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Mrs Lovett’s Pie Shop  
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My boys are in the midst of                     
binge-reading the Secret Seven 
and Famous Five series. The 
immediate influence on their                   
vocabulary is clear. On a bike ride 
the other day, I was implored to 
"show some pep" so that we could 
"win through". Given that the only 
words they hear from me at the 
moment are under-the-breath 
expletives directed at Zoom, it 
must be Blyton, and not me, that is 
responsible. 
 

As well as cementing lexical   
archaisms, the novels are also 
providing the opportunity for                
discussions about social                     
history. Unravelling one riveting 
plot, it became apparent my son 
didn't understand the concept of a 
landline telephone, and therefore 
what "Kew 8061" scribbled on a 
piece of paper could 
mean.  (Spoiler: that wily old             
Blyton is a trickster; it turns out not 
to be a telephone number after 
all).  The misunderstanding led to 
discussions about Bell, Edison, the 
word "Hello", and Winston         
Churchill, who, holidaying in                 
Overstrand - my boyhood village - 
and hearing of the outbreak of the 
First World War, rushed to the 
house of a German philanthropist 
to use the only telephone for 
miles. The phone-owner was      
interned soon after, presumably 
for an unpaid bill. 
 

Maintaining enthusiasm for a  
Blyton binge is tough on any               
parent (I just don't give a monkey’s 
about Uncle Quentin's                           
sandwiches), but sharing any 
books with your child will provide 
this kind of immediate proof that 
reading is great for their                           
intellectual development - so      
maintain it we must. 
 

The academic evidence is                      
certainly well-established. Children 
who have reading-boosted          
vocabularies are more likely to go 
on to higher education; children 
who read more achieve better 

grades in exams (perhaps               
counterintuitively, especially in 
maths and science); and children 
who read more with their parents 
are more likely to study at the 
better universities and go on to 
professional jobs (one theory         
being that they have a richer 
"cultural capital" - they know about 
stuff, like landline phones, no 
doubt - which allows them to                 
flourish in those environments). 
 

How much of this evidence is 
cause, and how much effect, is 
often unclear - as it is in so much 
educational research - but it              
provides my justification for the 
awkward brow-beating I mete out 
at our annual welcome evenings in 
the Autumn term, imploring                   
parents to "show some pep", by 
reading at home as much as                  
possible so their children can "win 
through". 
 

Another message I underline, 
though, is the benefit reading can 
have on a child’s mental health - 
making them less anxious, more 
optimistic, and more likely to sleep 
well. This is why we should all be 
prioritising reading right now. 
 

Many of us are struggling to            
transition to a life of virtual                    
learning. The daily grind of staring 
at a computer screen, instead of 
the beatific faces of breathtakingly 
handsome teachers, is wearing 
down some students. The                     
treatment to prescribe - asking 
students to leave their desks, find 
a tree to sit under, and read     
unfettered - will prove universally 
curative. 
 

An email exchange with a student 
last week clarified, for me, why 
reading is this universal panacea, 
strengthening our hearts and 
smarts. With his grandparents, he 
has been reading a largely                     
forgotten Booker-prize winner from 
the 1970s about the Indian                  
Rebellion of 1857. Aside from the 
obvious educational benefits of 
reading a sophisticated text laden 

with historical interest, he will have 
got much more from the                         
experience: an opportunity to get 
to know his grandparents better, a 
chance to inhabit a world away 
from his immediate anxieties, and 
the occasion to reflect on the 
struggles of other times and lives, 
and how they were overcome. 
 

At some point in the 36th Century 
BCE, the first known written marks 
were pressed into clay. 900 years 
later, in southern Mesopotamia, 
the first written language emerged.  
Within 600 years, the first known 
work of literature, The Epic of 
Gilgamesh, was recorded on clay 
tablets. In the world of struggle 
and hardship that the                           
Mesopotamians inhabited, why 
would the writing down of stories 
have been prioritised? I like to 
think it’s because that ancient 
civilisation knew that, by recording 
a story about wrestling monsters 
and attempting to gain immortality, 
they were creating a method to 
guarantee the mental and                        
intellectual health of its citizenry, 
and so it was worth the expense.  
That might be overly romantic, but 
it works for me. 
 

