
 
 

The Good Schools Guide – Channing Senior School Review 
Snapshot 
Essentially a local school, with 90 per cent living within a three mile radius, so no fleets of coaches to 
far-flung locations. An academic school, but not one where academic achievement overrides all else. 
The intake here is slightly broader than at some of the local competition, and not every pupil will be 
cut out for straight A*/9s. ‘You don’t have to be really bright, but you do need enthusiasm,’ 
remarked another. Thinking outside the box is a key aspect of learning here. 
 
Head 
Since September 2020, Lindsey Hughes (40s). Previously deputy head of Lady Eleanor Holles and 
before that, director of students at St Helen and St Katharine. A child of the 80s, she had it all sussed 
out as a teenager to study economics and become the next Anita Roddick. Her A level history 
course put a change to all that – ‘I just wanted to talk about history all day so teaching it seemed a 
great opportunity.’ But after her history degree at Warwick, the bright lights of PR and marketing 
beckoned instead, which eventually led her to The Sutton Trust where partnership work with the 
DfE saw her edge back towards the world of education and she eventually gave in and did her PGCE 
at Roehampton exactly 20 years before starting at Channing – ‘nice symmetry,’ she says. 
 
Still a historian at heart, it’s jolly bad luck that she’s joined a school with more than enough history 
teachers but says teaching debating to year 7s as part of their independent investigation course 
(which also includes the likes of 3D printing and coding) and to year 12s as part of their enrichment 
courses (which involves them making their own TED talks) isn’t a bad compromise. Could she have 
joined at a worse time, we pondered – but she was having none of it, pointing out that the global 
pandemic meant she was thrown head first into the community spirit of Channing and points out 
that ‘you learn a lot about people when they’re working under pressure.’ Good for team bonding 
too, she adds. Glass half full, all the way, it seems, which – added to her jaunty  manner – makes her 
easy company. Parents are smitten, calling her ‘friendly’ and ‘an excellent communicator.’ ‘My 
daughter speaks incredibly highly of her and it’s quite difficult to impress a 16-year-old girl!’ gushed 
one, while several told us they liked the way she’s responded so quickly to parent feedback. 
 
Lives in west London. Says she enjoys the me-time on her commute via the North Circular. Has a 
keen and active interest in politics and international relations and enjoys singing, theatre, watching 
sport (especially cricket) and walking the dog with her son. 
 
Entrance 
At 11, 400+ sit the London 11+ Consortium exam for around 55 places, joining the 45 or so coming 
up from the junior school, who have automatic entry. ‘My ideal year 7 has around 100 pupils,’ says 
head. Exam consists of maths, English and verbal and non-verbal reasoning. School interviews every 
girl too, ‘because tests don’t tell us everything and you might miss a hidden gem.’ Automatic entry 



into six form, with a minimum of 7s in the subjects they intend to study. External candidates (usually 
around a dozen) need nine or 10 9-7 grades at GCSE and are interviewed. 
 
 
Exit 
A fifth leaves at 16 - to board, to co-ed, to local state schools. The rest depart two years later to 
predominantly Russell Group universities. Leeds, Edinburgh, Durham and Bristol all popular. Eight to 
Oxbridge in 2020, plus four medics. Wide range of courses includes languages, business and 
management, economics, politics, liberal arts and international relations. School not best known for 
its sciences, yet these courses are on the up including biomedical science, robotics and engineering. 
 
Latest Result 
Careers advice stronger than it was – newish head of careers known for successfully tapping into the 
alumnae body for speakers and arranging events. We liked the sound of the recent talk entitled, ‘To 
what degree?’ with speakers talking about careers that had nothing to do with their university course 
– a breath of fresh air, we thought, in a world where youngsters so often grow up being expected to 
know exactly what they want to do. 
 
Teaching and Learning 
Channing is an academic school, but not one where academic achievement overrides all else. The 
intake here is slightly broader than at some of the local competition, and not every pupil will be cut 
out for straight A*/9s. ‘It’s balanced and unpressured – they focus on the enjoyment of learning 
rather than overworking them,’ said parent. ‘You don’t have to be really bright, but you do need 
enthusiasm,’ remarked another. Plenty of additional provision including drop-in sessions when 
needed. Altogether excellent on added value, which means girls often wind up doing far better than 
they expected. 
 
Thinking outside the box is a key aspect of learning here, with philosophy taught in year 7 in addition 
to RS and the aforementioned investigation course. Not a school that’s big on setting – ‘it doesn’t fit 
with the Unitarian culture of inclusivity, although there is some in year 8 and a little beyond that,’ 
says head. Languages are a strength, with a good proportion of native teachers and a decent spread, 
with Spanish and Latin taught in year 7, then French or German added in year 8. All available at 
GCSE and A level, plus Greek as a twilight GCSE option. Girls had just attended a ‘global futures’ 
virtual event when we reviewed the school, including five panellists talking about where their life of 
languages had taken them, both literally and metaphorically. Adelante programme from reception 
upwards aims to produce girls fluent in Spanish and with a love of Hispanic culture. 
 
