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It is my pleasure to welcome you to the Autumn 
2022 edition of Versa. Since the Versa printing 
presses were last in action, we have experienced the 

unique celebration of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II’s 
Platinum Jubilee followed, sadly, by her State Funeral 
a few short months later. The School commemorated 
both occasions in an appropriate way. Speaking to the 
whole school the morning after the announcement of 
the Queen’s death was one of the most difficult duties 
I have had to perform as Headmaster. Instinctively, 
the pupils knew that this was a major moment in the 
nation’s history and conducted themselves with the 
utmost respect as we marked the passing of a much-
loved and respected monarch who was such a superb 
example to us all of servant leadership and pledged our 
collective allegiance to King Charles III. 

Their conduct was similarly impressive at our annual 
Service and Act of Remembrance, at which the newly-
created OA Roll of Honour book was installed in a 
bespoke cabinet, generously presented by the Old 
Albanian Association, outside the Library.

Amidst these major events and with the backdrop 
of some political turmoil, the School exploded back 
into life in early September. It certainly feels that 
the uncertainty and challenges of the Covid years 
are now firmly behind us and that we have stepped 
boldly into the post-Covid era, buoyed by outstanding 
examination results at both A Level and GCSE this 
summer (see page 20) and a School roll exceeding 
900 for the first time. With incoming pupils (see page 
14) and members of staff bringing new energy and 
enthusiasms to our community, the start of a new 
academic year is always an exciting and uplifting time.

In this Versa we capture some of the rich diversity 
of the School’s provision, from academic subjects 
to sport, music, drama and trips, detailing not just 
what we do but why we choose to do it and why we 
consider it important. I hope the articles about Music 
(pages 4-5), Partnership and Community Link (pages 
8-9), Rugby (pages 10-11) and Modern Foreign 
Languages (pages 12-13) will be of particular interest 
in this regard. 

One of the many joys of my role is encouraging and 
congratulating pupils on their achievements: this is a 
particular highlight of each Full Assembly for me. On 
pages 16-17 you can read about some examples of the 
pursuit of excellence outside of school. And when you 
flip to the OA pages, you will see those stories continue 
with news of OAs making their mark successfully in 
the adult world. 

This edition of Versa went to press in the week of 
School of Rock, a collaborative endeavour between 
the Music and Drama departments. It was a superb 
show – the perfect antidote to the late-November blues 
– and well worthy of being the choice of front-cover 
photograph. My warm congratulations go to everyone 
involved in this excellent production!

With very best wishes,

HEADMASTER’S 
WELCOME

IN CELEBRATION AND 
REMEMBRANCE OF 

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II

On this sombre morning, we come together as a whole 
School to mark with profound sadness the end of a 
significant era in the history of our nation, to mourn a 
great sovereign, to share our sense of loss, to give thanks 
for the Queen’s long and faithful service to her nation 
and the Commonwealth, to hold the Royal Family in our 
thoughts and prayers as they grieve for a beloved mother, 
grandmother and great-grandmother, and to affirm our 
collective allegiance to His Majesty King Charles III.

Jonathan Gillespie, Headmaster  
Whole School Assembly, Friday 9 September 2022

“
“

A poem to mark the passing  
of  Queen Elizabeth II
By Ethan, Third Form
Heaven and earth diverge in our skies,
The rain on the windows,
The birds flying high

The bars are now empty,
Folks gather near,
Hearts in their hands,
Flooded with tears

The rainbows above us,
A very clear sign,
The Queen of England,
Now says her goodbye

Change
By James, Third Form
Looking out of my window, rain clouds above me,
I think of what was, what is and what will be.
I long for those simpler times so full of life;
Now all I see is sadness and strife.

Silent, the whole world feels dismal and dire, 
Like the dying sparks of a once-great fire.
The rest of the year went by in a blur, but
Now, bells chiming, I can’t help thinking of Her.

Even so, even now, I can see light peeking through,
A glimmer of hope as if this was a cue
For the next in line who some already call King.
But I, for now, will not yet be as keen.

Images from the School’s Jubilee celebrations which took place earlier 
this year, followed by some words to mark her passing.

First Former Finn had the honour 
of sealing the time capsule

Pupils participated in a mulching ceremony as part of 
the national tree-planting initiative
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We recently chatted with Mr Tom Young, Head of Academic Music and Acting Director of Music, 
to find out more about the teaching and learning of Music at St Albans School.

6
THE IMPORTANCE  

OF MUSIC
at St Albans School 

How long have you worked at St Albans School? What 
is your background prior to teaching here?
I’ve worked here since 2013. I started out as a pianist 
and read Music at Cambridge University. I also won the 
Kennedy Scholarship to study Music for a year at Harvard. 
I worked for a bit as a composer, with teaching to ‘pay the 
bills’, but then discovered I really enjoyed it.

What do you think are the strengths of our Music 
Department?
I think we’re a very welcoming Department and achieve 
our results by being positive and encouraging. We have 
strong pupils at the elite end but are also inclusive, and 

pupils with standards as early as Grade 2-3 play in some 
of the main ensembles. The Choir is also an excellent 
flagship group, with regular singing in the Abbey being 
a brilliant opportunity. We are an All-Steinway School, 
ensuring that our pianists have the opportunity to play 
on the finest instruments available. The annual Steinway 
Piano Concert is a wonderful showcase for our many 
exceptional piano players. 

