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Ten Years On

A Report from Acting Director Robert Whelan 

Ten years ago, the very first of the Civitas 
supplementary schools opened in Whitechapel. 
We had been approached by Luke Geoghegan, 

the Warden of Toynbee Hall at the time, who told us of 
a group of East London parents who were so dissatisfied 
with their children’s education that they felt they needed 
additional help. Luke made the two large rooms at 
Toynbee Hall available to us, so the omens were good. 
Toynbee Hall, founded by Samuel and Henrietta Barnett 
in 1884, has been a beacon of enlightenment in the East 
End ever since, with its special mission to break down 
the barriers between rich and poor members of the 
community through education and culture. We opened 
the school, which was called Sanaton School, in January 
2005.

We realised that, seeing the children for only three hours 
a week, we would have to be selective about which 
subject areas we covered. We decided to concentrate 
on maths and English, as a solid grounding in these two 
disciplines is absolutely essential for educational success. 

The school went from strength to strength, as we 
moved from Whitechapel to Bethnal Green, where the 
school has spent the last few years in Oxford House – 
another university settlement house, founded in rivalry 
to Toynbee Hall and opening in the same year! On 11 
April this year we held a party to celebrate the success 
of Sanaton School and its original students. We called it 
Class of 2005, and what a class it has turned out to be! 
I met confident and successful young people who are 
reading tough subjects at top universities. They all saw 
their time at the school as essential to their subsequent 
achievements.

However, Sanaton School is now one of 21 Civitas 
Schools, educating over 500 children on a weekly basis, 
either on Saturdays or on weekday evenings. All are in 
London apart from the schools in Birmingham, Keighley 
and Bradford. The Bradford school, run by Michele 
Ledda, takes children between years 2 and 11, while 
in London there are two schools – Sanaton school and 
the St Pancras school – that take children of secondary 
age. The other schools concentrate on primary school 
children between Years 3 and 6.

Our approach has always been very simple. We use 
the traditional, tried-and-tested methods of education 
that worked well for hundreds of years, until they were 
thrown out by the advocates of ‘progressive’ education in 
the 1960s.* Children learn to read by synthetic phonics; 
they learn spelling, punctuation and grammar. Maths is 
based on a firm grasp of the four functions, including 
traditional methods of long multiplication and division. 
Complete mastery of times tables is the sine qua non. 

* ‘Progressive’ education was in fact deeply regressive, as it destroyed 
the opportunities of children from less privileged backgrounds. The 
disastrous results were described by Robert Peal in his Civitas book 
Progressively Worse. 

Nirmol, Rajen and Shubha, graduates of the Class 
of 2005, seen in 2010 (inset) and today. They are 
now reading bio-medicine at King’s, law at LSE and 
medicine at Southampton.



Rajen’s story
‘As an undergraduate reading law, I am often faced with 
hypothetical questions to which there are no clear answers. 
Outside of my degree, one hypothetical question to which 
there is a clear answer, however, is this: would I be at the 
LSE had I not attended the Sanaton Saturday School? I have 
no doubt that I would not have been able to obtain a place 
at a leading law school without the self-confidence and 
academic ambition that I acquired at the weekly classes run 
by Civitas. I will be eternally grateful to Civitas for providing 
an invaluable opportunity to broaden my academic 
horizons, and to the teachers for their excellent teaching 
and guidance.’

Rajen received the English Civil War essay prize 
from historian and MP Tristram Hunt in the 
Banqueting House, Whitehall, in 2010.

Monisha’s story
‘Being one of the first students of the Sanaton School, I have 
been fortunate enough to watch it grow and witness how 
it has helped a large number of children in the same way it 
helped me. I began attending because the poor quality of 

education I was receiving from my school was not pushing 
me enough to reach my potential. After gaining support 
from Saturday School, I felt much more confident in my 
studies and I remember being able to read, write and do 
maths at a higher level than what was expected of people in 
my school year. As a result, I achieved 8A*s and 3As in my 
GCSEs and I have been awarded a full academic scholarship 
by Forest School.’