So, if, as a parent, you are finding 
it as difficult as I am to balance the 
combined demands of your work 
and home-schooling                                   
responsibilities, honour those 
ancient Mesopotamians and               
remember the boon reading 
brings. 
 

If it is permission you need,                  
consider this it: down tools for an 
hour or two and read. Read that 
novel you always meant to. Read 
an old favourite to your child.  
Listen to them read to you. Do it 
outside if you’re able. Chat to them 
about what you read.  If your boss 
objects about missed deadlines, 
send ‘em my way. I have a line in 
to a couple of gangs who can give 
them a “jolly good telling off”.  And 
a “drubbing” if needed. 
 
Jack Houghton, Head of English 

 … and win through 
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The most important thing we've learned, 
So far as children are concerned, 
Is never, NEVER, NEVER let 
Them near your television set -- 
Or better still, just don't install 
The idiotic thing at all. 
In almost every house we've been, 
We've watched them gaping at the screen. 
They loll and slop and lounge about, 
And stare until their eyes pop out. 
(Last week in someone's place we saw 
A dozen eyeballs on the floor.) 
They sit and stare and stare and sit 
Until they're hypnotised by it, 
Until they're absolutely drunk 
With all that shocking ghastly junk. 
Oh yes, we know it keeps them still, 
They don't climb out the window sill, 
They never fight or kick or punch, 
They leave you free to cook the lunch 
And wash the dishes in the sink -- 
But did you ever stop to think, 
To wonder just exactly what 
This does to your beloved tot? 
IT ROTS THE SENSE IN THE HEAD! 
IT KILLS IMAGINATION DEAD! 
IT CLOGS AND CLUTTERS UP THE MIND! 
IT MAKES A CHILD SO DULL AND BLIND 
HE CAN NO LONGER UNDERSTAND 
A FANTASY, A FAIRYLAND! 
HIS BRAIN BECOMES AS SOFT AS CHEESE! 
HIS POWERS OF THINKING RUST AND FREEZE! 
HE CANNOT THINK -- HE ONLY SEES! 
'All right!' you'll cry. 'All right!' you'll say, 
'But if we take the set away, 
What shall we do to entertain 
Our darling children? Please explain!' 

We'll answer this by asking you, 
'What used the darling ones to do? 
'How used they keep themselves contented 
Before this monster was invented?' 
Have you forgotten? Don't you know? 
We'll say it very loud and slow: 
THEY ... USED ... TO ... READ! They'd READ and READ, 
AND READ and READ, and then proceed 
To READ some more. Great Scott! Gadzooks! 
One half their lives was reading books! 
The nursery shelves held books galore! 
Books cluttered up the nursery floor! 
And in the bedroom, by the bed, 
More books were waiting to be read! 
Such wondrous, fine, fantastic tales 
Of dragons, gypsies, queens, and whales 
And treasure isles, and distant shores 
Where smugglers rowed with muffled oars, 
And pirates wearing purple pants, 

And sailing ships and elephants, 
And cannibals crouching 'round the pot, 
Stirring away at something hot. 
(It smells so good, what can it be? 
Good gracious, it's Penelope.) 
The younger ones had Beatrix Potter 
With Mr. Tod, the dirty rotter, 
And Squirrel Nutkin, Pigling Bland, 
And Mrs. Tiggy-Winkle and- 
Just How The Camel Got His Hump, 
And How the Monkey Lost His Rump, 
And Mr. Toad, and bless my soul, 
There's Mr. Rat and Mr. Mole- 
Oh, books, what books they used to know, 
Those children living long ago! 
So please, oh please, we beg, we pray, 
Go throw your TV set away, 
And in its place you can install 
A lovely bookshelf on the wall. 
Then fill the shelves with lots of books, 
Ignoring all the dirty looks, 
The screams and yells, the bites and kicks, 
And children hitting you with sticks- 
Fear not, because we promise you 
That, in about a week or two 
Of having nothing else to do, 
They'll now begin to feel the need 
Of having something to read. 
And once they start -- oh boy, oh boy! 
You watch the slowly growing joy 
That fills their hearts. They'll grow so keen 
They'll wonder what they'd ever seen 
In that ridiculous machine, 
That nauseating, foul, unclean, 
Repulsive television screen! 
And later, each and every kid 
Will love you more for what you did. 
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Reading 
 

