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 In earlier volumes, concerned with my life up to Sedbergh, my mother's letters to 
my father have been an invaluable source. They contained many descriptions and 
comments on my home life which are central to the understanding of those years. 
From the time I went to Sedbergh, these letters become less useful.  
 My mother did write to my father frequently when I was at Sedbergh, thus I have 
24 such letters written between 1957 and 1960 when they were apart. But there is 
very little about my time at Sedbergh - just half a dozen descriptions of getting me off 
to school and a visit to the school which have been incorporated in the text as 
relevant.  

 
School Reports 

 
 Given their potential value for analysing the educational development of 
children, it is surprising that so little attention seems to have been paid to examine the 
school reports which were generated in their millions through the 20th century. Many 
hundreds of thousands must have been saved by parents during their children's often 
expensive education, but at the end of the schooling they were probably mostly 
destroyed or lost. Yet if even a few percent were kept by boys into their later years, 
there would be large quantities of them still in existence. Yet they have very seldom 
been deposited in archives. For example in the Dragon Preparatory School archives, 
before I put my own into the archive, there have been none deposited. So I have 
briefly analysed briefly the 14 out of 15 surviving termly archives, and the batch of 
fortnightly reports which my parents and grandparents saved. The analysis is in 
Becoming a Dragon (2014), on pages 87 following, and two examples are reproduced at 
the end of the book. 
 In the Sedbergh archives there are just a few reports deposited in the papers of 
J.H. Owen, who left the school with a scholarship to Oxford a couple of years before I 
arrived. The same lack of interest shown both the University and College archives. 
Teachers have not bothered to deposit their up reports on students as far as I can see 
in Oxford or Cambridge colleges. And they have never been used to publish works on 
private school education. As far as I know, and of course I may be wrong, there is not 
a single example of an autobiography or analysis of English boarding education which 
uses such reports seriously. 
 This leaves the field open and there is such a wealth of materials even in the 14 
termly  report I have before me, that it would be possible to write a chapter or more 
analysing them, going into the background of each of the teachers in each of the years 
and the language they used.  
 However I shall confine myself to a brief explanation and some limited 
comments. The reader of the reports will then be able to draw their own conclusions. 
Yet before doing so, it is worth remembering what constraints the report form and the 
role of the report imposed on what they are reading. 
 The teachers who wrote the report's knew that parents had spent a great deal of 
money on their children's education. If the report was too negative this could have 
damaging consequences – tensions in the family, loss of self-confidence and 
enthusiasm in the child, even withdrawal of the pupil from the school. On the other 
hand it was important to be as honest and constructive as possible and to urge and 
direct the student so that they would develop as well as possible. They were also being 
monitored by the Head Master and House Master, and if they were unhelpful or 
unfair, this could damage a Master's reputation.  
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 The reports were written by the teachers towards the end of each term. Having 
undertaken this duty for my own students over a period of nearly 40 years at 
Cambridge University, I know the sinking feeling as one sits down to conjure up the 
image of the student and then to choose well-balanced phrases to summarise their 
achievements and potential, their weaknesses and their strength. There are coded 
phrases which teachers used to convey information which can then be decoded by 
parents (and soon the pupil) who themselves have been through the system. 
 
 There is above all damning with faint praise, 'could have done better' is, 'tried 
hard', 'means well', 'a neat hand and well-organized' and so on. So reading through 
the following reports is an exercise in decoding, with each teacher using a slightly 
different code, depending on their different expectations and the nature of the subject.  
 The Report Form is divided into five sections: the treatment of the body – age, 
height, weight and girth; the form subjects; the set subjects; options (music and art); 
character and general progress summarized by the housemaster and headmaster. This 
was the form used until the end of the middle school. In the sixth, the form was 
divided into the physical body; the principal subjects;  the subsidiary subjects; options; 
general character.  Although games were highly valued at Sedbergh, unlike the 
Dragon Report forms which had considerable space for games, there was nothing on 
the form for sport, though the  housemaster sometimes commented on this. 
 