How many pupils are currently learning an instrument? 
How many Visiting Music Teachers teach our pupils 
and how many lessons take place each week?
Around 200 pupils currently learn an instrument in 
school, with many more learning outside of school. We 
have eighteen Visiting Music Teachers teaching several 
hundred lessons per week.

What choirs, ensembles, orchestras and bands do we 
currently offer pupils? 
School Choir, Orchestra, String Orchestra, Concert 
Band, Sinfonietta (a training orchestra for more junior 
musicians) and Jazz Band, plus a huge range of Chamber 
groups e.g. Clarinet Ensemble, Sax Ensemble, Piano Trio 
etc. We also offer Rock Band Workshops after school and 
Barbershop. 

What are some highlights of the music calendar each 
year?
There’s the House Music competition which features lots 
of pupil-led Rock performances, and the Cabaret in the 
Summer Term. However, the biggest concert is the Joint 
Schools Concert in March. It involves both our school 
and St Albans High School for Girls, plus many parents 
and staff who sing in a big piece of Choral repertoire, 
accompanied by a semi-professional orchestra. It’s always 
an amazing experience for everyone involved, and a 
fantastic opportunity for pupils to get to know some 
brilliant repertoire.

Can you explain the John Meulkens Programme for 
Young Instrumentalists – what is it about and who does 
it benefit?
It’s a new scheme, funded by a legacy from John Meulkens 
(OA 1935), aimed at increasing uptake in the Lower 

School in learning various musical instruments (which we 
tend to have a shortfall in, e.g. oboe and bassoon) by offering 
a free instrument and free lessons for a period of time. It will 
hugely benefit pupils as it’s an opportunity to learn a new 
instrument for free.

Why do you think it’s so important to learn Music in 
school? What skills can you gain?
Study after study has shown that pupils who are well trained 
in Music flourish in other subjects too, and we really notice 
that in the Department – so many of our busiest musicians 
thrive in other areas of their school life. In terms of specific 
transferable skills, both listening attentively and a real ability 
to maintain sustained discipline and effort are very powerfully 
honed through a good musical education.

Can you tell us about any pupils who have gone on to great 
musical success following their time at St Albans School?
We’ve had several pupils move on to top Music Colleges (such 
as the Royal College and Trinity College), and two go up to read 
Music at Oxford in recent years, both as Scholars (one Organ and 
one Choral). We’ve also had a National Young Drummer of the 
Year, JJ Wallace (OA 2020), most recently spotted drumming on 
tour with Celeste including a big set at Glastonbury! Read more 
about JJ in the OA News section of Versa.

Has our concert repertoire changed over recent years?
There’s been a much-needed push towards diversity in general 
in recent years, and that has filtered through to our concerts 
(e.g. the Black History Month concert), although there is still 

some way to go. In the more pupil-led concerts such as the 
Leavers’ Concert (which is pretty much entirely staged by the 
Upper Sixth Form), it is always fascinating to hear some more 
recent songs and even their own compositions!

Is teaching musical theory still relevant if students can 
easily access music software which enables them to 
compose and record music without any formal theory 
training?
Yes! Old-fashioned training in music theory and history 
will equip you far better to write music in any style. It’s 
interesting to see how, among the new young generation of 
media composers (for film, TV and video games), those with 
a solid foundation in Classical harmony and counterpoint 
are still producing the strongest work. 

What exciting musical instruments or equipment are you 
looking forward to providing for pupils in the future?
The John Meulkens Scheme is starting next term and I’m 
excited to see the first cohort coming through – within a 
couple of years that should start to impact on our ensembles. 
In terms of equipment, we have the recently completed 
Recording Studio and we’re already seeing some amazing 
work coming out of that.



News7
A VISIT TO
Hadrian’s Wall

You have been at St Albans School since 2015, 
what was it that attracted you to the School? 
I had left my career in investment banking a few 
years earlier and was looking for a new challenge. 
The job at St Albans School was serendipitous. I 
had been vaguely considering a job in teaching 
when I just happened to see an advertisement for 
the role at the School and applied on the spur of 
the moment. A week later I was interviewed and 
offered the job. It was all very sudden. The fact 
that my father was a Headmaster with a passion 
for his subject (Maths) was one of the reasons why 
I was thinking about teaching.

Since joining, how has the Economics offering 
developed within the School? 
The Department now has a mix of career teachers 
and teachers who have joined from other jobs. This 
means that there is a whole range of different skills 
and experiences which are shared, contributing to 
a dynamic environment. Economics is a subject 
which it is very easy to link to daily news events so 
the teaching is different every year. Hopefully, this 
keeps it interesting for the students and is perhaps one reason 
why we have seen a dramatic increase in the number of 
students taking Economics for both iGCSE and A Level. It is 
very pleasing to see that a large number of our students elect 
to study Economics-related subjects at university.

Why is Economics an important subject, and what do you 
hope your pupils will take away from your lessons? 
Economics is such a broad subject and I believe that it is 
relevant to everybody. Any student with an interest in the 
world around them should be fascinated by Economics as 
they can relate what they learn in the classroom to events in 
the news every day. An understanding of Economics helps 
with personal decision-making and a study of behavioural 
economics can help you to avoid common costly errors. Also, 

given that the management of the economy is a key issue in 
elections, I think it is important that people understand the 
implications of different economic policies in order to inform 
their voting behaviour.

