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It is one of the most important
decisions you can make as a
parent: which primary or
secondary school to send your
child to.

Parent Power is here to help
with The Sunday Times’s
definitive guide to the UK’s top
2,000 schools. Go online and
you will be able to compare
private and state results in
the same table, and find out
data on each school from
attendance rates, percentage
of children with Send needs,
or the day fees, as well as the
latest inspection reports.

The schools featured have
teachers brimming with
passion, ideas and dedication.
Their purpose? Preparing
pupils to be curious, problem-
solving and risk taking, ready
for anything that comes their
way in the future. For high
achievement should not come
at the expense of happiness.
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The five-year-old who &
knows everything
about the Kuiper belt »

What should you do if you
think your child might be a
genius? Caroline Scott speaks
to the parents and experts
nurturing their potential

hen Kalil Warren was
eight months old, he
would pick up his
mother Kura’s phone
and FaceTime his
granny Jane, a former primary school
teacher.

“He had worked out the code to unlock
the screen and he could find her and my
sister in my contacts,” Kura, 37, the
director of a technology company, says.
Kalil sat unaided at 16 weeks and spoke at
seven months. “I was the first of my friends
to have a baby so I had no one to compare
himto,” she says. “I thought it was normal.”

During lockdown Kura and her hus-
band, Mark, an architect and town centre
manager, realised the vast difference
between Kalil and his peers.

“I had a credit card bill with a list of
charges we didn’t recognise,” Kura
says. “Kalil had found the Prime app
on the TV and rented wildlife and
science documentaries.” Kalil was
not yet two. “He said, ‘Mummy, do
you know what’s between Mars
and Jupiter? It’s Ceres, it’s a
dwarf planet that lives in the
main asteroid belt.””

Parenting Kalil has been a
joy and a challenge. “Before
he went to nursery, I
explained to his teacher
that Kalil was very able
and could already
read and write,” Kura
says. “At three, he
was reading my
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poetry books. So she said, ‘Kalil, could you
spell cat for me?’ And he went, ‘Poo poo.
Then she looked at me and asked, ‘And
how’s your mental health?””

Kura and Mark still laugh when thinking
about this exchange. While being academi-
cally several years ahead, being one of the
youngest in his reception class at school
meant that Kalil was emotionally less
mature and his fine motor skills weren’t
advanced. “He could read fluently and do
year 6 maths, but he couldn’t run fast,
writing was hard for him and he struggled
to do the clasp on his trousers. I had no
idea how to support him,” Kura says.

In his previous school Kalil would be
sent to year 1 to study phonics and maths,

which he also found pointless. When
some of the boys in his class
started calling him “smarty-
pants”, he refused to do any
extra work or show anyone
what he could do.
“He doesn’t want to
stand out,” Kura says.
At six, Kalil’'s IQ was
assessed at 132 (the average
IQ is 100). Kura and Mark con-
sidered private school but
decided against it on financial
grounds. “I wanted him to be exposed to
normal kids and normal life,” Kura says.
Now seven, he attends Park Academy in
Merton, southwest London, where he is
given year 6 spellings to do.

Mensa, the international organisation
for people who score in the top 2 per cent
of the population on a standardised intelli-
gence test, has 1,400 UK child members
aged 3-18 with IQs over 130, and it is
thought that about 160,000 of
~ the 8.2 million children in
. the education system have

exceptional learning
" potential. (The Mensa

@ f supervised IQ test is suita-
| ble only for children over
[ the age of ten and a half;
" younger members are
assessed by an independent
educational  psychologist.)
4. An IQ score of about 160

and above means that someone is pro-
foundly gifted. This is about 0.003 per
cent of the population (1in 30,000), equiv-
alent to a few hundred children across the
UK. But although the school curriculum,
designed for children of average IQ, isn’t
challenging enough and makes it hard for
these pupils to excel, giftedness is not
classed as a special educational need and
there is no government provision or sup-
port since the Young, Gifted and Talented
Programme was abandoned by the gov-
ernment in 2010.