Short Reads 
As we all started to adapt to 
a different way of working, 
one of the positives of it all 

was finding greater                       
opportunity to spend                 

time reading.                            
The first of a series of  
weekly posts for staff                          

consisted of two letters 
(aimed at children, but              

relevant to all) on the value 
of reading, taken from the 

collection                      

A Velocity of Being:                 
Letters to a Young Reader. 

 Contributors are                    
prominent writers,                     
scientists, artists,                    

musicians and                        
philosophers. 

Annabel Gibbs 

Sixth Form English Co-ordinator 

 

The second letter is from                                              
writer                                                                              

Rebecca Solnit 

 

Dear Readers, 

Nearly every book has the same architecture — cover, 
spine, pages — but you open them onto worlds and gifts 
far beyond what paper and ink are, and on the inside they 
are every shape and power. Some books are toolkits you 
take up to fix things, from the most practical to the most 
mysterious, from your house to your heart, or to make 
things, from cakes to ships. Some books are wings. Some 
are horses that run away with you. Some are parties to 
which you are invited, full of friends who are there even 
when you have no friends. In some books you meet one 
remarkable person; in others a whole group or even a 
culture. Some books are medicine, bitter but clarifying. 
Some books are puzzles, mazes, tangles, jungles. Some 
long books are journeys, and at the end you are not the 
same person you were at the beginning. Some are 
handheld lights you can shine on almost anything. 

The books of my childhood were bricks, not for throwing 
but for building. I piled the books around me for protection 
and withdrew inside their battlements, building a tower in 
which I escaped my unhappy circumstances. There I lived 
for many years, in love with books, taking refuge in books, 
learning from books a strange data-rich out-of-date              
version of what it means to be human. Books gave me 
refuge. Or I built refuge out of them, out of these books 
that were both bricks and magical spells, protective spells 
I spun around myself. They can be doorways and ships 
and fortresses for anyone who loves them. 

And I grew up to write books, as I’d hoped, so I know that 
each of them is a gift a writer made for strangers, a gift 
I’ve given a few times and received so many times, every 
day since I was six. 

Rebecca Solnit 

 

The first letter is from                              
essayist and philosopher                                     

Alain De Botton 

 

Dear Reader 

We wouldn’t need books quite so much if 
everyone around us understood us well. 
But they don’t. Even those who love us get 
us wrong. They tell us who we are but miss 
things out. They claim to know what we 
need, but forget to ask us properly first. 
They can’t understand what we feel  - and 
sometimes, we’re unable to tell them,       
because we don’t really understand it                 
ourselves. That’s where books come in. 
They explain us to ourselves and to others, 
and make us feel less strange, less isolated 
and less alone. We might have lots of good 
friends, but even with the best friends in the 
world, there are things that no one quite 
gets. That’s the moment to turn to books. 
They are friends waiting for us any time we 
want them, and they will always speak 
honestly to us about what really matters. 
They are the perfect cure for loneliness. 
They can be our very closest friends. 

Yours, 

Alain De Botton 
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With my gap year being cut short and Freddie's final year at County also ending   
abruptly, we found ourselves with unexpected time on our hands … a creative 
project was called for. We had both done A Level English Literature with Mrs 
Gibbs, had fallen in love with Owen Sheers' work in particular, and poetry in 
general - Escapril was just what we needed. Escapril is an online poetry        
challenge where, each day for a month, you are supplied with a prompt and have 
to write a poem. We completed April, with a couple of very short poems written at 
11.30 pm, and it made lockdown a little bit better, as well as encouraging us to 
read more poetry. We loved it so much that we are doing another writing       
challenge in June to keep us busy; this time our friend Mishka is joining us   
Olivia Giles E
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Olivia Giles, Gap Year  

 

‘Texture’ 

At a ten thousand-foot remove – 

Extending a limb 

Into a bank of cloud 

Searching for a semblance of texture 

Will remain a pleasure reserved 

For the most courageous birds. 
 

