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Filling the void
 
Peter Green, Headmaster of Rugby School

Earlier this summer, there was 
a furore in the national press 
about independent school alumni 
dominating the lists of top cricketers, 
rugby players, athletes and those in 
the arts professions. I wasn’t at all 
surprised to see where those stars 
– of stage, screen and the sports 
field – had been to school, and I don’t 
suppose anyone reading this would 
have been either. 

For years, successive governments 
have sold off state schools’ playing 
fields, hacked away at their arts 
provision and starved the national 
curriculum. The independent schools 
are trying to fill the void left by 
this political meddling by providing 
thousands of educational, sporting 
and arts opportunities to the children 
at their neighbouring state schools.  

Much of our fee income goes towards 
a constant improvement in the range 
of co-curricular activities that we 
all provide. We call it co-curricular, 
rather than extra-curricular, because 
most of us running independent 
schools believe that a well-rounded 
education should include sport, music, 
drama and a wealth of other life-
enhancing activities. 

With enough on offer, most children 
will find something outside the 
classroom that they are good at 
and enjoy and that will widen their 
interests, and possibly even change 
their lives. The child who thought she 
wasn’t sporty can be surprised to find 
she loves cricket, sailing or golf; the 
child who cringes at the thought of 

singing or dancing is encouraged to 
help put on a play and finds himself 
part of the creative fun and team 
endeavour that goes with a theatrical 
production. A shy child, who holds 
back from joining a club, discovers 
how much he or she likes chess or 
photography. 

Many parents are sporty or artistic, 
or both, with homes full of books and 
weekends planned round exhibitions, 
expeditions and exercise, and do their 
best to introduce their children to 
all sorts of non-classroom activities 
and to support them when they 
are receptive. These children are 
fortunate. 

State schools recognise that in an 
ideal world they would have the 
resources to provide the wide range 
of non-academic opportunities that 
should be part of a child’s education. 
But sadly most of them do not, so 
cannot. They are lucky if they have 
a swimming pool or a football pitch; 
many of them find themselves 
occupying what the Good Schools Guide 
has described as an ‘artistic desert’. 
Boris Johnson has pledged more 
money for schools so let us hope that 
he is true to his word and that some 
of the cash makes its way to funding 
the provision of physical exercise and 
access to the creative arts.   
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Meanwhile, back in today’s world, 
most independent schools have 
been sharing many of their facilities 
with their state school neighbours 
for many years. This is not a case of 
loftily allowing them access to the 
sports grounds during the holidays 
or parcelling up our old violins. These 
arrangements are whole-hearted. In 
June, Rugby School held its annual 
Festival on the Close – three days 
of jazz, dance, musical theatre, film 
and comedy – performances and 
workshops. More than 1000 local 
state school pupils joined in, for 
free, attending professionally run 
workshops that their own schools 
would not be able to offer.

Most of us also extend our teaching 
and learning to our state school 
neighbours, for example by inviting 
them to conferences, helping with 
university admissions, and sharing 
classes in those subjects that are 
rarely included in the state school 
curriculum, like higher maths, classics 

or a wide range of modern foreign 
languages. 

This summer has seen a thrilling run 
of athletic prowess displayed by men 
and women – cricket, netball, football, 
golf and tennis. Those children at 
most state schools who want to 
have a go at trying those sports and 
emulating those dedicated players 
are either going to be dependent 
on their parents to arrange and pay 
for training sessions outside school 
hours or lucky enough to be spotted 
by a coach who will take them under 
their wing. It’s no fault of the heads of 
state schools that so few of them can 
encourage sport to this degree. But it’s 
short-sighted of the critics to deplore 
the success of the independent schools 
in this particular field. Without them 
the UK would not do half so well in 
the international tournaments we all 
enthusiastically support.

I deplore the sneering about the 
success of those who have been 
independently educated, I am 

saddened that the word elite to 
describe an education is used 
pejoratively, and I am shocked that 
there are some who think that if you 
went to an independent school you 
should be ashamed of yourself (and 
your parents) and keep the fact a 
secret. 

Beyond our expert education, one that 
is admired all over the world, let us 
also remember the other important 
contribution that the independent 
schools make. We save the taxpayer 
£3.5 billion per annum by educating 
children who would otherwise go 
to a state school; we pay tax of £4.1 
billion a year; and, we contribute £14 
billion a year to GDP. In some cases 
our schools are the main employer in 
the area – that is certainly the case in 
Rugby.

The suggestion that the private 
schools should be abolished – and 
that the children they educate 
should be absorbed into the already-
stretched state school system – has 
not been properly thought through, 
is challengeable in the courts, and 
is counter to most civilised people’s 
views about the freedom of choice 
that was once celebrated in a tolerant 
Britain.  

Anthony Crosland, the Education 
Secretary under Harold Wilson, 
spoke vehemently about abolishing 
the private schools, then, after 
consideration, said that ‘the state 
sector must be strengthened so that 
it can match all but the very best fee-
paying schools’.   

More than 50 years later, we’re still 
in that position. The independent 
schools are pleased, indeed many 
of us feel obliged, to try to fill the 
depressing and shameful vacuum in 
what purports to be an acceptable 
education for thousands of children.  
So, let us celebrate the achievements 
of those independently educated 
pupils at the top of those lists of 
artistic and sporting success rather 
than waving a stick at the schools who 
helped them get there.


