
Founded in 1885 



What is in a Name - Channing…?

Dr William Ellery Channing (1780-1842) was a Unitarian 
Preacher in the United States in the early nineteenth 
century, and one of Unitarianism’s leading theologians, after 
whom the school was named.

Unitarian beliefs focus on Truth, Freedom and Religion. They 
advocate tolerance of every individual in search of a 
spiritual, moral & ethical meaning of life.*1



Our Founders
The school was founded in 1885 by Rev. Robert Spears (1825-99), and two sisters, Miss Emily 
Sharpe (1828-1914) & Miss Matilda Sharpe (1830-1916.) The school was initially founded for the 
daughters of Unitarian Ministers and others, (boarding and day girls). 

Channing remains the only independent Unitarian school in Britain.   



Rev. Robert Spears (1825-1899)
Rev. Spears was born in Tyneside and was later called to the 
ministry in London in 1861, after which he became Secretary 
of the British and Foreign Unitarian Association and Editor of 
The Christian Life. 

He has been described as being deeply interested in the rights 
of women, so much so that in 1868 he organised the first 
public meeting in London where women's suffrage was 
discussed and widely covered by the press *2

After moving to Highgate in 1884, he built a Unitarian church 
on Highgate Hill and co-founded Channing House School*3 
(which became Channing School in 1931 and later, Channing 
in 2019).



Emily Sharp

Emily was the elder of the two founding Sharp sisters. Their father, 
Samuel Sharp, was a Banker & Egyptologist. Both Emily & Matilda 
were educated by their mother, Sarah, who was herself an 
accomplished and learned woman and talented painter*4.

Both sisters previously taught at the Newington Chapel Sunday 
school*5 before co-founding Channing, where Emily was called upon 
to be responsible for ‘Divinity’ and at times appears to have taught 
Latin*6.

As the school’s reputation grew, especially among the Unitarian 
communities in Ireland & Hungary, a scholarship programme for 
Hungarian Unitarian students was established by Emily in 1892 
which still exists today.

Emily was described by an early pupil of the school as  being 
“gentle, with an air of poetry around her”*7



Matilda Sharp

Matilda undertook the teaching of Classics in the school, some 
French teaching was provided by her too.*8

Matilda was also known for her artistic talents - two of her 
portraits in oil are displayed in the National Portrait Gallery. The 
picture on the bottom right shows her deep in thought at her 
easel. There are number of her sketches and artwork in the 
Channing Archives.

Matilda Sharp’s inspiring words are inscribed on a plaque on 
Founders’ Hall: ‘Never forget: life is expecting much of you and 
me’.*9



28 January 1885 - Channing House School Opens
The first Principal, Miss Jarvis, opened the school with 35 pupils and was soon succeeded by Miss 
Wilson in 1886. The school occupied only 2 houses on The Bank, Highgate Hill: Sutherland House 
(later renamed Channing House) & West View. 

Channing currently has just under 1000 pupils across both the Junior and Senior schools. Although 
the option to board ceased in 1967, there is still a strong sense of identity and community amongst 
alumnae and current pupils alike.



Curriculum

● By 1910 the school comprised 31 boarders & 26 
day girls (plus one day boy in the lowest form) 
whose ages ranged from 8-18.*10

● All pupils were educated to the very highest 
standard in order to enable students, should they 
wish, to enter the Civil Service or to pass the 
Cambridge Local Examination, the Matriculation  
Examination of London University or any other 
scholastic examination to which ladies are 
admitted.*11



A Distinguished Visitor

One of the most remarkable things about 
Channing is its forward thinking approach 
to educating girls. From the beginning, the 
curriculum was broad and ambitious, and 
Miss Matilda often invited distinguished 
visitor, such as young Marconi, to talk to 
the school*12.

Much to the delight of the pupils and staff 
on 25 September 1897 Signor Guglielmo 
Marconi demonstrated his newly 
discovered method of wireless 
telegraphy*13.  



