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What The Good Schools Guide says 

Head 

Since 2015, Mrs Kate Reynolds MEd LLB PGCE (early 50s). Educated at St Mary’s Ascot and 
Wellington College (where she met her husband). Read law at Bristol, followed by two years at a 
top London law firm. She then did ‘the best thing I ever did’ and decided to become an English 
teacher. After a PGCE at Bath Spa University she taught English and drama at Gillingham 
School, then Sherborne School. Joined Leweston in 2002, became head of EAL in 2013 and was 
appointed as head two years later. ‘It was one of those serendipitous things,’ she says. 
‘Leweston is so much part of me, as is the local area.’ 
 
The head is very proud of the girls. ‘There is no homogenous product,’ she says. ‘They are very 
individual, with a real “can-do” attitude, and they smile all the time. We never pigeonhole them.’ 
She cites the example of a shy girl who wanted to clarify a theological question so emailed every 
bishop in the country on her own initiative to ask their views. Armed with her findings, she then 
led assemblies at both the prep and senior school. Asked who the school is right for, the head 
says: ‘It’s a decision parents make with their hearts. We are not shiny – some call us shabby chic 
– but what you get is a fantastic, supportive environment.’  
 
Warm and approachable, she loves teaching and still teaches six periods of English a fortnight. 
Married to Giles, head of history at nearby Sherborne School, with four sons (one studying 
materials science and engineering at Imperial College, two at Sherborne School and one at 
Sherborne Prep). They live in a house on site with their collie-labrador cross. In her spare time 
she plays the piano and cello, runs and swims. She’s often in the pool at lunchtime with other 
staff but wisely leaves the 6.30am swim training to the pupils.  
 
The new junior department head is Alanda Phillips BA PGCE MEd, former head of the school’s 
early years foundation stage. 

Academic matters 

Results are good, particularly so when the school is non-selective. In 2016, 40 per cent A*/A at 
GCSE, 52 per cent A*/A at A level or Pre-U equivalent. The school currently holds Good Schools 
Guide subject awards in English and LAMDA. Most girls take 10 subjects at GCSE, including 
English, English literature, at least one language (French, Spanish or German), maths, RS, 
history or geography and either combined science or three separate sciences. The school 
regularly excels in STEM Olympiads, with one pupil representing Team GB last year.  
 
When it comes to value-added, performance at GCSE consistently ranks Leweston in the top 10 
per cent of schools nationally. Pupils are able to choose almost any combination of 21 A level 
subjects. Small A level classes (often three or four for less popular subjects so lots of individual 
attention) appreciated by the girls, who also have the option to do the EPQ. Around 16 to 20 girls 
in year 7 (including 11 who move up from the prep school) and 35 to 40 in year 9 and up (but 
classes are far smaller than this). EAL is compulsory and included in the international fees; 
learning support available to those who need one-to-one help. A sixth former praised the support 
she’d received when she struggled to memorise poetry for her English literature GCSE.  
 
Prep school is housed in a separate building and fizzes with activity. Pupils are proud to show off 
their badges – awarded for everything from picking up litter to taking part in the school’s eco day. 
Fidget spinners all the rage at break-times but they aren’t allowed in class. When we visited, the 
year 6 teacher was showing the first edit of an impressive 20-minute film of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream made by his pupils. Most move seamlessly from the prep to the senior school. When we 
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visited the prep our sixth form tour guide told us nostalgically: ‘It still has the same familiar smell.’ 
Separate nursery takes girls and boys aged 3 months to 4 years. 

Games, options, the arts 

Leweston is a very sporty school, with a 25-metre covered pool, eight netball courts, 15 tennis 
courts, sports hall, fitness suite and Astroturf. Besides the conventional hockey, netball and 
tennis the school is also one of only eight pentathlon academies in the country, offering 
opportunities in the triathlon, biathlon, tetrathlon and modern pentathlon. Ten pupils qualified to 
represent Team GB at the European Triathle Championships in 2017 and a year 6 girl holds four 
national titles in her age group – for pistol shooting, biathle and the triathlon. ‘We have got some 
gutsy pupils,’ says the director of sport. ‘Despite our size, we really punch above our weight.’ 
Ballet, zumba, kickboxing, fencing, shooting and sailing (at nearby Portland Olympic Sailing 
Academy) on offer too. It’s possible for boarders to stable their horses at a livery yard nearby.  
 
