
AUTUMN 2017

SOUTH AMERICA 
RUGBY TOUR

The co-curriculum: why all the fuss?

E-SAFETY:  
Keeping your child safe in a digital world

New sports coaches

VERSA
ST ALBANS SCHOOL NEWS





3

4

6

8

10

12

13

14

16

17

18

20

21

22

Headmaster’s letter 

News: South America rugby tour 

News: Half Term trips 

Staff interview: Rob Shaw 

Feature: e-Safety 

News: New sports coaches 

Staff interview: Zoë Harris 

Feature: The co-curriculum: 
why all the fuss? 

Duke of Edinburgh’s trip 

Staff interview: Jane Mitchell 

Show your work: the Art 

Department Pupil interview: Kat 

Pupil interview: JJ 

Exam results 

Pupil interview:  
Ana  23

Inside 
this issue

Editorial Team
Noel Cassidy
Alison Crombie
Rijkje Hawkes

stalbansschoolherts

@SASHerts

marketing@st-albans.herts.sch.uk





5

HEADMASTER’S LETTER

I am delighted to welcome you to Versa, the new biannual 
School magazine, featuring the latest news and updates from 
the School and the Old Albanian community. 

The idea behind the magazine’s title came from Sixth Former 
Ana, a member of the School’s Publications team. Find out 
more about what inspired her in her interview on page 23.

Bringing together the previous School publication, 
Highlights, and the OA Bulletin under one cover, Versa is a 
bolder magazine which will be published in the Autumn and 
the Spring with the aim of celebrating both the School today 
and those who have enjoyed and benefited from their 
education here in years gone by. We have chosen a ‘flip’ 
format, so 
that the magazine can span the generations, giving all those 
connected to the School the opportunity to understand more 
about current School life as well as the achievements of OAs. 

We intend Versa to be engaging and informative. Inside 
this first issue you will find a mixture of news, features 
and regular columns spanning a number of School-related 
topics, with contributions from a range of staff: “The Co-
curriculum: why all the fuss?” addresses the importance of 
the co-curricular programme and recent findings from our 
pupil survey; in our pupil feature, Kat gives us insights into a 
typical day in the Upper Sixth; and we explore the 
importance of talk therapy in an interview with our new 
School Counsellor, Jane Mitchell. 

We are especially fortunate to have such a passionate and 
committed alumni community, who share fond and unique 
memories of their time as a pupil at the School. Although the 
School site is now much larger than that experienced by many 
generations of OAs, their support and affection for the School 
remains steadfast. Our alumni have long pursued careers 
spanning a wide range of professions, from traditional sectors 
such as law, finance, medicine and education to sport, media 
and technology. 

Versa gives us the opportunity to share their news with 
current parents and pupils; this edition covers recent alumni 
events such as the OA Dinner (attended by over 100 OAs) 
and the Golden Jubilee Reunion for the Classes of 1967 and 
1974. In addition, we celebrate the achievements of Andy 
Jeffries (OA 2007) who recently secured an investment 
for his company, Dock & Bay, on BBC’s Dragons Den and 
Robbie’s success in the ITU Multisport World 
Championships. This and much more can be read on the 
flipside of this publication.

This is an exciting time for the School. The 2017 examination 
results were outstanding, the particular highlight being 
the A* grade record at A Level: with 34% of this year’s A 
Levels being awarded the top grade the previous best of 
25% was exceeded by a remarkable margin. The first phase 
of redevelopment of our Performing Arts Centre is already 
underway with the new Music School on the Lower Ground 
Floor due to be completed in March 2018. Later in 2018 work 
will begin on the new Mathematics building, creating a centre 
of mathematical excellence which will also be of benefit to the 
local area through our extensive partnership work.  

Versa will enable us to celebrate the extraordinary 
achievements of our pupils in their academic work, 
intellectual development and in their co-curricular 
commitments. Versa will also highlight the inspirational role 
played by our exceptional staff in encouraging and guiding 
pupils, in equipping them with the necessary skills, qualities 
and values to succeed in today’s rapidly evolving and often 
challenging world. 

I hope that Versa leaves you with a greater understanding of 
the School, our pupils and our alumni. 
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COUNTRIES AND 

CULTURES UNITED 
THROUGH SPORT

A once in a lifetime rugby tour to South America

News

A tour of the spectacular sights of South 
America and playing a sequence of 
challenging rugby matches was a dream 

that became reality for a squad of fifty pupils over 
the summer break. Visiting Uruguay, Argentina, 
Chile and Brazil, pupils experienced the varied 
landscapes and cultures of the continent, with 
matches in each of the countries.

English-style rainy weather as well as a physically 
powerful opposing side were the challenges in 
Uruguay, though the senior side recovered from 
conceding three first half tries to win 19-17. 

