been some lovely surprises surveying 
what goes on in these classes. Students who were not studying 
four A Level subjects (we have healthy numbers of double 
mathematicians) were engaged with compulsory EPQ and Free 
Minds to supplement their three A Level curriculum – a good 
balance.

The programme we developed follows a similar format to 
the university ‘Liberal Arts’ programmes found in the US and 
in UK icons of higher education such as King’s College, London. 
Free Minds is divided into five ‘Faculties’, from which students 
choose eight courses in total, one from each strand:

FOUNDATIONS: Religion, Philosophy and Ethics, Classics
WORLD: Geography, Business and Economics, History, 
Psychology
LANGUAGE: English, Modern Foreign Languages
SCIENCE: Maths, Sciences, Computing
ARTS: Drama, Art, Music

Free Minds is structured around the small seminar/tutorial 
format (groups of five or seven are the norm) which leads to a 
different engagement both with teacher and with content. The 

point, of course, is to prepare students for the environment that 
many of them will experience at University, and the grading 
system that we use is based on University Degree Class rather 
than A Level grades. Courses are deliberately varied too, 
ranging from Six ideas which changed the world or How to 
start and run your own country; Dickens’ Women or Statistics 
for Scientists; to more current topics such as The EU and the 
Referendum or French for the working world.

The teaching of Free Minds courses is also distinctive. There 
is neither course work nor homework (bar occasional reading), 
nor end of year exams, a relief to students and staff. Instead, 
students are assessed on their contribution during the seminars 
and teachers can fully customise the course to the group. This 
means that no one seminar will be the same, particularly given 
the small groups of students. Just short of 80% of our year 12 
students took up over 25 courses and the feedback following 
the first year is promising. Both students and teachers feel the 
course dramatically contributed to broadening their interests. 
41% of students who took the courses said they enjoyed the ‘new 
ideas [they] had come across’, while 39% most relished ‘studying 
something totally different’. Meanwhile, 76% of the teaching 
staff who taught these courses most enjoyed ‘the opportunity 
to teach an area of personal interest.’ With a few tweaks, we are 
hoping for even better feedback at the end of this academic year.

Students have explained that the courses have also helped 
them to choose a wider range of options for their university 
degree. They discovered subjects they are passionate about 
and that they intend to follow in their further education. We 
were similarly encouraged by the recent visit of an Oxford don. 
Having looked at our Free Minds programme, she was excited 
that we are actively addressing the shortfall in independent 
learning that she had identified in her own students as they 
struggle to make the leap from school to university, ill-equipped 
with the right sort of resilience or stamina. We ended the year 
with a graduation ceremony and a visiting guest professor was 
invited to celebrate and challenge our Lower 6 graduates as 
they were awarded certificates to conclude their studies. It was 
good to mark the summation of the students’ hard work and to 
celebrate what has been a successful inaugural year. 

It is early days for Free Minds; the programme will grow 
and develop as time goes on. From this September, for example, 
we have reduced the number of courses to five in total, rather 
than eight, which will address some pupil concerns that they 
had fewer non-teaching periods in the Lower Sixth than they 
did in Year 9. We have also introduced new courses to the 
programme such as Contemporary Music Post Production and 
The Glory that was Greece, the Grandeur that was Rome. I will 
be revisiting one of my own hobby horses and touching on 
some eighteenth-century sculpture that I studied with the quite 
brilliant (now Professor) Malcolm Baker when at York. We are 
also having conversations with one of our MAT Academies – 
City of London Academy, Southwark – who are interested in 
developing something similar, which is an exciting prospect. 
Most interesting of all though this year, will be to watch what 
impact this programme will have on the university applications 
for our first year of Free Minds graduates. 

Roland Martin taught at Newcastle-under-Lyme School and 
Eton College before becoming Headmaster of Rendcomb College, 

his old school, in 2011. He has been Headmaster of City of 
London Freemen’s School since 2015.

In addition, we wanted to  
take advantage of the  

hitherto untapped academic 
strengths of our teaching staff, 
who between them hold over 

100 different degrees in a 
wide range of disciplines. In 
short, I wanted them to be 
able to teach some of their 

‘hobby horses’.
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Education: Back to the 
future
Geran Jones urges schools to avoid producing 
‘useful idiots’ or members of ‘the useless class’

This year marks the centenary of the Bolshevik revolution. It 
was an era of political crisis, fools’ gold and slogans. The Soviet 
communist party ran two mass circulation newspapers: Pravda 
(Truth) and Izvestiya (News). The old joke ran that in the Soviet 
Union, where propaganda reigned supreme, there was no ‘truth’ 
in ‘news’ and no ‘news’ in ‘truth’. A consideration of the political 
situation in the West today invites ominous echoes of 1917. The 
rise in populism is fired by fake news, alternative facts and 
appeals to emotional, rather than rational, response. Intolerance 
of contrasting opinions, the denigration of facts and expert 
knowledge, the peddling of alternative truths, all show a disdain 
for reality, sincerity and political responsibility. 

Similarly, a demagogic outburst recently belittled the 
separation of powers in the state. As Montesquieu noted, checks 
and balances are necessary to stop power being concentrated 
excessively in one branch of government. An independent 
judiciary is the cornerstone of British democracy and should 
not be tempered or tampered with for the sake of short term 
political expediency. Demagogy and nationalism find their 
voice through complicit media outlets. What sells newspapers 
or increases the popularity of social media posts is a clear 
preference for the particular and the divisive rather than the 
general and the unifying. The role of the media, including social 
media, evinces still the prerogative of the harlot; the shunning 
of responsibility is exerting a deeply corrosive effect on society. 

This landscape makes it essential that today’s teenagers 
assume an engaged role, not just be passive consumers of news 
or information. If they are not actively reflecting on bias or 
questioning the accuracy in reporting, there is a real danger of 
being misled or manipulated. This is where education is key: 
a liberal education, one which develops awareness and self-
awareness, will help prevent young people from becoming the 
‘useful idiots’ of tomorrow. 

Marx may no longer be in fashion, nor indeed may any 
ideology other than that of the marketplace. This, and our 
rapidly changing way of life, presents very real challenges for 
schools and the way they function. Schools form a community 
in which common values are espoused and knowledge and skills 
are developed in a common curriculum. Yet schools have to 
contend with the atomisation of tastes and views through the 
internet that undermines this communality. The dominance of 
consumption and advertising promotes ego and opportunism, 
rather than team spirit and altruism. 

The challenge for schools is to develop the individual’s 
understanding of him/herself, his/her poise and adequacy in 
coping with challenges in real situations. Isolation, smartphones 
and screens encourage young people to turn in on themselves, 
rather than engage with others. The need for schools to develop 
in pupils resilience, emotional intelligence and moral certainties 
has never been as great, in a world in which boundaries 

between public and private spheres, between the objective and 
the subjective have become blurred, whilst most ‘personal’ 
interaction takes place via a digital screen. 

Liberal market globalisation has led to a culture of 
standardisation and measurement as an objective ideal, the 
added value. This may make for more efficient firms and 
schools, but there needs to be consideration of how the culture 
of protocols and policies can be enhanced to allow for discretion 
and pragmatism. After all, these contribute to the formation of 
the British temperament and character. 

The place and function of education will further be brought 
into focus by changes in society which are already in train. It is 
widely assumed that development of artificial intelligence and 
robotisation will change the employment landscape and erode 
many jobs. Lord Skidelsky, for example, noted that ‘credible 
estimates suggest it will be technically possible to automate 
between a quarter and a third of all current jobs in the western 
world within 20 years’. 

While it is easy to assume that humans with technical 
skills will be the most employable in the future and that there 
will always be a need for engineers, scientists and computer 
programmers, the opposite may be true. A good number of jobs 
in the future could well be those that specialize in social and 
emotional intelligence. Thus, there remains a compelling case 
why the humanities should remain at the heart of education. 
Managing people well demands empathy.

Political, social and technological changes suggest that we 
might be living in an ‘age of permanent revolution’. Former 
certainties have been eroded, and it falls to schools to resist 
the dictatorship of social media and utilitarianism which have 
come to threaten young people’s sense of security, well-being 
and outlook. Mental and intellectual adaptability must go hand 
in hand with grounding in the humanities: an acquaintance 
with complex literary language and an awareness of history and 
culture have traditionally been one of the liberating influences 
for the self, as well as an encouragement to critical thinking and 
creativity: an excellent preparation for adult life. With visionary 
planning, schools can do their utmost to guard against ‘the rise 
of the useless class’ amongst the next generation.

Geran Jones teaches at Westminster School

A consideration of the  
political situation in the  

West today invites ominous 
echoes of 1917.
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The prediction 
predicament
Marcus Allen examines some of the forces at play 
in university admissions

As the Autumn term gets underway, schools throughout the UK 
and beyond are collating and compiling references and predicted 
grades ready for entry into the UCAS system. With post-
qualification applications for university admissions a distant 
prospect, the predicted grades are still the main indicator of 
an applicant’s academic performance. However, they are no 
longer simply a method by which universities are able to see the 
likely outcome of a student’s exam results, but in many cases a 
major component in selection. For schools and pupils they are, 
therefore, a key factor in application success; but can they be 
trusted? Over the last few years conflicting interests have caused 
predicted grades to travel only one way… up! 

When considering A Levels, data released from UCAS 
paints a stark picture. In the 2015-2016 UCAS cycle, 65%  of 
all candidates were predicted to get at least an A and two B 
grades at A Level but only 42% actually achieved those grades. 
According to UCAS, around one third of UK 18 year olds placed 
at universities dropped three or more grades across their top 
three A Levels. Despite the increases in predictions, universities, 
of course, still want student numbers and have responded by 
taking students who actually achieve lower grades – 41%  of 
students with three B grade passes were admitted to higher 
tariff providers in 2016, compared with only 19% in 2011. So, 
predictions are going up while, conversely, selective universities 
are admitting students with lower final grades. Why are 
predictions increasing? 

Reports of schools ‘exaggerating’ predicted grades have 
been hotly debated, with one suggestion being that teachers are 
simply not as accurate as they used to be at predicting grades 
since the removal of January exams in 2014. It is also suggested 
that independent schools produce ‘better’ predictions because 
they tend to be predicting at the top end of the grade spectrum 
where there is less room for error. Both these comments are 
naïve: most schools are very good at predicting outcomes of 
external exams for their pupils, especially where AS and A levels 
are still modular. The reality is that schools have been gradually 
inflating predicted grades and I will explain why.

 There are two areas in which the mechanisms of prediction 
and entry into UCAS lead to over-prediction. First, UCAS does 
not allow borderline predictions, so, since pupils sitting on a 
B/C borderline will have to be predicted one grade or the other, 
most schools will opt for the higher grade. Second, in modular 
A Level subjects, the top grade at AS is an A grade, where the 
overall module scores are above 80% on average; and the top 
grade at A Level is an A*, where the A2 modules average above 
90% and the average of both AS and A2 modules is above 80%. 
Thus, if pupils gain AS module marks of around 72% (the 
equivalent of a low B grade) in their first year of Sixth Form, 
and then achieve marks up to 90% at A2, they will maintain a B 

grade at A level. But, if they later achieve over 90% at A2, thus 
raising their combined AS + A2 average above 80%, they would 
be awarded an A* overall. In this scenario an A grade is not 
achievable, so, when a school is making a prediction after the AS 
module results for a student who is really engaged and achieving 
in the high 80s in the early part of their A2 studies, they know 
that the pupil will either get a B or an A* and will probably opt 
for the higher prediction. Likewise, pupils could gain full UMS 
(100%) in their AS modules, giving a very good indication that 
they will ultimately achieve an A*, and then only (!) achieve 88% 
at A2, with the result that although their overall average is well 
above 90%, they cannot be awarded an A* and will appear to 
have been over-predicted. However, as it happens, this reason 
for over-prediction will disappear after the current UCAS cycle, 
when all A Level subjects become linear from this September. 

The foibles of the UCAS and exam systems aside, schools 
have always wanted to get their students into the universities 
that are most suited to their ability and aspirations. This is 
nothing new, but the advent of higher tuition fees has meant 
that pupils and their parents are seeking exceptional value for 
money and wanting to go to the ‘best’ universities they can, as 
a conduit into a rewarding career. With much greater personal 
financial investments involved in a marketised HE sector, brand 
value has become a priority when choosing universities. Along 
with this, HE destinations data from the maintained sector are 
used for school league tables, making it imperative for schools 
to secure the best outcomes for their pupils within the ‘top 
tier’ of Oxbridge and the Russell Group. Predicting the highest 
realistic grades for a pupil will give her/him the widest choice 
of institutions to apply to. Pupils and teachers put a lot of effort 
into UCAS applications, carefully crafting personal statements 
and references, and do not want admissions administrators in 
universities rejecting their pupils based on predicted grades in 
a triaging process used by many. At worst this can result in an 
admissions tutor never reading an application with predicted 
grades that fall outside the standard offer range. 

Fuelling the increase is the fact that offer levels for university 
courses are also rising. In the well-known university guide 
HEAP 2012, 161 Psychology courses were advertised. Of these, 
five (3%) required at least AAA at A Level and a further 22 
(12%) required AAB or above. In HEAP 2018 the number of 
Psychology courses on offer has fallen slightly to 157, but 14 
(9%) now require AAA or above at A Level, and a further 22 
(14%) require AAB or above. Are universities now admitting 
more academic cohorts? It seems very unlikely. It is almost 
certainly more to do with the fact that having high entrance 
requirements is seen as a sign of quality. Indeed, several of the 
university league tables use average UCAS tariff points on entry 
as one of the ranking indicators. Coupled with this is the desire 
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of universities to ‘capture’ applicants through the UCAS system. 
Students can apply to up to five institutions, but they can 
only pick one conditional firm (CF) choice and a conditional 
insurance (CI) choice, a ‘back up’ course offering lower grades. 
The more CF choices a university has, the more flexibility 
they will have when it comes to selection when the results are 
known. It therefore pays to pitch the offers high to avoid being 
relegated to the CI category by applicants. 
 Changes in student number controls have also been a 
contributing factor. These were gradually lifted for universities 
accepting students with AAB (2012-2013) and then ABB (2013-
2014), followed by the complete abolition of student number 
controls in the 2015-2016 cycle. This meant that in the period 
2012-2015 universities had been very keen to give offers to 
applicants who were always likely to be exempt from student 
number controls and schools responded accordingly. Why, in 
2013-14 would you not predict those ABC pupils ABB?
This predicted/offer level grades ‘arms race’, a response to the 
different pressures on both universities and schools, is certainly 
contrary to the trajectory of achieved A Level grades in recent 
years. The number of A/A* grades did increase rapidly from 1982 
until 2010, from under 10% to 27%, to which the universities 

University of Oxford’s 
Radcliffe Infirmary site

responded by increasing their offer levels. However, the number 
of A*/A grades has steadily fallen since 2010, and is likely to 
fall further with the new curricula and linear assessment. Are 
we heading for a quasi post-qualification admissions system? 
Students will get high offers from all their university choices, 
irrespective of predictions, pick the one they want to go to, with 
universities simply ranking the applications at confirmation 
in August and picking off the numbers they need – a similar 
mechanism to that used by Irish universities. Interestingly, in 
clearing last summer, King’s College London were advertising 
that all their courses, bar Medicine and a few others, would 
accept clearing applicants who had achieved A*A*A. Or, will 
more universities start using the ‘Birmingham’ model and 
make unconditional offers based on the UCAS application, 
often coupling this to scholarships if high grades are actually 
achieved at A Level? Who knows? With all A Levels becoming 
linear two-year courses and the increasingly competitive HE 
landscape, the prediction predicament is only likely to become 
more challenging. 

