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“The single most important thing that an independent  
school can give to an academy is aspiration.”

Charles Covell, Chairman of Council of Benenden School  
and Deputy Chairman of the John Wallis Academy

“The message I want to encourage the entire sector  
to take on board is that there’s more than one model  

of partnership. There’s more than one way to bridge the  
gap between state and independent sector schooling.”

Tony Little, Head Master of Eton College



On the 17th November 2011, Thewlis Graham Associates hosted a ‘Catalyst’ event 

at the Royal College of Physicians, bringing together key figures from across the 

education spectrum to share ideas and discuss the complex issue of partnerships 

between fee-paying independent schools and state schools. Participants heard from 

key speakers, carefully selected for their experience and insight into the various 

strands of this highly topical debate, and for their ability to cut through the media 

headlines and focus on what these partnerships mean for the schools themselves. 

James Turner, Director of Projects at the Sutton Trust, reminded us in stark terms 

of the social and economic rationale for such partnerships, while Andy Schofield 

(Principal, Wellington Academy) and Charles Covell (Chairman of Council, Benenden 

School) shared their different experiences of how these are playing out in practice. 

Tony Little, (Head Master, Eton College), addressed the need to recognise the legacy 

of pre-existing and very successful partnerships between the independent and state 

sectors, and made a passionate plea for the schools themselves to be allowed to 

develop the sort of partnerships which best suit their specific needs. 

Through our contact with schools in both sectors, we realise that partnerships come 

in all shapes and sizes. The best are underpinned by trust and understanding and 

are of mutual benefit. They involve great commitment from governors and school 

leaders who wish to achieve the very best for the young people in their care, as well 

as the wider community. 

The ‘Working Together’ event enabled leaders from all sectors to share experiences 

and ideas openly and honestly and to make links for the future. We would like to 

share with you the messages which emerged during the evening and to highlight 

what we see as the most immediate and key challenges.

James Turner, Director of Projects, The Sutton Trust
James Turner painted a vivid picture of the wider need for educational reform in the UK, reminding us of the 
serious challenge we face in the UK as regards low social mobility, and its increasingly well understood causal 
link with educational inequality. “Put in simple terms,” he said, “low social mobility means that in England it is 
harder for a poor child to rise up the social ladder than in many other developed nations, including culturally 
similar places like Canada, Australia, Europe and Scandinavia”. In support of this is the evidence that pupils at 
independent schools are fifty five times more likely to secure a place at Oxford or Cambridge universities than a 
pupil on free school meals, and that over half the leading professionals in the country – in medicine, law, business, 
journalism and politics – come from the 7% of the population that are privately educated.

We heard that it remains The Sutton Trust’s view that independent schools can play a vital part in righting the 
wrongs of educational inequality. Indeed, the Trust sees partnership working as one of the most cost effective 
ways of addressing some of the issues, specifically by harnessing and sharing more widely the strengths and 
expertise of the independent sector in some key areas of school leadership, curriculum design and in the 
preparation of students for leading universities. While seeing the benefits of bursaries, James Turner argued that 
giving access to the best independent schools through a Sutton Trust Open Access initiative might be the way 
forward. He concluded that promoting social mobility is an imperative for us all.
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Charles Covell, Chairman of the Council, Benenden School,  
and Deputy Chairman, The John Wallis Academy
Charles Covell gave a very personal, as well as highly professional, account of Benenden’s co-sponsorship of the 
John Wallis Academy, Ashford,

As Chairman of the Council at Benenden, he was prompted to reflect on the wider role of his school following 
the Charity Commission’s review of the independent sector’s responsibilities for public benefit. Whilst Benenden 
School has always offered generous and often transformational bursaries, he was driven to extend the school’s 
outreach when he understood the full scale of the problem facing some schools in the state sector. It was only 
upon realising the definition of a ‘failing school’, was one in which over two thirds of pupils leave school without 
basic literacy and mathematical qualifications, that Charles Covell decided to explore partnership. “Whether you 
take a moral or a pragmatic approach to this situation,” he explained, “it seemed sensible to do something about 
it.” One of the critical issues which he identified was that in the ‘old school’ there had been no sense of ownership 
of the poor results. He told us that “It was vital to recruit a new leadership team who had a much more positive 
view of what could be achieved. Taking a very active role in finding the right head was vitally important”.

CASE STUDY
Three years ago Benenden School joined forces with The Diocese of Canterbury, Canterbury Christchurch 
University and Kent County Council to sponsor the John Wallis Academy. The Academy was created out of an 
existing school (Christchurch School) located in Stanhope. The sponsors oversaw the process required to open 
an academy, including the critical task of successfully appointing a new Principal and senior management team. 

Each sponsor supplies a quarter of the governing body with The Diocese, as lead sponsor, in the chair. Benenden 
is closely involved in the continuing development of the academy, from active engagement in monthly governing 
body meetings and attending staff selection committees to lobbying MPs and ministers for an increase in  
capital budget.