However, the first set of challenges thrown at the 
boys in Argentina quickly became apparent on 
the dance floor as the group took a Tango lesson 
before watching a performance of this traditional 
vibrant dance. The group’s welcome at St Albans 
College, Buenos Aires, featured folk song and 
dance before vigorous games of rugby. While both 
the U15 team and the seniors lost narrowly, each 
player learned a lot from the games, using careful 
video analysis.

A reprieve from the pitch took the boys into the 
mountains, where they experienced mountain 
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biking and zip-lining, surrounded by the spectacular 
landscape. Two further rugby matches were played 
before the group flew over the Andes into Chile, 
where they explored Santiago ahead of the next round 
of matches, which were to be played in the thinner 
air at a higher altitude. The senior team performed 
outstandingly in the last match in Chile, coming back 
from nine points down in the last couple of minutes, 
with a penalty kick in the last play of the game to seal 
a hard-earned victory.

While that moment heralded a satisfying end to the 
last competitive fixture of the tour, it was not the last 
rugby played. The last game took place on the beach in 
the iconic setting of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, with a touch 
rugby match played between the tourists and children 
supported by the UMRio charity. The squad had raised 
money for the charity six months earlier with a 24-
hour touch rugby game and it was a wonderful and 
humbling experience to meet the children and share 
their enthusiasm for rugby.

The boys and staff left South America with indelible 
memories from their varied experiences, both on 
and off the rugby field. As Sixth Former Angus 
Potter said: “The trip to South America was not 
only a fascinating insight to the culture of Chile, 
Uruguay, Brazil, and Argentina, but it was a thrilling 
experience to play rugby against and with people 
from all backgrounds. The most interesting thing 
I found was how sport can bridge almost any 
difference, whether it’s language, social status or 
income. Sport puts everyone on one level.”

“The most interesting 
thing I found was how 
sport can bridge almost 
any difference, whether 

it’s language, social 
status or income.  

Sport puts everyone  
on one level”

ANGUS  
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ART AND HISTORY  
come to life in Italy 

Statues, mosaics, frescoes and lumps of 
lava were the focus of attention for an 
enthusiastic group of 44 students, who 

visited Italy over the Autumn Half Term. In a trip 
organised by the Classics Department, the group 
spent two days in Rome, averaging 14 kilometres  
of walking per day! 

In the Italian capital, where so many of the city’s 
key attractions and sights are in easy walking 
distance of each other, pupils saw most of the 
main sights, including the magnificent Baths of 
Caracalla, the ancient port of Ostia, the Pantheon, 
Forum and Colosseum as well as visiting St 
Peter’s Basilica. Pupils were enthralled to see the 
remaining artworks and to stand in the ruins of 
places where great historical figures such as Julius 
Caesar lived and died. 

Using Sorrento as a base for the rest of the 
trip, the pupils reacquainted themselves with 

Caecilius, a character from the Cambridge Latin 
Course, still fresh in the memory for the Second 
Formers on the trip. Caecilius was from Pompeii, 
but left the city before it was destroyed by the 
eruption of Vesuvius in 79AD. It was Vesuvius 
and the effects of that famous eruption which 
the group explored, first by climbing the volcano 
itself to see how it continues the threaten the Bay 
of Naples spread beneath it.

The group went on to explore both Herculaneum 
and Pompeii, destroyed by Vesuvius in different 
ways, leading to different kinds of preservation. 
At both sites, the pupils benefited from the 
careful explanations of excellent guides, while 
a visit to the Archaeological Museum in Naples 
filled in the gaps, showing the treasures preserved 
from both ancient towns. A visit to Oplontis and 
the villa of Nero’s wife finished an action-packed 
and fascinating trip.

News
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PUPILS WALK

in the footsteps of  the fallen in the Great War

The lines of war graves along with the names of 
55,000 men with no known grave, etched onto 
the Menin Gate, served as stark reminders 

of the scale of casualties in the First World War for 
students on the Battlefields trip.

At Sanctuary Wood, pupils were able to explore 
the original trench lines and visits to the Somme 
battlefield, Vimy Ridge and Beaumont Hamel gave 
the pupils a real sense of the locations of the terrible 
battles of a century ago. 

The experience was particularly poignant for two of 
the pupils, one of whom, Alex, was able to trace no 
fewer than six members of his extended French 
family among the graves; Jack Friar was the first 
member of his family to visit the grave of his relative, 
Staff Sergeant Hudson, at the Wancourt Cemetery.

The identification of Frank Lake, OA, a Lieutenant in 
the 1st Battalion, the Hertfordshire Regiment, on the 
Menin Gate in Ypres by Fourth Formers Steven and

Joe proved to be a moving moment of the 

trip. Interestingly, Page, the name listed a few names 
above Lake, was Hertford’s youngest-ever mayor. Page 
died in the same engagement as Lake, on the opening 
day of Passchendaele. Page was killed as the Battalion 
crossed the Steenbek river and Lake was wounded in 
action about halfway across to the objective. He was 
seen injured in a shell hole on the way out, but when 
his men tried to pick him up on the way back he had 
already passed away.



