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Independent Preparatory School of the Year 2011
The Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School
By Sue Leonard
[bookmark: _GoBack]Even in her 15th year as Head of the Preparatory department of the Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School (Habs), Yvonne Mercer’s enthusiasm for standing on the sidelines on a Saturday morning shouting her pupils on to jubilant victory or honourable defeat has not diminished.
Mercer, who trained as a PE teacher, revels in all the achievements of her boys whether that’s scoring a goal or a try, singing in a concert at the Barbican, growing organic vegetables in the gardening club or excelling in exams, an area the school has something of a track record in.
Habs consistently produces outstanding results in national tests for its 11 year olds with all but a very few reaching level 5 in national tests, the standard expected of a 13 year old.
The pass rate this summer was 100% in English and 95% in maths.  It amassed 780 points out of a possible 800 for the proportion of students gaining level 5 in English, Maths and Science in 2008 and 2009, and English and Maths in 2010, the best result of any Prep School in the country.
Impressively, the school in Elstree, Hertfordshire has ranked first or second in our league table in each of the least six years.  This extraordinary achievement is all the more outstanding given that boys’ schools traditionally do not perform as well as girls’ schools in our league tables.  Habs deservedly wins our Independent Preparatory School of the Year award for the second time.  Our winner in 2006, it is the only boys’ school to win this accolade in the 12 year history of Parent Power.
These attainment levels are the result of high expectations, dedicated staff, hard work by pupils, supportive parents and an exciting, boy-friendly curriculum, Mercer says.
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Boys will be boys and at Habs they can be.  Pupils who join the Prep school at the age of seven enjoy play fighting in drama and racing the go-karts they have made in design and technology lessons up and down corridors.  They make paper helicopters in Science when learning about weight and force and younger boys design and produce their own version of the Mr Men books, making up their own characters and models.  The library is stocked with books that appeal to boys.
“We all know that boys learn differently to girls”, says the Head, who previously worked at a co-educational school.  “Boys are not very good a sitting still for very long”.  The day usually starts with literacy and numeracy – the nuts and bolts – then we have a curriculum that means they get up and move around”, says Mercer, who is also in charge of the flourishing Pre Prep which opened five years ago.  Based six miles away, it supplies two-thirds of the Prep school’s annual intake.  Both are heavily oversubscribed, with more than three applications for every place.  
About 70 seven year olds take the entrance tests for the 18 remaining places with close to 40 invited back for further assessments and an interview.
Pupils follow the National Curriculum in classes of 18 and, as well as dedicated language teachers, all children are taught by subject specialists in Years 5 and 6.  There is also a practising artist on staff.
It’s not just the practical delivery of lessons that helps boys reach their potential, according to Mercer, who as a teaching head (she takes religious studies) really gets to know the pupils.
“I truly believe there are huge advantages to educating boys in a single-sex school,” she says.  Singing, dancing and acting all thrive at Habs where boys eagerly take on female roles in plays.
“It gives them the freedom to participate in some of these subject areas where, if girls were around, they would perhaps not be quite so open,” adds Mercer.  “They feel free and relaxed enough to read a beautiful poem with expression which perhaps they would not do if there were girls in class.”
More than half of the 216 Prep school pupils have music lessons and boys in Year 5 all learn to play an instrument for a year.  Throughout their four years they get a flavour of different sports, from football and rugby to cricket, rounders and softball.
“Haberdashers’ has a reputation for academic excellence, but without a doubt that is not the only thing that matters to us,” says Mercer.  “What we want at the end of their four years, or six if they go to the Pre Prep, is that they develop as well-rounded boys with confidence to try lots of things.  We passionately believe we have to open up as many doors as possible for the boys.”
The opportunities for boys to develop outside the classroom are plentiful, with clubs ranging from judo, which attracts a quarter of pupils, to scuba diving, table tennis, basketball and chess.  The school has won the National Chess title three times in the last six years and many boys have been selected for the England Squad.
The ethos of the school is to encourage any boy to represent the school at sports, even if it is in a house team. “That is something I hold dear to my heart.  It is absolutely essential that participation should be for all,” says Mercer, who regularly gives out awards at assemblies to celebrate all kinds of successes including pupils gaining first aid certificates.
Traditional values, though, are important at Habs, and that included having a Sports day which is competitive.  “We believe competition is part of life.  We do not veer towards the modern way of thinking that nobody should lose, “Mercer says.  “We feel that learning to cope with disappointment is part of life skills.  “Compassion, too, is fostered and pupils regularly raise money for charity with events bringing in £8,500 a year for good causes.
Other values held dear are courtesy, respect and honour.  Pupils are expected to hold doors open for staff (and staff for them) and to stand if a visitor enters the classroom.   Traditional standards are also upheld.  In this age of fast-expanding technology, teachers insist on good handwriting.
That is something we feel is absolutely essential.  We fully believe these traditional skills are really important in the same way we have a really exciting and enriching timetable, but we set aside a 40-minute library lesson a week.”
The £4889-a-term school, which shares the expansive site at Butterfly Lane with the Boys’ Senior School (where pretty much all go afterwards) boasts an all-weather pitch, athletics track, chapel, extensive playing fields, a covered swimming pool, tennis courts and a theatre.
In their last report, inspectors highlighted the quality of pastoral care, the wide range of activities offered outside the classroom, as well as the exceptional academic achievements of the pupils and the quality of the facilities.
“The pastoral side is very important to us, “Mercer says.  “We take pride in ensuring the children are happy because they will not progress if they are not.”
[image: ]Mercer, who has happy memories of her own primary school days, delights in fantastic opportunities open to her pupils.  It almost makes her wish she were a boy.  “If I were to come back in another life, I think I would like it to be as a boy at Habs, she says.
PREVIOUS WINNERS
	2010
	Oxford High School Junior School GDST

	2009
	Kensington Prep School GDST, London

	2008
	St Albans High School for Girls

	2007
	Royal Grammar School, Newcastle

	2006
	Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ Preparatory School

	2005
	City of London School for Girls’ Preparatory Dept

	2004
	Guildford High School Junior School

	2003
	Hale Preparatory School, Manchester

	2002
	Cliff School, Wakefield

	2001
	City of London School for Girls’ Preparatory School


	

THE TOP 20 PREPARATORY SCHOOLS 2011
	 1
	The Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ Preparatory School

	 2
	South Hampstead High School Junior School

	 3
	Notting Hill and Ealing High School Junior School GDST

	 4
	James Allen’s Preparatory School

	 5
	The Lady Eleanor Hollies School Junior Department

	 6
	Royal Grammar School Newcastle Junior School

	 7
	Oxford High School Junior School GDST

	 8
	Putney High School Junior Department GDST

	 9
	Kensington Prep School GDST

	10
	Guildford High Junior School

	11
	Bromley High Junior School

	12
	Wimbledon High School Junior Department GDST

	13
	Holy Cross Preparatory School

	14
	Nottingham Girls’ High Junior School GDST

	15
	The Froebelian School

	16
	Nottingham High Junior School GDST

	17
	Alleyn’s Junior School

	18
	Highfield Priory School

	19
	Croydon High School Junior Department GDST

	20
	Lanesborough School
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