Historical Dates of Note

1901 - Headmistress: Lilian Talbot BA (London), Dip Ed (Cambridge).

1906 - Old Girls’ Association established.

1911- First Channing House School Magazine published.

1912 - Channing ‘Recognised as Efficient’ by His Majesty’s Inspectors of Schools.

1914 -18 - during WWI school life continued.

1921 - Headmistress: Miss Alice Haigh MA (Manchester), after whom the main school building is now 
named. Slingly House is added to the school.

1926 - Hampden House added.  Roll of pupils:130, with more than half day girls.



Lease of Fairseat 1926
During the nineteenth century Fairseat was part of the Lauderdale Estate owned by, and later the 
residence of, Sir Sydney Hedley Waterlow who became Lord Mayor of London in 1872-3. Sir 
Waterlow presented the estate to the London County Council in 1889 and in 1926 the lease of 
Fairseat was acquired by Channing House, for use mainly, as a boarding house*14. Later in the 
autumn of 1975 the freehold was successfully acquired and now houses the Junior School.



Historical Dates of Note
● 1927 - The Hall opened, to hold 350 

people (Architect: Unitarian, Ronald 
Potter Jones, cousin of Beatrix Potter).

● 1930 - Arundel House added, completing 
the incorporation of the terrace on The 
Bank.

● 1931 - Channing House School became 
Channing School.

● 1937 - The Second School Inspection 
reveals 180 pupils on roll.



World War II

● From September 1939 to the Summer of 1945 the school and its inhabitants evacuated to 
Ross-on-Wye, and took up residency in the Chase Hotel, as well as others properties, for the 
purpose of conducting lessons.



World War II 
● During the war The Bank had been taken over by the Royal Navy and the 

London County Council (LLC), also using much of the ground floor of 
Fairseat for a British Restaurant as well as transforming the field at 
Stanhope Road to allotments. Channing also housed The Women's Royal 
Naval Service (WRNS) personnel working at the Admiralty*15.

● Bombing (1944) & a landmine (1940) caused substantial damage to Hampden and Arundel, 
two of the terraced houses on The Bank, resulting in their demolition - Haigh House 
(opened in 1954) now stands on this site. 

● 12 Southwood Lane was purchased as the Junior School for day pupils (1943) - comprising  
some little boys as well as girls - because there was very considerable demand from local 
parents who wished to keep their children with them in London*16. This property was later 
sold in 1955.

● 3 North Grove was purchased as a senior boarding house in 1945, and later sold in 1967.



Historical Dates of Note

● 1952 - Headmistress: Miss Gweneth Lloyd Thomas MA, B Litt (Oxon).

● 1956 - The Third School Inspection reveals an increase of pupils to 281.

● 1960 - 75th Anniversary celebrations, including the opening of the New Hall by the 

Chair of Governors Sir Felix Brunner Bt. Existing Hall becomes known as the Old 

Hall.

● 1964 - Headmistress: Miss E M (Molly) Saunders MA (London).

● 1967 - Departure of the last boarders.

● 1976 - Leasehold of Fairseat.

● 1978 - Headmistress: Mrs Tatiana Macaire MA (Oxon).



Uniform
● In the Victorian era and early twentieth century pupils were photographed wearing dark 

dresses with a lace collar. 
● Uniforms remained navy blue in the 1920s & 30s. Tunics and white blouses could be worn all 

the year, but as an alternative in summer, long sleeved navy blue shantung dresses were 
introduced (see image on the bottom left).*17



Uniform
● On Founders’ Day & similar occasions (and on a 

Sunday for boarders), white silk dresses had to be 
worn by Seniors, and green shantung dresses for 
Juniors - by 1927 the white dresses were no longer 
used.

● Navy felt hats were worn in the winter or in summer 
panamas with hat bands - headwear was always 
required when outdoors.

● The brown Harris tweed uniform was introduced in 
the mid-30s - brown berets were worn with this when 
outdoors.