Staff  interview10

ROB SHAW
Head of  Spanish

Learning a second language in the post-Brexit 
world will be more important and beneficial 
than ever before, claims Rob Shaw,  the School’s 
new Head of Spanish. 

You recently joined St Albans School: what has 
your experience been like so far? 

Manic! The first two weeks were a whirlwind of 
new information and new routines and it was 
somewhat overwhelming, but there was lots of 
support and help offered to me. I feel much more 
at ease now and getting to know our pupils has 
made things so much better. However, having to 
learn so many new names for the first time in five 
years was quite daunting!

What attracted you to the role of Head of 
Spanish at the School?

I had been teaching Spanish for five years and I 
was ready for a new challenge. I have always been 

an ambitious person and I wanted to take on a role 
that allowed me to take on more responsibility 
and I obviously knew of the School and its strong 
reputation. I also wanted to be closer to London so 
the location certainly helped!

What do you consider to be the benefits of 
proficiency in another language?

Where do I begin? In my opinion, communicating 
with someone in their own language allows one to 
really ingratiate oneself with them and talk to them 
on their level. Having excellent communication 
skills has always been a highly-valued attribute and 
being able to have that skill in another language 
sets you apart. But there is also the aspect of what 
it does to your brain, as it helps you make links 
more easily. Additionally, speaking Spanish in a 
market in Barcelona can help you get that basket of 
fruit and vegetables for a slightly better price!

Is the importance of a second language still 
recognised? Can pupils go on to become 
members of a global society without this skill? 

I think following Brexit, having a second language 
will become more important than ever. It is widely 
recognised that British businesses have the worst 
language skills and going forward, forging new 
relationships and making those all-important 
trade deals will require someone who can make 
those deals in the necessary language. I think we 
have always relied on the belief that everyone  
in Europe speaks English – now we will need  
to ingratiate ourselves more than ever and  
our reliance on speaking English won’t cut  
the mustard. 
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Should languages be held in the same 
regard as STEM subjects?

I think we are lucky that in this school, all 
subjects are held in the same regard and 
this school is fortunate to have such a wide 
and varied curriculum. 

Do you think it’s still too easy for us to 
rely on other countries speaking English? 

Given that 75% of the world’s population 
do not speak English and that over 60% of 
British trade is with non-English speaking 
countries, I would say yes. Having an 
extra language is increasingly going to 
become a valuable commodity and those 
people who speak a second language will 
simply outshine those candidates who 
do not. In fact, the European Centre for 
the Development of Vocational Training 
conducted a survey which highlighted that 
people who can speak another language can 
earn thousands more than colleagues who 
do not.

What makes a good languages teacher? 
What are the skills you consider to be 
important? 

Being positive and enthusiastic is really 
important, in my opinion. If students see how 
much you love languages, I often think this can be 
contagious. I am incredibly passionate about languages 
and I really hope this shows in my lessons and is 
passed on to the students. I also believe it is important 
to encourage and instil confidence – speaking a 
foreign language at the start can feel very daunting, 
and I always aim to create a class atmosphere that feels 
supportive and encouraging.

Is there a trend towards certain languages having 
greater importance at any one time? Is Spanish still 
considered to be a vital second language? 

I do think languages tend to go in and out of fashion. 
In Yorkshire, where I taught previously, there was a big 
trend towards Spanish becoming more popular and 
nationally, and German appears to be experiencing a 
slight decline. But there is room for all languages and 
in the case of German, for example, I think we will see 
a huge resurgence in the coming decade, thanks to our 

important trade links with Germany. As for Spanish, it 
seems to be more popular than ever, with cheap flights 
to Spain and relatively cheap property. Moreover, the 
rapid expansion of the South American economies 
means that doing business with those countries could 
become much easier if one has Spanish as a second 
language. 

How do you hope to impact the department? What 
would success look like?   

I think my main priority over the coming year will 
be to instil my love of Spain and all things Spanish 
into my students! I would hope that by doing this, 
we will be able to increase numbers taking Spanish 
lower down in the School. For me, success would be 
knowing that pupils look forward to their Spanish 
lessons with the understanding that they will be 
encouraged and supported.

11
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KEEPING YOUR 

CHILD SAFE 
in a digital world

For most parents, keeping their child or teenager safe 
online and supporting their mental health and wellbeing 
continues to present a significant challenge. Social media 
and a plethora of apps have become the young person’s set 
of communication tools. With so many different websites 
and social media platforms available at a tap or click, it 
can be hard to keep abreast of what your child is looking 
at and sharing, and importantly, knowing who they are 
communicating with. 

Today’s generation of children and teenagers is the first to 
own ‘adult’ equipment and technology and are spending more 
time sitting down than ever before. This is just one impact 
that social media and the ownership of devices is having on 
young people; it is unsurprising that there are clear links 
now being made between the amount of time children spend 
looking at and using devices and the medical health risk this 
presents.