Lyn Kendall is a psychologist and educa-
tor and was British Mensa’s gifted child
consultant, a voluntary role she held for
30 years until she stepped down in 2024.
“People think it must be great having an
exceptional child,” she says. “But many,
girls in particular, hide themselves. They
learn to ‘function’ because teachers can
get snitty if they’re always answering.
They start to see what the rest of the class
are doing and then work at that level.”
Some even deliberately aim for second or
third place.”

Crucially, there is no UK-wide IQ screen-
ing and no consensus on what a child gen-
ius looks like. The Department for Educa-
tion’s description of giftedness — a straight-
A pupil, an all-rounder, as good at art and

sport as maths and English — does not
chime with any of the families we spoke to.

“High cognitive ability can come with
intense emotions, uneven development —
where some abilities appear significantly
above average, and others at or below
average — executive dysfunction and strug-
gles in classrooms that aren’t set up for the
way our children think and process infor-
mation,” says Natalie Jensen, a specialist in
gifted education at Potential Plus UK, an
independent charity offering support for
children with high learning potential.

“Gifted children are usually the ones
continually asking questions, wanting to
know what, why, when,” Kendall says.
“But poorer social skills, emotional and
behavioural problems, academic incon-
sistencies, sensory sensitivities and rebel-
liousness are sadly all common.”

Olivia Smith, the chief executive of
Potential Plus UK, says families tend to
arrive at the organisation in crisis. “We
support families with children as young
as two, but most are primary age,” she
says. “They’ve got a depressed six-year-
old or they have been told there’s some-
thing wrong. Undoubtedly there are chil-
dren like this all over the UK who are super
bright and their parents will have no idea.
It’s hard to reach those people.”

JAMES SPEAKMAN FOR THE SUNDAY TIMES

Bright young
things: Maxwell
Peake, aged five,
has an 1Q of 139.
Left: Kura Warren
and her son, Kalil,
aged seven with
anlQ of 132

How do you tell the difference between
a diligent child who listens well and works
hard from one who is academically gifted?
“It’s not easy to define,” Smith says, “but
an academically gifted learner often
makes unusual connections, asks deep —
often ‘weird’ — questions, and picks up
new concepts with little explanation.
Their progress can jump around depend-
ing on the depth of their interests.”

Sarah (not her real name) knew that her
daughter Beatrice, 13, was exceptional
from 15 months old. “We were excited that
she knew her colours. Then we realised
she was reading the words on the fridge
magnets,” she says.

Perhaps they shouldn’t have been sur-
prised. Although neither parent went to
university, Beatrice’s father, Richard, who
works in IT, and Sarah are former Mensa
members. Beatrice, who was assessed pri-
vately when she was three, has an IQ of
180. Their scores put all three of them in
the category of genius.

“Yet we are the silliest people you could
hope to meet,” Sarah says with a laugh. But
life has not always been easy for Beatrice,
who is intellectually six or seven years
ahead of her peers at her private school,
but emotionally some way behind.

“We’re advocating for her to get the
resources she needs to allow her to go as
fast as she wants to go,” Sarah says. “They
suggested chess: she did that when she
was four. The work she is capable of doing
is not being provided.”

Beatrice wants to be a scientist, possibly
a physicist. She grasps concepts so quickly
that in class she’s “bored to tears”. She
finds it hard to blend in with her peers and
Sarah has become more protective as she
has got older.

“Trust me,” Sarah says. “You don’t want
to be the mum of a five-year-old who has
thereading age of a 12-year-old. People say,
‘Don’t you think you should just let her be
achild?””

By the time these children arrive at
secondary school, experiences can vary.
Parents often have more choices available
and, after years of challenges, some more
idea of what their child needs. For many
this means independent or specialist
schools, which provide solutions to
greater or lesser degrees. But even when
social and emotional needs are met, and
academic excellence and potential is rec-
ognised, the age-not-stage examination
system can create issues.

During her time at Mensa, Kendall
established support programmes for
parents of highly able children to talk
about their kids, ask questions and sup-
port one another. Gifted children can
affect relationships too, she says:
“When you have a child who is an atten-
tion monster, parents don’t get a chance
to talk or be alone together.”