How does teaching at St Albans School compare to your 
previous role? 
In my role as a Commodities Analyst at an investment bank, 
I spent a lot of time presenting to clients and speaking at 
conferences, so there are parallels in terms of disseminating 
information. However, I learned very quickly that there are 
big differences between delivering a message to a group of 
clients and a class of students.

What inspires your teaching the most?
It is extremely rewarding to see students develop and mature 
and to feel that I have played some part in helping them on 
that journey. 

As far as my teaching is concerned, I have a simple 
philosophy. I believe that if the students are looking forward 
to coming to my lessons, they will be engaged and will learn. 
I try to make my lessons relevant, informative and above all, 
fun. The students can decide whether I succeed!

“I try to make my lessons 
relevant, informative and 
above all, fun.”

Staff  Interview

ADAM ROWLEY
Teacher of  Economics
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After an early start at Woollams, we began our trip 
to the Wall via the Ancient site of Deva, modern 
Chester. Pupils were given a guided tour around 

the city, including a visit to the famous amphitheatre 
which remains the largest in Roman Britain.

We moved on to Luguvalium, the ancient site of Carlisle. 
Following a very interesting exploration of the various 
ancient and modern artifacts in the Tullie House Museum 
and Art Gallery, we started our journey across the Wall to 
Vindolanda, a Roman auxiliary fort. Pupils saw various 
parts of the fort, including the barracks and the granary. 

Our visit to the Roman Army Museum near to the Wall 
further enhanced the pupils’ interest and enthusiasm.

After a night in Newcastle, we returned to St Albans via 
Eboracum, which was the ancient site of York. Pupils 
walked along the scarce remains of the fort’s walls and 
were introduced to an ancient bath house in the city 
centre. 

It was an incredibly memorable trip and I would like to 
thank the staff involved for all their help, and of course the 
pupils for their impeccable behaviour. 

During the October half term, our Second and Third Form pupils ventured past the Pennines and the Lake 
District to view the remains of the renowned Hadrian’s Wall. 

Mr Ed Baker, Deputy Head of Lower School and Teacher of Classics, tells us more about this fascinating trip…
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LOWER SIXTH FORMERS 

ENGAGE WITH PUPILS  
AT WATLING VIEW SCHOOL 

as part of  the Partnership and 
Community Link Programme 

Watling View School is a maintained special 
school in St Albans for children aged 2-19. 
The School caters for pupils with a range of 

complex and profound learning difficulties. These include 
severe autism, complex medical conditions, physical 
and mobility difficulties, as well as severe developmental 
delay. The Partnership and Community Link programme 
has had a relationship with Watling View School for the 
last 15 years with members of our Lower Sixth Form 
volunteering at the School on Friday afternoons.

Our Sixth Form volunteers gain valuable work 
experience and many of them will go on to do degrees in 
Medicine. They build meaningful relationships with the 
staff and children and look forward to their weekly visits. 
Versa spoke with Sixth Formers, Mahi and Ali, who 
volunteered at Watling View School last year as part of 
the Partnership Programme. 

Tell us a bit about your experiences at Watling View 
School, what was your role?
Mahi: Generally, I helped with activities throughout the 
day, such as reading, gardening and soft play for example. 
I worked with the youngest class, which was larger than 
the others, and because of the extra help given by the 
Partnership pupils, it allowed the Watling View teachers 

more contact time with their students. I would also keep 
a look out over the pupils and I would let the teachers 
know if I felt they needed anything. Sometimes, there 
were school events with other activities, for example 
decorating cookies which I could help with.

Ali: I spent time playing board games with the children, 
going to the park, watching TV and attending school 
assembly with them. I enjoyed having a good rapport with 
the children in the class I was allocated, and with some, in 
particular, this developed over the year I was there. 

I gained so much admiration for the amazing, selfless 
teachers at Watling View. The children could become 
dysregulated, but watching staff deal with each situation 
so professionally, calmly and with the needs of the child 
always put first, was eye-opening. Teachers were always 
smiling, happy and enthusiastic about helping and 
teaching the children in their care.

What did you gain personally from volunteering at the 
School?
Mahi: I learnt the importance of body language when 
communicating with non-verbal students. Most of my 
class were non-verbal, which meant it was more difficult 
to tell when they were distressed or sad. It is important 
to ensure they get an education while they are there, by 
adapting the learning to their needs. I have also gained 
the ability to stay calm in stressful situations and learnt 
the value of patience in a school environment. I was 
able to form great relationships with the other staff 
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members and students, getting to know each individual’s 
personality. 

One thing I loved about the School was how they 
personalised the day for each student. For example, if a pupil 
was known to become dysregulated when they went to the 
library, the teachers would not force them to go and would 
offer reading in the classroom instead. These small acts made 
such a big difference to the child’s happiness. I met some 
amazing people while at Watling View and would happily 
volunteer there again in the future. 