Giving your child the opportunity to participate in a variety 
of activities both at school and in their spare time is naturally 
going to be of benefit, (see our article on ‘The Co-curriculum: 

why all the fuss?’ on page 14) but with the majority of young 
people now in possession of a mobile phone and often 
a number of other devices, it is critical that their online 
presence is as safe and secure as possible.

Worryingly, the explosion of ‘live streaming’ sites and their 
rapid rise in popularity has led to experts warning in October 
2017 that children ‘are being bullied in their bedrooms’.  Most 
of today’s parents did not grow up with the internet and have 
no memory of warnings or stories from their own parents 
to pass on. This generation of parents is therefore having to 
navigate the digital world that their children are living in and 
needs to be able to give reassuring and critical guidance and 
support – which, for many parents, is a tricky and complex 
piece of the parenting puzzle.

Dan, an officer with the Met Police Predatory Offenders Unit, 
comments: “You would never send a child to the park on 
their own with no advice. You would never let them cross the 
road with no advice. We warn them about strangers. But the 
internet? Smartphones? We just let them do it.” 

Children view learning and communicating as being 
inextricably linked to going online, tapping an app and 
listening out for notifications from friends. Despite the wealth 
of beneficial information and knowledge that the internet 
puts at their fingertips, the world wide web isn’t always the 
safest playground; it is very easy for people to anonymise 
themselves online, and there is a perception amongst young 
people that online actions somehow do not have real-world 
repercussions. 

Bullying, from both their peers and adults who they may not 
know, is an ever-present danger, and the sudden increase in 
the number of young children using open and public sites to 
chat and livestream has also attracted an elevated number of 
manipulative online predators. Addressing and limiting the 
dangers has to be tackled from a number of sides, and the 
home and school play critical roles. 

Feature: e-Safety



At St Albans School, we deliver e-safety through a range of 
PSHEE topics, to help pupils better understand how their 
behaviour online can affect others. School initiatives are 
tailored to different sections of the School and we have a 
dedicated e-safety safeguarding officer. We believe that both 
the School and parents can be most effective when both sides 
work together and have open dialogue; the School will be 
sharing further information on this topic through the Parent 
Portal next term.

One of the most important actions you can take is to 
communicate with your child.

Regular, effective communication
A recent survey conducted by Internet Matters of 10,000 
schoolchildren aged 6-18 found that 52% would not tell their 
parents if they were upset by something online.

It may seem obvious, but talking openly – and regularly – 
about the relative dangers of using the internet with your 
child is an incredibly valuable and important discussion. 

In June 2017, the NSPCC urged parents to talk to their child 
about their online activity every two weeks. Amanda Azeez, 
Associate Head of Child Safety Online at the NSPCC, stated 
that parents should have regular, open conversations with 
their children about their online lives: “Having frequent 
conversations will help parents spot any problems, but will 
also encourage children to talk when they are worried  
about anything.”

Help your child to feel comfortable to share anything that 
is troubling them, and to enable you to be aware of activity 
which could present a problem or danger. 

 “Any child or young person who has access to the internet is 
a potential victim,” says Detective Inspector Dave Kennett. 
There is no ‘type’ of child this happens to – just because they 
are from a good home with loads of money, 
or if they are outwardly confident, or a high 
achiever – they can still be a victim. It is 
classless, and it is across the cultures.”

Learn
Look at the websites and apps that your 
child is using. A study undertaken by charity 
Ditch the Label in 2017 surveyed 10,000 
young people aged 12-20 about where they 
believed cyberbullying was most prevalent. 
42% of respondents who said that they had 
experienced cyberbullying claimed that 
they had experienced it on Instagram. In 

second place was Facebook with 37%, with Snapchat at 31%. 
Understanding the difference between Snapchat, Facebook 
and Instagram, for example, will enable you to have a 
constructive discussion about their online presence. 

Take control
Ask what information your child is sharing about themselves; 
ensure their privacy settings are at the highest level on social 
media, to limit personal information being shared, such as 
their full name and address. Ensure their location settings 
are set to ‘ghost mode’ or similar, so that their location is not 
visible. This could be a big enough step to help them avoid a 
potentially dangerous situation once they are online.  

Get help 
Make sure your child knows what to do if they receive an 
abusive message or piece of content and how they can block 
or report content or communication. Ensure they understand 
how to keep evidence, such as how to take  
a screengrab.

Be a role model
Your child’s relationship with social media will reflect how 
they see you using your mobile phone, tablet or laptop and 
will teach your child what digital engagement looks like. 
Consider when and how you are online or distracted and 
show your child how a responsible adult manages their time 
and uses self-discipline with their online engagement. 