Dr Marcus Allen is Head of Higher Education, Careers and 
Professional Guidance at Benenden School



26    Autumn 2017

Dreams

Making good choices 
in a changing world
Lucy Stonehill describes technology that  
will help students and staff

What does it mean to be ready to leave school? University 
advisers and guidance counsellors can no longer just make sure 
students have a plan for the next three or four years; they must 
help students to prepare themselves for the next ten years. To 
do this, schools need to adopt a data-driven, flexible approach 
to higher education and careers. Most importantly, they need 
to be armed with accurate, real-time information in order to 
help their students make the types of decisions today that will 
position them for bright tomorrows.

Half a century ago, a university education was seen as 
an elite privilege, reserved for the wealthy, ambitious and 
upwardly mobile. In 1970, there were fewer than 30 million 
people enrolled in higher education in 1970. Since then, the 
size of the world’s student body has grown significantly, so that 
it’s estimated that the number of students in higher education 
worldwide will have risen to 262 million by 2025.

The rapid growth in the number of students in higher 
education is important, but it’s also part of a bigger story. 
The explosion of student demand for higher education means 
that there is a great deal more competition than before on all 
sides of the school-university-student ecosystem. What’s more, 
students now have career options that are remarkably far from 
the potential pathways that they might have followed twenty or 
even ten years ago. Every day, school counsellors and careers 
advisers are faced with an immensely complex post-secondary 
landscape, which can be made less daunting with the help of 
data-driven, management-streamlining technology.

Higher education becoming broader is certainly a good thing, 
leading to better access to tertiary learning and professional 
opportunities for a larger percentage of the population. However, 
the consequences of that growth are under-examined. The size 
of the industry means that universities are run much more like 
businesses than they were in the past. Budget cuts have been 
severe – in the UK, the contribution to each student’s funding 

from the Higher Education Funding Council for England has 
dropped by over 86% – which has led to an increase in private 
funding and corporate involvement to fill the financial gap.

This approach has many positive effects: students have 
more of a say in their university’s principles and management; 
higher behavioural standards are introduced; and results are 
more public. But it also means that competition is more of a 
factor in HE now. There are more students, which means more 
competition for the most attractive courses and universities, 
whilst the universities themselves have to compete for the top 
students.

In order to give their students the best shot at getting into 
their top choices, schools need to help them to access more 
information about their potential destinations. The smart 
university matching offered by BridgeU looks at a student’s 
academic and personal profile and provides a holistic analysis of 
the courses and universities that might best suit the student; and 
the strategy advisor helps students and their teachers to prepare 
detailed, compelling application materials. 

One example of how universities make sixth form guidance 
more complicated is offer transparency. Universities publish 
minimum grade requirements for a course that may be lower or 
higher than the grades actually requested of a student. What’s 
more, some universities will be very flexible if a student misses 
their offer grades. This data is often not public, or is at least very 
hard to find, but BridgeU’s smart algorithm takes it into account 
when analysing a student’s chance of acceptance onto a course 
or at a university. 

Artificially high minimum requirements help busy 
admissions officers feel reassured that they’ll only get the best 
applicants, despite it being widely accepted that grades are just 
one part of a student’s holistic quality and aptitude for a course. 
Asking students to accept a university’s minimum requirements 
without any sort of transparency as to how they relate to 

The rapid growth in the number of students in higher 
education is important, but it’s also part of a bigger story.  

The explosion of student demand for higher education means 
that there is a great deal more competition than before on all 

sides of the school-university-student ecosystem.
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eventual grade achievements is an unfair request, demanding 
that students gamble on their futures without all the relevant 
information.

Lack of transparency is also damaging to students when 
it comes to their post-graduation pathways. While it’s easy to 
dismiss the career worries of students as typical of early-20s 
malaise, how these worries align with the labour market should 
concern us all. Skills demand is changing fast: the World 
Economic Forum estimates that 65% of children who entered 
primary school ten years ago will end up employed in jobs that 
don’t exist yet. Even now, 40% of firms across the world cannot 
fully staff their businesses because the people with the right 
combination of skills and experience simply aren’t there. Real 
time information about the labour market is crucial if schools 
are to give students accurate and helpful advice on careers.

At BridgeU, our modern, adaptive careers planner is 
powered by the world’s largest and most sophisticated database 
of jobs and talent, delivering real-time data and breakthrough 
planning tools that inform careers, define academic programs, 

and shape workforces. Students can learn about how changes 
in labour markets could impact their post-secondary choices; 
they can discover and explore a vast array of job families and 
industries; and they can design and map out personalised 
post-secondary and early career pathways with which to align 
achievable academic and extracurricular milestones throughout 
their time at school.

University advisers take on a very hard job as they shepherd 
students through some of the most stressful and important 
decisions of their young lives. There is a great deal of information 
about higher education out in the world, probably more than 
any one person can hold in their head at once. But there is also 
technology out there that can assemble, analyse and apply that 
information, so that staff can focus their efforts on what matters 
most: helping each student take the right next step.

Lucy Stonehill, Founder and CEO of BridgeU  
(www.bridge-u.com), was educated in New England at  

Deerfield Academy and Dartmouth College. 
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Go west!
Suzie Longstaff encourages  
pupils to consider  
American universities

Historically, when British students looked to the United States 
for university, the astronomically high fees and distance from 
home kept most at bay. However, the landscape has been 
transformed in recent years, thanks in part to the rising cost 
of British universities. With the US offering more than 4,000 
universities and colleges from the Ivy League big names to 
outstanding institutions lesser known in the UK such as 
Middlebury College, it is perhaps little wonder that applications 
to US universities have risen exponentially. 

At Putney High School, more students than ever before are 
considering universities overseas in the United States, Canada 
and Europe. It’s a trend which is backed nationally. Research 
from the Institute for International Education (IIE) has shown 
that 11,600 British students undertook undergraduate and 
postgraduate degrees, short-term study abroad opportunities, 
or post-study in 2016 – with the number rising every year since 
1982. 

Putney High School student Shanaya Khubchandani was 
accepted into no less than 13 US universities this spring, 
including the University of Southern California, as well as 
earning scholarships to both the University of San Diego and 
Loyola Marymount. She admits that the application process is 
not for the uncommitted. ‘If you apply to lots of schools, you 
will be doing lots of separate applications whilst your friends are 
focusing on their one UCAS personal statement!’

The preparation is organised by Putney High School’s 
US universities coordinator, Susan van der Linden. Since 
introducing dedicated US Universities support in September 
2014, Putney High School has seen all its applicants secure 
places at a US university of their choice. Mrs van der Linden 
says: ‘Previously it was all about the prestige of getting into an 
Ivy League University, name recognition being key. Now, not 
only is the financial gap between the UK and the US smaller, 
but more students are valuing the opportunities to pursue 
the broader US curriculum at the superb universities and 
colleges that the US has to offer.’ Putney student and lacrosse 
enthusiast Lottie Durham says: ‘If people are certain they want 
to specialise in medicine, for example, the US might not be the 
right choice for them, but for anyone else I’d recommend at least 
exploring the option.’ 

At Putney High School, support begins from Year 9. 
‘Besides the good grades that are expected, US universities want 
to see a well-rounded student who has been involved in many 
activities, both in and out of school,’ says Mrs van der Linden. 
‘This could be singing in a choir, playing sport, involvement 
in student government or volunteering. US universities want 
students who will come and contribute and be active members 
on their campuses. They seek students who will take advantage 
of the facilities they offer.’

Timing is also important. ACT, SAT and, for the most 
prestigious universities, SAT2s, follow a rigid timetable. In 

addition, students need to attend college talks and write 
application essays while, of course, adhering to the application 
and scholarship deadlines. Mrs van der Linden says: ‘It is 
essential to involve parents at an early stage to ensure they 
understand the arduous US application process, discuss 
potential merit-based scholarships, and all of this while the 
students are balancing their A Level workload.’

Shanaya adds: ‘Thankfully Putney organised an ACT 
course in the September of Year 12 which was the perfect 
introduction to the foreign concepts of US standardised testing.’ 
Another Putney student, Leily Behbehani, says: ‘When I got 
accepted to my first choice school, the first thing I did was 
email my teachers. I always knew they cared. I’m so grateful to 
my teachers who made this possibility a reality for me.’ Leily 
is among the six Putney High School students accepted to US 
universities this year. Last year five Putney students headed to 
the States to attend Stanford, Middlebury, Bowdoin, Lehigh and 
Colgate.

It may be worth prospective university students considering 
the opportunities abroad for a wealth of lifestyle and financial 
benefits. Universities in the US encourage students to study a 
myriad of different subjects, breeding imagination and a mixed 
skillset.

Suzie Longstaff is Headmistress of  
Putney High School (GDST)
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Don’t call us,  
we’ll call you – or not
Charlie Taylor explains Debut’s campaign for 
improved interview feedback 

Debut, the award-winning student and graduate careers app, 
launched a national competition as part of its #FightForFeedback 
campaign, to identify a word that can encapsulate the low 
feeling a candidate experiences when an employer fails to share 
feedback after a face-to-face interview. Cue the tumbleweed 
blowing through what the winner has termed the ‘rec-zone’, 
a communications black hole to which unfeeling recruiters 
consign unsuccessful applicants. At Debut, we are investing 
time and resources into pushing the campaign forward in 
the interest of tomorrow’s candidates. Through our research, 
we identified that 83% of students and graduates aged 18-23 
claimed to have never received feedback after a face-to-face 

interview, leaving them feeling disheartened and confused. 
This is why we launched our #FightForFeedback campaign and 
encouraged teachers and employers to get involved. 

Young people are the future of the UK workforce, and they 
deserve constructive interview feedback to help them in their 
career journey. Their ambition should be admired, not shunned 
by teachers or employers. We must all appreciate and recognise 
the talent of millennials, rather than knocking their confidence 
and holding them back in their career search. Young people 
struggling to enter their first career understandably become 
down-hearted about the radio silence that so often comes after 
face-to-face interviews. 
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The study has also revealed that the average cost to the 
interviewee of attending a face-to-face interview is £41, which 
can include travel, new clothes or dry-cleaning, but, to add 
insult to injury, 51% say they also had to take a day’s annual 
leave to attend an interview, which, based on the current 
average daily wage, is a further £117 loss. 

 The amount of time candidates spend preparing for a face-
to-face interview is anywhere between 30 minutes to five or 
more hours. With no feedback from a previous interview, the 
preparation for the next one is a difficult task. 

When asked how candidates would like to receive feedback, 
their preferences were: via email (42%); in person (24%); 
via social media messaging (14%); via phone (10%); or via 
WhatsApp (6%). On the other hand, candidates would least 
prefer to receive feedback by post, video call or text message. 
Timing is also something to consider: according to candidates, 
it is reasonable to expect employers to share feedback within 48 
hours (41%), followed by a working week (34%), but only 21% 
thought there should be feedback within 24 hours. 

Feedback is powerful, and anyone who takes the time to 
attend an interview is entitled to it. There has been a real shift 
in the role played by the candidate and the employer during 
an interview in the last decade, with candidates moving into 
the ascendency and the panel grilling being replaced by the 
chemistry session approach. It’s now time that employers saw 
the holistic value in giving feedback. It will have a positive 
impact on the quality of candidates in the future; it will cut 
down the time it takes to find the right person; and eventually 
the UK workforce will benefit, as more people will be in 
employment. As employers, it is our responsibility to ensure that 
young people who attend a face-to-face interview can go on to 
be successful. For those who have attended countless interviews 
and never received feedback, it causes huge employability issues 
because they will never learn what they could be doing wrong, 
or how to improve for their next opportunity.

The key benefits of receiving interview feedback for 
school leavers and graduates are: 1) personal development – 
receiving constructive feedback enables them to improve and 
develop ahead of their next interview; 2) building confidence 
– after receiving feedback, they can understand why they were 
unsuccessful, what they can do to improve, and approach the 
next interview with confidence; and 3) time – if an outcome 
and feedback is shared soon after the face-to-face interview, 
they can move on with their search for employment, rather than 
waiting around feeling uncertain. 

With the lack of quality careers advice available for young 
people, schools and universities also need to support them by 
preparing students for the recruitment process. It should be 
mandatory to host regular careers workshops to help students 
improve their interview skills. Teachers should also encourage 
their pupils to gain as much interview experience as possible, 
especially at an early stage, so that they feel more prepared and 
confident for future employment opportunities. 

 Our #FightForFeedback campaign is urging the government 
to set official guidelines for all employers, encouraging them to 
share feedback after a face-to-face interview. This is crucial to 
the UK labour force, and will benefit young people significantly 
during their career search. The campaign is being backed by 
global employers such as O2, Fujitsu, the FDM Group, EY 
and Network Rail, as well as heavyweight stakeholders the 
Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR), and the Professional 
Body for HR and People Development (CIPD) and Business in 
the Community (BITC).

Stephen Isherwood, AGR’s CEO, writes: ‘Giving candidates 
interview feedback is not only really helpful to candidates who 
have invested time with an employer, it also helps employers 
build a good reputation amongst students’; and Ben Willmott, 
Head of Public Policy at the CIPD, agrees that ‘feedback after 
face to face interviews is something all employers should deliver 
whenever possible. It helps candidates understand what they 
can improve on, and ensures that employers are using robust 
hiring practices.’ 

Other leading organisations agree. ‘We’re proud to support 
Debut’s #FightForFeedback campaign as we know that not 
providing feedback can have a damaging effect on confidence 
levels for young people. For young people applying for a job for 
the first time, constructive feedback is vital. It helps them to 
learn from their experiences, and improve their applications. 
With youth unemployment remaining disproportionately high, 
employers need to do more to demystify the recruitment 
process and providing feedback is an essential part of this. We 
know from our survey of 4,000 young job seekers, conducted 
with the City & Guilds Group, that this disproportionately 
affects young people who are NEET (not in employment, 
education or training), as 40% say they did not receive any 
form of feedback after an interview. Though we recognise that 
it can be hard for employers with a high volume of applicants 
to always provide individual feedback, we would urge them to 
make it a priority for candidates that are interviewed.’ (Grace 
Mehanna, Campaign Director of BITC’s Talent and Skills team) 

As Debut has fast become the recruitment method used 
by many of the UK’s leading graduate employers, including 
EY, Microsoft, Barclays, Capgemini, Rolls-Royce, L’Oréal, and 
General Electric, the organisation is in a great position to 
support the interests of candidates. As Network Rail’s Emerging 
Talent Acquisition Manager, Melissa Amouzandeh, writes 
‘Feedback is vital for a candidate’s progression – without it, 
they may struggle to secure that next opportunity. It’s the 
responsibility of the employer to share feedback, not only to 
help the candidate develop, but also in the interest of the UK 
workforce – good quality feedback reduces the time it takes 
for candidates to secure a position of employment, and also 
reduces the time it takes to find the right person for the role. 
This campaign is win:win for all involved.’