Ali: I signed up thinking it would be a great experience, but 
I underestimated the profound impact working at Watling 
View would have on me. I didn’t just learn the cliched 
‘communication skills’ etc, but more about the disparity in the 
world, how we are each born to different circumstances, and 
how we can do so much to help each other. On a basic level, 
going to a school like St Albans School, we are very fortunate in 
so many ways. It was an eye-opening experience to come out of 
this bubble of privilege and see those who have complex needs, 
who struggle with things that most of us can do easily. 

Mostly, I think I was struck by the basic human need to be 
heard; we take the ability to express our needs and emotions 
articulately for granted. We live in times where we realise the 
importance of emotional intelligence, making our feelings 
known to those around us. If we are upset or annoyed and 
every nuance of our feelings is not understood, it can be 
frustrating for us. We can go to therapy and spend hours 
examining and dissecting our innermost feelings. But the 
situation for many of these fantastic children has been the 
polar opposite of this. I was struck by the fact that some 
children were not able to express their most basic needs and 
thoughts. Sometimes it was that they were cold, hungry or 

tired; even this simple feeling could not be articulated. From 
this, understandably frustration is borne, and then situations 
can escalate pretty quickly. But the teachers were just 
amazing. They have learnt to communicate in a different way 
with each child; they knew how each child could be soothed. 
It is truly awe-inspiring and reminded me of the importance 
of our school motto ‘non nobis nati’. 

I do miss my Friday afternoons at Watling View; I felt as 
though in a very small way I was doing some good; I was 
helping; I was making a small difference. After our school 
term ended last year, I arranged to see the children of my 
Watling View class one last time before they broke up for the 
summer holidays. I was very popular that day as I was laden 
with treats and chocolate cupcakes. It was a lovely memory 
to end with.

“I met some amazing people 
while at Watling View and 
would happily volunteer there 
again in the future.”

“I gained so much 
admiration for the amazing, 
selfless teachers.”



1211 Feature

SPOTLIGHT ON 
Rugby

We recently chatted with Mr Jeremy Walmsley, Head of Rugby, 
about the teaching of Rugby at St Albans School.

We asked 1st XV Rugby Captain, Sports Prefect 
and Upper Sixth Form pupil, Aidan, for his 
thoughts on Rugby at St Albans School.

How has the Rugby season been going for you and the team? 
The team has gone unbeaten up to the half term and we hope 
to continue our form though there are some tough games 
coming up. The very first game against Bedford Modern 
School was a highlight. The team spirit and togetherness we 
showed for our first game as a team was really promising. 

What skills do you think Rugby teaches you? 
Rugby teaches you many skills that are relevant in all walks 
of life. The team spirit and working as a collective unit for a 
common goal are invaluable in promoting collaboration and 
leadership skills. There is also the element of respect that is 
so vital in our game – that’s being respectful to the referee, 
opposition and everyone who works hard to help you achieve 
your best performances on the pitch.

What do you love about playing Rugby at St Albans School?
The enjoyment levels of playing Rugby at St Albans School are 
great with everyone striking a good balance between wanting 
to win and enjoying the Rugby they are playing. There is 
always a great atmosphere around team events and the 
cohesion between the year groups is very beneficial.

Why do you think it’s so important to teach Rugby to 11-18 
year olds? 
Rugby offers a unique context unlike other school sport. 
It’s an important subject as it exposes pupils to a variety 
of challenges that require them to develop important 
transferable skills across disciplines and in later life. It 
also challenges pupils physically unlike any other sport, 
developing resilience whilst establishing a ‘fine line’ between 
physical assertion and controlling aggression. Where else in 

school life can you be knocked back, 
and then have to get back up and 

then maintain your composure and 
regulate yourself before finding a 
way to respond? For young men, 
this emotional control in a physical 

but respectful environment 
is hugely important in 

developing excellent 
members of society 

whilst allowing 
them to find a 

way to release their emotions in a healthy way. The Rugby 
Football Union identifies the key skills learnt through 
Rugby as teamwork, respect, enjoyment, discipline and 
sportsmanship. Similarly, our training sessions and game 
days are centred around developing the School’s learning 
skills of collaboration, creativity, resilience, problem-solving, 
communication, independence and reflection. 

What are your recent Rugby highlights and what are you 
most proud of?
Now that we can film a large number of our games it means 
that we have the opportunity to watch back the game highlights 
on screens around the School. The buzz and excitement, and 
also being able to see others play in different years groups, is 
building some great appreciation of players’ hard work and 
skills that we have all never been able to share and review 
in this way before. We have four senior players currently in 
Premiership Academies and one player has progressed to the 
final England U18 Selection. This follows on from last year’s 
Captain who represented England at U18,19 and 20’s as well as 
debuting for Saracens in the Premiership Cup.
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at St Albans School
BRINGING LANGUAGES 

TO LIFE 
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Modern Foreign Languages at St Albans School is a 
busy and vibrant department that provides a rich 
and positive experience of language learning – 

lessons are fun, engaging, interactive but also rigorous. 

Led by Mr Jamie Russ, Head of Modern Languages, who 
has taught at the School for the past twenty years and 
managed the Department for fourteen years, the team 
consists of nine teachers and three language assistants. In 
fact, the Department includes some of the longest serving 
staff, such as Mrs Cécile Coudert, Teacher of French, who 
has taught at the School for over thirty years. 