Digital Awareness UK and HMC produced a video in 2017 
addressing digital addiction, to help children to use digital 
devices responsibly and to provide ways for parents to 
encourage their children to relinquish their mobile phones  
for limited periods of the day. To watch the video, go to   
http://www.hmc.org.uk/blog/ground-breaking-digital-addiction-
video-used-part-new-classroom-resources

13
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ELITE 
PLAYERS
continue to enhance the 
School’s sports coaching

News

At the start of the Autumn Term, the School was delighted to appoint 
Andy Halliday as hockey coach. Andy brings an international pedigree 
to the School, having played for England at two Olympic Games and two 
Commonwealth Games and was named the UK’s Player of the Year in 1990. 

Andy first began playing hockey as a four year-old with Harpenden Colts 
and fell in love with the sport; it is that aspiration that he hopes to bring to 
hockey players at the School: “I am really looking forward to developing 
hockey at St Albans School,” said Andy. “I will be helping both aspiring 
players and coaches on the newly laid turf at Woollams. I hope to encourage 
players to see hockey as a game for life, beyond their years at school.”

Andy fits his commitments to the School around his continuing role with 
England Hockey. In April 2018, he will be managing the England team at 
the Commonwealth Games on the Gold Coast of Australia, and hopes to be 
involved with Team GB at the 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo.

Additionally, Leo Stockil has also joined the School’s sports staff as a Strength 
and Conditioning Coach, after two years at Bedford Blues RFC. While with 
Bedford, he also worked with the University of Hertfordshire’s scholarship 
sportsmen and women and also worked at Millfield School. Leo will be 
combining his role at St Albans School with Oaklands College Netball, the 
Old Albanian Rugby Club and the University of Hertfordshire.

“I’m delighted to be working at St Albans,” commented Leo. “I hope to grow 
the current strength and conditioning provision in the School and maximise 
students’ potential and participation in the programme.”

“I am really looking forward to 
developing hockey at St Albans School”

ANDY HALLIDAY



15

ZOË HARRIS
Teacher of  Mathematics

You recently joined the School; how are you 
settling in?

Joining the teaching staff has been a bit of a whirlwind, 
getting to know all of my new classes and how 
the School works, but it has been a very positive 
whirlwind.

The School has a longstanding reputation as a school 
that excels at Mathematics: how do you hope to add 
to its success?

I personally found the step up from school to Oxford 
University quite significant. I believe I have relevant 
experience showing pupils how university maths 
differs from school maths. I also believe everyone 
achieves mathematically and I don’t accept that 
some people ‘can’t do maths’. I believe it is all about 
confidence, and I want to ensure that children who 
don’t enjoy maths naturally can still succeed.

What makes a good teacher? What are the skills you 
consider to be important?

A good teacher does whatever is necessary to get the 
best out of their pupils. Subject knowledge is clearly 
paramount, but I think that connecting with the pupils 
and helping them to overcome the challenges they face 
is equally as important.

How do you inspire pupils or stimulate their interest 
in the subject? Do you have to be creative?

In every subject discipline, there are basics to be 
learnt – these are the building blocks. Once these are 
in place, pupils need to be introduced to a wide range 
of contextual problems, which require careful thought, 
but being able to find solutions gives pupils the 
greatest sense of enjoyment. These problems become 
more creative as pupils become more advanced at 
the subject. I want to provide pupils with a variety of 
activities and opportunities to learn, to ensure that 
everyone makes strong progress.

What are you looking forward to, as a teacher of 
Maths at the School?

I am looking forward to seeing the first year through 
the school in its entirety and how the students in my 
care develop from September to July.

Finally, is there anything else you would like to add?

One of my strong memories from my own school 
experience was being involved in Model United 
Nations and I am keen to support this initiative at 
St Albans School. I would also like to add that my 
colleagues in the Maths Department are a great team 
and I am looking forward to working with them. 

Staff  interview
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THE
CO-CURRICULUM: 

why all the fuss?

Although not an entirely new concept, the growing trend 
in schools these days is to recognise the vital role that 
co-curricular activities play in the broader education of 

pupils, as well as the growing evidence to suggest that they have a 
positive impact on academic attainment. 

They are no longer viewed as simply enjoyable, informal uses of 
pupils’ time; instead, they encourage risk, promote teamwork, 
develop resilience and provide a mental release from the 
pressures of the classroom. 

The importance of these so-called “soft skills” is frequently being 
identified by both tertiary institutions and large corporations 
as being essential to ensuring future success in the work place 
and, more broadly, in life. Such trends beyond school place 
increased value on the opportunities co-curricular activities 
provide; a balance between the emotional, academic and social 
development of all pupils is therefore essential to a young 
person’s full growth.