Charlie Taylor is the CEO & Founder of Debut

 Our #FightForFeedback 
campaign is urging the 

government to set official 
guidelines for all employers, 
encouraging them to share 

feedback after a face-to-face 
interview.
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It’s not just  
about getting in,  
it’s about getting on
Virginia Isaac makes the case for careers work

Ever since the general election, there has been much in the press 
about the impact of student debt on graduates and their futures. 
The size of the UK student loan debt has risen to over £100 
billion (double that of 2012), not that that is of much concern to 
the average student. Many individuals now leave university with 
debts between £40,000 and £50,000, and nearly three quarters of 
them have little chance of ever repaying the full amount. While 
employment rates for those completing their university course 
have regained their pre-recession levels, the worrying fact is that 
at least 25% of graduates are working in low or medium skilled 
jobs. The gender gap, with starting salaries for girls being some 
£3,000 less than for boys, is also not decreasing.

In itself this should not deter students from planning to 
go on to university. The case for Higher Education as a rite of 
passage in its fullest sense, has been well made and still applies. 
It does, though, give weight to the fact that young people should 
be giving careful consideration not only to what they are going 
to study, but how this is going to help them in later life. It’s 
not just about getting in, it’s about getting on, too. Not least 
with ‘drop out’ on the increase, making the wrong choice can 
have devastating consequences for the individual, society and 
the economy. As Jo Johnson, the Higher Education Minister 
said, ‘we need to ensure that young people get much better 
information about the earnings and job opportunities linked to 
each degree course.’

In the course of my work as Chief Executive of Inspiring 
Futures (IF), I visit a good number of independent secondary 
schools and meet with many independent school Heads across 
the UK every year. A focus on careers guidance in this sector is 
not new. The Independent Schools Careers Organisation (ISCO) 
was set up in 1942, and its schools became members of Inspiring 
Futures in 2016. Given this 75 year history, it does not take long 
before the conversation turns to the matter of how the school 
provides careers guidance and support for their pupils – if, 
indeed, it does at all.

Responses are varied and range from a worrying ‘We don’t 
need to bother with careers here – our aim is to get all our pupils 
into ‘top universities’ and then we know they will be okay’, as if 
careers is distinct from education, to the more reassuring ‘We 
take careers very seriously: it is integrated into the curriculum. 
The school uses a team of qualified careers advisers, specialising 
in different areas, who work with students from Year 7 upwards.’ 

It is those in the first category that are of concern. Are 
schools really saying that what students do once they leave 
university is of no importance to them? Or is it, more likely, 
that they have an outdated conception of ‘Careers’, perhaps 
derived from their own experience, and are unsure of its place 
in a busy curriculum. Whatever it may have been in the past, 

careers work is not about job matching, let alone identifying a 
career for life! This is not because of the prevailing myth that 
‘65% of jobs have not been invented yet’, it is, instead, all about 
ensuring that young people have the range of skills to prepare 
them for a variety of roles throughout their careers, regardless 
of what challenges the future might throw at them. Having a 
careers fair or inviting employers into the school to give a talk, 
inspiring or otherwise, will not crack it either. Whilst it is of 
great benefit for young people to have workplace encounters, the 
value of this is only reinforced and amplified if it is carried out 
within the context of independent, impartial and professional 
careers guidance.

‘Careers’ is essentially about coaching and counselling 
and career management skills: encouraging young people to 
develop a growth mind set; helping them to identify, learn 
and demonstrate the skills that they will need in order to lead 
a happy and successful life. It is about helping young people 
to become more self-aware, understanding their strengths, 
interests and values, and learning how to make informed 
decisions, or, you could say, identify their calling. While many 
schools take this as read, sadly not all do. It means enabling 
pupils to be empathetic, creative and enterprising, persistent and 
resilient; to self-regulate, cope with failure and solve problems; 
to acquire as well the more traditional communication, team 
working and leadership activities; and to recognise how all 
this relates to the world of work (see Professor Deborah Eyre’s 
High Performance Learning Framework). It is about countering 
gender stereotypes, enthusing, for example, not just boys but 
girls about where a career in engineering can lead. On top 
of that, it is about ensuring that pupils understand what the 
labour market is really like; and are aware of the varied routes 
into different areas of work, and the pros and cons in terms of 
both finance and values of different occupations. All schools 
and universities acknowledge that education is not just about 
academic excellence, important as it is. But, understandably, in 
spite of best intentions, hard pressed teachers often do not have 
the knowledge required, or are too rooted in their own subject 
areas, or simply hope that extra or co-curricular activities will 
cover this all off. 

Above all, it is about giving young people a sense of career 
confidence, a sense of purpose. There is a growing body of 
research (eg The Sutton Trust’s ‘Advancing Ambitions’) that 
demonstrates that students in schools that make quality time for 
careers work are more motivated and achieve higher academic 
results. Crucially, it is never too soon to start students on this 
road of exploration, so that they have a better sense of self before 
deciding on their GCSE options. Many schools leave careers 
education and guidance until Year 10 or 11. By then the die has 



32    Autumn 2017

Dreams

often been cast, and pupils have made study choices that may 
turn out to be potentially costly mistakes at university. 

A first step is to commit to an ‘All School Careers Strategy’, 
publishing this on the school website. ISC research (Why 
parents choose an independent school) has demonstrated that 
this is one of the first things that prospective parents look 
for, ahead of facilities and even, sometimes, exam results. If 
schools do not know what this should include, they should 
enquire about the ‘Careers Quality Award’ kitemark offered 
through the Quality in Careers Consortium and work towards 
the widely applauded ‘Gatsby Benchmarks’ of what constitutes 
‘Good Carers Guidance. These are:

1. A stable careers programme
2. Learning from career and labour market information
3. Addressing the needs of each pupil

4. Linking curriculum learning to careers
5. Encounters with employers and employees
6. Experiences of workplaces
7. Encounters with further and higher education
8. Personal guidance
 
Interestingly, ISC research on ‘Mental toughness’ published 

in January 2017, showed that pupils in the independent sector 
had marginally less careers confidence than those in the state 
sector. There is plenty of help around for schools that want to 
review their careers guidance provision. The important thing 
is not to roll one’s eyes when there is talk of ‘careers’ but to 
recognise the benefits that a quality programme can bring.

Virginia Isaac is Chief Executive of Inspiring Futures and 
President of the Career Development Institute (CDI)

Checking out newly built classrooms, handing out hundreds of pieces of stationery and sports kit, providing study support 
and impromptu renditions of ‘500 Miles’ were all embraced as 12 Trent College students aged 15-18 visited its two partner 
schools in Kenya in July.

Here they saw how the £20,000 raised by the Trent College community since 2004 has been spent, supporting education 
and infrastructure projects at the rural Nyacaba Primary School and Gowan Mount View Academy, situated near Thika, about 
50km northeast of Nairobi.

Vital structures such as toilet blocks, furnished classrooms, a kitchen at Nyacaba and a 40,000 litre water tank at Gowan 
Mount View, plus learning resources, books and an extensive tree planting programme are helping transform the lives of local 
young people. The latest Nyacaba classroom under construction will help the school halve class sizes from 80+.

Mr Magnus Cowie, Trent College Deputy Head Pastoral and Kenya Schools Partnership lead, believes it is important 
students see first-hand how the school’s community fundraising efforts are making a real difference on the ground. “Many of 
the pupils walk up to three miles to and from school and the provision of the kitchen enables them to have two nutritious meals 
a day. Through spending time in the schools and with the families, talking to pupils, parents and staff about what education 
means to them, our students connected what we do in school to the human impact it has thousands of miles away.” 

The six-day schools visit followed four days at the Ol Pejeta Conservancy in central Kenya learning about innovative, 
sustainable conservation.

&THERE
HERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for 

‘Here and There’, please email it to Tom Wheare at tom.
wheare@gmail.com. Items should not exceed 150 words. 
Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Trent College students see impact of Kenya 
schools fundraising
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Shuttlecocks  
and Schubert
Peter Middleton has a go every Friday

We sit silently, still, with oars poised in the water at 45 degrees 
to the boat. The meandering bends of the River Severn await 
us, a 1km stretch to the Shrewsbury School Boathouse that we 
have been told to attack hard. I am in the No.2 seat with 15-year 
old Chad at Bow behind. He is an experienced oarsman – a 
member of the J16A crew – with many races and regattas under 
his belt and an impressive collection of medals and silver pots 
to his name. I listen out for the instructions from our cox, Boss, 
who will no doubt enjoy shouting at his former Housemaster to 
row harder and put his back into it. I glance to my right and see 
Head Coach and Director of Rowing Athol Hundermark in the 
accompanying launch. He looks terrified. 

He has every right to be. In one of his prized Empacher 
boats (which, by all accounts, cost roughly double the price of 
my car) sits a novice. Me. 

“Two, take a stroke,” comes the instruction. I apply pressure 
to the blade pushing it through the water, my legs extending. 
The boat realigns. “Well done, Sir,” says Boss, and I hear 
somebody chuckle. That was the easy bit.

This is the first time I have ever been in a rowing boat 
and I don’t mind admitting that I, too, am terrified.  As a 
runner, my sport is fairly simple. Left foot forward; right foot 
forward; repeat. Rowing, in contrast, is a complex art requiring 
more than just speed and endurance. The slightest mis-timed 
stroke and you run the risk of catching a ‘crab’ and the distinct 
possibility of ending up in the water. I try not to think too much 
about this as Boss instructs us to come forward in our seats and 
ready ourselves to row. 

Staring into the fleur-de-lys on the RSSBC top worn by Ed 
in the seat in front of me, I reflect on what seemed like a good 
idea at the time as I sent the e-mail to Athol a few days before 
wondering whether I might be able to come down to the Boat 
Club to try rowing for my weekly ‘Have a Go Friday’ activity.

This weekly event had become ‘a thing’ somewhat by 
accident. The week previously I had been covering for a 
colleague who couldn’t make his usual recreational badminton 
session in the School gym. Aside from taking the register, I was 
told, I wouldn’t have to do anything so I might as well bring 
some marking. This I did, but having marked the set of tests I 
had brought with me and with 20 minutes still to go, I couldn’t 
resist. I had to have a go; it looked like fun. Not exactly dressed 
for it (I noted that nobody else was playing in a three-piece 
tweed suit…) and never having played before, I nevertheless 
abandoned my brogues, borrowed a racket and rotated round 
the courts hitting a few shuttlecocks over the net and a good 
deal more into it. The pupils I played with politely entertained 
my whim, explaining the rules to me as I went along. The 
teacher had become pupil.

As the session ended, it struck me just how much I had 
enjoyed trying something new. Further, it had given me a 

valued experience of being the pupil for a moment or two, and 
equally importantly, it had taken me out of the office. Having 
left my post as Housemaster of Rigg’s Hall to join the Senior 
Leadership Team at the start of the academic year, one of the 
most significant adjustments I had to make was adapting to 
life away from the bustle and buzz of the boarding house, and 
likewise, relinquishing my role as Master in Charge of the 
School’s running club ‘The Hunt’ had further removed me 
from the privileged position of working closely with pupils and 
nurturing their talents in this area of School life. As Deputy 
Head Co-Curricular, now responsible for the non-academic life 
of the School, it struck me that there was perhaps no better way 
to gain a fuller understanding of life outside of the classroom 
than to get myself out there and experience it for myself. ‘Have 
a Go Friday’ was born. 

As somebody who firmly believes in the value of stepping 
out of your comfort zone and indeed the value of failure as a 
learning experience, there has certainly been merit in practising 
what I preach, to ‘walk the walk’ and expose myself to that 
potential for failure. It is an hour in my week that I look forward 
to and dread in equal measure. The challenge I set myself was to 
try something new each week which, by its very nature, is both 
exhilarating and somewhat nerve-wracking. I’ve had to accept 
that as a novice I am going to be setting myself up for potential 
humiliation and embarrassment and that in many cases I’m 
going to be far out of my comfort zone. 
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They haven’t all been as daunting or as dangerous as rowing 
(which, in case you’re wondering, I managed to survive), though 
in every case I have been very much the inexperienced pupil. 
I was outclassed on the lacrosse pitch by the senior girls, run 
ragged on the Fives courts by last year’s U14 national champions, 
and for the life of me couldn’t score a goal in a netball match. It’s 
a good job I have never taken myself too seriously.

Has it been worth it? From my point of view, absolutely. 
Aside from the clear benefits of getting out of the office and 
committee room, it has also allowed me to step into the shoes 
of the pupils, to experience what they experience outside of 
the classroom and to gain a very real understanding of the 
particular sports and societies they participate in on a weekly 
basis. I now know what it feels like to get up at 6.30am and 
put in a Strength and Conditioning session before breakfast, 
I now know just how hard our 1st XI football team work in 
preparation for their matches, and I now know not to be late for 
1st XV rugby training (I’m still recovering from the planks and 

press-ups that was my punishment for sauntering to the session 
five minutes late…).

I also know how terrifying it can be to stand up and 
perform in a concert having (with some trepidation) put my 
name forward to play the piano at one of the Friday lunchtime 
concerts in the School’s Maidment Auditorium. Admittedly, 
I was only playing the accompaniment to one of the pupils 
singing Schubert’s ‘Standchen’ but that didn’t make it any less 
nerve-wracking! The potential to fail was quite high for this 
one, particularly to do so in a quite public way, but I reasoned 
if it was a disaster, I’d probably live to tell the tale. What’s the 
worst that could happen? 

Stepping out of your comfort zone and taking on something 
new is a message we promote to all Shrewsbury pupils, and it 
has always impressed me how willing many of them are to do 
just that. Only this morning, I was joined for this week’s ‘Have a 
Go Friday’ (dance…!) by three of the boys in my GCSE English 
class, three young men more at home with a rugby ball in hand 
but all willing, nevertheless, to give dance a go. I think it’s fair to 
say we all found it really tough but we had a brilliant time, gave 
it a go, and the guys left saying that they’d love to do it again. 

These taster sessions have all been immensely enjoyable 
and I have certainly learned a lot about getting out of your 
comfort zone. However, the real benefit as I have stepped up 
to Senior Leadership has been the ability to stay in touch with 
the pupils. Taking an hour or two out of my weekly schedule 
has, in some senses, been counter-intuitive with the pressures 
of workload, a substantial ‘to do’ list and the threat of e-mails 
stacking up as I remove myself from the office. Yet in my view 
it has been time well spent. For anyone making that step up to 
Senior Leadership, I can certainly recommend it. The ability 
to remain connected with the pupils at their level and to 
experience School life as they experience it is invaluable.

Dragging yourself out of the office from time to time will 
keep you sane and, above all, prevent you from becoming a slave 
to e-mail, so get those dance shoes on and have a go…

Peter Middleton, Deputy Head Co-Curricular, Shrewsbury School 
You can follow Peter on Twitter via @ShrewsburyDHCC 
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The games  
people play
Pip Bennett has been listening  
to tales from school for years

Despite having written a PhD thesis on ‘Ethical Genetic 
Enhancement in Sport’ (2012), I find as much interest in what 
people say about games and everything associated with them as 
ever I did in research. Folk memory about organised games is a 
rich source, and some of the best stories I have heard about girls’ 
schools have involved a girl called Flossie. She is therefore the 
heroine in all the episodes that follow. I will also highlight that 
while much has changed in social attitudes to girls’ sport, there 
is still much to be done.

