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From the Head Master

It’s easy to think of exam results, sporting
success or creative outlets as the defining
characteristics of a school – but without
emotional and mental wellbeing, pupils
cannot thrive.
Prime Minister Theresa May recently acknowledged
this when she called for mental health training for
the staff of all secondary schools, at a time when
Unicef places the UK bottom of a global league of
child welfare in wealthy nations.
At Dauntsey’s, our pupils’ wellbeing is at the heart
of everything we do. Stretch and challenge are
balanced by care, support and a focus on individual
needs within a community that knits together staff,
pupils and parents.
The key is to marry alertness with friendship,
knowledge and trust, so that we can identify
potential issues as they emerge, rather than waiting
for a problem to develop.
Some of those problems, such as teenage angst,
exam stress and the tension between growing
individuality and social popularity, are as old as
humanity. Others, such as the strains that can
be imposed by social media, are newer and
constantly changing.
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The pursuit of happiness

At a time of growing pressure to succeed
academically and socially, a key element
of education is equipping young people
to lead happy and fulfilling lives.
Here, Ann Jackson, Housemistress
and Deputy Head (elect) explores the
Dauntsey’s approach to developing a
sense of wellbeing among our pupils.

F

rom the moment they arrive at
Dauntsey’s, our pupils realise that
they are part of a community: a
community from which they will not only
gain a lot but to which they will also make
an important contribution.
This community is founded on respect,
responsibility and relationships.

What matters is equipping our pupils to deal with
whatever may confront them, both now and in life
after school – and being there to offer support and
advice when it’s needed.

Respect means understanding that people
have different personalities, skills and talents.
Respecting others as well as yourself creates
a tolerant and flexible community.

Our aim is to foster confident, resilient and happy
young people – and for this to be as much the
hallmark of a Dauntsey’s education as a place at
university or the first steps into a future career.

Responsibility means not only taking
ownership of your own decisions and actions
but also looking out for others around you.
It’s not about apportioning blame but
admitting to your mistakes and taking time
to ask if a friend or classmate is OK.
Relationships help us to understand
ourselves and others better. We encourage
our pupils to value the people around them
and build friendships, not only within their
class but also through sport, music, drama,
school trips and, of course, with the staff
who teach and work with them.

(personal, social and health education)
programmes, as well as having the
opportunity to hear from visiting speakers.
This explains why so many visitors, new
pupils and parents talk about the special
atmosphere within the School. It is not
something that happens by chance, nor is it
created overnight. It is something that we
are very proud of and that we work very
hard to maintain.

A NETWORK OF SUPPORT
At the heart of our community is the House
system, which creates a feeling of belonging
and collective responsibility. But the network
of care and support reaches every corner of
the School, from the teaching staff to the
nurses and counsellors in the medical centre,
from the chaplain to the domestic staff.
So a caterer might notice that someone
isn’t eating as well as usual, a sports
master might remark that a boy is
suddenly behaving with more aggression,
a Housemistress might see that a normally
lively girl is listless and tired, a parent might
suggest that their child seems unusually
stressed. We share this information, so
any issues can be aired and problems dealt
with before they escalate.
It helps that many families send all their
children to Dauntsey’s, which means that we
establish extended relationships with families
and create strong bonds of trust.

Parents, of course, play a crucial role. In loco
parentis doesn’t mean replacing a pupil’s
parents but representing them and working
alongside them. The more closely we can
work together, the more we know and
understand our pupils and therefore the
more perceptive we are when there are
changes in behaviour or mood. That means
we can provide early intervention and
support where necessary.
Even in this atmosphere, it’s important to
remember that Dauntsey’s, like any other
school, isn’t immune from what’s happening
in society as a whole. If anxiety and stress
are issues in the wider world, it’s reasonable
to expect that they will be here. For example,
body image increasingly affects both boys
and girls, who are all under the spotlight
of social media.

UNDERSTANDING THE TRENDS
The pupils are a great help: they know what
the trends are within their peer group and
can sometimes spot potential problems more
quickly than staff.
The key is to be proactive. Throughout their
time here, pupils can informally explore and
discuss what is happening around, and to
them in a safe environment through our
Complementary Curriculum and PSHE

To build self-esteem, pupils are encouraged
to make the most of the many wonderful
opportunities that are laid at their feet. Sport
and adventure promote resilience; drama,
dance, art and music feed creativity; trips
and visits set the world of school in a broader
context. Importantly, all of these activities
build confidence, encourage tolerance and
can promote the relationship between hard
work and great results.