Prithu’s story
‘It has been a huge honour to be a part of Civitas 
throughout the most important years of my education. The 
teachers have had a crucial role in my development, from 
helping me to secure a scholarship at Bancroft’s School to 
achieving excellent results in my GCSEs and A-levels, which 
ultimately led to a place at Durham University reading 
economics. I believe the experiences I have had with Civitas 
are irreplaceable, and I would not have achieved so much 
in my academic life without the exceptional support and 
generosity of the school. They have enabled me to push 
beyond my limits and strive for excellence, something I 
hope many more students can take advantage of for years 
to come.’

Prithu with his parents, shortly after receiving 
news of his scholarship to Bancroft’s School

Prithu, Monisha and Rajen today

CLASS OF 2005 – WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

Monisha (left) shortly after the opening of Sanaton 
school in 2005



All of these things were deeply unpopular when we 
started (although less so now, thanks to Michael Gove’s 
reforms) but we didn’t care about being popular with the 
educational establishment. Our aim was to show that 
these methods work, and they have paid dividends over 
the years.

Every year, we test the children using the highly 
respected InCAS test, administered by the University 
of Durham. This shows the child’s level in both English 
and maths, compared with the child’s biological age. 
When they join us, most of the children are working 
at a level below what would be expected of their age. 
We expect them soon to catch up, then move ahead. 
Ideally, we want to see more than one year of progress 
in twelve months, and we do see this for many children, 
as you can see in the tables showing the progress of two 
children (whose names have been changed) from our 
schools in Wapping and King’s Cross.

After launching Sanaton School, I continued to run it 
for eight years, while Eleanor Munif joined us to deal 

with the many requests for more schools that we were 
receiving. Eleanor eventually handed the responsibility 
on to Matilda Munro, and when Matilda went on 
maternity leave last autumn, I was asked to take over 
the reins again. I felt somewhat daunted by the scope 
of the operation, compared with the much smaller 
arrangement that I was running in the early years, but the 
most encouraging thing, from my point of view, was to 
find that the standard of teaching is as high as ever. We 
have a wonderful band of nearly 60 teachers, many of 
them young professional people who fit in their regular 
commitment to the children with busy careers, all of 
whom are deeply imbued with our traditional approach. 
English classes still start with spelling tests; maths classes 
with times tables. When I visited the Bethnal Green 
school on the first day of the spring term, the children 
were given 100 mental maths questions to answer in 
five minutes. Two got nearly 100%, most were in the 
80-90% range – and this was the first day back with no 
warning. The same is true of spelling. When I was at 
one of the King’s Cross schools on a Saturday morning 
I heard the children in the support group – i.e. needing 
extra help – being asked to spell ‘choreography’. I had to 
think about it myself, but they all got it right.

When I visited the Freeman School in Harlesden, I saw a 
young man called Nick Redgrove deliver a class on parts 
of speech that was so brilliant I decided to find out how 
he had come to work for us. He told me that he used to 
be a journalist working for Standpoint magazine, where 
he was asked to review Tom Ogg’s book Boxing Clever, 
in which Tom describes the experience of running the 
London Boxing Academy project for Civitas. Nick had 
been so moved by the story that he decided he wanted 
to do something like this himself. He visited the Civitas 
website, read about the schools, and has been teaching 
for us ever since. 

The Harlesden school is generously supported by the 
Freeman Family Trust, and we have other sponsored 
schools. The Sun newspaper has supported the Wapping 
school since 2007; the Pears Foundation supports a 
school in Kilburn; Macmillan, the publisher, sponsors 
a school in King’s Cross which will be doubling in size 
next term, and where the children are all reading Alice 
in Wonderland, published by Macmillan 150 years ago. 
The Stationers’ Company, one of the oldest and most 
venerable liveries in the City of London, sponsors three 
schools: one in Kings Cross, one in Kilburn and one in 
Somers Town. It was a great honour to welcome the 
Master and other members of the Stationers to the 
schools in March, when children in the King’s Cross 
school produced a newspaper called The Civitas Express 

M O H A M E D  Y U S S U F

SEPTEMBER 2011

Age English
Age 

Disparity Change Age Maths
Age 

Disparity Change

5:11 7:7 +1:8 5:11 6:0 +0:1

SEPTEMBER 2012

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 11 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 11
6:10 9:5 +2:7 +1:10 6:10 7:8 +0:10 +1:8