It was Flossie, therefore, that one former pupil of a girls’ 
school told me about. She was competing particularly hard 
on the netball court and leapt for the ball, determined to 
take possession, when disaster struck. A packet of cigarettes, 
Marlboro lights of course, fell out of her skirt and onto the 

tarmac. The games mistress seemed to turn a blind eye to the 
situation saying something about how she was certain that she 
could not see cigarettes on court. Withering irony included, one 
can easily picture the scene, and the probable sequel years later, 
as these girls, now at university, stand waiting to play lacrosse at 
the edge of the pitch with fag in hand.

Aside from scenes reminiscent of St Trinian’s, the practising 
of games and physical education in girls’ independent schools 
has come on in fits and starts. Much of what went on between 
100 and 150 years ago would still be recognisable: callisthenics, 
swimming, cricket and the then novel hockey, lacrosse and 
netball. Though it was expected that the latter three should be 
played in such a way that contemporary standards of femininity 
were not eroded, these major sports, all played by men, offered 
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an increase in opportunity and acceptance when enlightened 
attitudes to girls playing games did not abound.1 The popularity 
of specific activities comes and goes, and while more and more 
schools in this country are now offering yoga classes, I would 
be surprised to hear that their PE options involve bowling or 
surfing as they do at one Australian girls’ school. A relatively 
recent trend at many girls’ schools has been the fostering of 
a lifelong love of activity and exercise without over-reliance 
on team sports. In the schools I have worked in and those of 
contemporary colleagues, it seems that this approach is paying 
dividends. 

No longer is it the case that the whole school tramps a few 
km up a steep hill to play lax each afternoon in the freezing 
cold, envying the goalkeeper because she can wear tracksuit 
bottoms rather than scratchy woollen skirts. These did not 
fare well in wet weather, nor do girls of that era talk about the 
‘navy bags’ worn when doing gym with any affection. If you 
happen upon the netball courts or the rowing crews today, 
the school athletes certainly look the part and are very much 
on a journey to excellence in this field, as they are in so many 
others. The kit used for training and racing has come a long 
way since the 1960s. 

A host of respondents recalled the horror of having to 
do sporting activities in an aertex shirt and gym knickers, or 
simply underwear if the latter or a swimsuit had been forgotten. 
This approach entirely disregarded the feelings of the self-
conscious child or teenager and certainly accounts for many ‘off 
games’ notes. Colleagues from PE departments treasure some of 
these especially. ‘Please excuse Flossie from lessons today, she 
tried ever so hard in sports day yesterday’, or ‘Flossie has had 
her hair done for a party so cannot take part in PE today’, or (a 
favourite) ‘My daughter thinks I am writing to excuse her. She 
is very lazy so please push her very hard in games today and do 
not accept any excuses such as bad ankles or period pains.’

However, girls’ schools are still battling disappointingly 
longstanding and limited ideals of femininity when it comes 
to engaging some of their pupils with exercise. Historically 
the focus for many of the activities undertaken by girls and 
women was beauty and grace: the ‘ideal’ woman was almost 
the antithesis of the ‘ideal’ man. The latter was typically 
conflated with the athlete and warrior, while the former 
endorsed attributes that would contribute to a girl becoming a 
good wife and mother, rather than aiming at superior athletic 
performance. A woman who had developed sufficient poise was 
much more likely to attract the ‘right’ sort of man. Moreover, 
the media today still comments about the best female athletes 
in the world being wide of the mark in terms of an ‘ideal’ 
feminine appearance, disparaging the well-developed muscles 
which are not unexpected features of an elite athlete. This type 
of discourse around female appearance certainly makes it more 
difficult to persuade more of our pupils today to choose a sport 
based on enjoyment and rewarding exercise rather than on 
societally directed norms of attractiveness. 

While the media has its part to play, so too do the 
federations that determine the structure of competitions. It 
would be unlikely but possible to design a sport which a 
woman’s physiology rendered it impossible to access, or one 
in which no woman wanted to take part.2 Putting this to one 
side, access to sport at the highest levels is widening worldwide, 
but arbitrary differences between the sexes are still in place. 
In tennis, women play three sets while men play five; lacrosse 

is contact for men, but not for women; women compete in the 
heptathlon, but not the decathlon; and in cycling women are 
limited to 140km a day, while for men it is 280km.3 It is welcome 
news that in swimming the same events will finally be offered 
to both men and women in the 2020 Olympics. It still appears 
as if many international sporting federations are stuck in a 
time when women were not given the same access as men to 
training opportunities and therefore needed less demanding 
competitions. The earliest women’s rowing races between 
Oxford and Cambridge were aesthetic contests in contrast to 
the exhausting races between the men. The male version of 
each sporting competition is not necessarily ‘purer’ or ‘better’, 
which makes it hard to understand why there should still be any 
difference in the competitions offered for women and men. The 
nature of competitions is always open to change, given their 
arbitrary design.

The often overwhelming external messages they are 
receiving matter to our charges: we should never underestimate 
the power of voices outside our institutions. One such message, 
still being delivered in 2017, is that if girls participate at the 
highest levels of sports they will not be attractive. 

As a result, many of our schools continue to face ‘sick note’ 
negotiations, whilst the girls who reject that message, deciding to 
pursue sporting excellence, are presented with an attenuated or 
watered down version of the activity. Our schools must help to 
drive changes in the way many sectors of society still view women 
and girls in sport. And so, this summer, Badminton School 
is embarking on an exciting new venture, building a flexible, 
high-quality Sports Hall. For completion by Summer 2018, this 
innovative building will provide the opportunity to play multiple 
sports to competition standard and the resources to pursue the 
spirit of excellence and achievement as well as welcoming sport’s 
contribution to the overall wellbeing of our pupils. 

Pip Bennett taught Maths at Broomwood Hall School, then 
Francis Holland, Sloane Square where he became Assistant 
Head, before moving to his present role as Deputy Head of 

Badminton School in 2016. Once a national open medallist 
as an oarsman, he has five times been National Champion in 

Masters Open Water swimming.
Notes
1.  Crone KE. 1988. Playing the Game Sport and the Physical Emancipation 

of English Women, 1870-1914. Kentucky, USA: The University Press of 
Kentucky. P. 92

2  Schneider AJ. 2010. ‘On the definition of ‘woman’ in the sport context’ in 
McNamee (ed.) 2010. The Ethics of Sports A Reader. London: Routledge: 
264-275 p. 266 

3  Lewis A. 2014. ‘Is sport sexist? Six Sports where men & women are still set 
apart’ at http://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/0/golf/29242699 (accessed 28/07/2017) 

Our schools must help  
to drive changes in the  

way many sectors of  
society still view women  

and girls in sport. 
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Delivering Inspiring Education Buildings

Are you getting 
the most out of 
SchoolSearch?

Have a look at your school’s  
profile on our leading online 

guide to UK independent schools 
– www.schoolsearch.co.uk

Contact: enquiries@johncatt.com  
or call 01394 389850

Now with dedicated search pages for UK 
regions and counties, many of which feature on 
the first page of Google search results.

Add your school’s dates to our open days 
calendar and send us your success stories to 
post in the news section, which also includes 
leading advice and features provided by our 
featured schools.

Featured schools can add social media links 
to their profile, including embedding a Twitter 
feed, and can showcase a promotional YouTube 
or Vimeo video.  

Our site has visitors from across the world 
looking for UK independent schools, and an 
established UK audience. Families can find 
and compare their nearest schools with our 
postcode search.

SchoolSearch is in association with John Catt’s 
Which School? guidebook, now in its 92nd 
edition, John Catt’s Preparatory Schools and 
Which London School? & the South-East.
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Bolton School wins 
Queen’s Award for 
volunteering

John Newbould describes the striking breadth of volunteering in 
Bolton School

Bolton School, an independent all-through day school in 
Greater Manchester, has won the Queen’s Award for Voluntary 
Service (QAVS) 2017. This unique national honour was created 
by The Queen in 2002 to mark the occasion of her Golden 
Jubilee, recognising excellence in voluntary activities carried 
out by groups in the community. It is the highest accolade given 
to local volunteer groups for social, economic or environmental 
service in their communities, and is the equivalent of an MBE 
for an individual. 

As one of the oldest schools in Lancashire, Bolton School 
has a long tradition of working with and in the local community, 
offering philanthropy and volunteering. In 1915, the Bolton 

School Foundation formally came into existence when the first 
Viscount Leverhulme jointly endowed the Bolton Grammar 
School for Boys and the High School for Girls. His vision 
included an understanding that those children attending the 
School should, like himself, make a difference for good in the 
local area. Today, volunteering is in the DNA of the School. 

Headmistress of the Girls’ Division, Sue Hincks, takes up 
the story. ‘Anyone who knows Bolton School well, will know 
how committed we are to community action. From an early 
age, pupils engage in voluntary service. In the Girls’ Division, 
our School Prayer says that much is expected of those to whom 
much is given, and this ethos is the bedrock of all that we 
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do. Girls in Year 9 and boys in Year 10 begin their Duke of 
Edinburgh Bronze Award, which places considerable emphasis 
on voluntary work, and many progress on to Silver and Gold. 
A large number of girls and boys take part in the National 
Citizenship Scheme, often inspired by a visit to Bolton Lads 
and Girls’ Club, where the staff and members encourage Year 
11 pupils to consider NCS in the weeks after their GCSEs end.’

Philip Britton, Headmaster of the Boys’ Division, echoes her 
thoughts. ‘We are very proud to receive the award and believe 
we are the first school in the country to be honoured in this 
way. It is recognition of the wide range of activities that we are 
involved with – from girls and boys in our Infant School singing 
to the older generation, to our Lower Sixth Form students 
annually giving up over ten thousand hours of their time to 
volunteering. In 2015 our pupils committed so many hours to 
helping others that vInspired, the leading national charity for 
volunteering, commended the School for contributing the most 
amount of time of any establishment in the country. In serving 
local, national and international communities, our students 
establish a habit of volunteering that stays with them for life, for 
the benefit of themselves and others.’ 

The School continually strives to extend its community 
and outreach activities, which include mentoring vulnerable 
children and enabling bright children to enjoy its facilities 
and teaching. One of the longest running and most impactful 
schemes is the ‘Shine Project: Serious Fun on Saturdays’ 
for children in Year 5 in local primary schools. The annual 
programme, which is run by teachers and Sixth Form students, 
helps raise the aspirations of bright children from families 
of limited means, by providing them with access to Bolton 
School’s facilities and expertise. This year, over forty Year 5 
children from eleven local primary schools enjoyed a variety of 
sessions. Besides familiar classes such as English, Mathematics, 
Languages, Humanities and Science subjects, there were several 
new activities such as Creative Writing, Italian and Music, a 
session which was planned and led by Sixth Form mentors. 
Also this year, eight aspirational Y6 children at nearby Lostock 
Primary School enjoyed extra Mathematics tuition in after-
school classes with Bolton School Girls’ Division teachers. 
Working as a team, Mr Wrigley and Miss Doran helped prepare 
gifted children for their KS2 National Curriculum Assessments 
in the Summer Term.

The School has a very active programme of engagement 
with local primary schools and hosts a number of subject-
specific days for their pupils, examples in recent years including 
festivals in Science, Maths, Sport, MFL, Technology, Physics, 
Classics and Literacy as well as Spelling Bees and general 
knowledge quizzes. This year, the Boys’ Division welcomed 
ten pupils from Thomasson Memorial School, a local primary 
school for hearing impaired children, to its Science department 
for a morning of hands-on lessons. The Thomasson Memorial 
pupils split into groups, each escorted by a Year 8 boy, for a 
series of activities based on Biology, Chemistry and Physics.

The School has also been instrumental in relaunching the 
Bolton Children’s Fiction Award, which is now in its fourth year. 
The winner is selected after votes are cast by children under the 
age of fifteen from approximately 20 local schools. The Award 
Ceremony and author workshops are organised by Bolton 
School’s Library staff assisted by Sixth Form students. Mrs 
Howarth, the Head Librarian, said: ‘The aim of the Award is to 
broaden children’s reading choices and raise the profile of new 

authors. I also hope that teachers and Librarians will be able to 
use the books to support cross-curricular learning in subjects 
such as Art, Science, Geography and PSHE.’

2017 also saw Bolton School host a conference focused on 
community action. Pupils from Westhoughton High School 
joined Boys’ and Girls’ Division students for an afternoon 
discussing the positives of volunteering; how best to create 
an environment where engagement with the local community 
is a part of school life; and how these values continue into 
adulthood to create civic-minded citizens.

Pupils of all ages involved in musical ensembles regularly 
perform at local schools, care homes, homes for the elderly 
and at community events. Students are also very active in 
helping out with the School’s Community Sport Programme, 
which involves them assisting, refereeing and coaching at 
a variety of football, cricket, swimming, water-polo, cross-
country running, rugby and multi-activity sporting events for 
local schools. Bolton School has been the Independent Schools’ 
Football Association (ISFA) Focus School for the Manchester 
and North West region since 2009 and works closely with Bolton 
Wanderers’ Community Trust to host and referee the Town 
Cups. It is also an MCC Hub centre offering cricket coaching to 
local youngsters, whilst school facilities are regularly used for 
regional lacrosse, netball and swimming competitions.

Many pupils become involved with projects that offer 
environmental benefit. In recent years, groups of pupils have 
visited Darcy Lever Gravel Pits, a local country park, assisting 
with tree management, building pathways and fences and 
preserving fragile ecosystems. They also undertake restoration 
work at the terraced gardens on what was Lord Leverhulme’s 
Rivington estate, as well as helping out at The Hive at Moss 
Bank Park, which is run by the Lancashire Wildlife Trust. 

In the Sixth Form, both the Girls’ and Boys’ Division 
require all members of the Lower Sixth to complete at least 
twenty hours of voluntary work. Many students volunteer at 
local hospitals, residential homes, schools and charity shops. 
They are involved with Rainbows, Brownies, Guides, Cubs 
and Scouts, or they contribute to the community life of their 
Church, Mosque or Temple. Every summer we celebrate the 
voluntary work of those Sixth Formers who have logged the 
most hours, with individual girls and boys often amassing 
hundreds of hours each.

Philip Britton is looking to the future. ‘We aim to continue 
serving the local and regional area as an important partner with 
a key role to play in the future regeneration, development and 
success of the town of Bolton and the North West.’

Service to the community remains an important aspiration 
of Bolton School alumni. Not only do former students embark 
on careers in public life, including medicine, politics, the 
uniformed services and education, but many retain their 
commitment to voluntary work. They return to school to 
impress on the current generation the benefits of volunteering, 
both for the wider community and for the volunteer themselves. 
Sue Hincks concludes: “As a School, we shall always trumpet 
the need to volunteer. We know the wisdom of FD Roosevelt’s 
words: ‘We cannot always build the future for our youth, but we 
can build our youth for the future.’”