Lessons take place in a recently renovated suite of eight 
modern classrooms that are all equipped with the latest 
technology and located across both floors above the 
Refectory.

Modern Foreign Languages are a fundamental part of the 
School curriculum. In the First Form, pupils have weekly 
lessons in French, German and Latin, and experience 
taster lessons in Spanish and Mandarin Chinese at the 
end of the year. They then choose three of these languages 
to study in the Second Form. For those who join in the 
Third Form, they must choose to study up to three modern 
languages. In the Fourth and Fifth Form, pupils can 
study French, German, Spanish and Mandarin Chinese 
and are encouraged to take at least two languages at this 

level. A Level pupils can study French, Spanish, Mandarin 
Chinese or German and are exposed to a range of authentic 
language sources, as well as studying literary texts and films 
that are rooted in the historical and social context of the 
language and its people.

Studying a language is a popular choice for our Sixth 
Form pupils which isn’t surprising when you consider the 
countless benefits. Cultural awareness, communication 
skills and collaboration are essential in our post-Brexit 
globalised world and pupils develop both creativity and 
empathy in abundance – important life skills for citizens of 
tomorrow. An IGCSE and/or A Level in a foreign language 
is highly regarded by the most traditional of universities. In 
fact, many pupils choose to continue learning a language in 

the Sixth Form even if they’re not taking it as an A Level 
– realising that it could help lead them to a wide range of 
professional opportunities in the future. 

Outside of the classroom, the Department is a hive of 
activity with a Lower School French Spelling Bee Club; 
First Form Translation Bee; Languages Puzzle Club; 
Linguistics Olympiad; and numerous clinics for extra 
support as well as a Sixth Form mentoring group. The 
annual European Day of Languages enables pupils to learn 
a few words or phrases from a wide range of different 
languages, and volunteering staff and pupils share their 
linguistic diversity and knowledge. 

The Modern Foreign Languages Department also runs an 
inspiring and stimulating trips programme, including a 
residential German trip to Cologne to visit the Christmas 
markets. The Spanish Department is planning two 
enriching travel experiences in the next academic year. 
IGCSE pupils will participate in a week of Spanish and 
Surfing lessons in October 2023, and A Level pupils 
will develop their advanced language skills alongside a 

pilgrimage of self-discovery as they join the last few days of 
the Camino de Santiago trek in April 2024. 

Mandarin Chinese is a fairly new addition to the 
Department but is proving its popularity. Mandarin 
Chinese teacher, Ms Jian Ling Shen, explains “Students 
deeply appreciate the learning journey that Mandarin 
offers, and embrace the academic challenge it presents 
as it stretches their way of thinking and offers a lot of 
intellectual stimulation.”

But why is the learning of languages such an essential life 
skill? Languages help to create a deeper understanding 
of other cultures and an appreciation of one’s own. The 
learning of languages goes far beyond the mechanics of 
speaking, listening and comprehension. At St Albans 
School there are many opportunities to bring languages to 
life and for pupils to experience different cultures first-
hand on language trips. Through conversations with the 
Language Assistants in small groups our pupils learn to 
think critically, debate effectively and justify ideas with 
conviction, and express themselves coherently. 

Our new Head of Spanish, Mr Mike Wright, feels 
strongly about the importance of planting a seed of 
interest in the classroom that will continue to grow 
through a passion for foreign cultures, societies, and 
people. He explains, “Languages truly come to life beyond 
the classroom. We want our pupils to develop a thirst for 
travel, for adventure, to experience places and develop 
cultural connections that are only possible by knowing 
more languages than English. Languages help to develop 
an international mindset when it comes to embracing 
diversity and opening minds and hearts.”

It’s an exciting time to be teaching languages to the current 
generation of learners, and in our busy Modern Foreign 
Languages Department we cultivate a love of language 
learning which remains with pupils throughout their 
educational journey and beyond. 
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THE EXCITEMENT OF  
Joining St Albans School

Ewan 
First Form 

“I think the most exciting thing 
in these first few months has been 
being able to travel everywhere with 
my friends to sports fixtures and 
having amazing adventures. Also, 
I have taken a liking to Drama! My 
teacher allows us to be creative and 
to make up scenes with our own 
characters, we also impersonate 
different voices, and it’s so fun.”

Theo 
First Form 

“I have found the extended variety  
of subjects exciting because they 
have given me the opportunity to 
develop my learning in a different 
way. One of the most challenging 
things about starting at the School is 
the increased level of responsibility 
and managing your time which turns 
out to be very precious!” 

Lochy 
Third Form 

“I think the most challenging thing 
for me was getting used to the 
amount of work after a long, relaxed 
summer. The most exciting thing 
was making lots of new friends and 
getting involved in Rugby.”
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By Tom, Upper Sixth Form

At the end of September, members of the Combined Cadet Force 
took part in a two-day training exercise. I had the privilege of 
leading the platoon of cadets from across a variety of year groups 

in this exercise, the first of its kind with airsoft rifles used to add an extra 
challenge for our cadets.

