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Roy Burrell Awards
In March, the Cambridge and District Secondary Schools Sports Association hosted 
the annual Roy Burrell Awards. The awards celebrate the excellence, participation 
and sportsmanship of Year 11 students across Cambridgeshire who are nominated 
for their exemplary attitudes to school sport. 

Eight St Mary’s School, Cambridge students were awarded the prestigious award this 
year. Congratulations to Annabel Q., Emma-Rose S., Sophie W., Emilia P., Cristina C-H., 
Ella L., Julia P. and Phoebe T. in Year 11 who were presented with their medals by two 
special guests. This year’s guest speakers were John Wills, who was born without 
limbs and has set up Power2Inspire to use the power of sport to bring disabled and 
non-disabled people together, and Max Holden, who was a Roy Burrell winner just 
two years ago and is now in the England U19 Cricket squad.
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sports fields at Long Road. In addition, our aim 
is to offer better facilities for rowing so that 
students throughout the school are able to benefit 
from access to the sport which is currently only 
available to Sixth Form students. In order to 
achieve these exciting ambitions we need support 
- we cannot do this alone! Information about 
supporting the sports fundraising development 
will be made available in due course but in the 
meantime we hope you enjoy reading about our 
exciting investment in sport.

Also, in this issue our Head of PE, Mrs Jackie 
Ewing, will showcase the different sports available 
through curricular and extra-curricular provision, 
the range of expertise available on our staff, and 
our flexibility in supporting our girls’ pursuit of 
more unusual extra-curricular activities including 
ambitions to become a jockey, fencer and Irish 
dancer! Additionally, you will hear from Miss 
Kimberley Cooil, our 2nd in Charge, PE and Games, 
who has just completed her Masters degree with 
a thesis entitled: “Physical Education: providing 
females with a positive relationship with their 
body?”, about why having a completely inclusive 
sports programme is so vital and the benefits of 
a single-sex environment in supporting the ‘sport 

for all’ message. You will hear from Mrs Cindy 
O’Connell about the way sport is taught at our 
Junior School, and you will also hear from Sixth 
Form student and Games Captain, Ludo C.

Other voices from our community will be heard, 
including that of our Head of Modern Languages, 
Miss Nicky Lees, who is a very keen athlete, runner 
and cyclist. Nicky is embarking on a personal 
challenge to compete in a new long distance 
running event each calendar month, and will be 
discussing setting goals, and being determined 
and resilient.

Mrs Sarah Newbery, our Head of Careers and Work 
Experience has written an interesting article about 
giving our students more than a “sporting chance”.

I do hope that with this mix of interesting articles 
there is something to interest everyone!

Enjoy a summer of sport from the Boat Race to 
Henley, and from Wimbledon to your own fitness 
and wellness regimes!

Warmest good wishes,

We believe that our school should pave the way for 
change, ensuring that girls, through sport, gain the 
life skills and belief to reach their potential, be it in 
sport, or in other aspects of life. 
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I was privileged to hear Baroness Sue Campbell 
speak recently at a Global Forum for Girls’ 
Education in New York.  Her message was that 

the big issue for the digital generation is health. 
The statistics she presented are shocking: one third 
of children are categorised as overweight or obese at 
age 11 in the UK, and only 21 per cent of boys and 
14 per cent of girls currently meet the minimum 
recommended guidelines for physical activity. 
Yet this is a generation obsessed by its looks – the 
biggest concern of eight year old girls in the UK 
today, the Baroness added, is appearance and this 
is creating emotional illness. This is the current 
situation and, unfortunately, it is getting worse: 
children born today are on course to be 35 per cent 
less active by 2030. Clearly, a counterbalance is 
needed!  

St Mary’s School, Cambridge is doing its best to 
offer such a counterbalance. As we launch our very 
exciting fundraising appeal – for the upgrade of our 
sports facilities – it is timely that we focus this issue 
of Accolade on all things sport. As I hope our parents 
will know from their daughters’ experiences, we are a 
school where sport is for all, no matter what level of 
ability. Our school’s strength is that we can promote 
a broad range of sports in a non gender-influenced 

environment, where all girls can have a go without 
fear of being judged by traditional stereotyping.  

We believe that our school should pave the way for 
change, ensuring that girls, through sport, gain the 
life skills and belief to reach their potential, be it in 
sport, or in other aspects of life.  

