What The Good Schools Guide says

Headmaster

Since 2019, Barnaby Sandow, BEng (Durham) PGCE (Exeter). Previously principal at Jerudong
International School in Brunei (and 14 years in the school). Former physics teacher
(Abingdon and Stowe schools). Landing here (literally and metaphorically, given school's
proximity to major airports) neatly blends his British independent school and international
school credentials and befits his and his family’s (wife and children also within the school
community) self-described status as ‘glocals’ (global locals), resonating with many families
here.

Warm and welcoming, he is quick to engage in discussion on the value and importance of
offering a quality-assured education (he is an accreditor with COBIS, ISI and BSO) but is also
firm in his stance that the classroom is for children not assessors. His face positively glows
when talking about the joy of teaching a creative, inquiry-based curriculum saying, ‘We're
not just transmitting information for exams but transforming people.’

A hint of his science background spotted in flowcharts adorning the glass walls of his office
(from a recent strategy meeting) conjuring up visions of old-school blackboard chalk
scribblings. But there’s nothing old school here, as he freely admits to embracing ChatGPT
when pulling that same strategy into shape. Same again when extolling the virtues of
‘getting children outside as much as possible’, not just for good old-fashioned play but
getting stuck into beekeeping and other sustainable initiatives across the campus.

‘Very hands-on’, ‘doesn’t hide behind his desk’ and is ‘receptive to parents’ concerns’, parents
happily report. That ‘everyone knows him'’ is impressive given that day-to-day contact is
more likely with a child’s section principal (all ‘very approachable’), and that his office is
tucked away atop a well-hidden spiral staircase. Whether it is his weekly video message, his
speedy response to emails or a cheery wave hello (‘he’s always outside every morning and
at every sporting event'), it seems he does ‘a great job’ of making himself visible and
available, and parents wholeheartedly approve.

Entrance

‘Broadly selective’ - looking for good work ethic and curiosity rather than test scores. From
age 10, students asked to complete a questionnaire (Tell us what you like to do, what
interests you have' type thing). Parents complete this on behalf of younger children. Will
interview or test if necessary, but not as a matter of course. Subject placement tests for
older students in eg maths.

Rolling admissions, applications accepted into all grades. Sees a big intake at grades 6 and 8
from local families sidestepping British schools’ 11-plus and 13-plus in favour of an inquiry-
based, cross-curricular programme.

Exit

To a wide range of universities. In the UK: Durham, St Andrews, Exeter, Brunel, King's
College London, Imperial, SOAS and LSE. In the US: Harvard, MIT, UCLA, George Washington,
Boston, Embry-Riddle and Tufts. France is also popular, eg Ecole Européene Supérieure de



I'lmage; Ecole Supérieure des Techniques Acronautiques et de Construction Automobile;
Esmod Paris; Paris College of Art; the American University of Paris; Vatel International
Business School Hotel and Tourism Management. Also, Canada, Spain, Switzerland and
Netherlands.

No longer the case that IB students head to the UK and AP to US. In 2023, of the 60 per cent
who headed to the UK just under half had taken AP. College counsellors well versed in both
pathways and universities globally, encouraging students to find where they will ‘thrive not
just survive'.

Latest results

In 2023, average of 35 points at IB. In 2019 (the last pre-pandemic results), average of 33
points.

Teaching and learning

‘American-based, international best practice.’ Plays to students’ strengths and learning style
with multiple graduating pathways (IB diploma, US high school diploma, AP, AP Capstone
diploma and AP International diploma). Students may even mix and match, eg AP with an IB
theatre course. School calls it a ‘bespoke education’ allowing students to meet academic
aims and explore ‘'much more'. Parents love that it's broad-based and child-centred. Many
tell us they chose it to avoid the narrowing of subjects within the British A level system.
Another highlight being the small classes - never over 20 students, often just 10-15.