Around a third of pupils play a musical instrument and there are choirs, orchestras and bands 
galore to join. Senior girls also take part in the Sherborne Schools’ Sinfonia and Symphony 
Orchestra. Up to four girls take GCSE and A level music each year. Art is very popular, giving 
girls the chance to try their hand at everything from portraiture to graphic design. The school also 
offers A level textile design (including a fashion component). Year 12s are encouraged to do 
work placements and in recent years girls have worked at Boden and Cath Kidston. Lots of 
drama, from Aladdin at the prep school to The Ash Girl, ‘a darker version of Cinderella’, 
performed by the seniors. 
 
All pupils do practical cookery and many opt to take home economics (cookery and nutrition) 
GCSE. A group of girls were busy making sweet potato and shallot quesadillas and Viennese 
tartlets when we visited. One young pupil, completely unprompted, sweetly gave us one to take 
home. School is one of only 12 in the country to offer Leith’s basic certificate in food and wine, a 
professional qualification designed to run alongside the school timetable at A Level. Around 10 
girls a year do this – not surprisingly, they are far better equipped than most to cook for 
themselves at university. 
 
A plethora of clubs and activities on offer, including den building in the woods for year 2s and up, 
with a new accredited forest school. Lots of opportunities for community work, including 
mentoring younger pupils and visiting the elderly and young mums. One of our sixth form guides 
was just off to teach Spanish in a local primary school, a voluntary activity she’d fixed up off her 
own bat. Sixth formers also have a programme of enrichment activities, including public 
speaking, art appreciation and politics and debating. 

Boarders 

Girls can board from year 3 onwards. Very few at this young age but the boarding numbers 
increase as the girls progress up the school. By the sixth form most girls board, on a weekly or 
full basis. Flexi-boarding available too. Three boarding houses, all within the main school – one 
for years 3 to 8, one for years 9 to 11 and one for sixth formers. Pretty dorms with views across 
the lush green countryside – eight in the youngest dorms, four in year 9 dorms and single rooms 
for older girls.  
 
New head of boarding is a registered nurse with a background in school nursing and interest in 
adolescent mental health (as well as being the school’s lay chaplain) so is well equipped to deal 
with any problems. Sixth formers act as peer mentors and the head girl told us that as Leweston 
is a small school and everyone knows each other so well they are often the first to spot anything 
amiss. 

Background and atmosphere 

The school is set in 48 acres of beautiful parkland, at the end of a long drive and three miles 
outside Sherborne. Founded in Sherborne in 1891 by the Religious of Christian Instruction, a 
group of nuns from Ghent. Moved to its present site, a Palladian manor house, in 1948 (the 



house was bought from the Rose family, of lime cordial fame). Lots of later additions to the 
sprawling site, some visually pleasing, others less so. No nuns these days but the chapel is 
central to school life. Daily prayers, masses and other school services are held there and pupils, 
staff and parents can visit when they wish. The tiny 17th century Trinity Chapel, one of the first 
post-Reformation Catholic churches in the country, seats 50 and is used for smaller services. A 
palpable sense of Catholicism still prevails but girls of any faith and none are welcomed. 
 
The school day starts at 8.15am and ends at 4.20pm, followed by clubs, activities and after-
school care for the youngest. Uniform is distinctive – tartan skirts and blazers for girls up to year 
11, plus sailor dresses for juniors in the summer. Boys wear grey trousers, navy jumpers and 
blazers. No uniform for sixth formers but they are encouraged to look smart – definitely no denim. 
We didn’t spot anyone flouting the rules although a girl once turned up in slippers as a joke. 
Older girls are allowed to go into Sherborne several afternoons a week, to meet friends and have 
coffee. There are socials with Sherborne School too. The girls we met reckoned they have ‘the 
best of both worlds’ – studying in a single sex environment but being able to socialise with boys 
outside their classes. Sixth formers also have their own sixth form area, complete with comfy 
Chesterfield sofas, outdoor courtyard and dedicated study centre. 
 