History, geography and art popular at GCSE. All take triple science. Further maths available as a 
twilight GCSE. At sixth form, 21 subjects on offer – psychology and computer science most recently 
added. The conventional arts/science divide is roughly in balance, with biology, chemistry and 
economics attracting similar numbers to history, politics and English. Art, English lit, geography and 
economics take away the highest grades. Around a dozen take an EPQ. Particular praise for the 
maths teaching across the board: ‘My daughter struggled with maths but they made her believe she 
could do it and she came out with an A*,’ said parent. Sciences attract some criticism – ‘improved 
dramatically, but there are still a few weak links,’ reckoned one parent. 
 



The school prides itself on the quality of its teaching. Besides being energetic and inspiring, they 
stand out for both the quality of conversation they have with pupils and that they encourage 
between pupils themselves. They are known for their expertise in pedagogy and see themselves as 
life long learners, always on the hunt for new research or ways to enhance classroom time. 
 
Careers advice stronger than it was – newish head of careers known for successfully tapping into the 
alumnae body for speakers and arranging events. We liked the sound of the recent talk entitled, ‘To 
what degree?’ with speakers talking about careers that had nothing to do with their university course 
– a breath of fresh air, we thought, in a world where youngsters so often grow up being expected to 
know exactly what they want to do. 
 
School ‘struggled during first lockdown,’ said parent. ‘It meant I was nervous when the second one 
hit, but the second time round I was impressed with the quality of live lessons, number of break-outs 
and breadth of debates.’ Praise too for the virtual parents evening – ‘so good that I kind of hope they 
stick to it being online,’ said one. 
 
Learning support and SEN 
A SENCo works across both junior and senior schools, supported by two part-time specialist 
learning support teachers. Together, they are called on to assist a range of difficulties, from 
profoundly deaf pupils to 50-or-so girls with mild visual impairment, dyslexia, or processing issues. 
Currently three EHCPs. More focus on one-to-ones and small groups (included in the price) than 
there used to be. 
 
The arts and extracurricular 
Art and music both unusually strong. Art (‘absolutely amazing,’ said one pupil) is housed in roof-top 
studios smelling of oil paint and with stunning views across London. Used to be strong emphasis on 
drawing, but they’ve diversified in recent years with more 3D and other mediums increasingly edging 
their way into the studios and, pleasingly, displayed around the school. Dark room is a haven for 
photography buffs and we love that a knitted sculpture formed part of a recent GCSE project.  
 
Music school boasts 10 practice rooms, a technology room and a sound-proofed percussion studio. 
Record numbers now take external exams, including the musical theatre awards. Plenty of 
opportunity to perform in-house  –  annual and teatime concerts (and ‘anytime concerts’ during 
lockdown), plus informal recitals. Everything from string quartets and guitar ensembles to a jazz band 
and contemporary music group. ‘Super orchestra,’ said parent. There are several choirs including 
large non-auditioned choruses and smaller ensembles, and a timetabled singing lesson in year 7; 
singers aspire to the sixth form-run ‘Chacapella’. West End quality performing arts building is home 
to the drama department, where LAMDA classes are very popular – ‘the girls love the theatre and 
are quite proactive about what they want to put on,’ said parent. 
 
Clubs follow prevailing interests and currently include feminist society, robotics, chemistry, classics, 
life drawing and creative writing – often inspired, set up and run by students. Because pupils are 
active and engaged, they tend to lap up these extracurricular activities, even in lockdown when the 
mixing of age groups was even more prevalent than usual. Good numbers for DofE too – even at 
gold level, the participation rates would give larger schools a run for their money. Staggering range 



of school trips and activities, from history in Cuba and classics in Greece and Italy to a music tour to 
Croatia and regular outings in and around London. 
 
Sport 
Traditionally an area of weakness, which means the school has not typically been a first choice for 
those who live for goals and glory. ‘Even if you’re good at netball, which is one of the school’s main 
sports, you really have to join an outside club to get anywhere with it,’ said parent. Other main 
sports are football (school has just hired a full-time teacher for this) and, in the summer, cricket and 
athletics. Limited running-around space on site, although they increasingly use playing fields a 
15-minute walk away, and there is a multi-use games area plus sports hall. Girls largely shrug off the 
poor reputation, many identifying as non-sporty – something the head is determined to change: ‘I 
want to see more of sports like badminton, tennis and dance, plus greater numbers of girls 
representing the school across all sports, and I want to introduce more esoteric things for girls to 
try in older years like kayaking and rock climbing.’ Watch this space. 
 