Smith thinks that as a society we’re not
as good at celebrating high learning poten-
tial as, say, sporting ability. “We don’t like
people who’ve been born with an advan-

tage,” she says. “It’s why we no longer use
the word ‘gifted’ — it sends the wrong mes-
sage to our children. Yes they have excep-
tional ability but they’ve still got to work
hard to reach their potential.”

Potential Plus UK supported 2,000 chil-
dren in the UK last year and carried out
100 assessments. About 40 per cent of
these indicated a co-occurring recognised
additional learning need, suggesting that
these children might fall within the dual or
multiple exceptionalities (DME) category.
“We are seeing more children who have
extraordinary academic ability alongside
ASD or ADHD,” she says. “Profiles are
increasingly complex.”

By the time Maxwell Peake was 17
months old, he had completed Phase 2
phonics (which children usually learn
during reception class, aged four or five).
On the one hand, Maxwell, now five, is a
normal boy. “He’ll kick off if someone
takes a toy off him,” says his mother,
Emma, 37. “But the next minute he’ll be
explaining which of the dwarf planets live
in the Kuiper belt.”

And yet life for Maxwell, who has a
three-year-old sister, Savannah, who is
also bright, has not been easy. Emma and
her husband, Ryan, who both work in
hospitality, struggled to keep him enter-
tained at home. “I'd read with him a lot.”
Emma says. And she doesn’t mean
Thomas the Tank Engine. They were read-
ing Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of
Time. “Then he would worry and worry
about what would happen if the Earth fell
into a black hole because he wasn’t emo-
tionally mature enough to cope with the
information.” While Maxwell can easily do
year 6 maths, when it comes to tying his
shoelaces or riding a bike, he’s just like
anyone else.

At the age of four, Maxwell’s IQ was
assessed at 139, in the top 1 per cent of the
population. Emma thinks it is potentially
higher because “at four, he had the atten-
tion span of a pre-schooler”.

A couple of weeks into year 1, his par-
ents moved him from their local primary
in Preston, Lancashire, to an independent
school with smaller classes where he is
educated according to his abilities rather
than his age.

Carolina  Ghiuzan’s  nine-year-old
daughter Edith has an IQ of 142, meaning
she’s also in the top 1 per cent of the popu-
lation. “We don’t make a big fuss over her
abilities because we don’t want her to be
influenced by the idea that she’s a gifted
child,” says Ghiuzan, 39, a psychology
teacher who lives in Canterbury, Kent.
“We just try to offer her as many opportu-
nities as possible. She’s one of the young-
estin the class but always finishes her work
first, so teachers have to be prepared to
give her extra.”

Happily, Edith does not struggle with
friendships, she says: “Ithink she’s socially
gifted as well.”
potentialplusuk.org
Additional reporting by Mashaal Hussain
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State Secondary
School of the Year for
Academic Excellence

Comprehensive
School of the Year

Independent Secondary
School of the Year

Independent Secondary
School of the Year for
Academic Excellence

Rathmore Grammar School

WALES

Cowbridge School ‘OA
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Westbourne School

Strathearn School

NATIONAL WINNERS Yy

(1) Independent Secondary
School of the Year and
Independent International
Baccalaureate School of the Year
North London Collegiate School

(2) Independent Secondary
School of the Year for
Academic Excellence

St Pauls’ School

(3) Independent Secondary
Boarding School of the Year and
Independent Co-educational
Secondary School of the Year
Brighton College

(4) Independent Secondary
School of the Year for A-Levels
Cardiff Sixth Form College

(5) Independent Secondary
School of the Year for GCSEs
St Paul’s Girls’ School

(6) Independent 11-16
School of the Year
Abbot'’s Hill School

(7) Independent 11-16 School
of the Year for Academic
Excellence

Palmers Green High School

(8) State Secondary School of
the Year and State Secondary
School of the Year for Academic
Excellence and State Secondary
School of the Year for A-levels
Queen Elizabeth’s School, Barnet

Cardiff Sixth Form College [ |

(9) Highly Commended State
Secondary School of the Year
Churston Ferrers Grammar School

