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A certain 
amount of  
low cunning

Anthony Millard, an experienced former 
headmaster, reflects on the past, present and the 
progress made by prep schools whilst pointing 
to the encompassing skill set now required by 
modern day heads

Ian Hay’s prescription for headmasters 
in The Lighter Side of School Life rings 
true, for both the males and females 
of the species, 105 years after it was 
written. The tango between senior 
heads and prep school heads continues 
unabashed in a way that another 
author, Evelyn Waugh, recognised 
in his send-up of the schools world 
Decline and Fall.

But has nothing changed? All too 
frequently the charade of the prep 
school head announcing at speech 
day another 100% pass rate, with 
all his or her charges having secured 
their senior school of first choice, is 
still enacted. Common Entrance has 
resisted more attempts at reform 
than FIFA. While some fabulous 
teaching remains, in schools where 
eccentricity is still tolerated, the dead-
hand of slavish adherence to Common 
Entrance and even some scholarship 

papers favours conservative learning 
rather than creative. Pastorally, 
there has been some real progress 
with little doubt that prep schools, 
particularly those with boarding, 
are safer and kinder than their 
forbears. Co-education has also moved 
beyond the stage of regarding girls 
as honorary boys. Extra-curricular 
life now sees a better balance struck 
between games and the arts. But with 
declining numbers of traditional prep 
schools and only sluggish movement 
towards a new more relevant model of 
prep school education for the second 
quarter of the 21st century, the 
outlook is not rosy.

And yet there are a few streaks of 
brightness in the eastern sky. Tied 
houses, junior schools attached to 
senior schools, are taking advantage of 
their access to advanced facilities and 
the cross-fertilization of those senior 

teachers capable of setting young 
minds alight. The opposite traffic 
can also occur with inspirational 
prep school teachers injecting their 
enthusiasm and sensitivity to the 
classrooms in the senior school. 
Junior school heads can also be 
sophisticated school leaders drawing 
on greater corporate resources 
than their autonomous peers who 
sometimes look down upon them.

There is also a growing stream of 
teachers, who have learnt their 
trade in the best primary schools, 
bringing their insightful approach to 
benchmarking, personalized learning 
and evidence-based assessment. 
Albeit a small number, but I have been 
hugely impressed by those prep school 
heads that have come through the 
state sector. Others have come from 
the rapidly expanding international 
sector where best practice is the 
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norm and insistence on continuing 
professional development exists at all 
levels. Returnees from Shanghai or 
Dubai, far from struggling to sustain 
their careers can become catalysts of 
excellence and change.

Ironically, it is the low cunning of prep 
school heads that gives me hope for 
the future. The best have always been 
pragmatic defending their core values 
while adapting to change whether in 
the guise of ‘Tiger Mums’, the cyber 
revolution or boarding standards. 
They will need to suppress their costs 
if affordability is to continue. The 
shibboleth of tiny classes must go if 
teachers’ salaries are to be sufficient 
to attract the best and retain them. 
Old school ties will give way to 
learning that is exciting and fun. 
Dovetailing excellent education with 
the needs of families where both 
parents are pursuing exacting careers 

will result in flexi-boarding and much 
longer days.

Cunning heads will combine the skills 
of chief executives, PR & marketing 
gurus and visionaries. But at heart 
they will also be head teachers who 
can win the confidence of anxious 
parents, team-motivate the common 
room, and encourage all their pupils 
to reach beyond where they feel safe. 
These cunning heads will also need 
a major upgrade in governing bodies 
if they are to succeed. Too many 
parents on the board can be tricky 
as can be crooked dealers from the 
senior schools. Younger governors, 
more female governors and dynamic 
chairmen and chairwomen will 
not appear by chance. The smallest 
plug here (sorry, and have made 
no mention of Anthony Millard 
Consulting’s expertise in appointing 
heads!) is to consider engaging search 

consultancies in governor / chair 
appointments. For self-respecting 
consultancies the fee should be 
modest but it could be argued that 
the sane and ambitious prep school 
cannot not afford to do this. 

Apologies for the double negative and 
for the tongue-in-cheek approach but 
Ian Hay would have approved of both!
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But at heart they will also be head 
teachers who can win the confidence 
of anxious parents, team-motivate 
the common room,and encourage all 
their pupils to reach beyond where 
they feel safe.  