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
But you also have to expect the unexpected,
because life is always unpredictable.
It is equally important to be aware that the
wealth of choice can itself become a pressure
and that growing young people can take on
too much.
This is about striking a balance between care
and personal development. We are not trying
to mould a Dauntsey’s pupil – we are here
to help each person to find out more about
themselves, enjoy success beyond the classroom,
make lasting friendships and experience
inevitable failures in a safe context.
Ultimately, it is about equipping them with
the tools to leave us as happy, secure young
people who are ready to take their place in
the world.
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Old Dauntseian George Biggs has been
central in this. Having worked in most
theatres in the West End and with great
impressarios such as Cameron Mackintosh,
he has persuaded many important people to
grant us permission to stage their work.
Through George, we have also been able to
perform twice in the West End. Every year we
award our own Oscars, but ours are called
The Georges in recognition of his support.

…AND THE CAST

of a MUSICAL

Once a licence to perform is granted, I
announce the show to the School, normally
in early Spring. Auditions take place at the
end of the Summer term – new pupils are
invited to audition, either in the Summer or
in September. In Billy Elliot, new pupils took
two of the lead roles and more than 20 new
pupils took part in the show.
Inclusivity is vital. Nothing gives me greater
satisfaction than seeing pupils involved in a

Since the first Dauntsey’s Christmas musical was staged in 1997, the School has built
a reputation for breaking new dramatic ground, with the school, youth or amateur
premieres of big name shows including Cats, Evita, Miss Saigon, Mamma Mia! and
Les Miserables. Rikki Jackson, Director of Drama, explains what it takes to bring a
production such as this year’s Billy Elliot to fruition.

F

rom small studio plays to summer extravaganzas such as
Mamma Mia!, we stage many productions each year but the
School has become best known for the December musical.

Over the last 20 years, hundreds of pupils have been involved and
thousands have been entertained by them. Every show has been an
overwhelming experience and a journey that everyone will remember
well beyond their school years.
So it’s not surprising that the question I’m most often asked about
the December show is, “What’s next?” My answer is always the
same: “Break into my car and check what CD is playing.”

CHOOSING THE SHOW…
The process of deciding can take months or even years. The big question
is whether we have the right talent in the School at that time to pull
off a particular show. In the case of Billy Elliot, I needed to know that
we had boys who could dance that role – and after our successful
staging of Matthew Bourne’s Lord of the Flies in 2015, I knew the
answer was yes. The Director of Music and Head of Dance are
consulted and then we apply for the rights to stage the production.
Sometimes, we have been granted permission to put on shows that
aren’t available to other schools or amateur companies – Chicago,
Blood Brothers and Spamalot, for example.

“Over the years I have struggled with confidence but at
each audition I’ve gone to I’ve become stronger and stronger.”
Aurora, Mrs Wilkinson in Billy Elliot

show for the first time, whether they come
from the First Form or the Upper Sixth. Equally,
nothing makes me sadder than hearing students
say at the end of their time at Dauntsey’s, “I
wish I’d done a December musical.”

THE BUILD-UP
Rehearsals begin at the start of the Autumn
term and generally take place twice a day.
There’s a very detailed schedule, so we can
take into account the cast’s other activities,
such as sport or music. I hate wasting
people’s time, so we rehearse small sections
of the show, not necessarily in sequence, to
avoid having people hanging around.
The idea of ensemble is at the heart of what
we do. It’s about taking part but also about
enjoying rehearsals, making new friendships and
being inspired by those you are working with.
Throughout the term, the set is built and Drama
Technician Matthew Herring’s tech crew make
preparations for lighting and sound. The stage
management team are all pupils and attend
most rehearsals. Selecting the stage manager
is as important for me as casting the lead role.

BILLY E LLIOT IN N U MBE RS

100
cast members

150

pupils involved from right
across the School – 31 of them
for the first time

5

performances

3,500

in the audiences – we’ve sold 55,000
tickets in the last 20 years

142

metres of netting in the tutus

The pupils take total ownership back stage
during the run – there are no staff to be seen.
The Sunday before show week sees a
massive rehearsal, with orchestra and cast
coming together for the first time. Although
some members of the orchestra may have
been to the odd rehearsal, it’s the first time
they all rehearse as one, along with the
peripatetic teachers who play alongside
them. It’s a scary but ultimately exciting day.
The dress rehearsal takes place on the Monday
and then we perform for five nights in front
of packed houses. For Billy Elliot, we had 600
in every night. It is wonderful to see so much
support from the Dauntsey’s family, from the
local and broader community and also from
so many past parents and pupils. It emphasises
how important the December musical is, and
has been, for so many people.

