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Speech Night 2016 

 

Sir Brian, High Sheriff, Lord Mayor, Assistant Mayor Small, members of the foundation, 

members of our trust, fellow governors, colleagues, friends, parents, grandparents and 

especially pupils of Liverpool College. 

We meet this evening in a different setting, yet familiar to all of you, to participate in a 

tradition as old as our school. There is much work which goes into making an evening like 

this possible, and I want to thank my outstanding PA Susan Bamber, and our senior school 

administrator Ms Wynn for organising this event and Mr Bishop and Ms Gettel who have 

organised all this wonderful music in the midst of their final preparations for Joseph.  I want 

to thank Dr McNamara for her writing and rehearsing our Latin oration, the annual opus, 

which is not easy, even for someone as well versed in Latin as she is. And, of course I want 

to congratulate all the prize winners and their families for their dedication and contribution 

to our school. 

This year I want to especially thank our Vice Principal Dr Stephen Downes, master of 

ceremonies, reader of the prizes. Dr Downes is retiring at the end of this year after 27 

years as a teacher, head of biology, head of science, Director of Studies, Assistant Principal, 

Head of Upper School and now Vice Principal. He has seen the College through the period 

of its history where change has been most profound and most rapid, arriving when the 

College was an all-boys HMC independent school with boarding in Godwyn House, and 

helping to see it through to full coeducation, a 3-19 fee paying independent school and finally 

a state funded academy.  

Dr Downes is a man of great academic pedigree. His Cambridge PhD on the genetics of flies 

is neatly bound and discreetly placed on his office bookshelf. He holds an MBA, something 

which, in his case he appears to have just picked up effortlessly along the way from the 

beginning of his teaching career at Ipswich School where he met his wife Linda. To his 

colleagues, Dr Downes is not only an invaluable source of information and guidance  and 

clear, rational thinking and towering intellect, he is a man of wisdom and kindness who has 

been the glue keeping the senior part of the school together and driving its deliberate 

improvement. Many pupils know of his personal kindness, his ability to listen and his 

willingness to help. We are delighted his wife is able to join us this evening, and whilst there 
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will be other occasions to celebrate Dr Downes‟ great contribution, I hope we can seize 

this opportunity of expressing our appreciation to him. 

I want to express thanks on behalf of my staff and our pupils to the PTA, led by Dina Sarsam 

and her committee. The involvement of our parents in the life of the College is a key to its 

present and future success. The PTA raises money but also brings parents and families 

together to build our community. We are grateful also to the Wilton Trust, whose 

substantial annual donation makes the Wilton Scholars programme possible. Under the new 

leadership of Sarah Doran this programme continues to expand the academic enrichment 

and intellectual challenge for pupils. Our thanks also to John Robertson, Chairman of the 

Foundation, tireless advocate and supporter. The foundation‟s financial support made 

possible our amazing 175 anniversary celebrations, and the publishing of a book about our 

history, written in Ciceronian periods by Ken Siviter, OL and foundation member,  available 

this evening at the back of the cathedral. We rely on the foundation „s support still as we 

develop our campus. I want to also thank Investec Wealth & Investment and the Margaret 

Bryce Smith School Scholarship fund and Collin Thompson, governor and Imagineering 

enthusiast, for their generosity in establishing prizes to recognize and inspire our pupil‟s 

achievement. 

I also want to thank my staff and my fellow governors. Rarely has more change and more 

challenge been presented to a group of people in a school in a shorter period of time. Their 

commitment to their pupils, to their colleagues, and to their vocation is an inspiration to 

me, and I know it is to their pupils. Whatever we achieve for young people, we achieve 

through them, because of them, from bus drivers and janitors to the maths faculty, from 

grounds and maintenance staff to the our heads of year, from bursary and office staff to MFL 

teachers,  pastorally, academically staff give their all, and that is why we can celebrate 

success every year. 

It is always inspirational to gather in the cathedral. This cathedral stands like a rock in 

Liverpool, a clear landmark in Liverpool, visible even while hiking in Wales. But its building 

was, like any great enterprise, like anything which endures, a successful exercise in 

convoluted politics, an inspissated mixture of flawed and good decision making, endless 

fundraising, and sheer bloody minded ness. In 1900, Bishop Chavasse, whose sons would 

have such stellar careers at Liverpool College, one to die in the fields of France a hero 

doctor, the other to become the master of St Peter‟s College, Oxford, set out the vision for 
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this Cathedral. But it was not completed until 1979, 51 years after his death. From our 

perspective, a building should not take that long to build, and processes for its completion 

should have been less convoluted and fraught, but that is the way things always looks when 

you are looking backward. Looking back, one wonders why the fuss, why the difficulty. 

Looking ahead, from the present, one sees the challenges and the obstacles. 

Just so, our school now basks in the comparatively tranquil waters of its successful 

transition to academy status, its pupil growth by 40%, with more building, and more pupils 

and staff to come. It does not seem a big deal anymore that we are an academy, the most 

oversubscribed school in Merseyside. We are no longer surprised that 1800 young people 

applied for places at the College last year and that 400 remain on a waiting list in hopes of a 

place opening up. The fear of Ofsted, not as ennobling as the fear of the Lord, is a distant 

memory. Giants and dragons are slain, processes in place, improvement plans abound, we 

know what we are doing, and we do it very well. We can see the outline of what we have 

built together, there is a roof over our head, we too stand like a rock in Liverpool, a feature 

of the educational landscape, a confident school ready for the future. 

