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SCHOLARSHIPS

S
cholarships have long been recognised as pinnacles of academic 
achievement, the jewels in the crown of school artistic endeavour. 

They were honours that brought with them not only a certain 
standing in the school community but usually a considerable financial 
reward. However, in the past few years there has been a general shift 
away from traditional scholarships, awarded purely on merit, towards 

means-tested bursaries. Nonetheless, they do still exist – with kudos intact – even if 
they do sometimes require some tenacious searching out.

What, though, is expected in return for these often elusive rewards? For parents, 
it can all be quite bewildering. Is your child being top of the class, Grade 5 on the 
violin or School Captain of Rugby enough? Should potential scholars be reading 
Milton and Euclid aged 10? Should you tutor them for scholarship exams?

The answer to the last question is a resounding ‘no’ from all heads. Simon Smith 
is Second Master at Brighton College, a school with an unusually generous range 
of awards. ‘As a general principle,’ he says, ‘I’d always advise against getting a tutor 
to coach for scholarship. It stifles creativity. Children are far better reading the 
newspapers or Jane Eyre. But, even though this is good, it doesn’t necessarily mark 
them out as great scholars. We aren’t measuring the amount of knowledge acquired 
in a Gradgrind kind of way but the talent, even latent, a child has.’ 

Peter Hamilton, Headmaster of Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School agrees. ‘You 
can spot tutoring a mile away,’ he says. ‘And it’s unhelpful to bring children to a level 
they can’t sustain and start them on a seven-year journey. Scholarship exams are not 
about seeing how much they know or how much they’ve been taught, but what they 
can do with what they do know.’  

So, what makes the difference? Heads talk of ‘a spark’ or ‘a twinkle in the eye’, 
about natural curiosity, the ability for children to think on their feet, make an 
argument, have a passion for an idea or a subject. And, while this is not an easy 
yardstick against which parents can measure, it is often the element that tips the 
scholarship balance in favour of a particular candidate. To even get into the running, 
though, there are certain criteria. If your child is hoping for an academic scholarship, 
he or she should certainly be at the top end of the class. 

In a number of schools, there is no scholarship paper, as such, but a scholarship 
is offered to the top achievers of the entrance exam (usually English and Maths, 
sometimes Verbal Reasoning and other elements). At Francis Holland School in 
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Regent’s Park, for instance, all 11-year-old entrants are automatically put in 
and the top girl gets a 25 per cent scholarship. At the Royal Grammar School, 
Guildford, Headmaster Dr Jon Cox has a slightly more flexible system. ‘At 
11,’ he explains, ‘every boy is considered for an academic scholarship. I look at 
the top 10 per cent of achievers and I have a free hand as to how to distribute 
the awards – I normally offer between 5 and 20per cent and usually 10 boys 
will get scholarships, some of which will be purely honorary. We have a 
scholarship programme for our scholars 
and they have extra experiences other 
pupils don’t have – trips and lectures and 
so on. A scholarship here is a significant 
achievement.’ 

At the The Royal School in Haslemere, 
there is a similar system. ‘We really do not believe in creating additionally 
stressful situations for ten-year-olds,’ says Headmistress Lynne Taylor-Gooby. 
‘There is one exam for maths and English that they work through at their 
own pace and we tell them they probably won’t complete it. But those who do 
get to the final, more difficult questions are considered for scholarships. Our 
major academic scholarships are up to 30 per cent and all-rounders get 25 per 
cent of the fees. We want to reward excellence – here it is valued.’ 

Blundell’s in Tiverton, Devon, is another school with a generous array 
of all-rounder offerings. ‘Our foundation awards were established centuries 
ago for local children,’ says Headmaster Ian Davenport, ‘but we also have 
traditional scholarships in years 7 and 9. They are not means tested and vary 
from 50 per cent down to 10per cent for exhibitions. We have academic, 
music, art, sport and all-rounder awards. I look for a can-do attitude and 
someone who will give back to the school more than they receive. And they 
do that in spades.’