I will never feel water’s embrace 

Facilitating my every breath – 

As a land-borne thing I’ll never be 

Enveloped by anything 

Other than air. 

Perhaps this is why swimming through sea 

Feels entirely alien to me. 
 

But while I am saddened by the knowledge I’ll never 

Traverse currents unfelt, be they sky or sea 

Nothing renders me quite so listless 

As the fear I’ll never hold your hand 

Stroke your hair, kiss your face; 

I’d gladly reject the sky’s expanse 

Or the ocean’s great blue clarity 

If this meant you and I could be. 

 

Freddie Greenwood Yr13 

Ellie Cook Yr10 

Yr10s were asked to watch Pink Floyd's ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ 
video, read the lyrics to the song, research why Waters wrote it and 
then write why and where the song was banned.           
        Jane White, English, Learning Team 

 

On the surface, “Another Brick In The Wall” is about rebellious school children defying 
their abusive teachers and taking control of their own lives. However, the song has so 
many deeper levels and meanings. One is that every child is just another “brick” or part 
in the well-oiled but monotonous machine that is society and that they are raised this 
way: each characterless and no different from the rest. Another take on the song’s lyrics 
is that the students represent we, the people, over-powered by the teacher who         
represents the government (or anyone else who Roger Waters felt had restricted his life). 
In “Another Brick In The Wall”, Roger Waters makes us question how much control the 
people  really have in our world and our so-called democracy.  

Additionally, another view is that the people are part of the very problem that we oppose. 
By conforming to society’s expectations and choosing to be another non-identifiable 
person who does not question their over ruling powers, we are just another passive brick 
in a dormant wall. Furthermore, by not using our voices to question and say what is 
right, we are only aiding the construction and contributing to the strength of the enemy 
“wall” by subconsciously being a part of it. A very relevant example of this is the      
institutional racism and white privilege in the USA - those who claim they are not racist 
or do not believe in white privilege but who witness the problem daily and choose to 
ignore it because it does not affect them. Also, the phrase “the proof is in the pudding” 
emphasises that unless you have experienced it (racism, homelessness, etc) you cannot 
judge or say what those sorts of experiences are like. This reflects present day issues 
about refugees, for example as many people can be too quick to judge and show a lack 
of empathy when they cannot relate to what the other person has gone through. 

The song “Another Brick In The Wall” was banned by the South African government as it 
had quickly become the anthem of the black children who protested against their inferior 
education. This is an example of governments abolishing anything that threatens their 
ways or methods - this does not occur as much in society today, but is a common theme 
in dicatorships and tyrannies. I believe that although the song appears very                            
anti-education, Roger Waters (who has said that he is pro-education) intended the lyrics 
to be interpreted as pro- freedom and pro-equality.                                     Isabelle Tear, Yr10 
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There are few subjects that seem as relevant to 
the world as History and Politics do currently.                                              
Topics like Black Lives Matter, Covid-19, upcoming elections 
and even statues, are unavoidable discussions. These matters 
led me to have two interesting conversations recently. The first 
was an email from a student who was motivated by the Black 
Lives Matter movement to do some independent research and 
she wanted to share her findings. A second was from a friend 
of mine on the topic of teaching history. Both were inspired by 
the recent events to ask about the teaching of Black, Asian 
and Minority Ethnic (BAME) history at school. Therefore, I 
thought it would be interesting to have a look at a couple of the  
topics in our scheme of work to get an understanding of what 

we teach, as well as the how and why of them, and ultimately the importance of history in today’s world. 