The camp began with the cadets setting up a platoon harbour area within 
their sections, led by Lower Sixth Form students. They then moved on to 
lessons taught by Upper Sixth Formers, ranging from setting up their bashas 
to protect them from the elements to camouflage and concealment where 
students were tested in the use of their surroundings to move to an enemy 
position undetected. Finally, the students learnt about method of entry 
where they were instructed on how to effectively clear buildings in pairs by 
maintaining good teamwork and communication. They would be tested on 
this later in the camp. Our final lesson of the day brought together the entire 
platoon of cadets to learn about platoon attacks. This gave our cadets their 
first experience of fighting a live enemy with members of the Upper Sixth 
brought in to provide realistic challenges to the students on their approach 
and clearing of an enemy area. All sections rotated through three separate 
roles in a series of attacks, having a chance to assault the enemy position, 
give suppressive fire, and remain in reserve should more firepower be 
needed. Unfortunately, our evening plans were curtailed by poor weather 
conditions. However, this put the cadets’ bashas to the test with them all 
passing and managing to stay warm and dry in the testing conditions.

Our final day was full of action with three platoon attacks keeping our 
cadets very busy throughout the day. The first attack did not go according 
to plan with communication issues between the sections meaning 
the attack was disjointed and messy. However, after a debrief we felt 
better prepared and subsequent attacks were much improved. Good 
communication and organisation between the sections allowed for two 
very successful later attacks using all the skills learnt the previous day to a 
very high standard, overpowering the Upper Sixth Form enemy with ease.

OPERATION 
Autumn Storm

Versa spoke with some of our new pupils and asked them to answer the question: What has been 
the most exciting or challenging thing you have encountered in your first few months at the School?

Ruby 
Lower Sixth Form 

“As I love sport, outdoor activities 
and new challenges, some 
highlights for me have been joining 
the CCF, playing for the School 
netball team, going on pre-season 
Cross Country and taking part in 
the DofE training weekend.” 

Dasha 
Lower Sixth Form 

“The most challenging, but the 
most exciting was to integrate 
into the British society and adjust 
to the new education system as I 
moved from Ukraine last Spring. 
Everything was completely new 
for me and coming to school was 
quite stressful at the beginning. 
However, I was overwhelmed with 
the emotions of happiness every 
day. It is a dream to be a student in 
such an amazing school.”

Gisele 
Lower Sixth Form 

“When I first joined the School, 
everything was a new challenge 
for me. Not only that I have to 
cope with the new environment 
and meet different people, but it 
was also a step out of my comfort 
zone studying in another country 
and to converse in English, which 
is not my first language. Although 
it wasn’t easy, the teachers are 
supportive, and I am slowly getting 
over the cultural shock and used to 
the new environment here.” 
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TENI TAKES TO THE  
STAGE WITH THE  

National Youth Musical Theatre

During the summer break, I performed 
in the National Youth Musical Theatre’s 
production of Ragtime. I was delighted to 

have been cast in the principal role of Booker T. 
Washington. Playing such an important historical 
figure came with many challenges but I think I took 
them on well. Overcoming these challenges was 
vital to my characterisation of the role. Rehearsals 
were long, tiring and often emotional – due to 
the subject matter of the show. Conveying themes 
of racism, xenophobia and antisemitism was 

difficult especially due to some of the language 
being rooted in hate. Despite the challenges it 
posed, it was rewarding as it helped us to produce 
a powerful performance. We completed our shows 
over a week to a paying audience and rave reviews. 
Meeting other young performers in a professional 
environment was a great experience. The 
opportunity to work with professional directors, 
choreographers and musicians was an honour and 
something I will always remain grateful for. 

Teni, Fifth Form

I joined Northants County Cricket Club at U13 
level when I was recommended by a coach 
from Choice Cricket who put me forward for 

the trials. It was tough but I was very excited when 
I was invited to join the squad. At the start, I felt a 
bit out of my comfort zone as I thought everyone 
was better than me. However, all the lads and the 
coaches welcomed me. My first season was during 
Covid, so it wasn’t the best start as we didn’t have 
many matches, but it was worth the wait as the 
last two seasons have been brilliant. I usually play 
about 20+ matches a season for them and I would 
say I enjoy these the most out of any type of cricket 
I play. This is due to the seriousness but also the 
fun we have. The team is so close as we spend a 
lot of time together which I would say helps us 
to be successful on the pitch. As a team, we train 

extremely hard and have two fantastic coaches. 
We have very high expectations of ourselves and 
each other and are all very ambitious. Northants 
are one of the best teams in the country. We are 
very lucky to have access to professional cricketers 
and coaches who help us. It’s very motivating. 
I’m a left-arm spin bowling all-rounder and my 
best bowling stats so far are 6-28 against Notts. 
This year has been my favourite year so far as we 
went on tour to Durham, which involved the best 
cricket match I have ever played in. Next year, U16 
Northants have the ECB competition and I am 
looking forward to it, hoping we can go far. The 
ECB competition is every two years and last year 
in this competition I was the third-highest wicket-
taker in the country. 

Sam, Fifth Form

I started playing badminton a few years ago with 
my Dad, but as a young child, I did not listen to 
him so his coaching (although it was very good) 

did not work! I later decided to start badminton 
again and began training at a club. I was motivated 
at the age of nine when I found a trophy in a drawer 
from when my dad played badminton when he was 
young. I was very inspired and decided I wanted to 
be better than my dad and play in the England team. 
Recently, I was selected for the county and I am now 
representing Buckinghamshire where I strive hard 
to achieve my goal. I was very excited to represent 
my county in my first tournament against Leicester 
(organised by Badminton England) in October.