Atmosphere everywhere is friendly, yet purposeful. As one parent put it: ‘We wanted somewhere 
that would stretch our girls, whilst giving them the confidence to be themselves. We didn’t want a 
product.’ Pupils eat all their meals in the dining room but spill out onto the outside picnic tables in 
good weather Plenty of choice, with vegetarian and gluten-free options. 

Pastoral care, well-being and discipline 

Pupils say the school is warm and welcoming and like the fact that they are encouraged to 
achieve their potential. ‘Everyone is kind to you here,’ a year 6 girl told us. When pupils arrive 
they are each given a peer mentor to help them settle in and everyone knows everyone. 
 
Head girl, two deputies, heads of the four houses and other prefects in place. They all keep a 
weather eye out for each other and for the younger girls. Pupils can turn to tutors, houseparents, 
chaplain, counsellor and the two health centre nurses for help if they need it. The head of 
boarding, mindful of the pressures on today’s young people, says: ‘One of the things that 
Leweston does very well is helping the pupils to develop a sense of balance.’ PSHE covers 
everything from e-safety to tolerance. 

Pupils and parents 

Day pupils come from within an hour’s drive away. School minibuses ferry pupils in from as far 
afield as Wincanton, Beaminster and Dorchester. Boarders mostly from the south west but a 
sprinkling from London. Around 17 per cent of pupils are from overseas – including mainland 
China, Hong Kong, Mexico and Europe – and the head says they integrate well. No Saturday 
school but around 80 girls stay at school every weekend so there’s plenty going on. A third of the 
pupils are Catholic and everyone is expected to attend church, whatever their faith. 
 
Currently 13 boys in the junior school but school expects the number to grow. They can now stay 
at Leweston till the age of 13, a move the school says is driven by parental demand and to avoid 
boys having to change schools twice. No provision for boys’ boarding yet. 
 
The girls we met were enthusiastic, unpretentious and charming, with a sense of fun. ‘They’re 
comfortable in their own skin,’ agrees the head of boarding. Unlike peers elsewhere they aren’t 
alarmingly sophisticated – the head loved it when the head girl gave a speech on open day about 
the sixth formers playing hide and seek in the corridors at night. Old girls are known as Old 
Antonians and include Dame Kristin Scott Thomas, Erin Pizzey, founder of the UK’s first 
women’s refuge, former TalkTalk CEO Dido Harding, entrepreneur Sarah McVittie and sculptor 
Serena de la Hey among their number. 

Entrance 



Non-selective. Pupils join at multiple points so it’s always worth contacting the school. Leweston 
accepts all-year-round applications and when we visited after the summer half-term, two girls had 
just started in year 9 and one in year 10. Girls join the senior school from state primaries and 
preps like Perrott Hill and Hazlegrove. Prospective pupils take part in a taster day – juniors have 
an informal assessment while seniors take academic, numerical and perceptual reasoning tests. 
New sixth formers require six good GCSE passes. 

Exit 

Around a third of girls leave at 16, sometimes for financial reasons. Some head to local state 
schools like The Gryphon School in Sherborne and The Thomas Hardye School in Dorchester 
while others go to independents like Hurtwood House. The head says that a few miss Leweston 
so much they ‘boomerang back’ after a few weeks. At 18, most progress to university. A vast 
array of destinations, with one or two to Oxbridge most years. Recent choices include medicine 
at Cardiff, drama at the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, Chinese and German at 
Edinburgh and architecture at UCL. ‘They aim high,’ smiles the head. 

Money matters 

Mindful of the tough economic climate, the whole school recently took the decision to reduce its 
fees substantially. ‘Our parents are very down-to-earth and many make sacrifices to send their 
children here,’ says the head. The school has done this by a raft of measures, including getting 
some senior teachers to teach subjects like Latin in the prep school too. 
 
Prep school offers scholarships for entry into year 5 – academic, music and sports. At senior 
school level there are scholarships for academic attainment, art and design (13+ and sixth form 
only), drama, music and sports, including equestrian and pentathlon. 

Our view 

Leweston is a hidden gem in a stunning setting, definitely worth a look by parents looking for a 
small, friendly school that achieves good results. The pupils work hard, make lifelong friends and 
absolutely love the place. 

 