Year 8 students start with the two significant topics of slavery and the British Empire. How and why we teach 
these topics is built around two key questions. 
Firstly, ‘Did people suffer to make Britain 
Great?’ Also ‘Great Britain vs.Vile Britain – 
How should we remember?’. With these we are 
setting the students up to make historical     
enquires. In some respects, the answers are 
simple. In slavery, the near 13 million slaves 
transported to the New World undoubtedly   
suffered in the name of ‘progress’ for the      
Empire and, eventually, the USA. It is in the 
British Empire topic that we can explore the 
idea of how we remember our history. Empire 
can often be a topic that relegates BAME     
history to a supporting role in the rise of a     
superpower. However, while studying the topic 
the students keep a list of the reasons why 
they may or may not be proud of the British 
Empire. At the end of the topic we discuss, and 
they get to decide if it truly is ‘Great Britain’ and 
a cause for pride. They come to this decision 
by looking at multiple ex-Empire countries 
around the globe from India to Australia as well as Kenya, Zimbabwe, Egypt and South Africa to name but a 
few. This gives our students ownership of their opinions; they have the chance to see perspectives of British 
rule from others in the Empire and begin to get some small understanding of why there are such  issues for 
BAME people in this country, as well as globally.   

Of course, this does not solve the 
larger problems we face as a 
global society and it is certainly 
not a flawless look at BAME    
history - we are always looking at 
improving our schemes of work 
and the viewpoints they present. 
However, this one example does 
show a part of our reasoning as 
to why we teach what we do in 
the manner that we do. We often 
see complex historical, political 
and societal matters reduced to 
simple conclusions, such as the 
280 characters of a tweet - an 
expression that lacks the nuance 
of an informed discussion that 
such matters need. By improving 
our students’ skills of historical 
enquiry, we can encourage them 

to recognize that there are always viewpoints that need exploring; 
that there are groups whose voices are not heard; that actions are not 
always simply right or wrong. In this way we can hope that when our 
students are confronted with the complex matters they now face, they 
do not just look for the simple answer; instead, they know that there is 
always a complex backstory to events which they can explore, learn 
about, discuss and finally empathise with, so that they can feel more 
in control, even in such uncertain times.  Paul Comben, Head of History and Government & Politics 

Slavery was legal in Scotland until 1778 

Advert for sale of an enslaved boy. 

Edinburgh Evening Courant 

‘I can’t breathe’ 2020 

Societal injustices in C21st ? 
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Soloists: 

Oz Cliff 

William Ho 

Elodie Green 

Backing Vocals: 

Luana Crosta 

Lucy Milner 

Ben Humphreys 

You taught me something, yeah 
Freedom is ours 
It was you who taught me living is 
Togetherness,  

Togetherness,  

Togetherness 

Don't hide your emotions 
You can throw down your guard 

And feed from the notion 
We can be who we are 

 

Without a doubt, the most important influence on 20th Century music, across genres and styles, is that born out of the African / 
American cultures; with origins rooted in Blues Music, Work Songs and Spirituals; through to the development and evolution of    
Gospel, Soul, Rock n Roll, Swing, Reggae, Bebop, Cool Jazz, Funk, Rock, Hip Hop, R'n'B and Rap; as well as a vast array of               
fusions. Throughout history, music has been a platform and a vehicle to express where words are inadequate; as well as an                      

opportunity to express social and political injustice.  It seems fitting that, in a week where awareness has been brought  sharply                    
into focus, we celebrate, appreciate and reflect on the wealth, diversity and legacy that this rich heritage has provided.   

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4GNFZ90E8dUzRnSv3xvt4s?si=f_rGBFqzRZa1XOtJHcm9fg  
 

Caroline Gale, Director of Music, Head of Creative Arts 

‘Uncertainty is the fertile ground of creativity and freedom’ 
Depak Chopra 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4GNFZ90E8dUzRnSv3xvt4s?si=f_rGBFqzRZa1XOtJHcm9fg
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The National     
Careers Service are 
now providing free 
and impartial     
careers information, 
advice and       
guidance about 
jobs, careers and 
training to students 
of 13 or older in   
England. This       
includes supporting 
young people and 
their parents to help 
make informed    
careers decisions.   

