
40   •  www.schoolhousemagazine.co.uk Autumn/Winter 2011 www.schoolhousemagazine.co.uk Autumn/Winter 2011   •  40

ACADEMIC SCHOOLS

Year after year, when the exam results are published in August, the same names regularly 
appear at the top of the league tables. There are some schools that, it seems, just can’t put 
a foot wrong when it comes to ensuring their pupils’ success. So, in the highly competitive 
world of academia, just how do they do it?

The majority start, of course, with a highly selective entry process. Winchester has an 
enviable reputation for academic success. Last year, 91% of their GCSE results were A or A*, 77% got 
Distinction in Pre-U and 45 students went on to Oxbridge. Director of Studies, James Webster, agrees 
that such results would not be possible without a selective intake. ‘We pre-select at age 11 when potential 
candidates come in for tests in maths, English and IQ , as well as an interview. Boys apply to one of ten 
boarding houses, each of which runs its own list, though there is provision for talented boys who apply later. 
Two years later, there is our entrance paper for academic scholarship and successful boys go into  House. 

How do the top schools bring up the 
bottom third to achieve consistent A* 
grades? Anna Selby is intrigued
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ABOVE: Young mathematician at St 
Paul’s School tackles a problem
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‘WhEn I ASk BOYS 
WhAt thEY BESt 

rEmEmBEr, thEY SAY 
“thE rInG CYCLE”’

‘BrIGht ChILdrEn tEnd tO 
GEt hOrrIBLE WhEn thEY’rE 
BOrEd. thEY hAVE A GrEAt 
CAPACItY fOr BOrEdOm.’

College House. Being a scholar 
carries quite a kudos. They wear 
gowns rather than jackets and 

ties and they’re known as the academic élite within the school. But rather than 
making the other boys crumple, it inspires them to outdo the scholars and 
generates real academic endeavour.

‘We are a consciously academic school and that’s all part of the ethos. We 
revel in learning. At the core of the school day is ‘division’, six lessons a week 
where we explore aspects of culture, poetry, current affairs – all simply for the 
pleasure of doing something academic and stimulating and entirely unrelated 
to any exams. So, when I ask boys who are leaving what they remember best 
of their time here, they might say something like ‘listening to the Ring Cycle’. 
This is not just dilettantism either, it has real substance. We are first and 
foremost an academic school.’

It is perhaps this sense of academic ethos that most top schools find central 
to their success. Dr Martin Stephen, 
High Master of St Paul’s, explains, 
‘Entry is the most important factor 
but also very marked is the fact 
that success breeds success. Once 
you have a reputation as a highly 
academic school, people who have 
clever children naturally gravitate 
towards you. But it’s a reputation 
that is incredibly hard to acquire and 
all to easy to lose. And, while you’ve 
got to have high quality pupils, you need equally high quality staff who are 
good at teaching very able children. I saw one biology lesson on photosynthesis 
where, two minutes in, a boy put his hand up and asked the teacher ‘When I’m 
as old as you, will I be able to choose the characteristics of the child I want?’ 
The teacher effortlessly threw away the lesson plan and taught a brilliant one 
instead on genetics and DNA. At the end, he said, ‘That was fun, wasn’t it? 
We should have done photosynthesis, so just read Chapter 3 and anyone who 
gets less than 18 out of 20, I’ll give extra help.’ Not a single one got more than 
one wrong.’

Inspirational teaching is what it’s all about for Richard Cairns, Headmaster 
of Brighton College. ‘We’ve been the top co-ed school in England for three 
years,’ he says, ‘with 95% A*-B at A level and 51 pupils this year going to 
Oxbridge. We’re not that selective compared to some but we punch way 
above our weight and our secret is really, really good teaching. It helps we’re in 
Brighton – it’s a good place to live for bright young graduates from Oxbridge, 
so when I advertise for a maths teacher I get 100 applicants. I can choose 
the most outstanding and inspirational. When you’re the top co-ed school, 

and in GCSEs we had 96% A* and A. All the 
subjects here are hard subjects, not the soft ones 
that are the despair of universities, so we have real 
academic rigour. It’s the love of learning that is part 
of the ethos here that is the main motivational tool. 
Students who join us in the Sixth Form are surprised 
how much they’re allowed to challenge and question 
and this in turn drives their further reading.’

