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An independent school education is an increasingly effective way for 
parents to give their children a leg up in life, writes Sarah Labram
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CHOOSING A SCHOOL
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 Choosing a school for 
your child, particularly 
at secondary level, can 
be a difficult and 
stressful process. When 
I meet prospective 
parents, I always advise 

them to use both their “head” and “heart” 
when deciding on a school for their child.

 Parents need to assess obvious criteria 
such as size, location, quality of teaching 
and leadership – plus academic results, pupils’ 
university destinations, facilities and the 
range of extra-curricular activities on offer.

However, equally important, I believe, is 
the ethos and atmosphere of the school – 
the “vibe” you and your family feel when 
you enter a particular school or the “this 
just feels right” reaction that can also 
happen when you are buying a family home.

 
DO USE YOUR HEAD AND 
YOUR HEART
So, why would I advise you to opt for an 
independent school? It is very important to 
stress from the outset that there are great  
state schools with high academic standards. 

However, on the whole, independent 
schools offer smaller class sizes and more 
favourable teacher to pupil ratios. In 2015, 
at A-Level, 49% of subjects taken at 

independent schools were graded A*/A 
compared to 26% nationally – and a third 
of GCSE entries at independent schools, 
were awarded an A* (7% nationally). 

The recent census commissioned by the 
Independent Schools Council revealed that 
teenagers at independents achieved GCSE 
results on average two thirds of a grade 
higher in each subject (even allowing for 
the impact on results of higher academic 
ability). This could be the difference  
between being awarded an A* instead of an 
A – or a C rather than a D. Some independent 
schools are, of course, highly academically 
selective but the vast majority are not and 
yet, they still gain strong examination results.

FROM SCHOOL  
TO UNIVERSITY
In 2015, 92% of pupils at ISC schools 
(members of the Independent Schools 
Council) went on to university and the 7% 
of pupils who go to independent schools 
nationally made up 40% of those at Oxbridge. 

This is due to the strength of A-Level 
results at independent schools and, despite 
what you read in the media, top universities 
do accept the pupils with the best grades. 
Independent schools also offer and teach 
well some of the “harder” subjects such as 
music, Latin and Greek and at St James 

In 2015, at  

A-Level, 49% of 

subjects were 

graded A*/A 

compared to 26% 

nationally

Despite only making up 7% of the nation’s pupils: 54% of 
chief execs, 51% of top medics and 32% of UK medallists 

at the Rio Olympics 2016 were educated privately
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in sport also provides a release from 
academic pressures.  

SOFT SKILLS AND  
A MORAL COMPASS
We all know that there is much more to 
education than emerging into the world at 
the age of 18 with a clutch of GCSE and 
A-Level certificates. Education is also about 
preparing young people for life and 
independent schools work hard to foster  
in pupils a love of learning as well as the 

soft skills and moral values essential for any 
career path such as leadership, integrity, 
courage, enthusiasm, general knowledge, 
and self-belief. As I have already mentioned, 
when choosing a school I don’t think 
families should ignore their “gut instinct”. 

It is often difficult to pinpoint why you 
might choose one school over another but  
I believe it has a lot to do with the strong, 
positive ethos and high levels of pastoral 
care which prevail in many independents. 
At St James, this is something we pride 
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Education is about preparing young people for life: 
schools work hard to foster a love of learning as well as 
the soft skills and values essential for any career path 

even Sanskrit which many state schools shy 
away from or simply cannot afford.

After university, alumni from independent 
schools seem to snap up the top jobs. 
Despite only making up 7% of the nation’s 
pupils: 43% of barristers, 54% of chief 
executives, 51% of top medics, 54% of 
leading journalists, 42% of BAFTA winners 
and 32% of the UK medallists at the 2016 
Olympic Games were educated privately. 

FROM THE PLAYING 
FIELDS TO THE 
OLYMPICS
We can’t all be gold medal Olympians but 
sport is taken very seriously by all 
independent schools. Pupils love competing 
in and winning sports events; participating 

ourselves on. If pupils feel safe, supported 
and nurtured they will work hard and do well. 

An independent education does not 
come cheap but it is estimated that a third 
of pupils at ISC schools pay reduced fees so 
it is always worth asking a school what 
assistance they can provide in the form of 
scholarships and bursaries. 

So, follow both your “head” and “heart” 
and remember that a school needs to be 
the right fit for your child – not vice versa. 
I wish you every luck in the task ahead!
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Right, New 
Hall School, 
Chelmsford, 
below left, St 
James Senior 
Girls’ School, 
London, 
bottom, UCS 
Hampstead, 
London