Dauntsey’s in Devizes, Wiltshire, has a similarly broad range. ‘At 11 and 
16, we have academic and music awards,’ says Headmaster Stewart Roberts. 
‘At 13 we have a wide range of awards just for boarders including sport, art, 
DT, drama, science, music and all-rounder. We don’t always award all the 
scholarships – the talent has to be there – and we give some at 50 per cent 
and lots more at lower values. The all-rounder is called the ‘Jolie Brise’, after 
the school boat. It sailed to New York last year in the Tall Ships Atlantic 
Challenge and in an all-rounder you’re looking for someone you’d want on a 
trip like that, spending 19 days in storm-tossed seas, permanently wet, with 

no sleep and the boat at a precarious 
angle. They are assessed over three 
days and they bring a portfolio of their 
achievements. For sport scholarships, 
they’ll go out with our teams and the 
sports coaches will interview them. We 

don’t ask them to leap through hoops but we need to see the skills are there.’ 
Sport is one of the more unusual awards but one which Liz Basson, Head 

of PE at Streatham and Clapham High School, is keen to see grow. ‘Any girl 
who comes here can apply for a scholarship once she has passed the entrance 
exam. This year we had 41 applications. We took 22 girls for a scholarship 
day and awarded seven scholarships. The money is awarded at the discretion 
of the Headmistress so it could be a 10 per cent or 30 per cent award and we 

look for real commitment – training in a club, for instance, not just playing in 
a school team. We look for leadership potential, too, and one award winner in 
Year 11 runs a hockey club for younger girls. Our gymnast, Harriet Berriman, 
came into Year 7 and a year later was already, under staff supervision, leading 
beginners’ gymnastics and teaching them fabulous things I couldn’t. Having 
the scholarship has expanded her 
portfolio and brought her into new 
sports. She was placed second overall in 
the National School Gymnastics Final 
with our team and has great things 
ahead of her.’ 

For art scholarships, applicants bring 
portfolios, for music and drama they audition. But whatever scholarship you’re 
looking for, it’s certain there will be an interview. North London Collegiate 
Deputy Head Barbara Pomeroy explains, ‘Our academic scholarship awards 
are based on the marks gained in the entrance examinations and performance 
at interview. Each girl who achieves a satisfactory level – about the top third – 
is interviewed by a senior member of staff and the interview will incorporate 
some logic puzzles and verbal tests. We are looking for girls with inquisitive 
minds and the potential to flourish in the fast-paced academic environment.’  

Spotting the potential is quite an art. ‘Sometimes it’s really clear cut,’ says 
Julia Harrington, Head of Queen Anne’s School, ‘but it can be tricky. It won’t 
necessarily be someone who has high grades but something extra that makes 
you think ‘wow’! If it’s art, music or drama, an audition helps and you can 
see past the training. We prefer to see the natural talent rather than someone 
who’s been heavily coached. We’ve introduced critical thinking, which is 
another good indicator.’ 

Another important indicator is their Prep or primary report. At the King’s 
School in Rochester, they award a staggering 15 per cent of their gross fee 
income across a range of scholarships and bursaries. ‘Our biggest intake at 
13 is from our own Prep,’ says Headmaster Dr Ian Walker, ‘but we do offer 

Tim Haynes explains, ‘It’s a computer-based IQ test and the Prep school 
report is critical at that point, too. It’s a major function of a good Prep to give 
good advice to the family about what sort of senior school a boy will flourish 
in and an open, honest dialogue is in everyone’s interests. At that stage, 
we also have our Junior Foundation Awards for boys with an outstanding 

musical talent or academic potential 
and major financial need. Every year, 
we guarantee between four and six boys 
a place here at 13 and Prep school fees 
in the meantime. At 13, we offer 45 
scholarships – about 20 academic, 12 
music and the rest in art, technology, 

drama and sport. Most of these attract 10 per cent remission of fees, though 
the top academic scholarship is worth 50 per cent.’ 

Sometimes, awards relate not to fees but to specific bequests. At Putney 
High School there are academic and music scholarships for entry into years 
7 and 12 but they also have some more unusual awards. ‘We have a Foreign 
Language award,’ says Head Dr Denise Lodge, ‘for a Sixth Former to go and 
do a project in a foreign city, including a language course. Then we have a 
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major and minor scholarships to children coming 
from elsewhere. For music auditions, they should be 
around Grade 5 on an instrument and in theory and 
sing in the choir. I do my damndest to give as much 
as I can to those who have the most to offer’ 

Many schools start the process early. At Tonbridge 
they have an initial screening in Year 6. Headmaster 
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science bequest that has seen girls taking field trips to Eastern Europe to tag 
wolves, doing dolphin research in Greece and at the national observatory in 
Ireland. Both have been truly inspirational.’ 

Dauntsey’s offers science scholarships and other unusual subjects include 
dance and DT at Brighton College, chess at Hampton, tennis at Culford and 
sailing at the Royal Hospital School. 