We have many girls who shine in sport: a GB start 
rower, county hockey and netball players and 
county runners. To enable these girls to succeed 
in their chosen sports we need to support them as 
far as possible by providing the best environment 
in which they can train, alongside their academic 
studies. Girls are now looking at universities further 
afield and American universities actively recruit 
British students who display sporting talent. Being 
able to offer top class sporting provision allows our 
girls to compete for places and valuable sporting 
scholarships at US universities, as well as giving 
them greater choice in types of further education 
courses and career opportunities. Girls’ sport will 
continue to make headlines, so the time is right for 
St Mary’s School, Cambridge to be fundraising for a 
sports home of our own.  

In this issue of Accolade you will be able to read 
about our exciting plans for the development of 

Spring Term issue: 
Headmistress’ welcome 
and introduction

Charlotte Avery



76

AccolAdeSport issue Spring Term 2016

The most important part of sport is the pure 
enjoyment you feel when participating in 
a sport you love; being part of something, 

regardless of your level of ability. Sport also allows 
you to develop – either your game, or your attitude 
– which can be so positive, especially for young 
people because it offers them the chance to learn 
something new about themselves that they didn’t 
know before. 

Key Stage 1 girls (up to Year 2) have three PE lessons 
each week: one games, one gymnastics and one 
dance lesson. Year 3 and Year 4 girls participate 
in one indoor and one outdoor lesson every week. 
In the Autumn Term and Spring Term the outdoor 
lessons focus on developing skills for, and an 
understanding of, Team Invasion Games (TIG – 
games where the aim is to attack an opponent’s 
territory and score a goal or point). Indoor lessons 
usually feature gymnastics or dance. In the Summer 
Term the girls have weekly lessons of athletics, and 
striking games – such as kwik cricket and rounders. 
Year 5 and Year 6 pupils participate in a weekly 
morning of games using the Senior School facilities 
– in the Autumn Term and Spring Term the girls will 
learn netball, gymnastics, hockey and dance. During 
the Summer Term the girls will experience athletics 
(using the University of Cambridge athletics track), 
rounders and tennis, in rotation. Additionally, all 
girls in Key Stage 2 (Year 3 to Year 6) have regular 
swimming lessons throughout.

Girls’ initial experiences of sport have a defining 
impact on their life-long attitude, laying the 
foundations for participation in and enjoyment of 

physical activity. The way young children develop 
the skills, understanding and enjoyment of sport 
varies as they progress through the Junior School 
and so the teaching of sport is different for each 
age group. The learning of fundamental movement 
skills in Key Stage 1, and the consolidation and 
development of these throughout Key Stage 2, 
gives the girls the grounding they will need to be 

able to extend their learning. In Key Stage 1 the 
girls begin by experiencing a variety of learning 
situations and creative opportunities in which they 
can start to develop their co-ordination skills while 
exploring their environments. They learn about 
how their bodies feel, and what they can do while 
using equipment – responding to stimuli and the 
challenges of sharing the space and apparatus 
with each other. As the girls progress through Year 
1 and Year 2, emphasis moves from individual to 
co-operative activities. As their skills develop, they 
experience the joy of working alongside others and, 
through physical challenges, begin to experience the 
excitement of competing against themselves. There 
is a continuous focus on exploration and discovery. 

The girls will explore the concepts of attacking and 
defending using varied and modified equipment, 
and gain further understanding through a variety of 
activities. Typical games for Key Stage 1 girls will be 
throwing, rolling or kicking balls and beanbags in to 
hoops, goals or at targets. 

The Key Stage 2 pupils further develop their 
individual and group skills, and begin to understand 
the key concepts involved in team opposition 
games. The girls are motivated by competing with 
themselves and others, and the enjoyment of 
working as part of a team comes to the fore, with all 
of the rewards and challenges this involves. The girls 
will grow their movement vocabulary in gymnastics 
and dance, gaining confidence by repeating 
and linking actions in order to perform a unique 
movement story. A variety of apparatus is now used, 
and the girls are stimulated and encouraged to 
work together, to share ideas and combine material. 
As the girls progress to Year 5 and Year 6, the 
curriculum, while still broad, is tailored to helping 
the girls increase their competence and confidence 
in the execution of key skills. They play hockey, and 
try new disciplines at the University of Cambridge  
facility for the first time, such as long jump and high 
jump. It is always so exciting to see the enthusiasm 

the girls have for sport as they move through from 
Junior School to Senior School. Pupils leave Year 
6 confident in the skills and knowledge they have 
gained, excitedly anticipating the opportunities 
awaiting them in Senior School to further develop 
their abilities.

