Lady Eleanor Holles shows its community spirit

In the Hampton area of London, the faces of the girls from the Lady Eleanor Holles School have become a familiar sight. Their voluntary work has taken them from the classrooms of the local maintained schools to the homes of the elderly, and plenty of other places besides. The school’s engagement with the community is a characteristic which would surely appeal to the Charity Commission, with its growing spotlight on public benefit. But for school head Gillian Low, the motivation is much deeper. The engagement brings rewards not just for the community, she says, but for her own pupils, who learn of the “moral imperative” to help others. 

“We do a lot of voluntary work, and even more so in recent years, when I feel we have become really enmeshed in the local community,” says Mrs Low. “Like many schools we have been working hard in this area, given the value it brings. This is my sixth year in this job and there has been more focus on community and extra-curricular activities than ever before, we have had a big push on that front.” 


Within the school itself, much thought is given to the activities which take place beyond the classroom. Amazingly, more than 120 extra-curricular activities are undertaken per week, and a brief scan of the school website gives a flavour of the diversity of what’s offered. An “Ethical Fashion Show”, a rowing competition, a visit by children’s author Linda Buckley Archer, and a cabaret production are just some of the recent activities pupils have been engaged in. On top of all this there was the recent introduction of a house system, an innovation which has successfully aided cohesion between year groups. 

Cynics might question whether such an extensive extra-curricular programme could lead to a loss of focus on the curriculum, but the evidence points to the opposite conclusion. For example, the AQA Baccalaureate – the qualification designed to help senior pupils distinguish themselves when applying for universities and employment – has recently been extended at LEH. Mrs Low says the qualification has been enthusiastically taken up by her girls, and has proved a “great launching pad” for them. With the consistently outstanding exam performance of its pupils matched by a strong record in the sporting arena (rowing, netball, swimming, fencing and lacrosse are just some of the sports in which LEH excels), it is little wonder the school produces such an impressive array of women successful in their chosen profession.


Mrs Low freely admits that one area “in need of attention” is the facilities for the arts, hence the next big project on the horizon: a new art and music block. The development, which is part refurbishment of existing premises and part new build, is currently under consideration by governors, and would include a new dance studio and classroom. Mrs Low concedes that it is a “big project”, and it is yet to get through the planning permission stage, but she is hopeful about its chances of success. “Numbers are higher than ever, registration is higher than ever, we feel confident about this,” she says. 

With around 900 pupils (some 200 in the junior department and 700 seniors), places are fiercely sought-after at a school with a reputation for academic excellence. It was founded in 1711 thanks to funding from Lady Eleanor Holles, daughter of John Holles, 2nd Earl of Clare, and occupied various sites in the City of London, before moving to Hampton, where it was officially opened by Princess Alice, Duchess of Gloucester, in 1935. One of the original aims of the school was to produce “young ladies of grace and integrity”. How times have changed. Today LEH produces able, talented and well-rounded individuals able to flourish and excel in a challenging environment. 

On a personal level, Mrs Low knows 2010 will be a challenging year. As if maintaining the standards of one of the country’s leading independent girls’ schools was not enough, she has also taken on the mantle of president of the Girls Schools’ Association, taking over from the head of the Dame Alice Harpur School in Bedfordshire, Jill Berry. The role entails everything from high-level meetings to conference appearances and fulfilling media requests. In the first weeks of her presidency her views have been sought from the national press on issues from government education initiatives to the dismantling of the academy for gifted and talented pupils. So is she daunted by the extra responsibility?


“It will be a lot of work but it’s very, very exciting,” she enthuses. “It is a huge privilege to represent one’s peers and to have the opportunity to speak on behalf of heads, schools and independence in general. Particularly in this, an election year, education is going to be high up on the political agenda. I hope there are real opportunities for me to comment on the value of independent education and the schools I represent, and possibly politicians will be in more receptive mood. 

“I have been a head for nearly 12 years and on a personal level it is good to have a new challenge and to get out of my comfort zone. I never know what each day will bring and it has taken me into new areas, meeting new and interesting people.” 

But Mrs Low’s top priority remains her school, and the pride she takes in the pupils, both current and former, is obvious. This is borne out by the growing emphasis the school places on its alumnae. The alumnae network is thriving, with regular events (last year saw one dedicated to former pupils who have gone into the legal profession; later this year there will be one for those in the media). There is also an Alumnae Directory website to help people stay in touch, and such is the popularity of these initiatives, the school has recently created a post for an alumnae administrator.
The fortunes of the LEH alumnae hold special appeal for Mrs Low, who cannot speak highly enough of her pupils. She and her staff help to push them in the right direction, she says, but in the end it comes down to the girls themselves. 
“The school is academically very successful and it continues to be so, so one of my tasks is to continue to extend that,” she says. “The changes I have introduced are the development of the curriculum side in particular and also community initiatives. 

“This has been a very successful school with a particular character, I have just emphasised more strongly certain areas. The work hard, play hard culture was already here and is embedded in the school, it is one of the characteristics that defines it. The girls really work hard but take it in their stride: they take my breath away, really.” 