● In the 60s & 70s, as tweed became less used 
domestically, substitutes were sought which enabled 
parents to purchase plain brown skirts & trousers for 
winter wear, at a cheaper price.*18  

● Today, pupils (Reception to Y11) must wear the school 
uniform in school, apart from Sixth Formers who are 
permitted to wear their own clothes.



Founders’ Day

● This is perhaps one of the most special 
days in the school calendar. It falls on the 
first Saturday in July, and is an opportunity 
for the whole community to come 
together and enjoy a showcase of works, 
performances and interactive displays 
made by pupils & staff.

● All pupils & staff are in attendance, as well 
as friends of the school, former staff and 
alumnae who are invited to enjoy the 
day’s festivities.



Founders’ Day
● The afternoon concludes with speeches from the Headmistress, Governors and a reading from 

a Unitarian Minister from our community, followed by light refreshments and a chance for 
people to socialise. The following Monday is always taken as a holiday before the end of term 
days later.  



Embracing Technology

Left - student using the latest computer technology in 
1985: Commodore PET (Personal Electronic 
Transactor).

Right - 1979 saw the redevelopment of 
the Science laboratories.



Historical Dates of Note

● 1984 - Headmistress: 
Mrs Isabel Raphael MA 
(Cantab). 

Pupil roll: 395.

● 1985 - Centenary 
celebrations. Opening 
of Brunner House by 
Lady Brunner, widow of 
Sir Felix Brunner Bt.



Historical Dates of Note
● 1992 - Old Hall extended to create a Sixth Form Centre and further enlarged in 2008.



Historical Dates of Note
● 1996 - Headmistress: Elizabeth Radice MA (Oxon.).  Pupils on roll had increased to 

505. There was extensive development of the Junior School at Fairseat and 
conversion of The Stables to a Performing Arts area.

● 2003 - Brunner House rebuilt with two storeys as a Humanities Block.

● 2005 - Headmistress: Barbara Elliott MA (Cantab).

● 2008 - Internal conversion of the Old Hall, incorporating a new Sixth Form Centre 

& renamed Founders’ Hall. 

● 2009 - ISI inspection.

● 2010 - 125th anniversary celebration. 



Historical Dates of Note
● 2014 - Founders’ Hall is redeveloped to include a New Music School including a state of the 

art music technology lab, with 24 iMacs and keyboards as well as a soundproofed percussion 
room. 



Historical Dates of Note
● 2016 - Adelante ‘Spanish for All’ programme is launched - students study Spanish as the first 

foreign language from Y7, with the option to add French or German as a second/third language 
in Y8. The programme is designed to make proficiency in Spanish and an appreciation of the 
Hispanic cultures a feature of a Channing education.

● As part of the Adelante programme, we hosted the Cervantes Theatre‘s production of La Casa 
de Bernarda Alba/ The House of Bernarda Alba in the Arundel Centre from 4th – 8th February 
2019 (pictured below).

http://www.cervantestheatre.com/


Historical Dates of Note - School Development
● 2017 - New Sports Hall & Sixth Form Centre are completed in December.



Historical Dates of Note - School Development
● November 2018 - Arundel Centre (new Performing Arts Centre) is officially opened by HRH 

Princess Sarvath of Jordan.



Historical Dates of Note - School Development

● 2018 - Redevelopment at the Junior 
School commenced and was completed 
in early November 2020.



Present Day
● 2020 - Headmistress: Mrs Lindsey Hughes (BA History, Warwick). Joined Channing as 

Headmistress in September 2020, bringing with her a wealth of experience and a vision for 
Channing as it enters a new exciting phase.

“What really sets us apart is our underpinning 
Unitarian values of free thinking, acceptance and 
inclusivity, which are encapsulated in the Channing 
Promise of kindness and respect. You will find 
Channing is a school where each individual is 
encouraged to understand their strengths and 
learn to mitigate their weaknesses, using their time 
at school to develop their skills and enjoy their 
success, however they may define it”.