* 
 The progress in particular subjects in the development of my academic abilities 
will be analysed in a companion volume. Here it is wroth standing back and looking 
at the flavour of the reports over the five years in relation to my general development, 
particularly in confidence, concentration and character. 
 I started well, probably largely due to the excellent education I had received at 
the Dragon School. I worked hard and impressed my teachers sufficiently to make 
them move me up in my third term from the third form into the fifth form classical. 
This was due to the fact that I moved in the two terms from fourteenth to first. The 
report on my progress by the House and Head Masters were full of enthusiasm – 
'excellent' and so on, the only reservation being that I was still rather retiring 'in the 
house'. The cautious, careful and sometimes unsmiling boy of my early Dragon years 
seems to have been repeated again– I was a little wary and on my guard in this new 
and potentially dangerous environment I suspect. 
 In my second year I moved up into the fifth grade, where I would take my O-
levels. I was a year and a quarter younger than the average of the class so was 
proceeding well. The first two terms were again marked by enthusiastic reports, but in 
the third, when I was putting on a lot of weight and in the middle of puberty, and also 
taking my 0-levels, I seem to have lost some momentum. I did pass 5/6 of the O-levels 
(almost everyone in the School strangely failed English Literature - my best subject!). I 
clearly tried hard, but with only a average success. 
 In the third year, in the lower sixth history form, I was now only half a year 
younger than average, but the reports by house and head master summing up my 
achievements were uniformly positive. I steadily moved up from twelfth to third in the 
class and there were warm reports from my main teachers in history and English. In 
the third term, for example, in history I had 'an excellent term. The standard of his 
work has risen this year from the mediocre to the first rate'. I was really enjoying 
myself and doing well. 
 I moved up to Clio (the upper sixth history class) in my fourth year, again about 
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half a year under the  average age and moved up in that year from thirteenth to 
fourth in the class. The reports on my English by David Alban were particularly 
enthusiastic. By my second term I was top of English in the whole school. I was a 
pleasure to teach, apparently, and my reading skills were particularly good, though 
my writing style still immature. The Head and House masters reports were again very 
enthusiastic. 
 My last two terms in Clio, after I had got my 'A’s levels (a distinction in English 
and pass in history and the general paper) were again good. I had obviously decided 
to specialise in history, presumably to prepare me for Oxbridge entry in that subjects 
The prophecy by Andrew Morgan on my unrealized potential in history – 'I feel that 
he is frequently on the edge of something big. One of these days he will spread his 
wings and fly"', took another five years or so, the middle of my D.Phil. at Oxford, to 
begin to come true. The House and Head Master commented favourably again. I left 
at the end of the Lent Term having gained ordinary admission to Worcester College, 
Oxford in history. 
 The general pattern is a very determined, organise, hard-working, child, trying 
his best, but a little immature and lacking that special brilliance which I recognised in 
some of my friends – particularly Christopher Heber Percy. It was somewhat like 
other aspects of my life - games, running, guitar, fishing. I was good through 
application, but not brilliant through natural maturity and ability.  
  I clearly enjoyed the work and was in some ways already talented in English, 
being top of the school quite young and contributing quite a lot to school and house 
magazines in the way of English compositions. I had learnt the essential lesson, which 
is that it is how we organize and apply ourselves that makes the difference, elevating 
the humdrum to something a little better. I had started to learnt this as a very small 
and quite immature boy at the Dragon, and it has always been with me since.  
 There are few negative comments or signs of unhappiness or disengagement. 
Looking back on the profile, it looks as if I was in my general life as I was in the 
outdoor world, urging myself on to climb the mountains around me and within me. It 
was a slog and often a little unrewarding, but there were frequent moments of 
excitement, delight and discovery, especially in literature. My mother was always 
encouraging and interested and I wanted to please her and others. Finally, I climbed 
sufficiently far and fast to be able to stand on Winder, the local first peak and see 
ahead of me Higher Winder - Oxford. My education was gradually climbing ridge 
after ridge, often repeating parts of the experience, but rising until one day I would 
literally stand on the slopes of the great Himalayan Mountains of Nepal.  

  
 

 