(10) Comprehensive
School of the Year
West London Free School

(11) Comprehensive
School of the Year for
Academic Excellence
Dame Alice Owen'’s School

(12) State Secondary School
of the Year for GCSEs
Wilson’s School

(13) State Sixth Form College
of the Year

University of Liverpool Maths
School

(14) State Sixth Form College
of the Year for Academic
Excellence

King’s Maths School

(15) State Faith Secondary
School of the Year
JFS

(16) International Baccalaureate
State School of the Year
Torquay Boys’ Grammar School

(17) International Baccalaureate
State School of the Year for
Academic Excellence

Ashcroft Technology Academy
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20 Magdalen College School Oxford 932 941 | 55 Merchant Taylors’ School, Northwood London 89.3 88.3 | 89= Immanuel College Bushey 884 719
21 Queen Ethelburga’s College York 945 903 | 56 Westbourne School Penarth 96.5 731 | 91 Manchester High School for Girls Manchester 859  76.9
22 Royal Grammar School, Guildford Guildford 952 88.6 | 57 Cityof London Freemen’s School Ashtead 922 815 | 92 The Abbey School Reading 839 808
23=_Hampton School London 91.5 958 | 58 StMichael's School Llanelli 935 787 | 93= The Maynard School Exeter 86.1  75.4
23=_Putney High School GDST London 93.4 918 | 59 Francis Holland School, Sloane Square London 89.0 87.0 | 93= Solihull School Solihull 844 788
25 University College School, Hampstead London 93.6 913 | 60 Abingdon School Abingdon 889 871 | 95 Downe House Thatcham 83.0 810
26=_The Perse School Cambridge 939 90.4 | 61 StMary's School Ascot Ascot 847 941 | 96 Bedford School Bedford 86.3 741
26=_Winchester College Winchester 924 935 | 2 Cheltenham Ladies’ College Cheltenham 87.3  87.6 | 97 The Grammar School at Leeds Leeds 87.4 71
28 _ Tonbridge School Tonbridge 925 926 | 63 Harrow School Harrowonthe Hill 88.6  84.3 | 98 Leicester Grammar School Leicester 858  T74.2
29  Reigate Grammar School Reigate 939 897 | 64 StCatherine’s, Bramley Guildford 90.8 79.6 | 99 Croydon High School GDST London 840 715
30 Kingston Grammar School KingstonuponThames  92.7  91.6 | 65 St Swithun’s School Winchester 91.8 774 | 100 Reed's School Cobham 85.0 75.0
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Parent Power

Louise Eccles, Education and Early
Years Editor

or many parents, getting

their child through the

11-plus test is seen as a

necessary evil to

secure a coveted
place at a selective grammar
or private school.

Yet tutoring for verbal (VR)
and non-verbal reasoning (NVR)
tests turns children into “exam bots”
and even hampers their intelligence, edu-
cation experts have warned.

In recent decades, reasoning questions
have become a core part of 11-plus testing
for selective schools in a bid to
identify the most academic
children.

However, because non-verbal
reasoning (problem-solving using
pictures and diagrams) and verbal
reasoning (problem-solving with
written information) are not routinely
taught in state primaries, these tests
have fuelled a huge tutoring industry
with children spending many hours
learning how to answer past papers.

Now there is a growing backlash against
this type of testing, which parents, teach-
ers and even tutors say is hindering curios-
ity and a love of learning, and being taught
intensely at the expense of wider reading
and learning.

While several grammar schools are now
changing the 11-plus exam to focus on the
core curriculum, they are in the minority.

Will Orr-Ewing, the founder and
director of one of the UK’s leading tutoring
firms, Keystone Tutors, said that what was
once seen as a good way to capture aca-
demic ability had now been “gamed”.

Isthell-plusdumbing -
childrendown? —

The exam is now gamed, turning
students into bots and making
them less intellectually curious

He added: “It’s such an educationally
fruitful time of their life and many children
are spending 50, 60 hours doing this [rea-
soning] work, which is not even produc-
tive for their long-term growth. It’s actu-
ally counterproductive. The 11-plus in its
current form just turns kids into exam
bots, basically.