Early childhood and lower school receive rave reviews ('It's like walking into a fairyland every
morning!). Colourful, often themed, classroom spaces where children kick off their shoes
and don their slippers (partly practical, partly so that children can be comfortable for
learning - our favourite being the little pair of monster slippers spotted under one desk!)
with plenty of carpet time; play-based and imaginative learning all the way. Forest school,
the Hive - a digital learning space to rival any science museum play zone - and a discovery
centre (aka library) complete with little mushroom stools and tree trunk beanbags. ‘It's the
happiest place on earth’; ‘He went from hating school to loving it." Early engagement with
digital programmes (1:1 iPads ‘used for purpose, not to soothe’) and STEM introduced in
grade 3. School says, 'You can't expect children to be ready for the future if you teach with
methods of the past.’ Reading encouraged. No homework until 4th grade - school wants
‘children to be children’. A few question whether it's on a par with the British system or the
US (especially in maths); parents say it may feel a little looser but that they're all caught up
by middle school.

Independence and responsibility kick off in middle school. Children move around
classrooms, getting used to different teachers and learning styles. ‘Some better than others
and a bit too much job sharing, but it's the same in any school,’ parents conclude. Praise
that children are taught to ‘own their work’, eg handing in assignments and communicating
with teachers directly (albeit it with parents in the background). Core classes and advisory
options encourage students to make choices. A few mutters that middle school is still not as
rigorous as the British system but that's the point, and most parents say it's ‘great’ (regular
MAP assessments also suggest students are well on track). Myriad opportunities to engage
beyond the classroom, eg STEM challenges.



Flexible classroom spaces with tables and chairs on wheels - might be set for collaborative
sessions in one lesson and a debating style circle in another - means learning is ‘never dull'.
Merit and MOG (moments of genius) awards encourage motivation, but a lively and buzzy
vibe seems enough to engage even the most lackadaisical of children. Our student guides
were fine examples of bright, sparky, confident teenagers, sure of themselves and what they
want to get from their time in school (good friends, good grades, good universities - in a
variety of orders!).

Upper school and high school are when the pace picks up. Students and parents alike
mention that expectations run high as the end game (university applications) sharpens into
focus. Students enjoy being challenged. ‘He actually likes the teachers in the class he gets
the lowest scores in, because they are pushing him the most.’ Creative subjects coupled with
superb facilities; the media room and innovation hub in constant use as students are
encouraged to use eg the bank of 3D printers to bring learning to life.

No stick in the muds or set ways here. Teachers say, ‘We always ask ourselves why we do it
like that and can we make it better? - be that how to teach a class or making plans for
graduation. We were impressed by the confident relationships between students and
teachers. Students tell us that teachers are responsive to their questions and requests for
support.

Plenty of communication (‘especially if you have children in different school sections!’), the
online system means ‘you know exactly where your child is at any given moment’ and parent
talks/workshops for eg pathway choices.

Learning support and SEN

High praise for both the resource and the challenge and enrichment programmes. ‘School
has been so supportive’, 'You know you are in good hands’ and ‘We couldn't have asked for
any more or any better.” Multiple learning support teachers for each grade in lower school;
in high school students work with the same teacher throughout. ‘They are all wonderful.’

The challenge and enrichment programme is ‘very inclusive’ and ‘doesn’t take them away
from their friends’. We dropped in on ‘genius hour’ to see busy students writing letters to an
expert for help with a business idea.

English is assessed on entry from 13 years old and above. EAL classes offered up to three
times a week, in place of eg world languages or history. Children stay in the programme for
‘as long as is needed’ with the language teacher waving them along like a proud parent. An
impressive mother tongue offering sees school put on classes for any language provided
there are two children or more benefitting from it.

The arts and extracurricular

‘Vibrant', ‘alive’, ‘exciting’, say parents and students alike. Effusive high schoolers told us, ‘I
wouldn't have been able to do all this if it wasn't for the school’ before reeling off a long list
of productions they had been in. Another mentioned that their love of theatre had
blossomed from simply ‘giving it a go’ in middle school. Drama teachers reach near hero
status as ‘they always support our crazy ideas’. One teacher energetically roused a room full
of teens into a noisy, fun version of Che Che Kule (a Swahili song from Ghana not dissimilar



to ‘head and shoulders, knees and toes’). An upcoming fashion show, a recent production of
Legally Blonde, Trinity speech and drama exams, ABRSM music offerings and one-to-one
tutors of every instrument, the choice of either instrumental or choir programmes - it's a
‘busy, busy school with lots going on'.