“We look to improve  
on the overall 

educational experience 
of  our pupils”

Feature 

by Gareth Burger
Assistant Head, Co-Curriculum and Head of Third Form
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At St Albans School, our rationale for providing 
these opportunities to young learners has long 
been viewed by pupils as an enjoyable, more casual 
release from the pressures of the formal classroom 
setting; as education evolves and we look to 
improve on the overall educational experience 
of our pupils, we are increasingly striving to 
make pupils aware of the broader importance 
of these activities as an essential part of the core 
curriculum. Recent research focuses on how many 
of these soft skills nurtured by the co-curriculum 
improve the likelihood of young people having 
the necessary personal tools to succeed in later 
life. Being part of a team and enjoying success and 
failure away from the classroom: such experiences 
develop skills and broaden human qualities such 
as effective communication, teamwork, resilience, 
leadership, accountability and empathy in ways 
that the academic curriculum rarely can. In 
addition to these soft skills, pupils also gain related 
strategies for their healthy overall psycho-social 
development.

In recognition of the importance of the 
co-curriculum and the role it plays in the 
development of young people, 2015 saw the School 
launch its School Values and Healthy Minds 
programmes. A growing body of literature suggests 
a positive relationship between involvement 
in sport and other co-curricular activities and 
improved mental well-being for adolescents. It 
has been strongly claimed that participation in 
sport and physical activities, in particular for 
teens, results in decreased anxiety and depression, 
and improved academic performance, increased 
self-esteem, decreased psychological stress and 
lower levels of mental health problems. It therefore 
goes without saying that, in addition to effective 
classroom teaching, a vibrant and active  
co-curricular programme remains a core part of 
the business of educating young people.  

Raising awareness of the role the co-curriculum 
plays in character and skill development, and 
encouraging participation in the activities, rather 
than good ‘old fashioned’ compulsion, are at  

the core of our progressive thinking at  
St Albans School. We conducted a pupil survey 
in the Summer Term of 2017, which revealed that 
although 90% of our pupils take part in the  
co-curricular programme, only around 33% of 
pupils recognise the broader educational role they 
play; therefore, for us, it is now critical that we 
continue to do what we have always done, but with 
an increased emphasis on the “why”. 

“Participation in sport 
and physical activities, 
in particular for teens, 

results in decreased 
anxiety and depression, 
and improved academic 

performance”
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DUKE OF
EDINBURGH’S
EXPEDITION

pupils overcome adverse weather 
conditions during the summer

The challenges of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award were 
clear to all participants during the summer, but the 
rewards were highly evident, too.  

Over the course of a number of days, more than one hundred 
boys and girls from the School were out on the hills being 
supervised for their Duke of Edinburgh’s Awards.

This year, all Silver participants took part in the expedition, 
along with a number of Gold groups. Pupils ventured off 
to locations including the Peak District and Lake District, 
all hoping that the good weather of the week before would 
hold for them and that they would experience better 
weather conditions than those encountered on their practice 
expeditions.

While there were good days, they also faced some of the 
worst weather of all. In Derbyshire, the Silver cohort kept 
their spirits high as they navigated through rain on their 
Qualifying Expeditions and two Gold groups successfully 
completed the expedition section of their award. The Gold 
groups in the Lake District enjoyed three good days out of 
four, with sunny intervals and a cool breeze, but the third day 
produced driving wind and rain, with mist on the tops that 
reduced visibility to 20 metres. 

This made navigation over the highest, most exposed route, 
which had no paths, very challenging. With careful compass 
work, both groups who were on that section on the day 
successfully navigated their way across, met in the mist by a 
very impressed Assessor. 

Pupils showed good humour and worked impressively, 
despite the unfavourable conditions and the four Assessors 
were delighted with the six groups, who all passed with 
flying colours. 

News
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With mental health and wellbeing challenges on the 
increase amongst young people, the School’s pastoral care 
aims to provide valuable support to pupils. Versa spoke 
to the School’s new Counsellor, Jane Mitchell, to find out 
more about her role. 

What does the job of a School Counsellor entail?

My role is centred around offering a confidential space for 
anybody who wants to explore issues or feelings that are 
causing distress. In a wider context, I believe the School 
Counsellor has a role in contributing to the wellbeing of all 
members of the School community, by communicating with 
staff and pupils about mental health. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your job?    

There are so many to choose from! It is a privilege to hear 
another person’s story, and to witness the changes they have 
made to their lives through the process of counselling is 
extremely rewarding.

In your opinion, how important it is that schools offer 
counselling for pupils?    

I believe it’s vital for young people to have an opportunity to 
work through difficult feelings in times of emotional distress 
or confusion. Addressing a problem early can often prevent 
far worse symptoms developing later in life. One of the 
aims of counselling is to build self-awareness and resilience, 
qualities which are invaluable for all of us throughout life. 

How do you build a relationship with the pupils?   

It can be a big step deciding to see a counsellor for the 
first time, so it’s important to provide an environment 
where pupils feel they can speak in confidence. It’s about 
working alongside someone at their own pace, to gain an 
understanding of what is troubling them. 

Within a school environment, are there common issues that 
pupils raise with you?  

There are many reasons why pupils seek counselling, 
ranging from external factors beyond their control, such as 
a bereavement or family break-up, to more personal issues, 

examples being self-esteem or relationship difficulties. Often 
issues emerge in the course of counselling that weren’t evident 
at the beginning, but which are nevertheless related to the 
original problem.