John Newbould has been Head of Marketing at  
Bolton School since 2006
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Technology’s past, 
present and future role 
in education

Spearheading an organisation whose history has reflected the 
developments of technology in education more closely than most, 
Toby Black explores ICT through the eyes of RM Education, and 
considers the role it will play in our children’s lives in the future

It’s hard to think of a single part of our lives that isn’t intertwined 
with the digital world. From downloading our favourite music 
and reading the news to connecting and interacting with our 
friends and family, technology has become the invisible glue 
that underpins much of the fabric of modern society. The speed 
at which technology has become an intrinsic part of the school 
environment may not necessarily have run parallel with the 
speed of emerging digital developments, but these developments 
seem more pronounced in the education sector than in many 
other industries.

My experience of technology was of something you ‘went 
to’ at a designated time; a world away from the experience of 
my own children who are endlessly fascinated by technology 
and can quickly teach themselves how to use any of the apps, 
games and programs they’re interested in. Today, almost every 
element of a school’s operations relies on technology. It’s 
now so intrinsic to the efficient management of a school that 
if it failed, was compromised or lost, it could quickly bring 
everything to a standstill. We can track attendance, evaluate 
progress and attainment, improve school performance, monitor 
pupil behaviour, engage with parents, manage school finances, 
conduct staff appraisals and bring curricular topics to life in 
ways that were never before possible. 

From the first computers in education to interactive 
whiteboards and laptops, and today’s wireless technology and 
cloud computing, RM Education’s history as an organisation has 
been closely aligned with developments in the use of technology 
in education and wider society. Founded as ‘Research Machines’ 
in 1973 by Mike Fischer and Mike O’Regan after graduating 
respectively from Oxford and Cambridge Universities, RM 
sold its first computer to a Local Education Authority in 
1977, a significant event which laid the foundations for the 
company’s exclusive focus on addressing the ICT challenges in 
the education sector. Throughout the 1980s, Research Machines 
focussed on the growing demand for computers from thousands 
of UK schools, and pioneered production with its Z80-based 
model, an early 8-bit microcomputer known as RML 380Z. 
By 1998, the British Educational Suppliers Association (BESA) 
reported that there were over 800,000 computers in UK state 
schools, whilst the 1997 report of the independent inquiry 
set up by Tony Blair and David Blunkett on Information and 
Communications Technology in UK Schools urged that schools 
should be given this technology as ‘an act of faith’.

Transitioning from Research Machines into RM Education, 
the company’s ethos became firmly rooted in bringing 
technology into the school environment and making it easy 
and safe to use on simple, robust devices; and that ethos still 
drives our organisation today. But the long-term success of any 
organisation depends on its ability to be agile and responsive 
to fluctuating market conditions, and as an entity so closely 
aligned with education, it’s natural that our business model 
would need to evolve in tandem with the challenges and 
opportunities presented to schools. Factors like the scrapping 
of the Building Schools for the Future programme in 2010 and 
subsequent cuts to school budgets in 2011, coupled with the 
emergence of cutting-edge technologies like wireless laptops, 
tablets and mobile devices, means that schools must now do 
more with less.

In response to these changes, RM shifted its focus from 
manufacturing hardware (our last computer rolled off the 
production line in 2013) to developing education-specific 
software that would support schools in numerous ways and 
work seamlessly with new technologies. The continuing 
evolution of technology in education has been driven by societal 
developments rather than the government-led initiatives of the 
past. Social media has played a significant role in shaping the 
way we interact with others, and, with most children owning a 
smart device, we have access to ‘anytime, anywhere’ learning. 

These societal drivers have led to a growing need in 
education for learning to reflect modern life more closely. 
Learners have access to such a breadth of technology outside 
the classroom that when we start finding innovative ways of 
using that technology inside the classroom, a real step-change 
will happen. Learners will be more engaged because they’re 
comfortable and familiar with the latest technologies, and the 
classroom environment will become much more collaborative 
because pupils will be using their devices to work on projects 
together, in and out of the classroom. 

Technology is a wonderful enabler to teaching and learning, 
and an essential component of a wider arsenal of tools teachers 
can use to engage pupils – from a video to a school trip. But 
I believe that what truly makes a difference is when you 
combine the right technology with the right teacher in the 
right environment. This is something we saw some tremendous 
examples of through our work with the Worshipful Company of 
Educators (WCE). Last year, the WCE recognised and celebrated 
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teachers who were using ICT in inspiring ways, and one of the 
most memorable was a teacher from a school in Dorset who 
had used the online game Minecraft to teach pupils part of 
the history curriculum on Medieval society. What could have 
been a relatively dry subject was brought engagingly to life in a 
deep, rich learning experience. Pupils built villages and created 
characters in Minecraft and enhanced their understanding with 
videos, e-books and independent online research. 

We’ve also seen schools experience great success in 
things like online safeguarding by encouraging their pupils to 
script and create Youtube videos on the school’s online safety 
protocols; or in improving literacy and engagement in reluctant 
readers by using e-books combined with annotated notes, links 
and videos. Last year, the National Literacy Trust completed a 
pioneering study of 40 schools across the UK and concluded 
that using RM e-books, boys’ reading levels increased by an 
average of eight months, with girls making seven months’ 
progress.

But there’s still a long way to go before learning truly 
reflects life. There are still schools who distinguish ICT as a 
separate lesson, and the danger of this disconnect is that pupils 
are exposed to all the powers of technology in their personal 
lives, but, when they take their seat in a lesson and their teacher 
wheels out a laptop trolley from a dusty ‘kit cupboard’, they can 
quickly disengage. At the opposite end of the spectrum, there 
are schools that have embedded technology seamlessly into 
their pedagogy but find that this technology is let down by poor 
infrastructure and broadband capability, or a lack of knowledge 
and expertise within their network team. The reliability of 
technology is going to become increasingly critical to teaching, 
learning and back office operations. In many cases, a school 
tends to run their network in isolation, with typically two or 
three network managers trying their best to keep up with the 
latest innovations but struggling because of a lack of time and 
expertise. Broadband, too, is a critical consideration. We often 

encounter schools that spend too much money on slick new 
technology without investing in infrastructure like connectivity 
and bandwidth, rendering the technology relatively useless.

But when we think about the classrooms of the future, will 
our current model look radically different? Will the role of 
technology become even greater? One of the most fundamental 
outcomes of education should be to prepare children for 
successful working lives after school, college and university. 
Therefore, it’s essential that pupils leave school equipped with 
the tools, confidence and skillsets to be able to forge careers; 
skills like lateral thinking, problem-solving, creativity and 
collaboration, all of which can be developed through using the 
right technologies. Sharing and collaboration are two of the 
most transferable skills for any modern workplace, and there are 
a wealth of free tools and platforms available to support this. We 
see schools encouraging collaboration through twinning with 
foreign schools online, using apps like Google Hangouts, and 
others using apps like iTunes U to curate content collaboratively 
and turn that content into text books for students to reference 
online.

We live in a technology-rich world, and every company I 
know, whether public or private sector, uses technology all the 
way through their working day. If we’re not preparing children 
adequately for this digital society, we risk handicapping them. 
As the drive for learning to more closely reflect life becomes 
greater, pupils will have higher expectations of the technology 
available to them in the classroom. They’ll expect it to be 
seamless, as it is in their homes and personal lives; and if schools 
can deliver that seamless experience and find innovative ways 
of using technology to develop crucial skillsets with the right 
infrastructure and pedagogy in place, we will have a generation 
of engaged and inquisitive learners who can achieve anything 
they set their mind to. 

Toby Black is Managing Director of RM Education
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Partners  
in progress
Ciaran Dance describes a case-study from 
masterplan to completion

Farringtons School is an independent co-educational school 
for children from Year 3 up to Sixth Form and the current 
School intake stands at 700 pupils. The original school 
building dates from 1911, but its layout and functionality has 
been compromised by a number of pragmatic but not ideal 
refurbishment projects over the years. The School asked BHM 
to undertake a master planning exercise to identify shortfalls 
in the School’s facilities and inefficiencies in the arrangement 
of the existing accommodation. The master plan generated 
design solutions to accommodate the existing pupil numbers 
and provide new facilities to meet the School’s educational 
responsibilities, whilst highlighting their aspirations to enhance 
certain facilities.

The masterplan concluded that a number of teaching 
departments did not have adequate sizes or quantities of 
classrooms and that not all of the taught subjects were 
departmentalised. The most effective way of resolving this was 
to take a teaching department satisfying these criteria out of the 
main School building and to rehouse it elsewhere on campus 
in purpose-built facilities. This would enable the remaining 
departments to be rearranged and expanded into the vacated 
space. The removal of the largest department, Mathematics, 
was identified as the key. Since there was also under-provision 
for Science teaching facilities, rehousing Mathematics in an 
extended Science Block would allow a reorganisation of the rest 
of the main School building and enhance the facilities for two of 
the largest and most important teaching departments.
Considerations on what form the extension would take were 
based on a number of specific criteria:

1. It was desirable to extend upwards rather than increasing 
the footprint onto grassed areas and the Maths department 
could be housed on the first floor;

2. There would, however, have to be some increase in the 
existing footprint to accommodate a new Approved 
Document Part M compliant passenger lift;

3. To provide inclusive access to both floors with the Maths 
department housed at first floor level and also safe means 
of escape, two stairs would be needed, which should ideally 
be positioned at opposite ends of the building;

4. Investigations of the existing foundations revealed it would 
be necessary to construct the first floor extension from 
lightweight materials to avoid their reinforcement through 
underpinning;

5. A precast planked floor construction would be both quick 
to install and provide instant protection to the occupied 
accommodation below, the required fire protection between 
floors, and a safe working platform for the contractor to 
progress the first floor works. 

A number of proposals were drawn up with the final 
design evolving out of the criteria above. The construction 
method was a primary driver in the final look of the building, 
but consideration was also given to ensuring that the palette 
of materials was reflective of those already found on the 
surrounding buildings. Respect was also paid to the site 
adjacent, in which it is proposed to house a new Performing 
Arts Centre in a later phase of the masterplan. As a result, the 
extension was at the southern end of the existing building, with 
a new first floor over the entire footprint.

It would be necessary to remove the existing ‘W’ roof 
construction and the gable at the southern end of the building, 
and to cut back part of the tiled portico link to accommodate 
the new first floor. Although the site is free from any significant 
change in level, both of the existing main entrances had stepped 
access, which needed to be replaced by new level and ramped 
access thresholds. In addition to the minor demolition, there 
was some rerouting of the existing services running around the 
building and under the footprint of the new extension, partly to 

Before…and after.
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provide improved ancillary and support accommodation such 
as Science Prep rooms, staff offices, stores, and pupil and staff 
WCs.

The impact on the School during the construction process 
could be minimised through careful consideration of the 
methods and management of construction during the project. 
Accordingly, advice from potential principal contractors 
was sought during the scheme design stage and their advice 
informed the detailed design. 

The final design is a contemporary building, complementing 
the neighbouring buildings, that is functional as a teaching 
facility and is also both sustainable and energy efficient. The 
elevations are a limited palette of materials. The existing 
building retained its brickwork elevations and the new extension 
on the south was constructed in a stock brick to match. The 
entire new first floor was a lightweight metal framework with 

a coloured render finish. Windows and doors were designed 
to match those of the existing areas. The use of ‘green’ or 
sustainable technologies was of prime importance to the School 
brief and so the floor, walls and roof were highly insulated to 
keep the building warm in the winter and cool in the summer, 
minimising the heating and cooling load. The heating for the 
new first floor was a wet underfloor heating system and the new 
areas of the building were designed to be naturally ventilated 
using opening windows and natural stack ventilation expelling 
through the roof. The lighting system was also important for 
the energy consumption of the building, with energy efficient 
fittings on PIR automatic switches and sensor controls used.

The final element of the works was the development of the 
external space though the introduction of new hard landscaped 
pathways and external lighting. Ramps serve the two main 
entrances on the north and south elevations, with carefully 
controlled external lighting to provide safe access around the 
exterior of the buildings.

The construction work commenced in July 2015 and was 
completed in May 2016. The start date was determined by the 
eight week summer holiday being the only long period in the 
school year when the building is not in use. The works were 
carefully designed to use construction techniques that would 
allow the removal of the existing roof and southern gable 
and installation of the first floor plate over these weeks. By 
the time the School returned in September, the construction 
was far enough advanced to allow teaching to continue in the 
building while the works to construct the first floor continued 
above them. This negated the need for costly temporary 
accommodation which would also require further planning 
permission to be sought. 

Ciaran Dance joined BHM in 1999  
and became an Associate in 2004

Felsted School student, Shirley Nannono Senabulya, has had a play shortlisted 
in the National Theatre’s prestigious ‘New Views’ competition. 

Shirley’s play, ‘Bag of Bones’ was selected as one of the top ten nationally 
to be performed as a rehearsed reading at The National Theatre in London, 
directed by the Theatre Staff Director and performed by actors from the 
National Theatre Company. Shirley joined the actors and director in the 
rehearsal room, before viewing the rehearsed reading with her friends and 
family on 6th July.

‘Bag of Bones’ has already been performed as a rehearsed reading at 
Felsted School’s own Hunt Theatre, with Felsted students making up the cast, 
crew and audience to help Shirley refine her piece ready for its London debut.

Shirley’s play was highly praised by the panel of judges, who described it 
as “a brilliant concept” where “every character has a real journey”.

Speaking about her success, Shirley comments: “I am so overwhelmed, I 
wasn’t expecting to get this far and it is such an honour to receive recognition 
for my work.”

&THERE
HERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for ‘Here and There’, please email it to  

Tom Wheare at tom.wheare@gmail.com. Items should not exceed 150 words.  
Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Accolades for young playwright
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The weekly essay – 
June 5th–12th, 1917
David Hargreaves writes a weekly retrospective a 
hundred years after the event

1916 had been a terrible truth-teller. The starkest lesson had 
been that prolonged artillery barrages did not reliably kill off 
those left in the front line: the British had to advance if they were 
ever to defeat the Germans. Haig and his colleagues were better 
learners than their critics have often allowed. In the Battle of 
Messines, which was launched on 7th June, artillery would have 
a subordinate role. The necessary element of surprise would 
come from the detonation of a series of mines laid underneath 
the German trenches, buying British troops precious minutes 
to race across open ground from which they could attack an 
enemy, still dazed and still in their trenches.

It was a good plan. Mindful of the vast destruction the 
detonations would wreak, General Plumer, in command of 
the Second Army, is reputed to have said, ‘Gentlemen, we may 
not make history tomorrow, but we shall certainly change the 
geography.’ Very, very early on the following morning, 19 mines 
were fired in the space of 27 seconds. The noise, both of the 
explosions and the accompanying barrage, was heard in London 
and even in Dublin. The surprise was absolute – an astonishing 
achievement – and at least 10,000 men were killed in the initial 
explosions.