Other awards follow the family rather than the child. Many schools offer 
discounts to children of those serving in the Army or other services and the 
Church of England. They include Badminton, Francis Holland, Canford 
(navy), Kelly College, Marlborough, Rossall, Royal Alexandra and Albert, 
Wycliffe and Wellington where 
children of deceased servicemen 
and women are educated with very 
generous bursaries. The Licensed 
Victuallers’, Ascot, gives a yearly 
£1000 discount against fees for 
children of the Licensed Victuallers 
Charity. Barnard Castle School in 
Country Durham awards the St John’s Scholarship to pupils in the parishes of 
Barnard Castle and Startforth. And if your name is ‘West’ and you live in the 
parish of Twickenham, a special bursary awaits you at Christ’s Hospital. 

Unusual historical bequests aside, by far the most widespread awards after 
academic ones are the music scholarships. At Godolphin and Latymer a 30 
per cent music award is the only scholarship available in year 7 and there is 
another in year 12,  plus an art scholarship. Brighton College awards up to 
£8300 for music scholarships, Queen Anne’s offers a 20-25 per cent discount 
on fees for music scholars, St Catherine’s Bramley has an organ scholarship in 
association with Guildford Cathedral. In fact, a large number of schools offer 
music scholarships and exhibitions, some of them extremely valuable.

There are, though, a number of schools that specialise in music and dance 
and they offer some of the most generous awards in the country, courtesy of 
the government’s Music and Dance Scheme (see: www.dcsf.gov.uk/mds/
links.shtml). These nine participating schools specialise in children who 
have a major talent and they comprise: Chetham’s, Elmhurst School for 
Dance, Hammond School, Purcell School, the Royal Ballet School, Tring 
Park School, Wells Cathedral School, St Mary’s Edinburgh and the Yehudi 
Menuhin School. The scheme is worked out on a means-tested basis but is 
extremely generous and the schools have their own scholarships, too. 

 ‘Yehudi Menuhin and Chetham’s are almost fully funded by the scheme 
but here it’s only about 10 per cent of our students who are on it,’ says Miriam 
Juviler of Tring Park. ‘We have a variety of scholarships. The government 
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of Dance).’ Except for dancers, most scholarships tend to start around age 
11. For younger children there is virtually nothing – but there is one major 
exception. The awards given to choristers are arguably the most generous in 
the country. This, according to Dr Brian Rees, Head of The Pilgrims’ School 
in Winchester, ‘takes into account the huge commitment – for the whole 
family. Christmas Day, Easter Week is spent at church. At all choir schools, 
there is money from the music and dance scheme, plus the cathedrals’ own 
foundations. We were left a major trust for our choristers and our nominal 
scholarship is 40 per cent of the fees. But there is further funding – up to 100 
per cent of the full boarding fees. Choristers here do have to reach a certain 

academic standard as we are the main 
feeder to Winchester College. They 
have to cope with that on top of the 
music – and, of course, sport. We 
assess them with verbal reasoning and 
non-verbal reasoning tests. And they 
need robustness and independence, 
too, as they are busy and away from 

home singing in the cathedral during the week and on tour. All can have 
aspirations to Winchester, Eton and Harrow and many have sought to 
become double scholars – academic and music. I’m in awe of them constantly.’ 

The Pilgrims School educates the boys of two professional choirs – 
Winchester Cathedral Choristers and Winchester College Quiristers (who 
each get instrumental tuition on one instrument free) – and there are also two 
Commoners’ choirs at the school Andrew Lumsden, Director of Music at 
Winchester Cathedral, is responsible for the training of the Choristers, while 
Malcolm Archer, Director of Chapel Music at Winchester College, trains the 
Quiristers. They sing in Winchester College Chapel rather than the school 
chapel, while The Pilgrim’s School uses the Cathedral.

‘We look for a very good ear, a good level of general intelligence and the 
sparky character needed for a chorister to get through all he has to do’ says 
Lunsden. ‘This year we’re looking for six boys for each choir. We listen to 
them in Years 2 and 3, then they start in Year 4 as probationers and join the 
main choirs in Year 5. At the voice trial in November we ask them to sing 
a prepared piece, then pitch notes from chords, clap a rhythm played on 
the piano and have a chat to try to assess their character. We often ask the 
younger ones to come back when they’re a bit older, though I heard a good 
Year 2 a year or so ago and I snapped him up immediately. When they leave 
they really are professionals in their attitude. They have huge self-discipline. 
Once you’ve sung once in Royal David’s city in front of 2000 people, you can 
probably cope with anything else life’s going to throw at you.’ n 
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