Since opening in September 2010, the standard of behaviour has been transformed, a new Sixth form has been 
opened. Work is underway to incorporate a nearby primary school and children’s centre into the Academy  
to enable basic literacy and numeracy skills to be tackled from an early age. With continued support from 
Benenden, the John Wallis Academy is now on the way to embedding a radical improvement in the quality  
of teaching and learning.

Andy Schofield, Principal, Wellington Academy, and Chair,  
The Schools Network’s Academy Principals’ Steering Group
Andy Schofield provided a refreshingly honest account of the experiences he has had as Principal of a  
sponsored Academy.

For Andy Schofield, the most significant influence on school performance is the state of mind and level of 
confidence that comes with being independent and the ability for the school leaders to determine the direction 
of travel and set their own high expectations for the institution. The impact this has had on staff and students 
has been profound, particularly as regards the effect of the relationships they have established with their 
counterparts at Wellington College.

Andy Schofield also outlined the relative strength of the governing structure set in place, allowing Wellington 
College to appoint the majority of governors to the Academy’s board, and enabling a wide range of strategic, 
administrative, developmental and curricular resources to be shared between the schools, both in practice and 
through a joint operating committee.

Whilst acknowledging the significant amount of goodwill on both sides of the agreement, Andy Schofield was 
also clear on difficulties that have had to be overcome along the way. He referred to the occasional sense of an 
imbalance of power between the two schools and to differences in attitudes of staff and students. Importantly,  
he also pointed to the difficulty of arriving at a shared understanding about what is required to drive improvement 
in a large state school. He was however very positive overall about the benefits which sponsorship had brought 
and the students’ and staff’s high expectations and aspiration.

CASE STUDY
Wellington College established the Wellington Academy Trust in 2009 with a £2m endowment fund, privately financed, 
in order to enact a ‘friendly take-over’ of Wiltshire’s lowest performing and highest excluding comprehensive school 
and re-open it as the Wellington Academy. It was the first partnership where an Academy has adopted the name of 
its partner school and it most closely models current Government thinking on Partnerships. After considerable state 
funding to build a state-of-the-art campus, the Wellington Academy is now, less than a year after its official opening, 
one of Wiltshire’s highest performing schools in adding value and the lowest excluding.
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Tony Little, Head Master, Eton College
As Head Master of one of the world’s most respected schools, Tony Little offered a different perspective on  
the debate. 

To begin with, he was keen to dispel the notion that partnership between the state and independent sectors 
was a new initiative, and outlined Eton’s long legacy of working with disadvantaged pupils, including the 
establishment of the Eton Manor Boys Club in the early 20th century on the fringes of the East End.

For over 27 years, Eton has run several residential summer programmes for state school pupils, one of which is 
focused on preparing sixth form students for the most competitive universities. The programme has benefited 
over 3,000 students. 

As part of the Independent State School Partnership initiative Eton worked with six state schools in the 
Slough area. This group continues to work together beyond the allotted lifespan of the partnership and shares 
knowledge, training and new ideas. The relationship is built on trust and mutual support. One recent development 
has been a pupil to pupil mentoring initiative, whereby twenty-five sixth-form volunteers from Eton were trained 
to support GCSE students at a neighbouring comprehensive school, helping to bring about an improvement in 
maths GCSE outcomes of more than 20%.

Tony Little outlined how these schemes have resulted in rewards for all involved, with participating schools 
seeing marked increases in standards and outcomes, and with Etonians learning a great deal about personal 
ability and capacity, about the skills required for teaching, and about some of the issues in their wider community. 

But critically, whilst clarifying his commitment to the spirit of the partnerships in discussion, Tony Little was also 
clear that “there’s more than one model of partnership … there is more than one way to bridge the gap between 
state and independent sector schooling”. And that, whilst we must applaud the many models of partnership we 
see, mutual benefit is a crucial element to the discussion. In his view, any partnership activity carried out by Eton 
must be of benefit to all concerned: staff, students and parents.

Further reflections from Thewlis Graham Associates 

So where does this leave the sector and how can we move forward and address the 
leadership challenges? 

We believe that as various models of partnership emerge there are some pressing challenges ahead for school 
leaders. In particular:

• Identifying and sourcing the new skills and styles of leadership required, including change management, 
networking and negotiating skills and stakeholder management.

• Ensuring these new skills are present in the members of senior leadership teams.

• Effectively planning senior leadership team transitions and considering succession planning.

• Supporting and mentoring school leaders and school leadership teams.

Thewlis Graham Associates are keen to act as a catalyst for discussion and further dialogue across the sector.  
We will be hosting events which address the issues and challenges relevant to the partnership debate and other 
key issues of interest to schools in both the independent and state sectors. 

If you have a view you would like to share, or would like to learn more about what we do, please contact  
either Dr Yvonne Burne, Lead Education Consultant, or Sarah Thewlis, Managing Director, 
via email education@thewlisgraham.com or at the address below.

Audley House 
13 Palace Street 
London SW1E 5HX

T: +44 (0) 20 7850 4781 
E: mail@thewlisgraham.com 
W: www.thewlisgraham.com
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