In none of these schools will a hard-working or 
academic child be singled out as a ‘geek’. On the 
contrary, says Dr Jon Cox, Headmaster of the Royal 
Grammar School, Guildford, ‘Here it’s cool to be 
bright. We’re always consistently at the 
top of the league tables [96% A*-B at A 
level, 93% A*-A at GCSE] but at entry 
we’re not just looking for the highest 
marks in the exam papers, we’re looking 
for potential. In creative writing, for 
instance, we’re looking for enthusiasm 
and native ability rather than perfect 
spelling. In maths, we look at how a 
pupil applies what he knows to problem solving. We 
have our own entrance papers written in house and 
we look at them very, very carefully. But we’re not 
driven by exams – and I truly believe that’s the secret 
of our success. I still teach three lessons a week – it’s 
an indulgence for me, the most interesting time 
of my week. All of our teachers take students off 

on tangents, get them fired up, encourage ideas, 
discussion and debating. The boys here like short, 
sharp, snappy activity. Our boys are bright and it 
would be disastrous if they got bored. Our aim is 
to keep them excited and we really do that. Once 
you have a culture of scholarship, the boys spark off 
each other. If your neighbour is doing great work at 
the best of his ability, you want to do the same. We 
don’t apply much pressure academically, because we 
don’t have to. They do it themselves.’

All the top schools agree that keeping clever 
children at the top of their game means keeping 

them interested. At Magdalen College School 
they have some unique ways of doing that. ‘I teach 
everyone in the Lower Sixth a period a week 
of non-syllabus English,’ says Master Dr Tim 
Hands. ‘Our emphasis is always on going beyond 
the syllabus. The school has always believed A 
levels are a perfectly good test, providing you 

teach beyond them. In the last two years, we’ve 
instituted Waynflete Studies, named after William 
Waynflete, the school’s founder. Every week, the 
Lower Sixth goes to lectures to listen to world 
experts on everything from health and economics 
to literature. They then choose their area of 
interest, are given a supervisor who is a teacher 
at the university and produce a project under 
their guidance. This gives them an early taste of 
university life and a real challenge.’

Diana Vernon, Head of City of London School 
for Girls believes fostering enquiring minds and 

challenging them is key. ‘We encourage 
questioning. Our intake is from all 
over London and we have girls from 
very different cultural and religious 
backgrounds. The mix means everyone 
has something to contribute and that’s 
developed into an environment where, as 
Michelle Obama said when she was over 
here, it’s cool to be bright. We’ve got 

that in spades and we develop it. We do things far 
beyond the curriculum – we’re not about drilling to 
get A*s – that’s death to anyone’s desire to learn. 

‘We’ve introduced the extended project, theory 
of knowledge and our GCSE girls have been doing 
Thinking Skills AS over two years for a lesson a 
week. It helps them analyse and evaluate and it’s a 

ACADEMIC SCHOOLS

everyone wants some experience of that. We also reward teachers well. We give 
them benefits like £500 of holiday vouchers and book tokens. Our new staff 
room has been designed by the same people who did Terminal 5’s First Class 
lounge. Young teachers don’t want to go to rural schools, they want their own 
lives beyond school and town schools are finding it easier to recruit. Get the 
teachers right and everything else follows.’