Similarly with the co-curricular activities and service programmes, eg sports leaders, student
council, CAS (creativity, activity, service). Parents grateful that they don't have to ‘schlep
around London’ while their sons and daughter throw themselves into every conceivable
activity that ‘shows their strengths’ ahead of all-important (especially US) university
applications. Worthy, but fun too - we spotted one bunch of students giggling away while
making bowls for the local Cobham food bank.

Sport

‘If you have sporty kids, they will be very happy here.’ Fabulous sports facilities, acres of
space, multiple playing fields, active circuit of local and regional tournaments - it's no
surprise that many families are drawn here for the huge sport programme and space. But
parents are also keen to stress that there is a ‘team for everybody’ - ‘Even if your kids aren’t
sporty there is a place for them’ - and that school has done a ‘really good job’ with opening
the sport programme up (though a few mutters that it could be more organised). ‘In the US,
you'd have to have been playing from kindergarten to make a team, but here you always get
a spot.’ Football and swimming both highly rated, basketball and volleyball very popular -
baseball too but with fewer local match options. Families talk about the fun and friends
made during celebratory wins - think half-time cheerleader performances and parents
decked out in Cougar ‘spirt wear'. News of the undefeated girls’ varsity basketball team
suggests that there are many glories. It's abundantly clear that ‘sport is a big part of the
school'.

School is also supportive of elite athletes, going out of their way to help with eg time
management and an agreed minimum GPA, while students compete all around the world
with the ACS banner on their backs. A win-win for all.

Boarders

Two co-ed boarding houses. Field House (grades 8-10) and Woodlands (grades 11-12). Girls
live in one side, boys in the other, single-sex common room and kitchenette, shared social
space in the middle. Smart, purpose-built facilities, spacious and light double rooms (single
in grade 12) with ensuite bathrooms. Students do their own laundry (except bed linen which
is supplied and washed by school). ‘Not quite five-star hotel,’ say relieved parents, but not
far off it either!

Numbers are buoyant, especially for a coveted grade 11/12 spot. A third of boarders are five
days a week (generally students living in London whose families are delighted not to battle
rush hour traffic for early morning swim training sessions or evening theatre rehearsals),
two-thirds are full-time boarders, largely international students. Friendships don’t draw
distinction. Photos (not just names) on doors a nice friendly touch. Cliques not an issue.

The vibe is very different across the two houses. Field House is very nurturing, staff are
supportive with homework and oodles of activities to keep children busy, eg baking, puppy
yoga, trips to the West End. ‘Neither boring, nor traditional,” school says. Woodlands is



geared towards study - dedicated homework time, tutors on hand every night - and help
managing busy schedules of sport and extra activities. They do it all,’ say happy parents.
Plenty of down time too, with smart TVs, games consoles, music practice room and a
bookshelf bursting with board games.

Tight security, regular room checks for alcohol, drugs etc - neither an issue but dealt with
swiftly if were to arise. ‘Kids know the rules.’ Student house leaders interviewed by house
staff (‘No popularity contests here’) who run a tight ship (‘Those late out in the morning have
to tidy up in the evening - it works!’) and are well-liked by students and parents, who say,
‘You're never brushed off, whenever you need to get in touch you know you can.’

All meals are eaten in the school canteen but plenty of in-house cooking on the weekends
and snacks galore. ‘He's 17 and always hungry! But there is plenty of food - it's as good as
being at home.’ Health centre is next to the boarding house. Overseas families confident
their child is being looked after well; local families grateful for the huge amount of flexibility
- nights at home never a problem.