Their professional careers advisers provide tailored 
support, individualised for each person - from helping 
them understand their own skills and strengths 
through to taking their next steps.  Advice can be 
given over the phone or via webchat, more details 
can be found here  

https://www.gov.uk/careers-helpline-for-teenagers. 

Julie Phillips, Sixth Form Faculty Coordinator 

Fr
e

e
 C

a
re

e
rs

 A
d

vi
c

e
 a

n
d

  Guidance for teenagers  The UCAS launch for Yr12 this year was of course 
a virtual experience, but the message was the 
same; there are a huge number of options for   
students to explore and many potential pathways 
available at 18. 

The main difference this term is that university 
open days are being delivered virtually; of course 
this will not give the students a full flavour of what 
each university has to offer, but students will be 
able to attend as many as they want without taking 
up too much time or petrol! Hopefully these        
experiences can be followed up with real life visits 
next year.  

The full presentation and further information about 
how we support all students as they explore the post 18 
pathways are available on the school website https://
www.guildfordcounty.co.uk/609/next-steps-aspirational-
pathways.  

The content is being 
added to on a regular 
basis at the moment, so 
please do check                  
frequently for updates. 

Gerry Black 

Assistant Director  

Sixth Form 
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Race to Barcelona 
The Sports Tour this year was due to go to Barcelona, but unfortunately due 

to Covid-19, it had to be postponed. However, never disheartened, the PE 
department set a challenge on Strava for all pupils and staff to see if 

through walking, cycling, running and any other exercise, we could                       
travel the distance needed to reach Barcelona and back -                                 

3000km - in the month of May. Throughout this                                                   
long challenge we saw regular entries                                                       

from all year groups and many staff,                                                                       
with one student cycling over                                                                            

1000k! 
 

 

In total, we                                                                             
managed to beat                                                                          
our target and, as a school, we                                                       
travelled an astonishing 7000km!                                                       
Well done to all who took part - each                                            
contribution really did make a difference. Chloe Leworthy, Physical Education 
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We are all so sad that our French   
Exchange to Montpellier was not able 
to take place this year.  By the time 
you read this we should have just   
returned from visiting our good friends 
in France.   

French Exchange 2020 

We hope that you will stay in 
touch with your French partners 

and continue to practise the    
language. These few pictures 

from past exchanges remind us 
just what we have missed!  

Hope you can join us on our 
next trip, which, fingers crossed, 

will be this time next year. 

Caroline Brooks, MFL 
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La plage près de Montpellier  

La Maison Carrée à Nîmes 

https://www.gov.uk/careers-helpline-for-teenagers
https://www.guildfordcounty.co.uk/609/next-steps-aspirational-pathways
https://www.guildfordcounty.co.uk/609/next-steps-aspirational-pathways
https://www.guildfordcounty.co.uk/609/next-steps-aspirational-pathways
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Oxford, ‘that sweet City with her dreaming spires’  
‘Thyrsis’ by Matthew Arnold 

 Hello! I’ve been invited to share my reflections on my first year at the University of Oxford studying geography, an experience 
I’ve enjoyed immensely. 

From the moment I said goodbye to my parents, the autumn term (called Michaelmas at Oxford) was relentless but great fun. 
I say relentless not because I was asked to shoulder an unmanageable workload, but because Brasenose (my college) was so 
efficient at getting freshers to socialize! The 3rd -year Access and Admissions rep organized a packed Freshers’ Week, replete 
with the Oxford traditions of a fancy welcome dinner, an evening with our college ‘parents’ (2nd-year mentors), and a meal out 
with all Brasenose geography undergrads, amongst other workshops and introductions. I’ve found the collegiate system 
amazing in terms of getting to know people: with 100-or-so students per year at Brasenose, it’s possible to know most      
people in your year, and many in older years too, but still find close friends who you enjoy spending time with.  

