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Regional 
rank

National
rank

2 Queen Elizabeth High School, Hexham 239

3 St Mary’s Catholic School, Newcastle upon Tyne 249

4 Ponteland High School 281

5 Gosforth Academy 290

Durham Johnston 
Comprehensive 
School (177=)
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W
 ho dares to be wise at
Durham Johnston
Comprehensive School
(it’s the school motto),
wins, as once again this

Parent Power favourite takes the crown, 
bagging the Northeast Secondary 
School of the Year award for the second 
year running.

The comprehensive school has had 
success in the national rankings too, 
climbing 15 places from 192 to 177=, while 
the regional runner-up, Queen Elizabeth 
High School in Hexham, Northumberland, 
jumps 20 places to break into the national 
top 250 state schools, placing at 239. This 
year two thirds of its A-level grades were 
A*-B (or equivalent).

However, schools across the northeast
have faced numerous challenges since the 
pandemic and many have slipped this 
year in comparison to other regions.

“But it’s not just results that are down.
When you start to look at attendance, it’s 
worse in the northeast than in many other 
regions,” says the head teacher at Durham 
Johnston, Andrew O’Sullivan. 

“We’re 13 years into a period of 
austerity — that initial lack of funding had 
a very negative impact in this part of the 
country. Poverty is the reason behind 
poor attendance. This is true across the 
country, but it is even more pronounced 
in the northeast because of long-term 
economic decline. 

“For some families, it’s easier for 
their children to be at home. There are 
issues around transport, around 
uniform. Families aren’t equipped to get 
children out and to school every day — TO

P 
5 Regional 

rank

INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS

National
rank

2 Yarm School 109

3 Dame Allan’s Girls’ School, Newcastle upon Tyne 156

4 Dame Allan’s Boys’ School, Newcastle upon Tyne 174

5 Durham High School 188

Royal Grammar 
School, Newcastle 
upon Tyne (51)
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that structure has declined for those 
families.” He says that the school’s 
success is all down to building strong 
relationships. “The only way children 
achieve good results is when it works 
between themselves, their teachers 
and their families. Relationships are 
the biggest thing in any successful 
school, 100 per cent.”

 To help relationships to flourish, not 
flounder, the school holds two parental 
surveys every academic year to find out 
what parents are expecting. One 
suggestion taken up by leaders has been 
to publish detailed curriculum plans on 
the website so parents know exactly what 
their child is studying each term.

The coeducational Royal Grammar 
School (RGS) in Newcastle has taken first 
place in the table for academic excellence 
and is the Northeast Independent 
School of the Year — helping the city to 
bag a coveted hat-trick of places in the 
region’s top five independent schools 
list. The head, Geoffrey Standford, is 

proud that RGS is “unapologetically 
academic, delivering consistently 
outstanding exam results”. He calls his 
school “a catalyst for raising ambition 
and attainment across this wonderful 
region”. 

The school’s dedication to providing 
means-tested bursaries — with one in 16 
children at RGS receiving a free education 
— “makes ‘levelling up’ a reality rather 
than a soundbite”.

It is now ranked just outside the top 50
nationally, up by 23 places year on year, 
and shines as one of the very brightest of 
northern stars; 85.2 per cent of GCSE 
grades were at 7-9 this year, with 88.8 per 
cent of A-levels graded at A*-B across the 
29 subjects on offer, which range from 
Latin and Greek to film studies.

Always progressive since their 
foundation in 1705, Dame Allan’s Girls’ 
and Boys’ Schools, ranked respectively 
third and fourth in the northeast, are now 
engaged in developing ways for AI to be 
incorporated into teaching and learning. 

The Sunday Times December 3, 2023 17

Northwest

headmistress, says that her school, which 
dates from 1890, was founded “with the 
aim of giving girls in the Manchester 
area the same opportunities that boys 
already had”.

Withington offers means-tested 
bursaries but no scholarships or 
academic prizes. Instead, Haslam says, 
the aim of the school is to foster the idea 
that a love of learning is its own reward.

However, education stretches beyond
the classroom, and in November 
Withington appointed the former 
England Lioness Lindsay Johnson as its 
director of sport. 

“We look forward to a time when we’re
as competitive in ‘the beautiful game’ as 
we are in the traditional girls’ school 
sports of netball, lacrosse, hockey and 
rounders,” Haslam says.

Similarly embracing the power of sport
is the coeducational school AKS Lytham, 
based in 35 acres in the Lancashire 
seaside town of Lytham St Annes, which 
comes eighth in the regional independent 
rankings. It has leapt 89 places in the 
national league table this year to 178, 
buoyed by a culture where it’s “cool to do 
well”, David Harrow, the headmaster, 
says. “We do not seek to be an intense 
hothouse, but offer a healthy, friendly 
and dynamic sense of challenge and 
support, which leads to the results our 
students achieve.”

Its successes reach well beyond the 
exam hall: Harrow is proud that AKS 
Lytham is the “most represented school 
in the Lancashire U18 rugby squad”, and 
it has consistently performed well in the 
national Tycoon Enterprise Competition, 
competing in the finals on four occasions 
and winning two first-place prizes in the 
past eight years.

