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Escaping the London 
Pressure Cooker

N
o one needs to be told that London schools are vastly over-

subscribed. Year after year, the pressure ramps up, as desperate 

parents resort to heavily tutoring their children, applying for 

multiple schools as back-ups and paying deposits for more than one 

school when they receive offers. Many schools don’t cap numbers 

sitting entrance exams, in some cases allowing in excess of 1,000 

children to sit for their schools. Wetherby Prep has responded to this 

dire need by opening a new senior school for boys in Marylebone. 

The first entrance exams were in November: already 250 applied for 

60 places. 

Increasing numbers of boys’ independent schools require boys to sit 

‘pre-tests’ in Year 6 – a process whereby 11-year-old boys are offered 

places for Year 9 on condition that they achieve the school’s pass mark 

at Common Entrance. But the number of applicants for schools such 

as St Paul’s and Westminster has grown so large that these schools now 

require boys to sit a pre-pre-test (the ISEB Common Pre-Test done at 

their prep school on a computer) to see if they are allowed to sit the 

pre-test. It makes Catch-22 sound straightforward.

Just when you thought the situation couldn’t get more surreal, many 

of the senior day schools have become 11+ schools while many boys’ 

prep schools prepare boys for common entrance at 13+. 13+ is now a 

very difficult entry:  Latymer and Highgate have abandoned it. King’s 

Wimbledon, presumably because they feared losing brighter boys 

to the likes of Latymer, have reduced their intake at 13, preferring 

to attract boys at 11. University College School has a small entry 

of about 25, and Alleyn’s had just 11 places this year at 13+. This is 

putting enormous pressure on children and it is a pressure that can 

be drawn out for a further two years if they are put on waiting lists as 

families can hold on to more than one place until the middle of Year 

8. At this point some schools assess again when more places become 

available: yet more pressure. 

As demand outstrips supply year on year, it is not surprising that the 

London prep school heads I talk to have seen a shift in where children 
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are heading. Parents are casting their nets wider. Prep schools are 

increasing links with boarding schools as well as day schools further 

afield but with good transport links into London. Gordon Milne, 

Headmaster at The Falcons, says, “If I know a parent can afford it I 

encourage boarding,” and this is not, he points out, just to avoid the 

London entry process but because of the calm schooling environment 

it can provide and opportunity for a wide range of extracurricular 

activities. “Lots of parents in the London system only invest in the 

academic part of life.”  

On the subject of cost. As most full boarding schools’ fees are in 

excess of £10,000 a term, they are unaffordable to many. There are 

bursaries and scholarships and an increasing number of state boarding 

schools including Sexey’s (co-ed) and, more recently, Beechen Cliff 

(boys) both of which are listed in Tatler’s Top 20 State Schools. 

Holyport College opened in 2014: set up by the then Master of Eton, 

Tony Little, it offers boarding and continues to be sponsored by Eton.

Dan Connolly, Assistant Head (Pastoral) at Lancing, isn’t surprised 

that parents are looking for alternatives: “The London Market has 

become a byword for frenzied pre-testing as too many parents search 

for too few places in London’s day schools.” He warns of the long-

lasting effect of children being branded ‘failures’, being put under 

unreasonable pressures and having their childhoods snatched away. 

Many boarding schools are highly academic – achieving top-drawer 

exam results that they are justifiably proud of – but they are also 

keen to celebrate a wealth of talents. As Antonia Beary, Headmistress 

of Mayfield School, points out, “Take away the bounds of the 

daily commute and the pool of prospective schools will increase 

exponentially.”

Even those schools outside London that are vastly over-subscribed 

and perceived as academic heavy weights interview every applicant 

and give substantial weight to the Head’s report. Eton, for example 

(where approximately 1,300 apply for 250 places), stress that they do 

not simply take the top 250 highest scorers. The Godolphin School in 

Salisbury no longer uses 11+ Common Entrance papers but instead 
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set their own ‘placing paper’. Along with a series of visits and taster 

days, and an afternoon of activities, it allows them to select a good 

spread of girls with spirit and character – girls they believe will thrive 

at the school.