The man in charge of the detonation was Captain Oliver 
Woodward of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company. He 
recalled: ‘At 2 a.m. all troops were withdrawn from the dug-
out and mine systems, and posed in their position for attack. 
At 2.25 a.m., I made the last resistance test, and then made 
the final connection for firing the mines. This was rather 
a nerve-wracking task as one began to feel the strain, and 
wonder whether the leads were properly connected up.’ Nerve-
wracking? The pressures placed on him at this moment must 
have been mind-boggling. The explosion of mines and the 
speed of the Allied attack had stunned the Germans. In total, 
7,200 Germans, 67 artillery pieces, 94 trench mortars and 294 
machine-guns were seized. 

Lieutenant Colonel Feilding of the Connaught Rangers 
took part in the mopping-up operations which followed and 
to read his letters can be an overwhelming experience. He may 
have been one of the victors of the Messines Ridge, but hubris 
played no part in his feelings. Rather the reverse. He noted the 
following extract from German correspondence which had been 
captured. ‘Today the alarm was given… A terrible firing has 
driven us under cover. To the right and left of me my friends 
are all drenched with blood… I pray the Lord will get me out 
of this sap. I swear to it I will be the next. While I am writing 
He still gives us power and loves us. My trousers and tunic are 
drenched in blood, all from my poor mates. I have prayed to 
God He might save me, not for my sake but for my poor parents. 
I feel I could cry out, my thoughts are all the time with them… 
I have already twelve months on the Western Front; have been 
through hard fighting, but never such slaughter.’

The British Government could not dwell in sorrow. Their 
job was to win and for this they needed not just American 
troops and arms, but masses of fresh credit. Despite the fact that 
Arthur Balfour had just returned from what was billed a highly 
successful visit both to the States and Canada, Lloyd George was 
looking for a new Head of the British Mission and now hit upon 
Lord Northcliffe. Buccaneer par excellence, Northcliffe could 
hardly have represented a greater contrast to his frock-coated 
predecessor. News of his appointment provoked a frank letter 
to the Prime Minister from his Parliamentary Private Secretary. 
‘You will be making a damn bad appointment and you will raise 
the devil of a storm in the Liberal Party… Northcliffe is one of 
the biggest intriguers and most unscrupulous people in this 
country… He will do more harm in a week than Balfour has 
done good in a month.’ 

President Wilson was also unenthusiastic, suggesting that 
creating such a position was ‘most unwise and still more unwise 
the choice of the person named.’ But Northcliffe was on his way, 
braving submarine-infested waters and arriving in New York on 
11th June. In a magnificent display of Anglo-Saxon snobbery, 
no one from the British Embassy turned up to greet him.

The experience of General John Pershing, Commander of 
the American Expeditionary Force, could hardly have been 
more different. His arrival in Liverpool on 8th June was filmed 
by the British Intelligence Department and, having been greeted 
by an array of military and civic dignitaries, he left for London 
by special train. The next day he was off to Buckingham Palace 
for a chat with the King who, Pershing recorded, said: ‘I am very 
glad to welcome you. It has always been my dream that the two 
English-speaking nations should some day fight side by side, 
and today my dream is realised. We are fighting for the greatest 
cause that any nation could fight for, namely, civilization.’

At least they were fighting. The Russians appeared to have 
given up on war for meetings. Dmitri Oskin, an elected deputy 
for the army at the All Union Congress of Peasant Deputies in 
Petrograd, records screeds of them. On 8th June, they had a 
distinguished visitor. ‘Leader of the party of Social Democrat 
Bolsheviks Mr Lenin… came up to the rostrum with swift 
steps… He began, speaking in plain language that we, simple 
peasants, could relate to. He said: “The main point is that land 
should be taken immediately from the landowners and given to 
the peasants without compensation. All ownership of land is to be 
eliminated.” I couldn’t concentrate on the words of Lenin’s speech 
but sat staring at him, trying to figure out whether the rumours 
going round about him being a German spy could be true.’

Lenin’s links to the Germans were a matter of speculation. 
By contrast, those of King Constantine of Greece were an 
established fact. For at least two years, the perfidy of this 
monarch had rankled with the Allies, but it had been a 
difficult boil to lance. Now, however, the Southern Front was 
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a theatre in which Allied confidence had grown. On 6th June, 
M. Jonnart, High Commissioner of the Protecting Powers, 
appeared at Athens with a powerful naval squadron. Five days 
later, Constantine abdicated. Jonnart’s suggestion that the now 
ex-King should relocate to the Isle of Wight provoked a less than 
enthusiastic response back in Blighty. George V’s china blue 
eyes reputedly froze over when the idea was mooted. Having 
already given the thumbs down to the Romanovs, who had, 
after all, been fighting the Germans, it would have been highly 
inflammatory to have given the big welcome to a well-known 
chum of the Kaiser. Anyway, the Isle of Wight was inextricably 
associated with all things maritime and these continued to be a 
source of acute unhappiness. Another 107 vessels were sunk or 
incapacitated this week, with the loss of at least 345 lives.

Yet, dismal as the war at sea was, there were those prepared 
to celebrate Jolly Boating Weather. Captain Maurice Baring 
wrote on 5th June from the RFC Headquarters in France to 
Lady Juliet Duff, that he had attended an Old Etonian Dinner 
the previous evening. ‘There were three hundred Old Etonians 

present. I knew about 5 by sight. All my contemporaries 
were Lieutenant Generals. They sang accompanied by the 
Coldstream Band and after dinner everything was broken 
all the plates all the glass all the tables the chandeliers the 
windows the doors the people. A bomb raid was nothing to it.’ 
Upper-class rowdyism should not detract from the enormity of 
sacrifice. 1,157 Etonians died in the war – the greatest number 
of any public school. Baring also observed: ‘There was not one 
representative of the Julian and Billy [Grenfell] generation. 
They have been all killed.’

David Hargreaves has now written over 400,000 words in 155 
essays covering events of the same week in the First World War 

exactly one hundred years later. They view the panorama of 
these terrible years through the prism of individuals. As well as 
war and the pity of war, the essays cover letters and literature, 
sex and crime, food and fashion, and can be viewed online at 

https://centuryjournal.com and schools can subscribe to get 
unlimited access to the essays.

On 28th June, Bishop’s Stortford College welcomed ex-GB hockey captain and Olympic gold medallist Kate Richardson-Walsh, 
for an afternoon of high intensity training with Sports Scholars and an inspirational talk to Senior School pupils.  

Kate, who represented Great Britain and England 375 times during her career and competed in 4 Olympic Games, 
winning bronze in London and gold in Rio, spoke to pupils about her journey to Rio. She focussed on 3 central themes which 
she believes helped her to achieve her gold medal ambitions: vision, challenge and strength.  In her passionate delivery she 
shared how important these themes are, not just in hockey but in any area of life, encouraging pupils to aim high and not to let 
disappointments prevent them from reaching their goals.  She also answered varied and inquisitive questions from the audience 
of pupils and teachers.

Kate led a training session for the top hockey players in Years 7 to 10 which focussed on ball carrying skills and decision 
making under pressure. The pupils enjoyed this intensive training, with one of them commenting, ‘The session was truly 
inspiring – she not only helped us out of our shells, but really explored improvisation and communication with our teammates. 
It was amazing to be coached by such a high level international player.’

&THERE
HERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for 

‘Here and There’, please email it to Tom Wheare at tom.
wheare@gmail.com. Items should not exceed 150 words. 
Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Olympic Gold Medallist shares her keys to success
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Oxford – The Summer 
of 1917
Desmond Devitt is editing Skipper’s War, a 
twice-weekly bulletin from an Oxford school 
community in World War One 

On Saturday 10th June, the Betjeman Society held its AGM at 
The Dragon School, Oxford. This marked the centenary of the 
poet’s joining the school, which was commemorated by a plaque 
unveiled by the Headmaster, John Baugh, and a Year 2 pupil, 
Charlotte Austen. 

Betjeman recalled the war years in his autobiographical 
Summoned By Bells, and particularly the then headmaster, the 
legendary Skipper Lynam. 

‘Before the hymn the Skipper would announce
The latest names of those who’d lost their lives
For King and Country and the Dragon School.
Sometimes his gruff old voice was full of tears
When a particular favourite had been killed…’

John Betjeman was a pupil at the school from 1917 to 1920. 
Disliking sport, the future Poet Laureate achieved distinction 
at the Dragon by his performances in the regular school 
productions of Gilbert and Sullivan and Shakespeare. His own 
gift for poetry was soon recognised and his first published 
works were in the school magazine, The Draconian.

This magazine is one of the reasons why the school’s history 
is so well documented, but, unlike most school magazines 
which were the work of the school itself, The Draconian was 
the idea and work of three former pupils at Winchester College, 
Robert Johnson, Robert Holland and Henry Spurling, who 
wished to keep in touch with fellow Old Dragons and issued 
the first edition in 1889. Their stated objective was ‘to tighten 
the bond of union between friendships that would otherwise be 
severed…’ – the Facebook of its day. Not surprisingly perhaps, 
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the boys got into financial difficulties and Skipper Lynam 
took it over in 1893. Thereafter Old Dragons reported their 
achievements back to him and they kept writing in the war 
years that followed. 

It is generally understood that the ‘Public Schools’ and their 
headmasters inspired loyalty and the sense of duty with which 
many ‘Old Boys’ joined up in 1914-18. That the former pupils of 
a preparatory school should display such loyalty to both their 
headmaster and their school was unusual. As one observed, 
‘unlike almost any other private school one has ever heard of, 
the Dragon School has its distinctive spirit and ethos, that it 
makes an appeal and evokes a loyalty similar in kind to those of 
the best Public Schools.’ 

Skipper was famous for his Logs of the Blue Dragon, 
accounts of his sailing expeditions (for which he won the Royal 
Cruising Club Challenge Cup of 1912). Thus, come 2014, what 
better way to present the massive collection of letters, diary 
extracts, pictures and poems from all the theatres of war than 
in the form of Skipper’s (b)log. 

As fascinating as the stories of the Old Dragons at war are, 
school life during this period turns out to be equally thought 
provoking.

The charitable status of many of today’s private schools 
requires that they share their facilities for the public benefit. In 
1917 there was no such requirement – but it happened anyway. 
When the ten year old John Betjeman joined the Oxford 
Preparatory School as a boarder in the Summer Term of 1917, 
Skipper Lynam, made it clear that children were expected to 
‘do their bit.’ 

The Oxford Preparatory School (often known as Lynam’s 
and soon enough as The Dragon) was already sharing the use 
of their newly built shooting range with the military, and the 
school Ford char-à-banc had been converted into an ambulance 
that could meet wounded soldiers at Oxford Station and ferry 
them to one of the Oxford hospitals. But this did not involve 
the children. 

Their turn came in June 1915, with two visits of parties 
of wounded soldiers from the Base Hospital and Somerville 
College. “On the first occasion,” The Draconian noted, “the 
soldiers played cricket in the nets, and in spite of bandages and 
crutches, bowled and batted with much skill. Form VIa were 
their hosts and bowled at them till tea-time; after tea, hosts 
and visitors mutually entertained each other with songs and 
recitations: one professional comedian, just home from the 

trenches, seems to have been well enough to stand on his head 
and sing until he was ‘as-you-wered’ by a companion who was 
afraid the strawberries and cream wouldn’t stand the inverted 
position any longer.” 

In the summer of 1917, when mild mumps and German 
measles made inter-school matches impossible, Sister Wilkinson 
(who had left the OPS for the Radcliffe Infirmary in 1914) sent 
up teams of officers recovering in Somerville College to play 
matches against the boys. “One can imagine no surroundings 
in the world more fitted for the healing and comforting of the 
scars of life, than among the boys at Lynam’s” wrote one of the 
officers.

Nor were their visits restricted to cricket. On Sports Day 
they muscled in on the Tug of War competition, until they 
managed to break the rope! A special race was organised: “One 
of the most exciting races of the afternoon was the 100 yards 
race for officers – a pair of crutches won by inches from a bath 
chair, and the prize-winners received a stirring reception at the 
next day’s prize-giving.”

The prize-giving included a Challenge Cup inscribed 
“From the Officers now in Somerville. July 1917” which was 
presented to the School, to be awarded each year by the vote 
of the whole school to the boy who “has the most gentlemanly 
bearing and best influence on other boys.”

Just how much the young had helped re-invigorate battle-
scarred soldiers can be seen in ‘An Appreciation’ written by 
one of the officers. “To us it has been unalloyed pleasure and 
no words could express our gratitude in being privileged to 
enjoy so many happy afternoons among the boys… The golden 
days of youth came back to us this summer, those glorious days 
when enthusiasms are fresh and alive, when one never sickens 
of effort and when the game we play is everything to us… You 
have given us many happy days and have helped us once again 
to re-discover the springs of youthful joyousness and love of 
life. May the memory of those happy days, spent with you on 
the banks of the Cher, ever live with us, go with us when we 
return to duty…”

And were the boys traumatised by what they saw and heard 
about the war? Betjeman suggests not, 

‘for the trenches and the guns
Meant less to us than bicycles and gangs
And marzipan and what there was for prep.’

Desmond Devitt retired from the Dragon School in December 
2015 after nearly forty years on the staff. www.skipperswar.com 
publishes twice weekly in real time + 100 years. (Also supported 

by Twitter & Facebook). The index allows easy identification 
of the characters, the battles and themes. It is also possible to 

search by schools or University College, which should make it a 
useful resource for WW1 projects!

It is generally understood  
that the ‘Public Schools’  
and their headmasters  
inspired loyalty and the  

sense of duty with which  
many ‘Old Boys’ joined  

up in 1914-18.
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‘If’ fifty years on
Hugh Wright ponders  
the significance of the  
unopened letter

Little did either David Ashcroft, the Headmaster of Cheltenham 
College, or Old Cheltonian film director Lindsay Anderson 
know when they met fifty years ago in September 1967 to 
discuss a proposal to film ‘If ’ at the College, that it would have 
such a universal and lasting impact. Its insights into why and 
how young people can be radicalized and turn to extreme 
violence have in recent years become even more relevant than 
they were when the film was released. In November 1968, a 
week after it was first shown, Lindsay Anderson received a 
letter from David Ashcroft, who had been invited to the private 
view by way of thanks for allowing the College to be used as the 
main location. This letter remained unopened on the Director’s 
mantelpiece for seven years. Malcolm McDowell, who was the 
lead in three of Lindsay Anderson’s films, said that the reason 
Lindsay Anderson did not open it was that he did not want to 
read, ‘You betrayed us’. I doubt, as events have shown, that this 
was what the letter said. 

When both were invited to write about ‘If ’ for this magazine 
twenty-five years later, they responded in very different ways. 
They would never agree on what had happened at that first 
meeting, let alone on all that followed, and it was, sadly, the last 
piece that Lindsay Anderson wrote, since he died a few weeks 

later. So the fact that David Ashcroft’s letter remained unopened 
for so long should perhaps remain as his only, if unspoken and 
unadmitted, sign of remorse. There is no doubt that he knew 
that he had not leveled with the school about the nature or the 
message of the film that he was allowed to shoot there. The 
script shown after their first meeting bore little relation to the 
one used for the filming. Lindsay Anderson wrote a letter to 
David Ashcroft in 1968 from Paris, while working there on the 
film, saying that the Sorbonne riots of that year had begun to be 
serious and that he wanted to ‘turn the screw a bit’. He did not 
say what that meant, nor reveal fully the extent of the changes 
that would ensue. The cast of the film, who were put up by the 
staff while filming, expressed surprise at the time that they 
were being allowed to make it, and admired the imagination 
this showed.