A RITE OF PASSAGE
Being part of the musical has become a rite of
passage at Dauntsey’s. People watch it, want
to be part of it and are inspired to maintain
incredibly high standards. We try to give every
pupil the chance to be part of something
special. It’s a terrific experience that involves
great responsibility, creativity, teamwork and
sheer hard work and determination. But the
end results are always memorable.
The dust soon settles once the show finishes:
cast party, set dismantled, props and
costumes cleared. And then the cycle begins
again. What’s next year? Wait and see….
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JEFFREY, 17
I’ve always enjoyed sport, especially basketball and tennis. I like the
competitive element. It’s fun to pitch yourself against others, find out
your strengths and weaknesses – and theirs.
You learn a lot about yourself through team sports. It’s about
working together towards a common goal, taking responsibility
for the team as a whole instead of trying to be the star or blaming
someone else when things go wrong. Tennis can feel a bit lonely, so

Sport rocks!

I’m learning to deal with operating alone, which is mentally tougher.
Playing sport is such a physical boost, too. It makes you more
energetic, stronger, clearer-headed. I really noticed when I was
on study leave last year and not playing so much sport – I felt I
couldn’t move as freely, didn’t have as much energy. Sport definitely
gives you back more than you put in.

The researchers who recently reported that children in Great Britain are
among the least active in the world* clearly hadn’t visited Dauntsey’s.
Sport is woven into the fabric of everyday life and the joy of movement
counterbalances the intensity of study.
With three to four timetabled hours of exercise a week and 18 further
activities on offer, covering everything from aerobics and trampolining to
dance and karate, our pupils choose action over membership of what’s been
dubbed ‘Generation Inactive’. Here, some of them explain why.

MABEL, 15

ANNA, 16

FLO, 13

CALUM, 14

I knew I wanted to go to a sporty school and Dauntsey’s just stood
out. There’s so much to try and you can get as involved as you want.

Right from the First Form, sport is part of life here. You get used
to spending hours every week being active and you’d miss it if it
wasn’t there. The choice is amazing. As well as the major, timetabled
sports, there are dozens of clubs and options – a bit like an all-youcan-eat buffet.

When I joined Dauntsey’s at 11, I’d already done hockey and netball,
while a lot of the others hadn’t done any sport at all, so I had an
advantage and was put in the B team for hockey. In the 2nd form,
people had improved a lot, so I slipped down to the C team but I’ve
worked hard and my skills have improved and now I’m back in the B
team. I’m really happy about that.

The great thing about sport at Dauntsey’s is that you have the
opportunity to try so many different things, to find what you really
enjoy and to get better at it. If you’re happy with what’s on the
timetable, that’s OK. If you want more, or something different, there
are clubs for everything from the major sports, such as cricket and
tennis, to the less obvious, like rifle shooting or badminton.

I’m all about teams – I’m definitely a team player. We know each
other’s strengths and weaknesses and we help each other.

I play rugby, hockey, cricket, squash and football. I’ve learned to
give every sport the same level of effort, even if it doesn’t come as
easily to me. There’s no pleasure in not trying – I need to know I’ve
done my best.

Sport gives my life balance and I absolutely love it, especially netball
– I play as much as I can, about six or seven hours a week. Plus
there’s hockey, with two training sessions a week for the B team.
And my main sport is riding.
I do some kind of sport in most breaks as well as formal training,
which means I have to catch up on my work at home, but it’s so
worth it. It just means a bit of self-discipline, which isn’t hard
because I enjoy it so much.
Doing sport and studying is like living in a bilingual society – it can
be demanding but exercise trains your brain as well as your body and
the two things feed each other. Exercise definitely helps with stress.
It burns off all the nerves and frustration so I feel steady and calm.
I also find that I solve academic problems when I’m playing sport –
when the top of your mind is concentrating on something else, your
subconscious comes up with answers. It’s the perfect combination
for me.

* Findings of the Global Matrix of Grades examining fitness, reported to the International
Congress on Physical Activity and Public Health 2016. England and Wales scored a D-, behind
nations including Kenya, Zimbabwe, Brazil and India, while Scotland was joint worst.

My big thing is netball – I’m in the fourth team and I’m aiming for the
thirds or even the seconds. Now I’m in the Sixth Form, I also dance
and row, instead of playing hockey. I particularly enjoy team sports
– you get to know people better and learn much more about them.
Even with the dance and rowing, we do it in a group, so it’s fun on a
social level.
Being physically active gives you perspective on your work – an hour
or so away from a desk. I can’t imagine my future life without that.