Ethos and Heritage 
School housed in four tall and graceful Georgian buildings on Highgate Hill overlooking one of 
London’s most beautiful and under-visited parks. Backing these, previous head did a serious job of 
rearrangement, making the most of a relatively small site with the addition of a new complex 
(containing the music school, sports hall and fitness suite and a sixth form centre). ‘If you’re investing 
in your daughter’s education you expect 21st century facilities,’ says school. 
 
Established in 1885 by a Unitarian minister and two members of his congregation to educate the 
daughters of Unitarian ministers, the school’s clientele has (not surprisingly) broadened, but it retains 
the founders’ values of liberalism, democracy and religious tolerance. There’s no prize-giving, for 
example, and the Rosslyn Hill Chapel Award is bestowed on girls who most embody the Channing 
spirit of kindness, respect and tolerance. Mottos a plenty in this respect too – most recently, ‘girls 
enjoying success without undue pressure’ (nice sentiment, but doesn’t exactly trip off the tongue). 
Head on a mission to get girls to be braver too (even her lanyard has ‘I am 10 per cent braver’ in big, 
bold letters) – could mean a shyer girl sticking her hand up in class or committing an answer to 
paper without checking it first. 
 
Pastoral care, inclusivity and discipline 
This is a calm and orderly place, but it has little to do with a system of tight rules and stern warnings, 
with school claiming that their ‘record of serious discipline’ going back 13 years takes up just two 
pages. Girls here are eager to please and tend to self-police – there’s barely any need for the 
detention system, while exclusions, including temporary, are almost unheard of. ‘They are more 
likely to talk to you than punish you,’ said parent. 
 
Girls generally get on with minimal bullying and cliques – inclusivity is the whole point of Channing 
(though school doesn’t rest on its laurels, with eg a steering group with no less than three working 
parties currently working on a report in response to Black Lives Matter – ‘this is no knee jerk 
reaction, but a long-term piece of research that will make concrete recommendations,’ says head). 
‘You know everyone here, you feel very comfortable and there is a real sense of joining together,’ 
said a pupil. ‘If your child is slightly quirky, you know they will still be fine.’ 
 



A school counsellor is available four days a week and a parent told us, ‘the school is really caring and 
proactive, sharing things appropriately with other staff on a need-to-know basis – you don’t have to 
chase things up on the pastoral front.’ Another, whose daughter had some serious mental health 
problems, said, ‘The school has been absolutely fabulous – when everything blew up, the head of 
year met with me and made sure all the teachers knew how to deal with it, as well as keeping me 
informed.’ 
 
School's priorities are ‘integrity, independence, scholarship and altruism’ – old fashioned virtues, 
adapted to a more complex modern setting. Strong emphasis on student leadership, with older girls 
applying to become eg charity officers (most recent charity work, which is extensive, has been for 
Refuge), sustainability officers and, of course, head girls. A lot of girls aspire to the leadership team - 
they have real influence, said school. 
 
Pupils and parents 
Essentially a local school, with 90 per cent living within a three mile radius, so no fleets of coaches to 
far-flung locations. Most pupils walk or come by public transport, from a broad sweep round the 
gates. Mainly from north and west London, though more are starting to come from south and even 
more so from the east. Parents are cosmopolitan (South African, European, North American, Asian, 
increasingly including ex-pats), highly educated (more entrepreneurs and fewer doctors than in the 
past) and value education (some a little too much, thought one parent – ‘you get your fair share of 
tiger parents, though as a whole it tends to attract a bit less of a demanding parent cohort’). Good 
sense of community – ‘I’ve met some of my best friends here even though my daughter joined in 
year 7,’ said a parent. Mix of wealth, ‘but most are hard working and there are very few uber rich 
and certainly no sense of privilege,’ said parent. Some ‘title tattling’ among some of the parent 
WhatsApp groups, we heard – ‘It can be quite divisive,’ felt one. Pupils, quite often the daughters of 
old girls (and increasingly third generation), are confident and motivated. 
 
Money matters 
Not a hugely rich school, but still does its bit, with five per cent of annual income devoted to 
‘transformational’ bursaries and additional funds to ‘support families who hit hard times’. Academic 
scholarships at 11 worth 10 per cent off the fees, but music scholarships (grade 5 with merit 
minimum required) are particularly good, with up to 50 per cent discounts. Both are open to junior 
school year 6 and external candidates. In the sixth form, art, music and academic scholarships (of up 
to 50 per cent off tuition fees) on offer to existing students (‘We want to recognise their talent and 
potential, not find them sloping off elsewhere’) as well as external ones. Bursaries also available at 
this point. 
 
The last word 
A cosy, vibrant, local school in a very attractive setting, with high academic standards, up-to-date 
facilities and happy, motivated girls. 
 
 