Both men deserve credit. After all, it won the Palm D’Or 
at Cannes that year and has never stopped being shown since. 
David Ashcroft concluded in his C&CR article on it twenty-
five years later that it was a very good film indeed and that he 
found living with the event stimulating and enjoyable. Lindsay 
Anderson was prophetic in ways that become clearer as time 
passes. His film, by not being set in an exact period and with no 

Film director Linday Anderson on the set of If
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national politics, instantly became universal, rather like a Greek 
tragedy. We can now look back on the Paris Student riots which 
shaped it, the revolt in Tiananmen Square twenty-five years 
on from them and now, fifty years on, the appalling violence 
of young Jihadists, most recently in Manchester. ‘If ’ portrays 
the institutional faults of a society and penetrates the mindset 
of the young revolutionaries it was producing. We can perhaps 
understand them better now than we did then, as well as seeing 
them on an international scale that is new.

I wish Lindsay Anderson had opened that letter straight 
away all those years ago, but fifty years later their disagreements 
can be allowed to fade into oblivion. Many may still wonder 
that such an outspoken and audacious film was shot in term 
time with the full cooperation of all concerned. The ground 
breaking full frontal nudity of a housemaster’s wife alone in 
the boys’ washroom and the raw violence of the beating of the 
three rebels by the ‘whips’ or prefects are shocking even now. 
No wonder Lindsay Anderson did not personally attend the 
preview – the only time he missed one. They had been shot 
elsewhere and, perhaps needless to say, had not been in the 
original script.

One of the triumphs of the film is that it was shot on a 
very low budget which meant that the school received very 
little payment, and the staff, boys and citizens of Cheltenham 
in it none. The scenes in sepia were an economy measure but 
very effective. Its episodic nature was at first down to minimal 
time spent filming, but is one of the things that makes the film 
so effective. The actors were at the beginning of their careers, 
but Malcolm McDowell, the anti-hero, became famous for this 
role. Another triumph is the blend of realism and lyricism. Its 
locations have a lot to do with that, especially the scenes chosen 
so well by Lindsay Anderson in and around his old school.

This realism led many, and not a few heads in the HMC at 
the time, to complain bitterly that David Ashcroft had let the 
side down. As David Ashcroft wrote in this magazine, ‘Some 
people as a rule are not well versed in distinguishing realism 
from truth’. Nicely put. A few, but only a few, of his HMC 
colleagues were supportive at the time. John Rae, Headmaster 
of Westminster School and no stranger to controversy, was 
hugely supportive. The film was not au fond about schools at all. 
As Lindsay Anderson said in his reply in 1994, ‘In Europe the 
implications of ‘If ’ were correctly understood as extending far 
beyond the English Educational system … ‘If ’ was not designed 
as a film about my school days at Cheltenham.’ Its masters 
and prefects stood for any atrophied establishment and the 
institution as a microcosm of British life.

It has been observed that Lindsay Anderson was a rebel 
who retained a sentimental attachment to much of what he 
attacked, even with its howling hypocrisies and air of post 
imperial doom. His parents were part of the Raj – he was from 
a forces family in India and his boyhood in the 1920s was spent 
there, like so many Cheltonians from the College’s foundation 
in the 1840s until recent times. The Edwardian uniforms of 
the boys and their acceptance of rituals are observed in telling 
detail. They also make it timeless. His sentimental attachment, 
as well as his horror and resentment, come over strongly in the 
opening scenes where the boys are arriving back to school at the 
beginning of a term and throughout the rest of the film. The 
scenes where the rebels have to clear out cupboards and burn 
their contents as punishment for wrecking a CCF Field Day by 
using live ammunition are pure nostalgia. Cheltenham, from its 

links with Empire, had a huge museum in its early days, whose 
exhibits had for the most part been brought back as trophies 
and then donated to the school.

When the large building opposite the chapel that housed 
the museum became the dining hall, its exhibits were relocated 
to be stored all over the school wherever room could be found. 
I was personally made responsible for dealing with the last of 
them in the 1970s, and even then they filled a classroom and 
many cellars before they were taken by The Liverpool Museum. 
I well remember coming across a group of mummified cats 
in a broken display case at the far end of the long dark cellars 
of Thirlestaine House. In the film, the discovery of a human 
embryo in a bottle under the stage is a tragicomic touch 
which shows how much Lindsay Anderson could recall of the 
delightful oddities of his schooldays in affectionate detail. He 
seems to have been generally happy there – he was head of his 
house in 1941 and went on to Wadham College, Oxford. Notice 
that the fatal bullet at the end of the film, the one that kills the 
headmaster on speech day, was fired by a girl from the town 
and not one of the boys. Is this a tacit hint that assassinating the 
head was a step too far even for them to take? She had described 
herself as a tigress and killed Mike Travis while they were both 
naked in a mock fight at their first meeting! There is often in 
this story a heady mix of sex and violence. They had, though, 
shown no such inhibition in shooting the chaplain on Field Day. 
Institutional religion takes a merciless hammering throughout, 
often in the splendour of the College Chapel, Victorian Gothic 
in the style of King’s College, Cambridge.

The plot, though simple, is integral to the film’s message. 
The whole is divided into eight distinct and separate episodes 
each with a title. The last four are Discipline, Resistance, Forth 
to War and Crusaders. The rebels in the credits at the end are 
collectively titled Crusaders – a telling pre-echo of the Jihadists 
of our times. The story unfolds slowly, through a series of set 
pieces. Those at each level of the hierarchy oppressed all those 
in the ranks below them in rituals, punishments and careless 
self-indulgence that had become institutionalized and that are 
repeated in the daily routine from which there is no escape. 
They mould the events in the life of the rebels’ House, College 
House, and the whole of the College during the single term 
portrayed in the film.
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The film attacks many things, but centrally it can be seen 
as a study of how authority is imposed from above and how an 
institution moulds everyone in it. The head mouths platitudes, 
tells the prefects he understands the changing times, tells the 
rebels too he understands them. On Speech Day he tells the 
parents that the school is changing, despite its flaunting of the 
traditions on which its ethos and life are based. Especially, he 
makes no attempt to alter the rigid hierarchy under him. This 
is even more true in the house, where the housemaster is aware 
of the cruelty and oppression at all levels in his house but does 
nothing to interfere with them. It is easy to transpose all these 
levels in the hierarchy into their equivalents in wider society.

The academic staff are portrayed as playing a part that only 
occasionally overlaps with the life of the boys. That detachment 
is one of the obvious reasons why the corruption has become 
so ingrained. Their eccentricities and occasional sadism were 
taken from the film makers’ memories of their own school 
days. In particular, the content of the sixth form lessons in Latin 
and History depicted in the film, was carefully chosen to show 
that, in an academically detached way, the rebels were being 
introduced to examples of past dictatorships and their influence 
drawn from recent and ancient European history. They were 
even being taught how the young can be taught to become 
violent. These lessons are followed by the terrible beating by the 
prefects of the rebels and the very realistic mock battle of Field 
day where all, from the very youngest, are seen as enjoying the 
use of weapons, including bayonets, and the use of explosives.

The whole institution, then, is revealed as a hot bed for the 
violent revolution which ends the film. The rebels saw the regime’s 
faults from underneath and had no plans other than to destroy it. 
In that respect they were different from the rebels in Paris in the 
1960s and those who protested in China in the 1980s against the 
Cultural Revolution. Those young people had Utopian ideals. In 
contrast, the rebels in ‘If ’ are violent simply because they need an 
outlet for their rage against their oppressors.

Graham Crowden, who played the delightful history master 
who habitually cycled into the classroom, understood the film 

simply as depicting the state of the country then, and the rebels 
as undermining the establishment. He expressed surprise 
that the class Lindsay Anderson and Michael Medwin, his co 
producer, were sending up as rotten, seemed to greatly enjoy the 
film. He did not think they would do anything about it. Fifty 
years on, another group of rebels, on an international scale and 
reacting to Western society as a whole, also seems to believe, 
like the film’s anti-hero, Mick Travis, that ‘one man can change 
the world with a bullet in the right place’ and that ‘violence and 
revolution are the only pure acts’. He saw the game as rigged, so 
he thought you might as well trash the rules.

All of this has a now sadly familiar ring. Lindsay Anderson’s 
sometimes absurdist vision has not dated in any respect. 
His headmaster, when sentencing the rebels with community 
service after their first excursion into violence, said that they 
were too intelligent to be rebels. His blindness to what was 
really going on in his school and the platitudes he keeps uttering 
are not mere satire. Some are quotations from real speeches. 
The passions of the rebels were fuelled by this complacency, 
by rigid conservatism, by alcohol and simply by a desire to 
escape. They were surrounded by violence, became obsessed 
with blood. They had to endure the chaplain’s Field Day sermon 
while in military uniform in chapel. From the pulpit he claimed 
that the ultimate sin was desertion, militarism supported by 
religion all part of the heady mix.

Fifty years on, ‘If ’ has not lost any of its relevance or its 
impact, and, indeed, it seems to be more true now than it was 
then. It was never about schools or a particular school. They 
have changed, but certain things in society seem, sadly, not to 
have changed enough.

Hugh Wright taught at Cheltenham College where he was 
Head of Classics and a Housemaster. He was later Headmaster 

of Stockport Grammar School, then Gresham’s School, Holt 
before becoming Chief Master of King Edward’s School, 

Birmingham.

Cheltenham College
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Mind the gap
Kevin  
Stannard 
reviews...

Family Background and  
University Success: Differences 
in higher education access and 
outcomes in England. 

Crawford, C., Dearden, L., 
Micklewright, J. and Vignoles, A. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press 
2017 ISBN 978-0-199689-13-2

This is a slim volume, its brevity belying its evidentiary heft. It 
stems from a Nuffield Foundation project investigating access 
to higher education by students from different socio-economic 
backgrounds. The plot focuses on the economics of higher 
education and its social corollaries, but the scene of the crime 
turns out to be schools.

The headline finding is that the introduction of university 
tuition fees has not resulted in increased inequalities in access. 
The report finds that there was no decline in university 
enrolment following the hike in fees in 2012, and no evidence 
that it discouraged many young people from poorer backgrounds 
from going to university. In fact, participation rates rose 
more rapidly among those from more deprived backgrounds. 
(However, UCAS recently reported a small fall in the number 
of applicants in 2016-17.)

The authors argue that reform was needed after the 
expansion of higher education in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
alternatives are put through their paces: no fees, with HE 
funded out of general taxation; charging fees and offering 
loans; or no fees and repayment through a graduate tax. It 
is clear where the authors’ preference lies: while the English 
system has higher fees compared with our Commonwealth 
cousins, income-contingent loans provide relatively strong 
support for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

They are not complacent about their finding. Most of the 
book is about the wide gap in access that predates and continues 
to coexist with changes in the funding system. 

Despite the significant expansion in higher education 
through the twentieth century (the cohort going to university 
rising from 1% to 33%), social differences have stubbornly 
persisted. Young people from less advantaged backgrounds are 
much less likely to go to university at all, and if they do go, it is 

much less likely that it will be to higher status institutions.
There are difficulties in the way the authors define 

disadvantage. They relate family background to income, 
parental education and occupation, but also (because of the way 
some of the data are collected) to local area living standards. 
There is no acknowledgement of the ‘ecological fallacy’– that 
living in an area defined as ‘poor’ is not a fool-proof signifier of 
deprivation at a family or individual level. The datasets used in 
the study dictate the definitions.

At points the effort to reconcile datasets muddies the waters. 
The authors give prominence to a table showing England doing 
pretty well in terms of the chances of poorer students going to 
university – England appears high in the table, albeit behind 
Iceland, Turkey and Portugal, but well ahead of the rest of 
Europe, USA, Canada and New Zealand. But definitions of 
‘deprivation’ and even ‘higher education’ are slippery, and the 
authors make clear at length that the table is not to be trusted. 
It simply shows that England is not alone.

Most of the graphs and tables set out to compare the 
richest and poorest quintiles, and do not address the question 
of whether disparities are tapered towards the bottom quintile, 
or concentrated largely in the very poorest group. This surely 
matters in formulating policies to address the inequalities 
described.

Methodological criticisms seem mean-spirited and 
obfuscating, given the accumulated evidence that lacunae 
exist in applications, offers, drop-out and completion rates, 
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or call +44(0) 1491 820382
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degree results and career trajectories and earnings. Gaps in 
participation rates in fact grew between 1940 and 2000, despite 
every social class increasing its participation rate.

In seeking to explain these inequalities, tuition fees turn 
out to constitute a straw man. The root cause of unequal access 
seems to have little to do with higher education itself. The 
authors argue that initiatives by universities aimed at increasing 
applications from poorer students largely miss the main point. 

The key is prior attainment, defined in terms of school 
exam success. A central claim of the book is that differences 
in achievement in school exams can explain virtually all of 
the socio-economic difference in participation rates; and that 
most of this hangs on GCSEs. (While exam results constitute 
the main players, the authors assign a walk-on role to choice 
of subjects. The relative under-representation of so-called 
facilitating subjects in the portfolios of poorer students plays 
a part – albeit marginal – in inequalities of access to elite 
institutions.)

We know from earlier research that socio-economic 
differences in children’s achievement emerge early in life and 
widen progressively over time. There is a gap even for those 
children who show the same ability at age 7. Poorer children are 
much less likely to maintain a high achievement trajectory, and 
the differences become particularly marked up to GCSE.

Prior attainment is so crucial that if one controls for exam 
results, there is only a very small difference between schools 
in terms of HE participation. Put another way, within-school 
variations exist in HE participation rates between richer and 
poorer students. This is unsurprising, given what we know 
about poorer pupils doing less well than their more prosperous 
peers in the same school. 

They conclude from this that factors other than school have 
a bearing – including extra tutoring, extra-curricular activities, 
and help with homework. The inference is that these work 
through increasing the prospects of exam success, benefiting 
the better off. Verily, To the one who has, more will be given. By 
eliding HE participation into prior exam success, the inference 
is that the problem can be solved in schools. But the evidence 
of within-school variability tends to undermine the contention 
that the solution lies in schools rather than in society. Which 
is fortunate, because as far as school strategies are concerned, 
the book draws a blank, admitting that there is no silver bullet.

Much of the book’s treatment of school effects uses a 
dataset that excludes independent schools. However, they draw 
on different sources to explore the relationship between school 
type and university attainment. Their data suggest that students 
who attended a private or selective state school were more likely 
to have achieved a first or a 2:1, compared with their peers who 
attended non-selective state schools; but once allowance is made 
for prior attainment and student characteristics, the position 
appears to be reversed. This finding in itself is not outlandish, 
given the grit necessary for some pupils to reach university in 
the first place; and previous efforts to rule such conclusions out 
on methodological grounds seem beside the point. However, the 
authors acknowledge that geographical selection – with better-
off parents being able to situate themselves in the catchment 
areas of high-performing but non-selective state schools – 
confuses the categories that they employ.

