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HEADMASTER

Since 2010, Kevin Doble BA (law and political sciences), 
PGCE (40s). Educated at St John’s College, Johannesburg and 
has a postgrad degree in management. Previously second 
master and acting head at Edge Grove prep and before that 
head of English at Newlands School and Vinehall prep. This 
is his first experience of a day school, although he likens it 
to ‘a boarding school with no beds’ because of the breadth of 
opportunities on offer. 

Eloquent, witty, driven and evidently relishes the vitality of 
the school day. Boys treat him like a celebrity – ‘he’s amazing,’ 
‘inspiring,’ ‘kind,’ ‘really funny,’ ‘a great listener’ and ‘the best 
storyteller’ were among the accolades we heard; ‘not at all 
stuck up like the last headmaster I had,’ added one. And with 
no prompting, these boys reeled off at least one anecdote to 
back up each claim – we heard all about his ghost stories that 
have them spellbound, his stimulating lessons (he teaches 
year 5 English) and one boy’s tale of going in to ask for tennis 
courts within the school. ‘He heard my arguments and told 
me what he’d try and do about it,’ he said (although pupils did 
tell us they’d like to see the school council have more meetings 
and more say overall).

‘He has the well-being of every single boy at the heart of 
everything he does – that’s his starting point, and everything 
else follows,’ said one parent, with others calling him 
‘passionate,’ ‘dedicated’ and – for one mother – ‘a big pull 
for why we chose the school.’ Referring to the pupils ‘these 
little guys,’ this is not a head you’ll ever see give an answer of 
‘because we say so.’

At the gates morning and night and out on the touchline as 
often as possible. ‘You don’t have to attend the same drama 
performance on both evenings,’ joked staff with him recently. 
When he can be lured inside, he directs operations from his 
large but homely office that’s packed with books, art, sports 
memorabilia, and big, comfy leather sofas. 

A guest umpire for school and county hockey, he lists his 
recreations as sport, drama, children’s literature, opera, painting 
and drawing. Keen traveller, enjoys going out for meals and 
generally ‘recharging’ during weekends and holidays.

ENTRANCE

At 7, there are 62 places available, with around four applications 
for each one. Currently receiving requests to register children at 
birth. Most come from pre-preps, including its own Shrewsbury 
House Pre-Prep and The Rowans Pre-Prep (now part of the 
Shrewsbury House Trust), Wimbledon Common Prep, Park Hill, 
Lion House School and The Merlin. Around 10 per cent (down 
from 25 per cent a few years ago) come from the state system. 
Used to be a very local school, but catchment area has doubled in 
recent years, with 70 per cent of pupils now bussed in from over 
five miles away – many from Putney and Fulham. 

‘The notion of schools measuring a 5 or 6-year-old, and basing 
their entire educational future on a couple of hours assessment, 
is nuts,’ says head. ‘All you pick up is a pre-packaged, tutor-driven 
reflection of what parents think the system wants. So we say to 
parents that if you think this is the sort of culture you’d like for 
your son, and we think he will be able to thrive here and access 
the curriculum and wider opportunities, then it’s almost certainly 
the right school.’ But you won’t get away completely scot-free 
on the assessment front – while registration is on a first-come-
first-served basis, all offers are conditional and dependent on a 
one-day test (‘to check our culture really is right,’ insists head) in 
the autumn before anticipated entry. Those who apply too late for 
a conditional place are put on the waiting list and may be moved 
onto the ‘headmaster’s list’ (about eight places are kept back for 
this) for an assessment, but again it doesn’t guarantee a place. 
The school should be your first choice (current school heads are 
consulted). Occasional places available higher up the school. 
Some bursaries available.
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EXIT

Very few leave at 11, with the vast majority staying 
until 13, when they progress to an impressive range 
of some 15 senior schools, including King’s College 
School (Wimbledon), St Paul’s, St John’s (Leatherhead), 
Westminster, Hampton School, Epsom College, Wellington, 
Charterhouse, Tonbridge and The Royal Grammar School 
(Guildford). A few go to Eton and Harrow. Parents describe 
the head as ‘very knowledgeable’ when he discusses future 
schools for their sons, starting in year 5. ‘He knows each 
boy and each school incredibly well, so he makes finding 
the right school a breeze – it’s impressive,’ said one parent. 
‘He won’t sell you a fake ticket – he will absolutely tell you 
which school is right, having done all the leg work himself,’ 
confirmed another.