Mental health is an ever-increasing challenge: how can a 
School Counsellor positively impact these challenges?  

An important part of the role is working alongside the 
pastoral team in addressing such challenges. I think one 
of the strengths of St Albans School is the value placed on 
the emotional wellbeing of pupils as well as their academic 
success.

Do you find particularly sensitive issues can take an 
emotional or physical toll on you? If so, how do you 
manage these instances?      

It’s inevitable that there will be times when a particular story 
stays with you and can have an emotional impact. That is 
one reason why clinical supervision is so important. It’s an 
opportunity to untangle one’s own feelings from the mix, as 
well as thinking about ways to help the pupil. A large part of 
counselling training involves building self-awareness so that 
we can distinguish our own emotional response from that of 
the person with whom we are working. 

Do you take your work home with you? 

Absolutely, everybody’s story is unique to them and my job 
is to try to understand their difficulties and find the most 
helpful way to work together. I try to keep up with new ideas 
and refresh my understanding of old ones. 

Do pupils have a fixed amount of sessions or can this be 
flexible depending on the pupil’s needs?  

It’s very flexible and depends on a number of factors and the 
School offers a variety of ways for pupils to access counselling; 
it might be a 20-minute drop-in just to talk something 
through, or ongoing weekly appointments to work in greater 
depth. It’s not always easy, either; there may be days when 
a pupil just doesn’t feel like attending counselling, although 
often these are the times when it would benefit most, so a 
flexible approach can make it feel less daunting. 

MENTAL HEALTH
and Wellbeing

Staff  interview



20 Show your work: the Art Department

This piece by Sam was in 
response to the theme 
“Interesting Characters”  
and was a piece of GCSE 
coursework. Sam received an 
A* for his Art & Design GCSE.
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This watercolour is a primary 
study by Romy produced for her 
AS coursework. Romy achieved 

an A at AS level.



22

KAT 

Pupil interview

Tell us a little about yourself: which form are you in and 
what are you studying?

I am currently in form U6JQ and am studying Biology, 
Chemistry and Maths. I also took Geography for AS. Beyond 
my studies I play netball and lacrosse for the School, and 
netball for a club; I dance regularly alongside this and I used 
to volunteer with a Grade 1 modern class. I also coach  
years 7, 8 and 9 in netball.

Why did you choose St Albans School?

I chose to move into the Sixth Form at St Albans School as 
I had previously been at an all-girls school since age four 
and wanted a change. I chose St Albans School because of its 
high level of academic achievement, along with the excellent 
sporting facilities and opportunities that would be available  
to me. 

What is a typical day like for you? 

My day starts at 7.15am when I get up for school. I get ready 
in about half an hour and regularly leave at 7.45am to be at 
school for 8am, which allows me time to relax and chat before 
school starts and to be settled before registration. I then 
attend lessons and try and complete all my work throughout 
the day until 4pm, when I go home. When I say home I really 
don’t mean it, what I really mean is I leave school to attend my 
extracurricular activities!

Each week I attend three netball training sessions for 
the School or club, and usually play three matches; I also 
umpire four netball matches and dance four times a week. 
Furthermore, I also attend orchestra every fortnight. Each 
week I try to tutor GCSE Science as well as having some 
relaxation time, although I have little time to rest until  
Sunday nights!

Does this year feel tougher than last year? How do you 
manage A Level pressure?

I have already felt an increase in work expectations,, even 
after just three weeks, as there seem to be so many deadlines 

so close to the beginning of the year. The greatest pressure 
is reading around my subjects while trying to complete the 
increasing homework load, alongside writing my UCAS 
personal statement. My main stress relief is playing sports, as I 
will completely focus on the task in hand and forget about the 
workload while doing it. This gives me a break and allows me 
to refocus and concentrate for longer when I return to work.

What are you hoping to read at university?

I’m hoping to read Chemistry with a year studying abroad 
and I have applied to Durham, York, Nottingham, Bath and 
Loughborough. 

How has a mixed Sixth Form benefitted you?

A mixed Sixth Form has benefited me as I’ve learned how 
to work with a wider range of people within a different 
environment. 

What are the highlights of your time at the School so far? 

My highlights have ranged from receiving praise for academic 
projects to sporting success. A few occasions that are very 
high up in my good memories of the School are being 
asked to become a Prefect, receiving sporting half colours 
and representing the School through fixtures. My favourite 
experiences in sports were when the 1st VII netball team 
played netball against the1st XV rugby team and the week 
before having a large proportion of the year watching our 
home fixture. 

Is there anything about a St Albans School education that 
you have particularly relished or valued? Are there any 
differences in terms of approach or style to your previous 
school?

I have valued the extra time the teachers and staff give up 
for clinics, and the extra support and help with work when 
working towards university interviews and exams. This has 
helped me greatly, as I’m not very confident when asking for 
help in class and the clinics have enabled me to ask for help 
when necessary.