Eating in Hall is fantastic, and was the way I initially got to know most people. All 1st-years at Brasenose live in college 
(without kitchens), so unless you want a microwave meal in your room, most people eat in the wood-panelled Hall (the     
weirdness of oil paintings, trestle tables and the dais quickly wears off!). Eating with whichever people happen to be hungry 
(or awake) frequently leads to hour-long meal breaks as we discuss our week’s work, life, the universe and everything (napkin 
maths is a thing!). One of the things I love most about Oxford is that people are genuinely fascinated to hear what their 
friends are learning and to find parallels in their own subject - this never feels nerdy, because celebrating academic              
engagement is so normative. I’ve found Brasenose a welcoming and accepting place, and I’m so pleased I picked it, although 
it would be remiss to avoid the fact that Oxford’s institutional structures, including my college, are still resistant to                     
decolonizing and could do much more to fully diversify. 

Oxford certainly has a long, quirky and uncomfortable history, something reflected in its weird lingo. It’s strange how easily 
we slip into it as freshers (for a taste, names of terms = Michaelmas, Hilary, Trinity; battels = termly accommodation invoice; 
sub-fusc = clothing worn for exams; rustication = taking a year out; plodge = porter’s lodge, the college entrance). On the 
other hand, I’m still in awe at Oxford’s epic architecture, including each time I open the door from Brasenose onto the       
Radcliffe Square, with a 13th-Century church, 15th Century All Souls’ College, and the 17th Century Bodleian Library, all in    
honey-coloured stone, arranged around the dome of the Radcliffe Camera. Living and studying at the heart of so much    
ancient beauty is one of the absolute privileges of being at Oxford, and one of the things I’ve missed most during our online               
Trinity term. 

I thought I’d now share my experience of the Oxford tutorial system, the keystone of its education. A few weeks ahead of 
each tutorial, I receive a “tute sheet” containing the choice of essay questions, required reading and the always optimistic 
extended reading list, from one of our three tutors. (For STEM subjects, it’s a list of problems to attempt solutions to: “a         
problem sheet”.) I typically have 3-6 days to complete the essay. 24 hours before the tutorial, I hand the work in, efficient  
tutors will typically mark it within that 24-hour period, and in the tutorial we discuss the topic in twos or threes. Contrary to 
myth, my tutors have never pulled apart anyone’s essay publicly in the tutorial; we share a productive dialogue, and ask    
questions, rather than face interrogation. For non-STEM subjects, learning at Oxford is oriented around reading rather than 
lectures, and around spending time in Oxford’s beautiful libraries. The 5 lectures I had per week were packed with                        
information, but their purpose was to sketch out and signpost what we should be reading, not work through all the material. 
In all, even if it can be exhausting to encounter an entirely new literature each week, I’ve found the tutorial a fantastically     
productive way to be challenged, learn through dialogue, and have confidence in slotting together what I’ve read.  

I’ve loved my time at Oxford this year and can’t wait to go back in October. If you’re interested in applying to Oxford, my 
three pieces of advice are:  

Visit Oxford once it’s safe to do so, and/or sign up for a virtual open day at www.ox.ac.uk/opendays. By train,   
Oxford is only 70 minutes from Guildford. Pre-coronavirus, prospective applicants could enter any undergraduate 
college to look around – but even if their doors are closed, I still recommend going, simply to soak up the city’s                       
atmosphere. 

 
Don’t hesitate or underestimate yourself: there is no stereotypical ‘Oxford student’, nor is there a requirement for     

academic perfection. Tutors aren’t that interested in how you’ve been trained by your school or how polished you 
are. It’s about letting the interviewers see your potential, your personality, and that you can connect the dots they 
give you out loud (that’s based on what I was told as an interview helper last December). 

 
Get some reading in: I think it’s vital to know how much more expansive your subject may be at degree level, and to 

prepare yourself for interview topics. Read stuff you enjoy, though, not because the title is impressive or is listed as 
personal statement fodder! It’s never too early or late to start. 