Ethos and heritage

One of three ACS International schools in the UK (alongside ACS Egham and ACS Hillingdon).
Each distinct and different while sharing the same overarching values. Cobham is the largest
of the schools, space and student-wise. With 128 acres of Surrey countryside and their own
woodland, tucked away between some major roads and less than 30 mins by train into
central London, this is a huge school hidden in plain sight.

Founded in 1967, the ACS group started life as the Overseas School of London in a small
campus in Hampstead. By 1975, ACS Cobham was opened as its first American community
school (ACS) and for many years it did a rip-roaring trade in providing an American
education for expats in the UK. Today the international name is firmly back in the brand, in
the curriculum, and the student body - over 70 nationalities at the last count. Americanisms
still linger (eg varsity and junior varsity teams) but in all other aspects it feels very
international, free from the shackles of a national curriculum and able to innovate and
educate to a global mindset.

A healthy dose of ‘Hello, sir/miss’ overheard in the school corridors, in ubiquitous
international twang of course. No uniform (except PE kit). In younger years ‘everyone’ shops
at Primark or M&S; come senior school, students dress in standard teenage fare of oversize
sweaters, joggers and sneakers - all very low-key. A tidal wave of students pours out of
classrooms at lunchtime and into the huge canteen. Themed lunches, eg Greek day with
lamb pastitsio and spanakopita, and world flags hanging from the ceiling further reminder
that this is a global community. Lower school have their own separate playground -
somewhat magical with treehouse, a wooden playboat etc - and separate canteen.

Many parents drive their children in, but school buses also run far and wide (eg Wimbledon
to South Kensington) with late buses after sport (much to the delight of parents). High
school students drive themselves in and enjoy more freedom to arrive/leave early to match
their timetable. Thumbs up to the security guards who are ‘really good with the kids'.

Pastoral care, inclusivity and discipline



‘I love this school because all the students are so friendly and | can be myself,’ said one
middle school student - not scripted and with no arm-twisting! A culture of kindness and
belonging is fostered - from the morning meeting in lower school in ‘every class, every
morning, every child and every adult’, to the kindness posters plastering the walls of middle
school, and the weekly E-pulse wellbeing survey sent to all children (partly named, partly
anonymous - students tell us they feel comfortable answering honestly). Community, caring

and culture awards every semester. ‘There really is a sense of “We've got you as a person”,
amazed parents report.

A responsive classroom (runs along lines of restorative practices but brings in positive
actions) approach is ingrained throughout the school. Pastoral programmes aimed at
tackling eg vaping and coercive relationships. A courage programme encourages students to
change the taboo around talking about bullying, and proactive report and support rather
than name and complain. It all helps, and families say that school handles issues well (‘They
don't blow them out of proportion’) and they are ‘invested in the children, even the teachers
feel like family’.

Pupils and parents

Notably less turnover and fewer Americans than yesteryear, say parents. Around one-third
American, one-third British and one-third from all around the world. Some ‘lifers’, some who
come and go - though much less transient than other international schools in London.
Subtly different student body to ACS Egham and Hillingdon - ‘more conservative and
wealthier'. Many families live locally (‘A lot have beautiful homes in the Cobham area’),
others from across London.

It's a very welcoming school and not at all cliquey - ‘It's not like these children have grown
up together all their lives' - as there is ‘no norm, everyone is different and that's what's so
great’. ‘In other schools, like sticks with like, here everyone mixes.’ Students repeatedly told
us the best thing about the school is their friends.

The school and its parent support organisation ‘really do an amazing job of getting new
families settled’ with ‘so many’ support groups, coffees, buddies, workshops and more. ‘We
had an easy transition in here.’ Parent friendships made over gala dinners, international day
(‘the kids' favourite day’).

Money matters

‘Compared to British private schools the fees are high, but compared to a US private school
it's pretty on par and you get great stuff for it,' report parents. School is a charitable
organisation with some fundraising asked of parents. Bursary programme in place.

The last word

When you blend a diverse and friendly community, stir in some curiosity-driven learning,
fold in loads of creativity, splash a dash of tech and a whole bunch of sports, this is what you
get. Avibrant, international melting pot of a school where learning is fun and students rise
to the challenge.





