The continuing evolution of Tring Park

“I believe in continuity and tradition, but we have to balance that with moving forward.”

Speaking at the end of a year which has seen significant developments in the history of Tring Park School for the Performing Arts, Principal Stefan Anderson’s words seem particularly well-chosen. First there was the ceremony last January to re-name the school, which for decades previously had been known as The Arts Educational School. Then in August, after two years of planning, permission was granted for a major new building programme, which will see the addition of performance studios, an art department and a theatre. There have been other smaller, but not insignificant, cosmetic changes, such as the revamped website. It has all contributed to breathe new life into a school which has just enjoyed its 90th anniversary. The sense of rejuvenation, Mr Anderson believes, helps to explain why the number of youngsters applying for auditions doubled last year. “The re-naming has had a significant impact,” he said. “In general we have tried to smarten up our image, which was becoming a little bit tired, I think.”

It is worth noting, in this period of transition for Tring Park, that throughout its history it has rarely stood still. The Hertfordshire school can trace its roots to London and the Cone School of Dancing, founded in 1919 by Grace Cone. Three years later Olive Ripman founded a school which shared Cone’s aims of preparing talented children for a career on the stage, and the two soon merged to form the Cone-Ripman School, based on London’s Stratford Place. Following the outbreak of World War Two, the school relocated to Tring Park, where it shared premises with the Rothschild Bank. Although the school re-opened in 1941 at Stratford Place, the facility at Tring Park continued to operate, and both became known as the Arts Educational Schools (while each continues to flourish to this day, they became formally independent of each other in 1994). The London school has seen its fair share of upheaval, having been re-housed in various locations in the capital, and is presently based in Chiswick. Likewise, Tring Park has moved on, with one of the main watershed moments coming in 1970 when it acquired the freehold of the Sir Christopher Wren-designed Tring Mansion. That move paved the way for a number of new additions to the mansion - a former family home of Lord Rothschild - including art rooms, ballet studios and dormitories. Another important arrival was the Markova Theatre, officially opened in 1990 by Prince Edward. 

In spite of all that has come before, Mr Anderson knows he must tread carefully when considering any new developments. “This project has been a big challenge because we are on a site of historic interest and the new build has to be done very sensitively,” he said. “We have done a lot of planning to minimise the impact of the new additions.” 

The roll-call of former Tring Park students is impressive, not only for the profile of the names but for the array of institutions in which they have excelled. The Hollywood actors Thandie Newton and Jane Seymour are among them, as are TV actor Caroline Quentin and the noted ballet dancer Rupert Pennefather. But far from focusing solely on producing the future stars of the performing arts, Tring Park is equally keen to emphasise its academic credentials. Vocational training in the performing arts is offered from the beginning, but the school ensures this is complemented by a well-rounded curriculum. And while the majority of pupils go on to careers in the performing arts, a significant number also choose the academic route, many ending up at top British and international universities. It is only once they have reached the sixth form that pupils are given the option of concentrating predominantly on the vocational programme. 
Mr Anderson stresses the importance of keeping avenues open for his students. “About 75 per cent of students go on to have something to do with the performing arts, whether that is going straight into a job or further training,” he says. “The other quarter – who are not necessarily less able – will say they have had the most fantastic five or six years, but will leave it at that. That is where our strong academic tradition proves itself so important. We have to give them the choice, but what we don’t want is to be a sausage factory saying that ‘you must do this’.” 

The breadth of learning on offer was not missed by the inspectors, who recently noted that Tring Park offered an “outstanding range of educational opportunities well suited to the interests, aptitudes and needs of all pupils”. The Principal is quick to credit the quality of the students and teachers for this success. “There are a few things that set us apart, but what it really comes down to is having motivated, focused pupils. We can normally tell when we audition pupils if they are prospective pupils of the school because it’s in the audition that the commitment comes across. The staff here are also incredibly well-trained in their field and bring a high standard of expertise.

“This is a very busy place, and that’s important, too. The pupils in a sense do a double curriculum, that of performing arts and full-time study, and it reminds me of the old adage that if you want to get something done ask a busy person to do it. A big part of the learning process is learning to be focused and to work efficiently.”

Looking at Mr Anderson’s CV, which documents an impressive career in music and academia, it is easy to see how he landed the role of Principal in 2002. A Canadian, his academic life was divided between his homeland and the UK, having graduated from the Royal Conservatory of Music, Toronto, and the Royal College of Music, London, among other institutions. He was appointed Assistant Director of Music and Organist at Wellington College in 1983, moving on to the role of Director of Music at the King's School, Canterbury, between 1995 and 2002. As a choral conductor, pianist and organist he has performed and recorded extensively in the UK, Europe and North America. He also recently became the chairman of Music and Dance Excellence (MADE) – formerly the National Association of Music and Dance Schools. He admits that his background left him well-placed for his current role, but characteristically he prefers to focus on the school. “I have been a teacher since I left university in this country, and it is a privilege to be here. There are other performing arts schools and there are other dance schools, but we are unique in offering dance, musical theatre and drama, and what sets us apart even more is the depth of academic provision.”

