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Students at St
Dominic’s, our Sixth
Form College of the
Year, are expected to
adhere to high
standards and they
don’t disappoint,
writes Zoe Thomas

Faith in young
people rewarded

‘W

hat time were you in
this morning?” asks
Andrew Parkin, St
Dominic’s Sixth
Form College
principal, of a
student he passes in the corridor. “Come
and see me,” he adds to the young
man whose efforts to slip under Sir’s
radar have failed. Punctuality, or
more precisely the lack of it, is Parkin’s
bête noir.
“That’s my school hat on,” says the
principal, who joined the Harrow on the
Hill Catholic college in 2013 from a girls’
convent in Kilburn. “Punctuality and
attendance are very, very important.”
At St Dominic’s the informal, relaxed
reputation sixth-form colleges are
known for — with students (not pupils)
unfettered by uniforms and on
first-name terms with teachers — is
underpinned by “scaffolding to support
them”, as Parkin puts it.
A wall-mounted electronic pad
in classrooms allows students to
mark themselves present with a
thumbprint. “That means I can
check at any time of day who’s
on site and who’s late,” Parkin
says. “And parents can look at
that as well.” All students
belong to a tutor group that
meets weekly, plus they have
one-to-ones with their tutors.
Not that the academically able,
well-behaved students here need
much shepherding. Girls and boys aged
16 to 18 flock from a wide diaspora to St
Dominic’s for its staunch academic
reputation. Of the 29 traditional A-level
subjects taught, more than a third (36%)
this year scored A*/A grades, and twothirds (66%) attained A*-B.
Parkin describes it as a “privilege” to
be head of St Dominic’s — our Sunday
Times Sixth Form College of the Year —
because, he says warmly: “The kids are
delightful. They are really inspiring
young men and women to lead. They

St Dominic’s principal Andrew Parkin, left, describes his students as inspiring young
women and men who don’t need much shepherding to do as well as they can
work hard
and they are
really
committed to do as
well as they can. And that’s why this is a
very special place to be.”
Even though he knows he has bright
students and a highly academic,
dedicated staff, Parkin is not recklessly
overconfident. The move from legacy
A-levels to the new linear scheme with
tests at the end of two years worries him.
“It’s hard to keep the results at the
level that we’ve achieved . . . the great

advantage of AS-levels was they were a
halfway house . . . so I think the
transition from the old style to the new is
going to be quite significant,” he says.
Currently in the middle of a three-year
move to linear transition, the college has
kept the AS-level structure for
mathematics until it converts in 2017.
Parkin explains why: “We felt as a staff
group that it was important for the
students to have that external exam in the
summer, which they’ve been used to.”
There are more girls (740) than boys
(502) on the 1,242-strong student roll.

Maths and the sciences are the biggest
departments, although Parkin notes:
“We’ve seen a lot of growth in the
humanities over the last couple of years.”
Latin A-level, taken by four or five
students a year, is taught at nearby
Harrow School as part of a longstanding
collaboration. “And they always do very
well and get good results, says Parkin,
who is occasionally invited for tea with
his fellow head there, Jim Hawkins. The
college offers BTec level 3 courses, too.
A former convent, the college has
grounds that include a rose garden
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The top sixth-form colleges

Schools ranked by proportion of students gaining AAB or better in two or more key subjects,
with level 3 points used as a separator. Key subjects are: English, maths, history, geography,
physics, chemistry, biology, a language
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2 Hills Road Sixth Form College, Cambridge
Sir Isaac Newton Sixth Form, Norwich
3 St Dominic's Sixth Form College, Harrow on the Hill
4 Greenhead College, Huddersfield
1 London Academy of Excellence
5 Peter Symonds College, Winchester
9 Brighton, Hove and Sussex Sixth Form College, Hove
6 Woodhouse College, London
7 Winstanley College, Wigan
21 Sir John Deane's College, Northwich
8 King Edward VI College, Stourbridge
13 Hereford Sixth Form College
12 The Sixth Form College Farnborough
17 Loreto College, Manchester
14 Scarborough Sixth Form College
15 Richard Huish College, Taunton
16 Godalming College
11 Alton College
29 Barrow Sixth Form College
Kimberley STEM College, Bedford

dedicated to the Dominican nuns who
lived and taught here. St Dominic’s
became a Catholic sixth-form college in
1979 and its contemporary buildings owe
much more to 1980s architecture than the
founding 19th-century nunnery.
It has an easy-going, collegiate
atmosphere and a large, soon-to-belisted chapel hosts masses and
assemblies, accompanied by music
teacher Parkin on the organ. A Muslim
prayer room is accessed to the side of the
chapel’s pews. “All of our students have a
respect for each other and then they are
able to embrace other faiths,” says Parkin
— whose job is one of St Dominic’s four
diocesan appointments.
There is an even 50/50 split of Catholic
and non-Catholic students. Those who
join from St Dominic’s two feeder schools
— the boys’ Salvatorian College and girls’
Sacred Heart Language College in Harrow
Weald — get priority (and a lower GCSE
points score offer) than the rest of the
students. Many join from other Catholic
schools including Cardinal Vaughan
Memorial School and the London Oratory
School, as well as from elsewhere in the
state or independent sectors.
The Tube and train lines to Harrow and
Wealdstone station service a wide
catchment area, with students arriving
from as far afield as Bow and East Ham.
One girl travels in from Maidenhead.
St Dominic’s is oversubscribed. “Last
year we had 2,500 applications for 650
places,” explains Parkin. One of its
drawcards is the well-trodden path
between the college and Britain’s best
universities. Nearly half of students
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(45%) are accepted by Russell Group
institutions, and the college runs an
Oxbridge programme with mock
interviews and tests, with about six or
seven successful applications each year.
Medicine is a popular choice for many
— 22 St Dominic’s alumni gained places
on medical courses this year. Again, their
applications benefit from a tailored
programme run by the college. “We have
links with the hospitals, the students go
out and do a rotation day and we get
doctors to come in,” says Parkin. He is
planning a “women in medicine”
conference for International Women’s
Day next year.
Enrichment opportunities abound,
from weekly Wednesday sport, music
and drama activities to an annual
summer holiday bus trip to Lourdes to
help pilgrims.
“I feel like a travel agent sometimes,”
Parkin says. In February alone next year,
there are three separate overseas
excursions. “The biologists are going to
Reijkavik, the art history and classics
students are going to Rome, and the
musicians are going to the US for the New
York exchange programme we run with a
New Jersey school,” he says.
There are regular guest speakers and
Parkin enjoys the opportunity “to show
off what we do”. An election Question
Time brought the Conservative
international development secretary
Priti Patel and Labour MP Tristram Hunt
to St Dominic’s, while Metropolitan
Police Commissioner Sir Bernard
Hogan-Howe has also come to meet the
students and discuss the force’s work.