School tracks boys after they leave – ‘we want to know exactly 
what happens to them, even where they go to university, and 
what they study, as well as what clubs and societies they join, 
as it tells us a huge amount about the notion of engagement,’ 
says head.

OUR VIEW

Located on a quiet road in an upmarket residential area of 
Surbiton, the school is one of the UK’s oldest preps, having 
celebrated its 150th anniversary in 2015. Based around a 
Victorian house, but with additional purpose-built classrooms 
and impressive facilities all on a six-acre site (including a 
huge all-weather pitch and a further seven acres at Almshouse 
Lane), they’ve recently had the green light for a further £15m 
of building works to include new dining hall and performance 
centre, among other things. 

It’s all home to a first-class prep, where academic rigour is 
balanced by an equally strong offering in arts and sport. But 
parents must be as committed as their sons. ‘It’s not a drop-off-
and-get-on-with-it kind of school – you’re expected to be at all 
the matches, attend the events and talk to the school at length 
about the next school, as well as encouraging your son to take 
up every possible opportunity and work extremely hard,’ one 
parent told us. Add to the academic and extensive extracurricular 
offering a packed sporting programme, rehearsals, performances, 
charity initiatives, competitions and trips and you’ll get the 
picture – these are busy boys and devoted parents. 

Intellectually, boys need to be above average to cope here, 
despite the school taking a range of abilities, say parents. 
‘There is support and kindness on every level and you don’t 
have to be academically outstanding, but there’s a lot of work 
and the school doesn’t take any prisoners,’ said one. Another 
told us, ‘I think if you had a son that was just scraping by, it 
wouldn’t be fair to send them here because the boys are clever 
and move at a fast pace.’ Homework is 30 minutes to one hour 
plus per night, right from the beginning. 

But – surprisingly, perhaps – the boys take it all in their 
stride. Products of the aspirations of their environment, and 
well used to meeting high expectations, these boys seem to 
think nothing of it ‘and always come out of school with a 
smile,’ say parents. ‘My boys are much better prepared for 
any exam than my girls and no matter how much revision 
they have, they just accept they have to apply themselves and 
their exam technique, and quality of work is subsequently 
exemplary,’ one parent told us. 
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It helps that the broad-based, eclectic curriculum is delivered by a 
talented teaching team. ‘Nobody’s going to like all their teachers, 
but most are really good at making lessons fun and making sure 
nobody gets left behind,’ one boy said. We saw plenty of lively 
lessons in practice, albeit a few yawns too. A French lesson, 
taught by a native speaker, with boys vying for an opportunity to 
speak, is typical. Similarly, lots of fun and experiments in science 
– and great excitement about the lab-based chicks that had just
been born the week before. Most classrooms are equipped with
laptops or computers and there are some great subject-specific
classrooms, including one of the best history rooms we’ve seen – a
modern museum with the teacher’s own collection of helmets and
weapons secured to the wall. Library also impressive – welcoming
and cosy, with over 6,000 books, and lots of magazines and
newspapers on display. ‘We love it,’ our guide said, telling us all
about the reading buddy scheme whereby older boys are paired
up with younger ones and good attendances for author visits.

Average class size is around 16, with an eight-to-one pupil-
teacher ratio overall, with classes getting smaller as boys move 
up the school and into sets (setting in English and maths from 
year 4, French from year 5). Streaming from year 6, with up to 
a third of boys showing the most aptitude studying the same 
syllabus but at a faster pace (and setting still in place for the 
remaining two-thirds). Scholarship streaming from year 7, 
which can include the additional language of ancient Greek. 
Everyone studies Latin from year 5.