Marion Gibbs, Headmistress of James Allen’s Girls’ School (JAGS) agrees. 
‘Pupils need to be well motivated if they are to achieve the best results they can 
and we are fortunate to have first class teachers who can inspire their pupils 
with a genuine love of their subject. Subjects need to capture pupils’ interest 
and imagination, rather than being reduced to a series of modular hoops and 
tick-boxes to be completed for an examination. Our teachers provide detailed 
feedback on pupils’ work and encourage them to learn from this and understand 
exactly what they need to do to improve. Praise and encouragement (although 
not unrealistic praise) are essential in giving pupils the confidence to feel that 

they can succeed. Sometimes the girls themselves are asked to 
reflect on what they think they could have done differently in 
order to have achieved more.’

Dr Chris Greenhaigh, Academic Deputy Head at 
Sevenoaks School, is keen on the students’ voice playing a 
large part in skills and study techniques. ‘We act on feedback 
from the pupils and we’ve made three videos: one on how 
to revise, another on how to write an essay and one on study 
skills. They’ve been made by the students, giving advice to 
other students. I thought it would be good if there was student 
participation, where they had a say in what was being said 

rather than just another teacher telling them what to do. When we recruit our 
teachers we’re looking for the best possible, not just in qualifications and subject 
knowledge but in terms of communication and enthusiasm. So our teachers are 
good at inspiring pupils and there is a healthy competition between teachers for 
pupils to study their subjects as they go up the school. But it is often clear what’s 
right for the students and we mentor students to follow their strengths rather 
than follow a dream that ultimately won’t suit them.’

At Westminster, there is a strong sense of steering pupils towards their talents. 
‘We have a great breadth of choice,’ says Rodney Harris, Director of Studies. 
‘You can do three sciences or, if you’re a linguist, you can do Latin, Greek, French 
and a second modern language. Our academic tradition permeates everything 
we do. We have inspired teaching, way beyond the syllabus and it’s a love of the 
subject that motivates pupils, not getting through the next hurdle. Everyone 
emerges from Westminster articulate, confident, with a strong sense of social 
responsibility and ready for university and the wider world. Our results speak for 
themselves. At A level last year, we had 47% A*s and 43% As. At Pre-U, 65% 
were equivalent to A* (the best mark in the country in our six Pre-U subjects) 

fAr LEft: City of London Girls’School 
pupil; LEft: Eccles room, Winchester; 

BELOW: Science students at 
Westminster; rIGht: Ecstatic magdalen 
College students get their A level results.
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good preparation for A levels. Some 80% got an A last year and it’s something 
that keeps them interested and excited.’

It is also part of CLSG’s strategy to give plenty of feedback but no grades. 
‘They get no grades, just comments, targets and strategies,’ explains Ena Harrop, 
Director of Studies. ‘It’s part of our report system to parents as well, a thorough 
analysis of strengths, weaknesses and targets. When we report for the girls, we 
set targets and the girls then review these twice a year with their tutors. Exam 
strategy is part of the teaching within each subject and any experienced teacher 
will build that in.’

Even in highly selective schools, however, it simply isn’t possible that every 
pupil is good at every subject. So what happens when things go wrong? ‘We 
have a variety of approaches,’ says Diana Vernon. ‘If there are problems at home, 
we’d involve the parents. If they’re ill, we might reduce the timetable. If they’re 
struggling with a particular subject, we have mentoring and it’s easy to seek help. 
We have a lot of drop-in clinics where a member of staff will support you in 
subjects you’re having problems with. We encourage them to ask for help. There’s 
nothing wrong with that and it’s one of the points I make to them. I tell them I 
need help for specialist things and it’s absolutely fine to ask for it.’

Both academic and pastoral support are clearly crucial to success. ‘All good 

schools have a strong pastoral care system,’ 
says Andrew Halls, Head of King’s College 
Wimbledon. ‘Here it is central to our DNA 
and extraordinarily strong. The key relationship 
is between the tutor, the child and the family. 

There is a constant email traffic between parents and tutors and that’s part of the 
intrinsic atmosphere of the school. And parents are very involved. When we have 
speakers in the evening – we had Jeremy Paxman recently – half the audience are 
parents. I feel very lucky to have this incredible virtuous circle.