In the summer, we play tennis and do athletics and I couldn’t tell you
which is my favourite – both are! I’m in the tennis B team, I have
extra tennis lessons and I’m really improving.
I’m a big athletics fan and I love running. I’m best at 1,500 metres
but I also really like cross-country. I think that there are three types of
cross-country runner: those who will try anything; those who say “I’ll
do it with my friends and it’ll be fun”; and those who say “I really
want to win!” I don’t know anyone who doesn’t want to do it.
When I play in a team, I’m really in the moment and my mind is
totally onto it. When I’m running, I’m on my own and I take my
thoughts elsewhere. I’m in my own little bubble.
After I’ve been doing sport I feel a sense of accomplishment and
relief. I like to do my best at everything, including sport, and it’s a
break in the day, which is welcome. You get a chance to go outside
and see a bit of the world around us. I recently tried kayaking and
really enjoyed it. I just want to try more sports now.

You get such good support here, whatever you try. In the summer,
I also play cricket in the local men’s squad, so I’m playing with
people with a lot more experience and getting different advice and
expertise. It was a bit of an eye-opener when we were up against
a guy who’d played under 18 cricket for the West Indies but you
have to admire the skill.
Just getting outside and going for a run is probably the best way
of getting rid of the stress of academic work. You come back to
a fresh start and we all need that sometimes. That’s a lesson I’ll
take away into my life after school.
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A closer look at… music
If the television schedules are anything to go by, making music,
and singing in particular, is more popular than ever – but it’s
not the case in many schools, with the number of pupils who
learn an instrument suffering a dramatic decline in recent years.
Happily, Dauntsey’s is bucking the trend – and the benefits can
be surprising, as Director of Music Gareth Harris explains.

“Music helps me express

emotions that I can’t express
in any other way. When I
play, I feel invincible.”
Lily, 12

A

nyone who has sung in a choir or
played in an ensemble knows the
sheer joy that music can bring. Now
research is quantifying a raft of other benefits
of exposure to music from an early age.
Both listening to music and playing an
instrument stimulate the brain, improve
concentration and help to develop listening
and social skills. Singing in particular improves
breathing and mood, which is invaluable when
faced with the stresses of academic work.
Musicians can even develop bigger brains.
Studies have shown improvements of up to
20 per cent in English and maths results
among children who learn an instrument,
while people with a musical ear often pick
up languages more easily.

Piano and violin are enjoying a resurgence,
along with guitar and saxophone. Twohanded instruments deliver particular
benefits in the fields of co-ordination and
mental dexterity. Singing lessons have also
become enormously popular.

But music has a role to play beyond the
classroom. It crosses all borders, languages
and cultures, develops teamwork and builds
a sense of community.

With 19 school ensembles, ranging from
jazz and folk to choirs, a dance band and
orchestras, plus 18 bands who perform at
our annual RockFest and our big musical
productions, around 60 per cent of pupils
are actively involved in music.

At Dauntsey’s, these benefits are clear – as is
the enthusiasm for music in all its forms.
From the Lower School, where music is part
of the timetable, to old Dauntseians and
parents who join our community choir and
sing alongside pupils in major pieces, it is a
favourite pleasure.
An impressive 40 per cent of our pupils learn
an instrument, making us one of the rare
schools where the majority performing in any
group, band or orchestra are pupils, rather
than imported adults. We do, however, bring
in top professionals, such as Dame Evelyn
Glennie, for workshops, recitals and inspiration.

One reason is the chance to get to know
people from different parts of the School.
It is common to see a Lower School student
performing alongside one of our Sixth
Formers, working together as equals.
What matters is ability and experience.
A growing number of pupils go on to study
music at GCSE and A level. Far from being
a soft option, pupils master a challenging
curriculum that covers the Western classical
tradition, composing, preparation of
performances and more. They develop a
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determination to strive for excellence, as well
as resilience, strong powers of concentration,
self-confidence and emotional intelligence.
Dauntseians regularly go on to study music
or music technology but there have also been
outstanding musicians who have taken degrees
in the sciences, humanities and languages. It
is not uncommon to study medicine with an
A level in music at a number of Russell Group
universities – senior consultants say that doctors
who are musicians are easier to train in
surgical skills. Imperial College and the Royal
College of Music even offer a joint honours
degree in physics with music performance.
I am often asked by parents how to get children
more interested in music. I tell them to
encourage them, prompt them to practise on
a regular basis and take an interest in what they
do. Be their biggest fan and their best critic.
Above all, performing should be fun. When
we enjoy ourselves, we learn more effectively
and challenges are merely a temporary
inconvenience. Our pupils sing and play their
hearts out – and we applaud them.