When the cathedral choir stalls behind me were built, amazingly the senior prefects of the 

College were provided a seat, designated for their use. The world these young men were 

preparing for, the lives they were preparing for, were socially and culturally different from 

ours. They were the soon-to be products of a public school in a country with empire. 

Liverpool in the Edwardian era was at its peak. The class structures which underpinned their 

education made it likely they would lead something, have something, be something. They 

were intended for the professions, for service in the military the church and politics, the 

family firm. 

That empire is gone, Liverpool is, alas, not at its peak, and thankfully the privileges of class 

are no longer a straightjacket. Think tanks confidently assert that a sixth former today will 

have 18 different jobs before they retire, and will switch careers completely at least three 

times. More than half of you will live to be a hundred and all of you will work until after you 

are 70. The work you do will take you abroad, not as a colonial overlord, but as an 

international global citizen. You are likely to work for yourself, innovating, delivering a 

service, maybe forming a partnership with friends to do something very well, and very 

specific. You will need to be flexible, international, tolerant, quick, and decisive. You are 
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unlikely to work alone or in isolation, but rather will form teams of people from all over the 

world.  

The government‟s response to the challenge of educating you for this world to come, this 

cathedral still to be built, of allowing you to thrive and develop, is what I would loosely term 

the Oyster Card approach. You will have seen when you are in London that people flash 

these little cards, I dare say Sir Brian has one, at the gates of the tubes, and like Open 

Sesame in Arabian nights, the gates open and they are allowed in. The actual card apparently 

is superfluous. Only the tiny chip on it is important. It contains all the information about the 

money you have deposited on it, and other details. Indeed, I would tell you never to do this, 

but you can buy on line a kit which you can take to a doctor and which will allow the 

implantation of a microchip into your arm. This microchip, so the founders of the company 

tell us, is the ultimate oyster card of the future. It will have in it your cv, your qualifications, 

your personal details, and everything about you. Once implanted it can serve as security for 

your phone, a passport for travel, and a key to open the career doors, to get into this global 

world of work. In this model what is important is what is on that chip. The gates will not 

open, the passport will not work, we are told unless you have certain certificates logged on 

them, your GCSE results, your A levels and your degree. The government wants everyone 

to have a well loaded microchip, and they are not wrong to want that. 

But I have been trying to imagine the chip that would be implanted into Rosie and Michael‟s, 

our head girls and head girls arms. The chip would record their awesome academic results 

of course, created through constant study, and dedicated teaching, but it would have to list 

much besides. Indeed, I have made an inventory, together with them, of all their activities, 

trips and clubs while at our school and each of them can list more than 100, after tonight 

they can include speaking to a thousand people, in Latin!. Both of them have Bronze Silver 

and Gold D of E awards, have acted in numerous plays, shot at Bisley, skippered yachts 

around the channel Islands, won science competitions, and, not so much in Michael‟s case, I 

remember his very brief and somewhat painful career as a Year 7 rugby player, engaged in 

endless sport contests and challenges. The chip would have to capture their teachers taking 

them on trips to Poland, Morocco, Italy, to museums and other cultural events. It would 

have to signal and record the people they have met and heard from in lectures and 

meetings, their service to the school, their teaching and mentoring of other pupils. All that 

could be put onto a microchip, and indeed this impressive list of achievements and 

experiences will and has already opened many doors for them.  
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There is however a big problem with trying to fill up your microchip and waiting for the 

gates to open. It presumes that we should all just get on the tube, indeed that the tube is 

the only gate worth entering, and that everyone will ride, that the tube itself will never 

change, and there is no new or other world to create or make, no courage required to walk 

up to the gates and allow the chip to be scanned, no vision needed to build something new. 

The Oyster card vision of education presumes that we only have to fit in. must all fit in, and 

forget what Bobby Kennedy, following Bernard Shaw so eloquently said: Some people see 

things as they are and say why. I dream things that never were and say why not? 

But there is a something which no microchip contains or records: it is the intersection of 

leadership, vision, imagination, confidence. There are no three hour examinations in those 

subjects. Some politicians suggest that if we could only all pass more GCSEs, the greatest 

hurdle to our personal and national success would be cleared, and we would live in a land of 

milk and honey. But research shows it is all the lack of supposedly “soft skills” among many 

young people, particularly poorer young people,  which destroys social mobility and life 

chances, and which is undermining the full flowering and flourishing of our city and country. 

The self discipline and resilience to persevere, the leadership to take other people with you 

in pursuit of a common goal, the imagination to do something new, the confidence to make 

it stick. Four unquantifiable, immeasurable, un-micro-chipable, un-Oyster cardable, -  yet 

utterly essential skills. Those skills have been the core curriculum for our first 175 years, 

they are the curriculum now, and must remain the core curriculum for the next 175 years. 

Liverpool needs its schools to educate and develop the leaders of the future. Our city has 

to find and earn its place in the world. We are not intended to become a suburb of 

Manchester or a Beatles theme park for American tourists. Many of you will move away 

when you leave the College, pursuing fame and fortune in other cities and in a global sphere. 

But the College will not move. It must stand, like this cathedral, like a rock, as a clear 

alternative to the micro-chipping of education, to advance, just as it did when this cathedral 

was only being imagined, a programme for the education of leaders in this city and for this 

city, to promote learning with character, and to prove that everyone and anyone, no matter 

what their innate intellectual ability, or their background, can become a leader, can be a 

leader. 

 