SEPTEMBER 2013

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 12 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 12
7:11 11:7 +3:8 +2:2 7:11 10:1 +2:2 +2:5

SEPTEMBER 2014

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 13 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 13

8:11 12:10 +3:11 +1:3 8:11 11:11 +3:0 +1:10

J A Z A R A H  A H M E D

SEPTEMBER 2012

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 11 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 11
7:7 7:0 −0:7 7:7 6:7 −1:0

SEPTEMBER 2013

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 12 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 12
8:7 8:9 +0:2 +1:9 8:7 7:6 −1:1 +0:11

SEPTEMBER 2014

Age English
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 13 Age Maths
Age 

Disparity

Change 
from 

Sep 13
9:8 9:9 +0:1 +1:0 9:8 9:7 −0:1 +2:1

Note: Ages are given in years:months



(the teacher, Jenna Corderoy, divided them into editors, 
subs and journalists) and another class were taught by 
Siobhan Rampersad to print their own book, using clip-
together plastic letters and an inkpad.

Children in the King’s Cross Stationers’ School learn 
about printing a book, under the watchful eye of Ian 
Locks, Master of the Stationers’ Company. 

However, most of our schools are not sponsored and 
depend entirely on the generosity of our donors. We 
take our stewardship of the donations very seriously and 
we like to feel that we achieve some really worthwhile 
outcomes with the funds we have at our disposal. 
Michele Ledda, who runs the Bradford school in an area 
that has some of the highest levels of social problems in 
the country, writes: 

‘Over the years we have had many pupils who have 
done very well. Some children of single mothers on 
benefits have thrived. One of them took the 11+ to 
join the local grammar school and scored the highest 
marks of all pupils. Another pupil did so well that his 
mother, though on benefits, convinced her extended 
family to pay for a place at a private school. Two single 
mothers with three and four children respectively have 
sent them to our school for years and they are doing 
very well. Other children who were and still are in very 
difficult situations have reached a decent level at least 
in one subject and have improved their behaviour 
massively. One child used to throw tantrums and once 
escaped out in the street. He was on the point of being 
expelled but has since settled down and become a 
good student, if not an excellent one.’

I have already mentioned the generosity of Macmillan 
who have allowed us to add another class to their 
school, but we still have nearly 300 children on the 
waiting list in the King’s Cross area. We have 65 children 
on the waiting list for the Camberwell school, which 
is currently full with 22 children. The challenge facing 
us is to try to accommodate these children (which will 
mean opening more schools) whilst maintaining the high 

standards we have set for ourselves: small class sizes, 
dedicated teachers and a rigorous pedagogy. 

Finally, I thought you might like to know about the 
cultural outings we organise to give these children 
experiences they would not otherwise have, and which 
could be life-changing for them. In the course of the last 
term we have taken groups of children to the Museum 
of London, to the Gothic exhibition at the British Library, 
a performance of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-Time at the Gielgud Theatre and Treasure Island at 
the National Theatre. These trips are carefully prepared 
for and followed up. For example, the children had to 
read The Curious Incident before seeing the play and are 
now writing a review. We are already working on next 
term’s outings. The children in Somers Town have been 
reading Philippa Pearce’s beautiful story Tom’s Midnight 
Garden. Growing up in that location, they have no idea 
of what the walled garden of a country house looks like, 
with its orchards, box hedges and greenhouses. Their 
teacher, Jess Frith, came up with the idea of taking them 
to Fenton House, a National Trust property only a few 
miles away in Hampstead, which has just that sort of 
garden. It will be a means of bringing the book alive for 
these children, instead of writing it off as ‘not relevant’ 
to their lifestyles – surely a counsel of despair, although a 
prevalent one in some areas of education nowadays.

In the course of the last ten years, we have educated 
hundreds of children, and we like to think that we have 
opened up for them a range of opportunities they might 
not have had. With the generous support of our donors, 
we will continue to do so.

Robert Whelan, April 2015
Acting Director, Civitas Schools Project

Gerald and Marian Hill with children and teachers 
from the Somers Town Stationers’ School (which 
they sponsor) at the Museum of London. The next 
time the children see this coach will be at the Lord 
Mayor’s Day Parade, when they will be on the 
Stationers’ float!