Reflections on my First Year at Oxford University by Matthew Doran 

http://www.ox.ac.uk/opendays
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Yr12 soaking up information 

 

There was something to be said, I now realise, for the traditional          

act of giving thanks before a meal.  It is only now, however, 
since the words, “lockdown” and “coronavirus,” have     
become part of my daily lexicon, rather than those of 
the school grace, that this has become truly         
meaningful to me and The Great County Food Drop 
has been  central to my belated insight.     

As the physical doors at County were about to close 
in March, Jack Houghton appealed for donations to 
our food bank. The following afternoon, I started 
coughing, and so our family entered lockdown the      
following week already self-isolating and, like many, many 
others, we had a very pressing and immediate set of        
concerns, prime amongst them being: how to feed the family?     

Two things came together that first week, within an hour of each other: I had managed to secure 
delivery of a vegetable box; and – totally unexpectedly – we received the gift of three bags of  
donated items from the school food bank.  I looked at the food on my table and I felt rich as    
Croesus.   

I never want to forget how I felt that day, the utterly visceral, heartfelt sense of thankfulness for the 
kindness and generosity of others, helping us to meet that most basic of needs: putting food in our 
bellies.  Now, as we enjoy the donated food, I pause to notice, to feel the gratitude rise in me, and 
I make a point of telling the children that this meal was all or partly donated and that we are eating 
this particular meal because of the kindness and generosity of the school community.  Grace, 
indeed.   

As a child, I had reeled off words, sounds that I didn’t have the wit or imagination to reflect upon 
and internalise.  Now I’ve had a little more wear and weathering:  both in terms of learning a few 
internal resources; and facing external challenges like lockdown’s impact on food supply generally 
and the new job I had been due to start but that is now uncertain.     

Developing a regular habit of gratitude will increase our sense of well-being; this insight is not 
new, but the new science of positive psychology now has research and data to back up the      
age-old wisdom. I first learnt about developing “an attitude of gratitude” about seven years ago as 
part of my recovery from major depressive illness.  Over the years I have practiced various things:  
daily gratitude lists; gratitude journaling; gratitude meditations; gratitude body scans (switching 
complaining about aching joints to, “thank you, my knee, for working so hard and serving me so 
well…”).  Being perfectly imperfect, I’ll use one of these tools for a period of days or weeks and 
then…lapse. The current pandemic has prompted me to reinstate a daily habit for two key       
reasons: my mood plummeted, so I reached for my tools; and having what I took for granted taken 
away has made me genuinely appreciate things I had such easy access to previously.  Last week, 
inspired by the course cited in the notes below, I arranged a Gratitude Visit, writing a letter of  
gratitude to a dear friend, expressing all the reasons I valued her friendship and then reading it to 
her in person; we were both deeply moved.     

Yes, I do feel better for my daily Gratitude practice.  So, I’ll continue to do what the sages and 
scientists urge and what my granny taught me:  say my please and thank yous; write my thank 
you letters; and express – 
here and now, to all of you 
who have organised,         
executed and donated to The 
Great County Food Drop – 
my heartfelt thankfulness for 
what my family and I have                  
received.   

A very grateful parent  

G
ra

t
it
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A free, on-line positive psychology resource which I am currently 
finding very helpful is The Science of Wellbeing offered by Yale 
University on the Coursera website.  It cites many studies and 
gives lots of practical suggestions to improve subjective                       
wellbeing, including data and practices regarding Gratitude .   
https://www.coursera.org/learn/the-science-of-well-being/home/
welcome   

 

Developing new skills during lockdown 
Yr10 students, Will 

Hampton and Joe 

Williams, having been 

honing their carpentry 

skills during the                

pandemic, creating 

and selling these                     

eye-catching garden 

planters. 

Aine O’Donnell, in Yr8, 

has been giving this 

young bean plant her 

tender loving care, 

whilst spending time at 

Stoughton Infants  

during the lockdown  

period. Her ‘green  

fingers’ are now    

proven. 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/the-science-of-well-being/home/welcome
https://www.coursera.org/learn/the-science-of-well-being/home/welcome