Thenuka, First Form

Introducing yourself as a sports 
commentator often gets strange 
reactions, especially for someone so 

young in the industry. Nonetheless, it’s 
been a bizarre and incredible journey from 
the Covid Lockdown period to today.

During 2020, I was asked on a complete 
whim to commentate on a Sim Racing 
series I was involved with, which I 
accepted. Truth be told I had nothing 
better to do. However, it very quickly 
turned out that I absolutely loved 
commentating, and apparently had some 
degree of talent at it, as I shot up in the 
eSports media world. After pursuing 

eSports commentary throughout 2020 
and the first half of 2021, I found myself 
standing very nervously in the back of 
a van (yes, a van) ready for my first live 
sports commentary. I never said it was a 
glamorous business! 

For the past year and a half, I have been 
the lead commentator on the FAB-Racing 
Minibike British Championship alongside 
several top-level eSports competitions. 
It can be tough at times, with very long 
and tiring weekends that are often 
several hours from home and trying to 
fit schoolwork in can be a real challenge. 
However, the rewards are massive 

– commentating on a series like FAB-
Racing, which is where most of Britain’s 
motorcycle racing stars begin their career, 
is a huge honour and every race, event 
and weekend is a fantastic experience.

The highlight of my commentary career 
is obvious though – being asked to 
commentate on the 2022 School Sports 
Day was great fun, and made me a bit of a 
school celebrity for a few days, even if we 
did get a few complaints from locals over 
the noise…

Ross, Upper Sixth Form

ROSS RACES INTO THE 
WORLD OF LIVE SPORTS 

COMMENTATING 

BOWLING FOR NORTHANTS 
COUNTY CRICKET CLUBPLAYING BADMINTON FOR 

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE 

This is my second full season at Spurs and it’s brilliant. The 
training ground is acknowledged to be one of the best in the 
world. The facilities are amazing, and the academy is next to 
the First Team building. They also have their own hotel and an 
area where they grow food for the restaurant. Sometimes we 
see the players. The academy has eleven training pitches and a 
full-size indoor Astro turf pitch. When England is playing at 
Wembley, they use one of our pitches for training and match 
preparation. We train three times a week and matches are on 

Sunday. The training is very demanding, and we’re constantly 
being assessed so we maintain a high standard. I’m a central 
defender but sometimes play in the midfield. The team 
recently took part in a tournament in Belgium and during 
the next half term, we will be taking part in a mini tour of 
the north of England, playing Liverpool, Leeds and Sheffield 
United. At the end of last season, we trained at the Tottenham 
Hotspur Stadium. 

Henry, First Form

HENRY PLAYS AT THE TOTTENHAM 
HOTSPUR ACADEMY
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RETURNING TO 
Pen Arthur

Located in the beautiful Brecon Beacons National 
Park, Pen Arthur is a farmhouse that has been a 
part of the School’s history for many decades. It 

has always been widely talked about and remembered 
fondly by Old Albanians. Traditionally, pupils 
experience a residential trip to Pen Arthur at the end 
of First Form. The combination of being in a unique 
learning environment and away from home for six days, 
without the normal range of electronic gadgets to hand, 
puts a real focus on the relationships within the group 
and all the memorable activities that are shared.

After a two-year break due to Covid, our First Form 
boys were delighted to be the first ones to finally return 
to Pen Arthur!

Aside from football and games around the farmhouse, 
the boys experienced many trips in the local area. They 
visited Carreg Cennen Castle, an imposing ruin on the 
crest of a hill, and also went caving, exploring some of 
the network of chambers under the hills. They walked 
down the Ystradfellte Valley and under the famous 
Porth-y-Ogof Waterfalls.

Pupils also visited the beach at Pembrey Country Park 
and enjoyed a trip to Dolaucothi Gold Mines where 
they learnt about Victorian and Roman mining and 
panned for gold.

We asked three pupils about their visit to Pen Arthur 
and what they gained from the experience… 
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The Pen Arthur trip was jam-packed with exciting 
and fun activities. If I had to pick one, I would say the 
kayaking and canoeing. I absolutely loved paddling 
on the river, navigating through the some challenging 
routes. Also, we got to enjoy some ice cream under the 
sun! Who doesn’t enjoy that?
When I came back from the Pen Arthur trip I felt 
different. A sense of adventure had stirred up inside of 
me. I seemed to have gained more courage to challenge 
myself academically, causing me to do better than I 
had done previously. Also, I made a great number of 
memories, whether they were good, bad or funny.In my opinion, visiting Pen Arthur is very important 

because of the experiences that come with it. The trip 
gives pupils the opportunity to enjoy the outdoors  
and provides them with amazing memories to last  
a lifetime.

Nabeel, 2.3

Our trip to Pen Arthur was an extremely enjoyable, memorable 

and fun experience. It was one of the best parts of First Form and 

it allowed me to get to know people in my form whom I wouldn’t 

normally spend time with. Although Pen Arthur was filled with 

too many highs to list, my favourite part was the meals. They 

really were delicious and it was always nice to have a good meal 

after an exhausting day. Food aside, my favourite activities were 

the trip on the steam train and the kayaking/canoeing. They both 

were really enjoyable in their own ways and great experiences.