23
JJ 

joins OA Mitchell Zhangazha on stage

The School was treated to a stunning performance by Old 
Albanian, Mitchell Zhangazha (OA 2013), who returned to 
the School in October. 

Mitchell reached the final of Britain’s Got Talent with his 
group, New Bounce, and already has many theatre credits to 
his name, in shows such as Peter Pan and is also credited with 
playing Michael Jackson in Thriller Live! 

However, the exceptional musical talent on the night also 
featured the drumming skills of Fifth Former JJ, who gave a 
superb performance. This was not the first time that the two 
had met; Mitchell volunteered at JJ’s school, Abbey Primary, 
during his Lower Sixth year and remembered JJ clearly. 

Here, JJ recalls that first encounter and the strong 
impression Mitchell made on him:

When did you first meet Mitchell?

I first met Mitchell when he came to my primary school as 
part of St Albans School’s Partnership Scheme. I 
subsequently followed Mitchell and his career on and off, 
especially when he performed on Britain’s Got Talent.

How did the performance come about?

Earlier this term, the Director of Music, Mr Stout, asked if 
I could play for the night when Mitchell came back to the 
School, unaware that we already knew each other!

Were you nervous or apprehensive?

I wasn’t nervous to play with him, as I have been playing the 
drums in front of an audience for a very long time now, but I 
only had the opportunity to rehearse the songs with the rest of 
the band and Mitchell on the day of the show. The music that 
he was playing was quite similar to music I have been playing 
most of my life, both in church and outside of church.

What did you learn from the experience?

The opportunity to perform with Mitchell taught me that it 
really is a small world and that you never know who you will 
come into contact with, at any given point in time.

Do you wish to pursue a career in music in the future?

In terms of my personal musicality, I do wish to pursue a 
career in music. I would love to play with artists such as 
Stormzy and also at live shows with different types of artists. I 
am also keen to produce music, which would allow me to use 
my skills on the keyboard.

Pupil interview



GCSE Results

A LEVEL  Results
of pupils gained 
at least 6 A* 
grades

56% of GCSEs taken
at the School 
were awarded 
an A* grade

84% 

92% 

were awarded an 
A* or A grade

one
quarter
(25%) gained 
at least 9 A*s

97%

34%
53%

of GCSEs taken 
were awarded 
an A*- B grade

B

of pupils gained at least 7 A*s 
gained at least 8 A*s

47%
35%

In 2017, A* and A grades  
account for 70% of  all grades 

A record 34% of  
A Levels taken by  
Upper Sixth Formers 
in 2017 received  
A* grades

of A Levels taken were 
awarded A*-B grades, the 
most widely-recognised 
measure of A Level success

pupils
achieved at 
least 3 A*s

candidates  
(33% of our entry)  

gained at least 2 A*s

72 pupils  
(53% of our entry) 
gained at least 1A*

9  

pupils
achieved 4 A*s

45
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Ana shares how she found her “Big Idea” for the School 
magazine’s name.

Please tell us about how Versa came about? 

I explored various ideas during the process to find a name for 
the magazine, but the other options I shortlisted didn’t really 
link with the School and its motto. I wanted to find a word 
which represented the School, but at the same time one which 
had not been used for other magazines in the various subject 
departments. The name Versa clicked immediately and came 
to mind when I was thinking about the magazine’s layout 
and the way it flips from one side to the other. Furthermore, 
the word can also be split into two, so ‘Ver’ for Verulamium, 
which links to the historical side of the School, its pupils, 
the city and our Old Albanians and ‘sa’ which connects to St 
Albans and the School today. Versa sounded right and fitted 
within the School’s image.

Did you have lots of other ideas? 

I did look on the School’s website to think about other options 
and brainstormed several different ideas.

You are part of the Publications team: what do you enjoy 
about it?

I am part of the Publications team, which creates the School’s 
annual magazine, The Albanian. I really enjoy being a big part 
of School life, as we report on various School events, meaning 
that we are always involved and know what’s going on in and 
around the School.

Do you have any thoughts regarding your future career or 
direction? 

I’m not exactly sure what I would like to do, but I would 
definitely like to go to a Russell Group University and I am 
thinking about studying History of Art or English. For my 
work experience week, I worked at an art gallery and really 
enjoyed the way in which everything operated behind the 
scenes, so that could be a potential career path. 

ANA

Pupil interview
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PRIZEGIVING 2017

Celebrating Success, Achievement 
and Contribution

Photograph by Noel Cassidy/St Albans School
The splendour and majesty of St Albans Cathedral provided 

the stunning backdrop for 2017’s Prizegiving ceremony. 
The School’s motto, non nobis nati, is reflected in the prizes 
awarded to many of the School’s pupils, in recognition of 
their academic achievements, personal developments and 

outstanding contributions to the life of the School. 
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