Given the early onset of inequalities and the path 
dependency that ensues, the levers available to universities 
are limited in number and efficacy. The authors advocate 

using contextualised data and differential conditional offers, 
to which there can really be no objection. It would follow, 
though, given what the study shows about in-school variation, 
that consideration of context should go well beyond mere 
school type. It would also depend on more consistent and 
transparent use of definitions of disadvantage than is displayed 
in this book. An individual’s chances should not depend on 
the characteristics of the constituency in which she lives. A lot 
of the fair access debate and associated initiatives assume that 
the deficit lies in students’ aspirations, knowledge or resources. 
But attempts to level the playing field through ‘aim higher’ 
initiatives will have only a marginal effect as long as prior 
attainment remains the key discriminator. 

In showing that (unspecified) solutions might well lie in 
schools rather than universities, the authors are too ready to 
let higher education off the hook. Universities used to have a 
great deal more involvement with schools; their disengagement 
from the secondary sector is relatively recent and much to 
be regretted. The public examination system was created by 
the universities, which until relatively recently actually ran 
the exam boards themselves. Yet the authors say nothing 
about whether or how higher education might re-engage with 
assessment in order to make both exams and admissions fairer. 
Moreover, universities have in effect vetoed efforts to introduce 
post-qualification application – a reform which the Schwartz 
Report in 2004 argued might well benefit bright pupils at less 
high-performing schools.

Some school subjects owe their very existence to the 
proselytising activities of university lecturers going back to late 
Victorian times. A group of Young Turks at Cambridge in the 
1960s secured the success of the spatial-quantitative revolution 
in geography in the 1960s by convening a conference – for 
secondary school teachers. Through such means, universities 
have helped to inspire teachers and, through them, students.

Given today’s narrowly-focused accountability regime, 
there seems to be little incentive for HE institutions and 
academics to re-engage with secondary schools in a meaningful 
way. Building more substantial bridges to schools – igniting 
the intellectual interests of school pupils irrespective of social 
background, and helping to shape curriculum and assessments 
to match, should feature more prominently in university 
mission statements.

Dr Kevin Stannard is Director of Innovation and  
Learning at the GDST

A central claim of the 
book is that differences in 

achievement in school exams 
can explain virtually all of the 
socio-economic difference in 
participation rates; and that 

most of this hangs on GCSEs.
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Financial Times for 
Sixth Formers
Andrew Jack on how the FT will inform 
tomorrow’s leaders

The Financial Times has launched a programme to offer free 
access to its journalism for sixth forms across the UK, in an 
exciting new project designed to help supplement classroom 
study and better prepare students for university and work.

Schools, teachers and their students in secondary education 
aged 16-18 now have the chance to read FT.com articles, 
allowing them to receive its award-winning news, analysis and 
opinion articles as well as data, video and podcasts.

The main objective is to provide high quality content from 
our leading global network of writers and contributors that 
teachers and their students will find useful in the classroom, 
in discussions and in their wider reading. Examiners and 
interviewers see the value of such broader material to allow the 
best students to stand out.

We are currently seeking teachers who are willing to join 
our panel of advisers to help select suitable FT.com content, 
describe its relevance and suggest discussion questions for 
the classroom. We are also looking for ideas on how best to 
engage students directly, through quizzes, discussions and 
short written comments about our articles.

While universities and other organisations can already 
receive discounted subscriptions, a partnership with Lloyds 
Bank has allowed the FT for the first time to provide its content 
for free to a younger age group which it believes will benefit.

In the long-term, we hope some students who come across 
the FT for the first time will realise the benefits of our journalism 

and remain regular readers. We are sure that teachers – many of 
whom already read the FT – will be happy to receive it for free 
and explore new ways to use it in the classroom.

Krishan Puvvada, a sixth former from The Leys School in 
Cambridge, who first proposed the idea to the FT in summer 
2016, says: “It is very important that young people like myself 
better understand economics, business, finance and politics in 
preparation for working life after school, and appreciate the 
value in what is taught in lessons. This initiative enables both 
because it really can bridge the gap between the classroom 
and the real world. I hope many other students find the FT 
engaging, inspiring and useful.”

The FT worked with Krishan, his peers and his school to 
refine the idea, which was launched in summer 2017. Martin 
Priestley, his headmaster, said: “I am very excited about this 
project. The Leys has been involved in the trial for this and one 
of our sixth formers, Krishan, has been deeply engaged with the 
FT in developing this idea which I am sure will be welcomed by 
my colleagues across the country. I applaud Krishan’s initiative 
and the FT’s willingness to engage with young people in this 
enriching way.”

The project comes at an important time in the debate over 
the value of the media. It follows rising concern about ‘fake 
news’ in the era of Donald Trump, and the need to clearly 
distinguish high quality journalism from manipulation and 
propaganda. 

Krishan meets John Ridding, FT’s CEO



Autumn 2017    57

Words

There are broader worries about the pressure on traditional 
media groups to invest as advertising income falls and internet 
users focus on free content from sometimes questionable 
sources. The FT has always believed readers see the value of 
paying for its content, and their subscriptions account for most 
of our revenue. 

We have always stressed the importance of reporting 
‘without fear or favour’, providing insights from our large 
network of specialist correspondents and reporters based in 
countries around the world, as well as a wide variety of 
distinguished external contributors. 

The FT maintains a focus on ‘news you can use’ regardless 
of readers’ ideology, with a clear separation between its fact-
based reporting on one hand, and the views of editorials and 
opinion pieces on the other.

While it is highly regarded among investors and others 
who work in finance, the FT has a far broader reach. Its 
coverage spans not only business, markets and economics but 
also politics, foreign affairs, social issues, the arts and culture 
around the world.

Its subscribers reflect and demand that mix of contents: 
they are international (with only a minority based in the UK), 
and include decision-makers from government, think tanks, 
academia, and the public and non-profit as well as private sectors.

Alongside articles, it provides an increasing range of video 
and audio interviews and reports; and interactive graphics to 

track trends such as election polls. It offers a weekly current 
affairs news quiz, and produces a range of specialist email 
newsletters around themes from economics to politics.

Jean Reddan, head of marketing at Lloyds Bank, the FT’s 
partner, said: ‘We feel extremely passionate about this initiative 
– through our strength, empathy and experience, we’re eager to 
support and be by the side of the younger generation, as they 
look to the future and prepare to take their next step.’

FT for schools
•	 UK sixth forms can sign up for free access to FT.com at 

www.ft.com/secondaryschools 
•	 Readers can visit our hub at www.ft.com/schools to view 

a selection of relevant content
•	 We will distribute a weekly newsletter with a selection of 

recommended articles
•	 Any teachers willing to join the FT advisory panel or 

who have suggestions for the project can email schools@
ft.com 

Andrew Jack is head of curated content at the FT. He joined in 
1990, and worked as a reporter and editor in the UK, France and 

Russia. His current role includes overseeing a range of email 
newsletters to help readers cope through the information overload 

by identifying, linking and commenting on important stories.

Reigate Grammar School’s 
Changing Lives campaign to give more 
children the opportunity to share in the 
exceptional education the school offers has 
been recognised in a national award.

The Institute of Development 
Professionals in Education award 
for Fundraising Campaign of the Year was 
presented to Foundation Director Sean Davey 
and colleagues by broadcaster Michael Buerk. 

 Some £4 million has already been 
raised and there are now 29 Scholars at 
RGS. The aim now is to build the fund to 
support at least 50 ‘1675 Scholars’ at the 
school by 2025 to mark its 350th anniversary.

Mr Davey said: ‘The ‘dice-roll’ of 
birth continues to have a skewed 
influence on a child’s life chances. 
However, through our Open Access 
philosophy the school is seeking to break the 
link between demography and destiny by 
boosting social mobility in local community.’

&THERE
HERE If you have news of topical interest, however brief, for 

‘Here and There’, please email it to Tom Wheare at tom.
wheare@gmail.com. Items should not exceed 150 words. 
Good colour photographs are also welcome.

Award for Reigate Grammar School  
Changing Lives campaign
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Food for thought and 
time to digest
Jason Morrow found the conference season 
surprisingly stimulating

The end of the school year is always such a good opportunity for 
reflection and planning for the areas of development on which 
to focus in the coming year. In the US it is also a traditional 
time for some of the main school leadership conferences 
and I have been fortunate this year to attend two separate 
conferences which have given me plenty of food for thought 
over the summer. It doesn’t hurt that the conferences were 
both in stunning locations, the shores of Lake Tahoe for one 
and the historic centre of Philadelphia for the other – always 
an interesting place for those with a British connection in the 
4th July season. There I discovered in the first session that I 
had perhaps underestimated the spike in patriotism around 
this time of year when I volunteered a mischievous response 
to a question from the facilitator, who is a proud resident of 
Yorktown, Virginia and wanted to know why his home town is 

so famous. My answer ‘A terrible travesty in history?’ received a 
withering look and it took about half a day to rebuild relations. 
Philadelphia remains one of my favourite cities in the US, as 
the influence of Enlightenment ideas and belief in education, 
the sciences and self-improvement have left such a rich cultural 
legacy. The newly opened Museum of the American Revolution 
draws on that civic tradition and presents a much more balanced 
and thoughtful treatment of the subject than is the case in 
many national museums. Spending time in Independence Hall 
and reading about the months of close scrutiny and extended 
debate and discussion also served as a good reminder of how 
representative democracy is supposed to operate. I share below 
some reflections on the Philadelphia conference which I hope 
may be of some interest and offer an insight into some of the 
main strands in the US schools at present.



http://www.independentoutdoor.org.uk/conference-2017 
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Brendan Wignall, Headmaster,
Ellesmere College, UK
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email Anne Louise Williams, awilliams@worldacademysport.com
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The conference in Philadelphia was a first joint event for 
the two main Principals’ associations in the US – the National 
Association of Elementary School Principals and the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals – and it brought 
together over 3000 delegates working in public and private 
schools, as well as school districts, from across the country. The 
opening presentations had plenty of razzmatazz with a complex 
light show, upbeat musical numbers for each of the speakers, 
including a love-song dedication to one accompanying spouse, 
and culminating in presentation of the flag, the pledge of 
allegiance and singing of the national anthem. One very telling 
moment in a conference which included more applause per 
session than the average awards ceremony was when a recorded 
message from Education Secretary Betsy DeVos was greeted 
by absolute silence. Relations between most of the educational 
establishment in the US and DeVos are so strained that Michael 
Gove’s tenure as Secretary of State for Education looks cosy 
by comparison. It did seem a missed opportunity for DeVos 
not to attend a conference bringing together so many school 
leaders because of a ‘diary clash’, but the response to her 
recorded message suggests it was unlikely to have extended 
a very warm welcome. One thing that became very clear 
across both conferences, and which slightly surprised me 
given how much the situation has changed in the UK, is the 
continued primacy and power of School Districts and District 
Superintendents of Education. It also helped to explain the 
hostility to DeVos as Education Secretary, as she has long 
championed the US equivalent of academies – Charter Schools 
– and is committed to weakening the hold of School Districts 
on the system. Having said that, she struck a conciliatory tone 

in her message, speaking of wanting to work with as wide a 
spectrum of people as possible to secure success for every child, 
and inviting feedback and suggestions to a new email account 
at the Department of Education. Judging on the comments 
from those around me and over coffee in the subsequent break, 
I suspect not all the responses to solutions@ed.gov are likely to 
be entirely constructive or collaborative.

There was, however, no lack of enthusiasm, drive and lively 
discussion over the four days of the conference, not to mention 
a pretty relentless schedule which had sessions running from 
7.30 am each day. Although there were a few disappointing 
sessions, the overall calibre, breadth and insight of the speakers 
was undoubtedly the highest of any conference I’ve attended, 
and I left feeling refreshed and excited to have the summer to 
read more on some of the topics explored and reflect on how to 
share some of the insights with colleagues at the start of the new 
year. There was plenty of American ‘can do’ energy in some of 
the talks, such as Alabama Principal of the Year Danny Steele’s 
compelling ‘Awesomeness is a choice’, or a very amusing and 
practical session by Dr Stephanie Johnson and Diane Watkins 
on monitoring instruction and motivating staff to create a 
positive school culture. Their witty characterization of the ten 
most common trouble makers Heads encounter in school, like 
Debbie D Drama Queen, Negative Ned and Bob D Backstabber, 
clearly resonated with many in the hall and helped reiterate how 
crucial retaining a sense of perspective and a sense of humour is 
in school leadership. One of the most thoughtful presentations 
was given by MIT Professor Sherry Turkle on the impact of 
social media and technology such as smartphones on adults and 
children. Although still early days in our interaction with both 
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these features of modern life, Turkle’s fifteen year study suggests 
that they are already starting to affect significant aspects of our 
psychological development and well-being, particularly our 
ability to be alone with our thoughts or meaningfully together 
with others, and on the capacity of adolescents for empathy. 
There may also be links to the increased perfectionism in 
young people that many involved in schools have also observed 
over recent years. Turkle’s advice was relatively simple and 
focussed on schools actively promoting and valuing face to 
face mentoring and feedback, cultivating opportunities for 
solitude and individual reflection, and recognizing the critical 
importance of uni-tasking rather than constant multi-tasking. 

The most provocative speaker was Arizona State researcher 
Mike Schmoker, who gave an engaging and at times iconoclastic 
presentation on teaching and leading with focus to maximize the 
impact on students. Schmoker insisted that the keys to success 
and high quality learning are actually well known but too often 
underestimated or overwhelmed by endless innovation. He 
advocated having a clear and closely monitored curriculum, 
an emphasis on developing strong literacy skills, and explicit 
instruction which has lots of repetition and consolidation. He 
poured particular scorn on the failure of spending more than 
$18 billion annually in the US on Professional Development 
to improve outcomes for students, describing the whole sector 
as being utterly non evidence-based where “whims, fads, 
opportunism and ideology prevail.” There was lots of awkward 
shifting in seats when he shared assessment expert Tom 
Guskey’s comment ‘Every time the Head goes to a conference, 
the teachers get worried, because they know s/he’s going to come 

back with something s/he wants to try.’ Although overstated at 
times, Schmoker certainly had plenty of supporting evidence 
ranging from Hattie and Hirsch to Marzano and Collins, and 
at the very least, he gave me pause to consider a few possible 
initiatives for the new year, and whether or not less could be 
more, not to mention a relief for staff!

Time away from the city and exploring the wonders of a few 
of America’s national parks – Yosemite and Acadia this summer 
– are next on my agenda. Having initially been unsure of the 
timing of the conferences right at the end of the school year, 
when energy reserves tend to be depleted, I actually think it 
worked well as it leaves the time and space for ideas to percolate 
which can be so hard to achieve during term. It also promises 
to be an exciting year for the school as we ended our tenth 
anniversary with the announcement that we are extending 
the school to have an Upper School from September 2018, so 
I suspect those energy levels will need to be fully replenished 
by September. One of the interesting aspects of working at the 
school is sharing with prospective parents the separate British, 
international and New York strands which contribute to the 
school’s ethos and approach. We had fun at the end of the year 
when we were lucky enough to welcome the brilliant artist 
André Charles to the school. He worked for over a week with 
students and staff to transform one of the stairwells with a very 
New York take on school branding.

Jason Morrow is the Headmaster of the British International 
School of New York
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