I learnt about caves, goldmines and kayaking/canoeing 

techniques. My teamwork skills were really challenged and 

improved by attempting to keep two people (who don’t like 

rowing) from capsizing our canoe, while keeping up with the 

others! More than anything, I gained stronger friendships with the 

people I will be spending time with for the next five years.

Pen Arthur is a really important experience. It strengthens 

resilience and friendships, builds up knowledge of basic life skills, 

and provides memories that will never be forgotten.

It’s a trip which is close to the hearts of many pupils of St Albans 

School (me included!) and I hope that it continues to run for 

many generations to come.
Daniel, 2.2

My favourite part of Pen Arthur was the whole experience, as it is really hard to pick out one thing! The 
fact that I was with all my friends for an entire week, 
playing games outside together, eating together, chatting 
together, doing the activities together, it was very special.Throughout the trip, I gained a lot of confidence through 

doing things that were a little out of my comfort zone. 
However, I tried it all and enjoyed everything, and it 
turned out that I was braver than I thought I was!I think the trip is such an important experience as it 

improves relationships with your friends, and you do 
lots of things that you wouldn’t normally do. As well as 
this, we didn’t have our phones, but we had a brilliant 
time without them, which shows that you only need each 
other to have a great time.

Zachary, 2.3
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GCSE 
EXAM TRIUMPH! 

St Albans School pupils achieved outstanding results in their GCSE exams in August. 
Lower Sixth Formers, Jonathan and Nicolas, were both awarded at least ten Grades 9 
and 8. Versa asked them to share their experience and some tips for future GCSE pupils. 

Congratulations on your successful GCSE results! 
Did you expect to do so well?
Jonathan: Yes and no. I certainly hoped to do well, 
given the amount of work I had put in over the GCSE 
period but one or two of the results surprised me. 
I didn’t expect to do as well as I did in Maths and, 
although it is my strongest subject, I didn’t expect to 
get 100% in English.

Nicolas: No, I was surprised on results day to see my 
grades, since it’s never easy to tell how well you’ve 
done in an exam, but I wasn’t too worried about 
them since I knew that I’d put in a lot of time and 
effort revising.

How did you prepare for the exams – did you 
encounter any challenges?
Jonathan: I prepared for the exams over two years 
and worked to the best of my ability in lessons and at 
home. My most significant challenge was my move to 
word processing during Fourth Form as that presents 
a challenge in Classical Greek particularly. However, 
I was given plenty of support to develop the skills 
needed in time for the exams.

Nicolas: I found revision quite 
challenging and struggled to 
stay on schedule. I would say the 
most important thing is studying 
correctly and efficiently, so you 
can get the most out of your time 
– for me, it was helpful to spend 
a lot of time on flashcards and 
past papers, and then make notes 
on what I was finding difficult. 
Another important thing is 
actually having a schedule to 

keep you from spending too long on a single subject 
and being left without enough time for the others. I 
would advise students to start revising early, to avoid 
running out of time.

Which subjects are you studying at A Level and 
why did you choose them?
Jonathan: I’m studying English 
Literature, Latin, Classical Greek 
and History. I chose English 
Literature because English has 
always been my strongest subject 
and I developed a deeper interest 
in it during GCSE. I also furthered 
my skills by undertaking an HPQ 
which focused on Marlowe and 
Shakespeare. Latin and Classical 
Greek were obvious choices for me 
as I have always enjoyed languages, 
both ancient and modern, and they 
draw on my love of literature from English. History is 
of significant interest to me in its own right and also 
in the way it illuminates the context within which 
English Literature texts have been written.

Nicolas: I chose to study English, French, Maths, 
and Physics at A Level. These were the subjects that I 
enjoyed and was interested in the most at GCSE, so I 
wanted to continue studying them and go into more 
depth with each one.

What were you most looking forward to in the 
Sixth Form?
Jonathan: From an academic perspective, the 
opportunity to explore my favourite subjects in 
greater depth and take part in the various co-
curricular activities and responsibilities open to me, 
particularly Literary Society and Debating. 

Nicolas: I was really excited to be able to study the 
subjects that I have chosen, and to take part in more 
co-curricular activities after being so busy with 
GCSE revision.

achieved at least 
three A* grades

Results

the year group (59%) 
gained at least eight 
9-8 grades

of GCSEs taken at the School were 
awarded 9-8 grades79%

44%77%

Over ½

105 
pupils 
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93%88%
of GCSEs taken were 
awarded 9-7 grades

of pupils were awarded 
at least five 9-8 grades

More than ⅓ of the 
year group (48 pupils) 
were awarded straight 
9-8 grades

44
pupils (more than ¼ of the 
year group) were awarded at 
least ten 9-8 grades

of A Levels taken 
received A* grades

of A Levels taken 
were awarded 
A*- A grades(more than ⅔ of our entry) 

gained at least one A*

70
achieved at 

least four A* grades

42
candidates achieved 

five A* grades

3

Results

candidates (45% of our entry) 
gained at least two A* grades



On Friday 11 November, the School held its 
annual Act of Remembrance. After a poignant 
commemoration service in the Abbey, wreaths 
were laid at the War Memorial in honour of 
those who gave their lives. 