“We hate tutoring for verbal and non-
verbal reasoning. We do it because parents
want us to do it and it’s effective. But we
love teaching maths and English, history
and other subjects that have genuine edu-
cational value.

“It makes children’s thinking nar-
rower, less intellectually curious, more
instrumentalist. It’s not [that it makes
children] less smart, because they’re
good at doing exams. It’s less ... educated,
less intelligent.”

Orr-Ewing said that secondary schools
would ideally look at test results across
several years of primary school, “without
the drama of an 11-plus pass/fail assess-
ment day”. If children performed above a
certain level, they could be entered into
alottery for a school place, he suggested.

Expressing his exasperation at the VR
and NVR tests, he said: “There’s not even
that much maths behind [non-verbal rea-

soning]. With verbal reasoning there’s a lit-
tle bit of vocabulary, which could be help-
ful, but it’s also so fragmented. It doesn’t
coherently add up to something genuinely
useful — unlike, say, just teaching someone
really good primary level maths, reading
and grammar.

“It’s what educationists always decry at
GCSEs: cramming short-term knowledge,
which is then forgotten the hour after
the exam.”

Asked what parents should be doing
instead to help their children with their
learning, Orr-Ewing said: “Learn about the
Tudors or have more discussions about
books, or do maths for its own sake. Walk
around your local area and pick up leaves
and try to learn a little bit more about
them. Give children the message that the
world is an exciting place to learn about.”

On the website 11plusanonymous.org,
pupils and parents recall their horror sto-
ries of getting through the 11-plus tests for
grammar and private schools.

One pupil who posted on the website
about their experience this year said: “I
remember the nights I stayed awake,
reviewing practice papers and trying to
memorise formulas ... sometimes I won-
dered if I could handle it all.”

Several grammar schools are now mak-
ing changes in the way they assess who has
the greatest potential.

Reading School, a grammar school in
Berkshire, has created a new style of
admissions process where the subjects
tested can change year to year, from geog-
raphy to history. Maths and English are

\

also tested but only on topics taught in the
national curriculum.

Chris Evans, the school’s head teacher,
warned parents not to make testing too
“high stakes” for children.

He said: “A ‘grammar school or bust’
mentality with tutoring starting at the age
of seven produces children who have a
functional view of education — simultane-
ously capable of significant processing
while exhibiting less curiosity. Since the
1990s, evidence has shown that non-ver-
bal and verbal reasoning is based on a
monolithic view of intelligence.”

VERBAL
REASONING QUESTION

Find the letters that will complete

the series in the best way

CQDQEPFP[??]
GPEGOCHODGREGQ

ANSWER EXPLAINED

In this question, the letters are
grouped into pairs. The first letterin
each pairisin alphabetical order: C,
D, E, F. The second letter in each pair
features twice in the series, and
appears in reverse alphabetical
order: Q, Q, P, P. Following this
pattern, the next pair of letters after
FP must be GO.

Source: The Buckinghamshire Grammar Schools
Familiarisation Booklet

RETHINKING THE 11-PLUS

Sample questions for the new style
of admissions test for Reading
School. It offers its testing to other
schools through its Future Stories
Community Enterprise.

THINKING LIKE A SCIENTIST
Tom has four tennis balls. He wants
each ball to drop at exactly the same
speed. Which of these should
he do?
Drop each ball in the same way
Give one ball to each of his friends
Throw the ball
Use different types of balls

The correct answer is

THINKING CREATIVELY
Thisis abulldog

clip. It can be used

for holding paper
together. Come up

with TWO other

ideas for what the

bulldog clip could be used
forinstead.

There is no such thing asa wrong
answer, but your two ideas should
be very different from each other
and you should explain how your
ideas would work.

THINKING ABOUT PHYSICAL EDUCATION
What does “control” mean when
doing a physical activity?

Doing only what your teacher
tells you

Moving as fast as possible

Moving carefully and precisely

Running without stopping

The correct answer is

Nine schools are now using Reading’s
admissions test via its Future Stories Com-
munity Enterprise. Evans said: “It tests
curiosity and creativity whereas, we think,
VR and NVR broadly do the opposite and
reward coaching, predictability and
parental investment.”