There are ample opportunities for all girls to 
participate in a variety of extra-curricular sports, 
at a level that is challenging for them, including 
netball clubs, dance and gym, athletics and 
rounders to name a few. If girls display a particular 
aptitude or passion for a sport they will be 
challenged in lessons, and encouraged to attend 
an extra-curricular club. We also make sure the 
pupils and their parents are aware of the girls’ 
potential, discussing what can be done to encourage 
development, and providing information about 
local clubs for the girls to join. Pupils are always 
encouraged to tell us about their achievements 
outside of school too, so their involvement and 
accomplishments in sport can be celebrated and 
shared with other girls – recognising their passion. 

Lots of girls are encouraged to develop their skills 
in different sports by representing the school in 
matches: a squad of girls from Year 4 and Year 5 
competes annually at the East Anglian Prep Schools’ 
Athletics Southern Areas Championships; Year 6 
girls have just competed at the Independent/Prep 
Schools Netball Tournament; and Year 5 and Year 
6 girls play netball and rounders matches against 
schools locally and across the county. 

I hope every pupil who progresses through St Mary’s 
Junior School, Cambridge will get involved in and try 
as many different sports as they can, enjoy all the 
sporting experiences on offer, and pursue further 
the ones that really give them pleasure. Sport 
is so important: for developing fitness; building 
friendships; challenging oneself; and has a way of 
amazing and delighting an individual regarding the 
capability of their mind and body.

Laying a Physical 
Education foundation - 
Junior School sport

Girls’ initial experiences of sport 
have a defining impact on their 
life-long attitude, laying the 
foundations for participation 
in and enjoyment of physical 
activity. 

Mrs Cindy O’Connell, PE Teacher at St Mary’s 
Junior School, Cambridge
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How long have you worked at St Mary’s School, 
Cambridge?
I joined the school 20 years ago and I still love it as 
much now as I did then. I have really enjoyed seeing 
how the school has developed, as well as my own 
role – I started as a part-time member of staff and, 
now Head of PE, I can’t wait to see what future years 
will bring.

What’s your greatest personal sporting 
achievement?
Golf is my passion and my greatest golfing 
achievement would have to be when I scored a new 
course record at Gog Magog Golf Club – of three under 
par – in the East Anglian Golf Championships, and 
won the event. 

Can you describe your typical day at school? 
My day will usually start at 8.00am, catching up with 
the results from the previous night’s fixtures, and 
then looking to the day ahead – constantly keeping 
an eye on the weather, hoping for a sunny day! 
After registering my form group, the day’s teaching 
starts and there is no lack of diversity; lessons range 
from hockey at Wilberforce Road, swimming at 
Parkside Pool, to setting up apparatus in the gym for 
gymnastics lessons. Next up it will be time to teach 
one of the sports from our options programme for 
Upper School students, such as golf, badminton or 
lacrosse, before running a lunch-time extra-curricular 
club, more energetic and enjoyable lessons, and 
then supporting a team’s after-school fixture, before 
heading home at about 6.00pm. It’s not unusual for 
me to walk 15,000 steps in one day. 

How do you decide which sports to include on the 
core curriculum?
In contrast to some schools, which focus more on 
encouraging all students to become expert at a 
handful of traditional sports (such as hockey and 
netball), we believe in sport for all. This means each 
girl needs to experience numerous different sports 
to be able to work out which she thrives in – in terms 
of enjoyment and ability. This belief resonates in the 
way we organise the provision of sports, and we are 

dedicated to ensuring the girls have a broad, balanced 
curriculum, which ranges from the traditional 
(including hockey, netball, gymnastics, tennis, 
athletics and swimming) to the less conventional (for 
example yoga, Zumba, self-defence, golf, handball 
and boxercise), and some which might be thought of 
as ‘male sports’ (such as football, basketball, touch 
rugby, golf and squash). In total, we offer 28 sports as 
part of the curriculum, which all girls will experience 
at some point if they join the school in Year 7 and 
continue to Year 11/Upper Sixth.

What role do extra-curricular clubs play?
In terms of extra-curricular opportunities, there are 
clubs, teams and fixtures. Our clubs are open to all, 
and for those sports in which the school competes 
with other schools, teams will be picked from club 
attendees who show commitment as well as ability 
– those teams will then compete in regular fixtures. 
This method continues to encourage our sport for 
all ethos – and girls of all abilities will play and train 
together during clubs, with those girls who excel 
being able to gain further experience and training 
through team games and fixtures. 