This tale of furious competitive testing touches on a raw nerve: our 

own younger son found himself faced with a pre-test in Year 6 to join 

his elder brother’s London day school in Year 9. (His elder brother 

under the old regime had sat entrance exams but in Year 8 and in a 

range of subjects.) When he didn’t get to interview stage we balked 

at the idea of letting him do the rounds of London schools with no 

guarantee of success: not ideal for his confidence and a depressing – in 

our view – way to spend months on end prepping in a narrow range 

of subjects. We decided to take a different 

tack and looked at boarding schools in 

easy reach of London. A year on, he has 

a conditional place at The King’s School, 

Canterbury. The high-speed train link 

from St Pancras is very appealing to 

Londoners: in under an hour you are 

in a vibrant school in an idyllic setting 

with endless opportunities. The entry 

process relied heavily on school reports 

and making sure that he was a match for 

King’s and would be on course to reach 

the required CE target, not just a snapshot of an academic test on 

one day. 

Schools outside London are responding to the increased interest 

from Londoners. Gone are the days when you packed your child off 

and didn’t clap eyes on them until the end of term, so logistics do need 

to be considered. Parents are welcome (and want) to attend concerts 

and watch matches. Pupils come home during term time. Many 

schools offer weekly or flexi options. Lots have buses and transport 

into London or collect from train stations. St Catherine’s Bramley 

organise a bus that travels up to London on the A3 stopping on the 

way by arrangement. Girls can leave on a Friday night and return on 

either Sunday night or Monday morning. Mayfield School too has a 

weekly bus from Mayfield through to the Old Vic in London. The 

Headmistress of King’s Bruton, Nicky Botterill, describes her school 

as an, “Academic greenhouse not a hothouse,” and one senses that the 

increasing number of London parents are delighted to have found 

a way of life that really works for their family, particularly if both 

parents work in London: study in the country, weekend in the city 

was the strap line on one piece of marketing material. 

Another London mother, Julia, describes herself as an, ‘accidental 

boarding parent’. She was about to embark on the 11+ merry-go-round 

for London day schools for her daughter when someone persuaded 

the family to look at Queen Anne’s, Caversham. She was wowed by 

the 40 acres of space, the facilities and space for girls to be girls for a 

little bit longer. Her daughter went for a boarder taster weekend in 

October of Year 6 before her assessment day. By the time she sat 11+ 

CE in January, they had put their eggs in one basket and exempted 

themselves from the London scrum. Queen 

Anne’s has no Saturday morning school 

so if her daughter’s not in a match she’s 

home on a Friday night and then gets on 

the school bus at 6.20am on a Monday 

morning from Chiswick. They’re out of the 

London rat race: none of the commuting, 

no frantic rush to extracurricular activities 

and she has the bonus that teenage battles 

over homework are avoided.

Vivienne Durham, formerly Headmistress 

of Francis Holland, Regent’s Park, is now 

the Director of Enjoy Education’s Schools Advisory Service. Her 

advice: “Some of the highest performing schools are in London. In a 

thriving economic capital with strong international influence, school 

places are particularly competitive. However, the wonderful thing 

about education in the UK is the opportunity to find an outstanding 

school for your children, beyond London. The most important thing 

is that the school is right for the child. Boarding school may be the 

answer, if it suits the life of the whole family. If considering boarding, 

go and visit a couple of rural boarding schools to see how inspirational 

the curriculum – and the provision for extra-curricular activities – can 

be. Not every child is suited to London school life and it is important 

parents consider the educational atmosphere in which their son or 

daughter will flourish.” 

Wise words. Time to start releasing the valve on the London 

pressure cooker?

“ Not every child is suited 

to London school life and it 

is important parents consider 

the educational atmosphere in 

which their son or daughter 

will flourish.”
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