‘I tend to feel exam success comes down to not panicking and being organised 
with deadlines and exam practice – it’s not a magic recipe. When kids get 
flustered, if too much is happening at once or there are too many deadlines, they 
need a good pastoral system to sort it out. But we do have a very selective intake 
and so we should get good results. It’s a great responsibility on us to make sure 
these bright young people keep motivated whatever else goes on in their lives and 
they feel happy and supported. That’s the only way they can do as well as they 
can. If a child doesn’t feel the school cares about them personally, you’ve failed in 
your duty and they won’t get the results they want. It creates disillusion all round. 

‘If you ask the boys (and now girls) why they’re successful they’d say it’s 
because they’re never bored at King’s. There’s so much they’re involved in. If 
you’re involved in King’s music, it’s at the highest level, ditto with theatre and 
sport. On Friday afternoons, our Sixth Form teach in local maintained schools. 
We do IB and that is very demanding. A lot is asked of them and they give a lot. 
They’re bright, enthusiastic and that helps academically.’

Having happy, enthusiastic pupils must give these top schools the best start 
for getting top results but do have any secret weapons when it comes to that little 
extra push towards the A*? ‘At this school, there’s a tradition and an expectation 

to do well,’ says Gillian Low, Head Mistress of Lady Eleanor Holles. 
‘Our ethos is work hard, play hard and one of our magic wands is 
simply expectation. The higher we set the bar, the higher they jump. 
We have a very rich range of extra curricular activities and so even 
if you’re struggling a bit in one subject, overall school is a positive 
experience and you love it. But we do pay great attention to individual 
strengths and weaknesses and we have teachers who will go the extra 
mile if you find something difficult. Girls have no problem going to 
the staff room and asking a teacher to go over something again. 

‘It’s important never to be complacent and we keep adding to 
the girls’ intellectual experience. So we’ve introduced the extended 
project at A level to develop their individual learning skills and 
research techniques. And we do talk to them about revision and 
exam techniques. There’s nothing more heart breaking than a 
student who works hard but misreads a question or runs out of time 
and comes crashing down. Exam technique has to be gained as 
practice and we spend a lot of time post-exam on feedback and what 

they can do to improve. You can’t go cold into an A level or GCSE. You’ve got 
to know your stuff as well as having exam and revision technique. When I was 
at school no one advised me at all – not even about simple things like index cards 
and highlighters. We do keep motivating them in all kinds of ways. If you’ve 
done a particularly good piece of work, the teacher sends you a postcard at home 
to congratulate you. If it’s in, say, classics, the card has a classical picture and 
so on. These are sophisticated London girls but they still love it. It just makes 
people feel really good.’

One of the secrets at St Paul’s, according to Martin Stephen is variety. ‘Bright 
children turn horrible if they get bored and they have a massive capacity to 
get bored because they get through everything so fast. The odds are boys will 
be rowing, playing in the orchestra, acting in the school play, as well as all the 
academic work. Really bright children do more work in an hour than others do 
in a day. They need careful handling, a bit like a racehorse. They might need 
shouting at sometimes but often they need exactly the opposite. You have to 
be careful to avoid a monolithic culture and it’s terribly important they don’t 
feel their worth is valued just by their academic achievements. They want to be 
known and valued as themselves and then the academics come as a bonus. 

‘In a really successful academic school, there isn’t the us and them element. 
Teachers and pupils both enjoy learning and it’s more of a partnership. So success 
is down to so many things – pastoral care, great teaching but also something 
you can’t quite put your finger on, something that lifts everyone up. It requires a 
culture where success is normal and the expectation is that you’ll do well.’ n
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ABOVE: Brighton 
College students relax on 
the beach; BELOW: the 
library at Winchester.

ABOVE: In the lab at Lady Eleanor 
holles; rIGht: Pupils at Sevenoaks; 

BELOW: Aspiring medics at the 
royal Grammar School, Guildford.