Charles Bonas, the founder of Bonas
MacFarlane, a tutoring agency started
in 1992, believes many independent
schools have a similar issue with overly
prescriptive entrance exams that exclude
different thinkers.

“We are at risk of building a cohort of
children who’ve got quite similar cognitive
profiles, who can process really quickly,
have good working memories and can con-
centrate at a given time. You’re closing the
door to visual thinkers who come up with
some of the most interesting ideas.”

He said that, in an ideal world, private
school admissions teams would visit
schools to meet pupils, see their class work
and speak to their teachers.

At Wellington College, the prestigious
£62,250-a-year boarding school in Berk-
shire, prospective pupils do take a reason-
ing test but they attend a team-building day
as well so that teachers can observe how
the pupils interact with others. They are
also asked for a school report.

James Dahl, the headmaster at Welling-
ton, said: “It’s a much more time-consum-
ing process, but it means you’re not simply
converting children to a number on a
spreadsheet and ranking them from high-
est to lowest.

“You can have children who might come
just below that artificial line on the spread-
sheet who are just the most incredible
young people, who are kind and resilient
and whose personality really fits what
you’re trying to do as a school.”



The Sunday Times December 7, 2025 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M

Schools in London continue to
outperform those in the rest of the UK,
and more than a third of the national top
100 are in the capital.

Topping the Parent Power league table
with the best results is the centuries-old
institution St Paul’s School, named the
overall Independent Secondary School
of the Year for Academic Excellence
and Independent Secondary School
of the Year in London for Academic
Excellence. The corridors at the
southwest London school are lined with
whiteboards containing maths puzzles to
be solved by anyone who picks up the pen.

“This is the cohort who joined during
the pandemic; they lived through one of
the toughest points in British education
history and received the best results in the
school’s history,” Sally-Anne Huang, the
high master, says. At A-level 98 per cent
of grades were A*-B, and 97.7 per cent of
GCSE results were graded 9-7.

Here, high achievement does not come
at the expense of happiness. Since 2020
the school, whose former pupils include
the diarist Samuel Pepys, the neurologist
Oliver Sacks and the former chancellor
George Osborne, has introduced a vertical
house system, boosted co-curricular
opportunities and is launching a research
centre into the education of boys.

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23

“This next generation will all have to be
problem-solvers,” Huang says. “Our job
is to prepare them for a different — and
difficult — world in which they will live.”

A similar focus on equipping boys for
an uncertain future, underpinned with
support, has helped Queen Elizabeth’s
School, Barnet to claim a record five
awards: State Secondary School of the
Year, State Secondary School of the
Year for Academic Excellence, State
Secondary School of the Year for
A-levels, State Secondary School of the
Year in London and State Secondary
School of the Year in London for
Academic Excellence.

The school was founded in 1573 at the
request of Robert Dudley, Earl of
Leicester, a favourite of Elizabeth I. The
queen granted a royal charter for the
establishment of “one common grammar
school, in or near the town of Barnet ...
for the education, bringing up and
instruction of boys and youth ... and the
same to continue for ever”.

The campus includes a 25m swimming
pool, a music recital hall, a robotics suite,
refurbished laboratories and a 200-seat
drama studio. Among its 115 societies
and clubs, many created by the pupils,
are an animation group, zoology group
and mock trial teams. Sixth-formers

24 25 26 24

Earning their
stripes: St Paul’s
School in
southwest
London

complete 40 hours of community service
every year. “There’s a laser focus on
delivering this mission statement to
produce young men who are confident,
able and responsible,” Neil Enright, the
headmaster, says. “The biggest priority is
ensuring that you have systems in place to
know every child - 1,321 to be precise —

ELEANOR BENTALL

on an individual basis, so they have at
least one adult they feel they can turn to.”
Last year 49 pupils secured places at
Oxford and Cambridge universities.
Others took up degree apprenticeships at
companies such as Amazon and Deloitte.

Continued on page 8
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