Jayne Dowle 
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National
rank

2 The King’s School, Chester 95

3 Manchester High School for Girls 119=

4 The King’s School, Macclesfield 131

5 The Grange School, Northwich 134

6 The Queen’s School, Chester 153

7 Cheadle Hulme School, Greater Manchester 168

8 AKS Lytham, Lytham St Annes 178

9 Bolton School Boys’ Division 185

10 Bolton School Girls’ Division 196=

SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Regional 
rank

National
rank

2 Altrincham Grammar School for Boys 21=

3 The Liverpool Blue Coat School 25

4 Sale Grammar School 50

5 Tauheedul Islam Girls’ High School and Sixth Form College, Blackburn 57

6 Loreto Grammar School, Altrincham 70

7 Lancaster Girls’ Grammar School 85

8 Urmston Grammar, Greater Manchester 110

9 Lancaster Royal Grammar School 114

10 St Ambrose College, Hale Barns 137=

Altrincham Grammar 
School for Girls (10)

TOP 10
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Withington Girls’ 
School, 
Manchester (19)
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The King’s School, Chester is 
crowned the Northwest 
Independent School of the Year 

“With children, it’s about enabling them 
to become AI prompt engineers, 
embedding the idea that it’s still your 
work, your effort, but you’re using the 
tools at your disposal — like using an 
electric screwdriver instead of a manual 
one,” Will Scott, the principal, says.

Dame Allan’s is unique among regional
independents in following the “diamond 
structure” — splitting boys and girls from 
the ages of 11 to 16 into single-sex classes. 

“Girls don’t fear being a scientist
or good at maths, boys don’t fear 
engaging with their feelings,” Scott 
says. “Then at A-level they come
together, and things become much 
more integrated.”

There’s a big focus on the 
arts; the £8 million Jubilee 
Building, which opened in 
February, houses an art 
gallery to display student 
work, and pupils have 
recently moved on to 
the Rambert School of 
Ballet and Contemporary 
Dance and to music 
conservatoires.

However, this aspirational
Geordie hegemony has a Parent 
Power challenger. Yarm School, 
near Stockton-on-Tees, might be 
something of an outlier, but it has charged 
up 20 places in the national rankings this 
year, from 129 to 109.

Pupils are involved in a number of 
local activities, including Memento, a 
choir and music group that performs for 
people with dementia, and the school is 
known for its spectacular performances 
and shows, held in its theatre.

Huw Williams, the headmaster, who 
has his three children enrolled at the 
school, praises its location. “We have the 
huge benefit of being in the northeast,” 
he says. “Our outdoor education 
programme is also terrific: caving, 
canoeing, Scottish mountaineering trips. 
For some of our pupils it is a real focus.”

Jayne Dowle

Bright sparks 
in the science 
laboratory 
at Royal 
Grammar School 
in Newcastle 
upon Tyne
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being a scientist
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A
Liverpool school scoops the
top award in the region but it
can’t break the stranglehold
of Greater Manchester.

So step forward the
Liverpool Blue Coat School to take a
well-deserved bow as the Northwest 
Secondary School of the Year, breaking 
in to the UK top 30 state schools at 25.

The selective grammar with academy
status was founded in Wavertree in 
1708 to teach poor children “to read, 
write and cast accounts”. 

Today it holds the enviable record of 
being the most successful state-funded 
school in Merseyside for sending students 
to Oxford and Cambridge universities. 
Nine 2020-21 sixth-form graduates, 
comprising 6 per cent of its students, 
were accepted by Oxbridge colleges that 
year — the 44th highest number in 
England, according to data from the 
Department for Education.

“Our school is not only a place of 
learning,” Scilla Yates, the head teacher, 
says. “It’s a genuinely happy community 
full of different component parts who 
come together for one reason: to ensure 
our students leave equipped and ready to 
make a positive difference in the world 
that awaits them.”

Yates wants her alumni to become 
“the leaders of tomorrow”, and the 
activities the school offers are aimed at 
creating rounded individuals. This year it 
held a Blue-rovision Song Contest to 
celebrate Liverpool hosting Eurovision, 
and the school’s U13 handball team 
became county champions in the national 
schools competition.

Altrincham’s selective state schools 
continue to dominate the regional table. 
First place is claimed once again by 
Altrincham Grammar School for Girls, 
followed by Altrincham Grammar School 
for Boys, which wins the Northwest 
Secondary School of the Year for 
Academic Performance.

A* grades accounted for 28 per cent of
the boys’ school’s A-level results, while
64 per cent achieved A*-A and 85 per cent 
of passes were at A*-B — a higher 
proportion than in any year before 2020. 
The average grade awarded was an A.

In a crowded field of highly successful
independent schools in the northwest, 
the coeducational King’s School, Chester 
has leapfrogged Manchester’s single-sex 
superstars to win the title of Northwest 
Independent School of the Year. 
Boosting its rank by 17 places,
King’s has broken into the top 100 UK 
independent schools at 95. 

George Hartley, the headmaster, 
attributes the school’s success — at GCSE 
and A-level, with 86 per cent of students 
securing a place at their first-choice 
university — to a “growth mindset”.

“King’s pupils value the importance of
effort, resilience and learning from 
failure,” he says. “To develop this we’ve 
embedded our innovative Learning to 
Learn programme in the delivery of the 
curriculum, empowering pupils to 
develop their own method of sustainable 
learning through a toolkit of study and 
learning skills.”

A £2.8 million Sixth Form Centre, 
featuring learning spaces that students 
helped to design, opened this year to 
inspire teenagers to follow the lead of 
2023 graduates, many of whom achieved 
straight A* and A grades.

Meanwhile, Withington Girls’ School 
wins the Northwest Independent 
School of the Year for Academic 
Performance. Sarah Haslam, the 