Less than 10 per cent of boys have a learning difficulty, 
with classroom-based help the only provision on offer. ‘If a 
boy needs help outside the classroom, this isn’t the school 
for them as we don’t want them to miss out on the broader 
curriculum,’ says head. 

The school has an outstanding local reputation for sport – 
for many parents, this is their deciding factor. Main sports 
are football, rugby, cricket and hockey, with other activities 
including basketball, tennis, shooting, rowing (for the senior 
boys) and chess. And while many of the boys participate at 
regional or national level, the school gives equal weight to ‘not 
quite there yet,’ with boys regularly changing teams during 
their time here. ‘Everyone gets top-notch coaching – with 
friendships formed across every team,’ said one parent. This, 
coupled with the huge pride the boys have in representing 
their school, undoubtedly gives them the edge – they have a 
70 per cent win rate across the board.

Music another stand-out subject, with the majority of boys 
taking instrumental or singing lessons, and there are 25 different 
musical groups (many open to all), with jazz and brass band 
especially popular. As with sport, ‘boys are encouraged to 
beat out eight bars on the drum even if they’ve only had three 
lessons,’ said one parent – in fact, every boy gets at least one 
chance a year. Meanwhile, an annual summer soirée gives the 
top performers a chance to shine – ‘the younger ones benefit 
too as they realise they could have a slice of the action if they 
work hard,’ said one parent. Light-filled art studio is a hub of 
creativity, as is DT, with both regularly used in a cross-curricular 
way rather than mere add-ons. Drama not as good as it could 
be, say parents, but with a new head of drama recently brought 
in and performing arts centre in the pipeline, there is optimism. 
LAMDA on offer and all boys do English Speaking Board exams. 
All the extracurricular you could shake a stick at – including 
rifle-shooting, judo, fencing, model making (Spitfires) and Nerf 
wars and (most popular of all) cookery. Post-common entrance 
exams, boys also have a go at sewing, ironing and first aid.

Not exactly strict, but clear expectations around behaviour - 
pupils write the school’s code of conduct. Kindness features at 
the top, which boys told us ‘keeps bullying to a minimum’ (and 
is dealt with ‘that very day’ when it does happen, say pupils). 
Manners noteworthy, with no boy getting away with slacking, 
slouching or scruffiness. Boys we met were polite and friendly and 
overall, there’s a positive atmosphere with boys thriving on praise 
rather than fearing the threat of sanctions (which, when they do 
happen, mainly consist of reflective lunchtimes or detentions). 
Healthy competition for ‘plus points’ – like house points except 
individual boys can win personal prizes, usually books, as well as 
credit for their house. Minus marks for minor misdemeanours, 
such as running in corridors or forgetting a book. Pastorally 
outstanding, say parents, with one boy telling us, ‘I’ve lived in 
three different countries and this is the school I settled in quickest 
– by a long shot.’ Diversity is celebrated, say pupils, who give
plenty of examples – ‘we are like one big family, really.’

A high achieving, purposeful all-round school, which is more 
inclusive than a first glance might suggest. A prep, in the 
truest sense of the word, where boys thrive by being a big fish 
in a small pond. But it’s not for the faint-hearted.

This is the unabridged review from The Good Schools Guide, 
published in May 2018.
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THE GOOD SCHOOLS GUIDE (continued)

16
Average class size

70%
Win rate in all sports

25
Different musical groups



This is a day school that feels more like a boarding 
school – life moves at quite a pace at SHS and there are 
no half measures. Known for its strength on the sport 
pitches (in 2018 five boys were awarded sports 
scholarships), other areas such as music, art and drama 
are given equal weighting and the boys are encouraged 
to – and do – grab all of opportunities with both hands. 
The fleet of buses in the same distinctive stripes as the 
blazers enables children to come from afar each day and 
makes provision for after-school clubs. Many parents 
cite Head Kevin Doble as their main influence for 
choosing SHS. He’s described as ‘exceptionally erudite’ 
and ‘totally immersed in his cause’: how could he not 
turn out boys who are confident, innovative, resilient 
and well-rounded?  

THE TATLER SCHOOLS GUIDE 2020
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