The extra-curricular clubs are really popular – I 
worked out recently that we had 300 participants 
at sports clubs within one week. Netball and hockey 
continue to be very popular clubs with over 40-50 per 
cent of each year group attending sessions. 
Other popular clubs this year have been the running 
club (for long distance and sprinting), which saw 
50 or so girls attend each week earlier this year, the 
indoor football club for Year 8 and Year 9 students, 
and the gymnastics club which has been so popular 
we have had to split it across two nights, with 76 
Senior School and 17 Junior School girls involved. 

The clubs are also an excellent platform to link 
students of different year groups and teachers – 
including non-PE department members of staff 
– together in areas of joint passion and expertise.  
Everyone involved benefits, whether it is Head of 
Modern Languages, Miss Nicky Lees, who leads 
running club, Dr Alex Cardwell and Mrs Kate Latham, 

Teacher of Chemistry and Head of Year 7 Science and Head of 
History respectively, who help with gymnastics club, Mrs Yan Gao, 
Teacher in Charge of Mandarin Chinese & EAL teacher, who runs 
the table tennis club, and Biology teacher, Miss Victoria Handley, 
who assists in high jump club. The girls benefit from learning 
from an extended range of teachers who are skilled in different 
disciplines, by seeing that being involved in and enthusiastic 
about sport leads to a lifelong enjoyment of keeping fit. 

Can you tell us how the school develops talent?
We encourage girls to pursue their passions, and talents, and 
of course each girl and each sport requires a unique approach. 
For girls who excel in the sports that the school competes in – 
athletics, cross country, hockey, netball, rowing, and tennis – 
the girls start to develop their talent by competing in the school 
teams. From there, girls showing exceptional talent will be put 
forward to compete in county teams: 

• We recommend talented netball players to The Satellite 
Academy, the first step on the England pathway for netball 
players aged 11-14.

• Students showing expertise in hockey will be put through by 
the school for selection by the Junior Development Centre.

• Exceptional cross country runners are included in one of the 
school’s three teams, which compete to represent the school 
and can then qualify to represent the county in regional and 
national events.  

• The school nominates girls who show real potential in any 
area of athletics to attend the Cambridgeshire trials and join 
the Cambridge and Coleridge Athletics Club.

There are also many girls at St Mary’s School, Cambridge who 
impress across a number of sports at which the school doesn’t 
compete – such as horse riding, fencing, Latin, Ballroom and 
Irish dancing, or ice skating. In the last year we have enjoyed 
supporting girls who are achieving accolades in each of these 
sports outside of school – some representing their county, others 
their country! We regularly advertise different opportunities with 
local clubs where girls will be able to develop their skills in these 
types of sports, support the girls in pursuing these ambitions and 
celebrate their successes across school. 

Girls who have achieved success in any area, inside or outside of 
school, will be celebrated on the sports congratulations board, in 
communications with parents and in assemblies, and through 
receiving certificates with (where relevant) team photos. 

What makes you most proud?
I am so proud of the efforts our PE department goes to, to 
promote our sport for all ethos – which ties in with the school’s 
firm belief of nurturing each individual – and balancing that 
with being a school which promotes, encourages, and supports 
excellence across such a broad spectrum of sporting disciplines. 
Our girls really are excellent; as well as attending weekly sports 
clubs, competing in school fixtures, and some playing at county 
level or equivalent, so many of them are also regularly attending 
STEM club, taking an acting role in the school production, or 
excelling in music. I hope that by the time the girls leave 
St Mary’s School, Cambridge, they have all found at least one 
sport that they can call their own. 

A sport to call 
your own, and 
excel in
Mrs Jackie Ewing – Head of PE at 
St Mary’s School, Cambridge

We encourage girls to 
pursue their passions, 
and talents, and of 
course each girl and 
each sport requires a 
unique approach.



Sport embeds the idea of respect; in competitive 
sport you have to respect the rules of the 
game, the umpires and officials, your team 

mates, your opposition, and the spectators. On a 
much deeper level, however, you have to also respect 
yourself. The term ‘respect yourself’ can be confusing, 
but to me it can be translated as ‘being the best that 
you can be’. Being the best version of yourself doesn’t 
mean needing to be the best player on the pitch – 
even though that is something we strive to be. Being 
the best version of yourself is actually about honesty 
and integrity, playing fairly and trying your hardest 
no matter what.

Winning or achieving your goal can feel like one of 
the most rewarding times in sport; celebrating what 
has been earned through turning up to training. The 
moments I have learned the most about myself 
though, and about respecting myself, are those when 
I have lost, or when I have played badly. Continuing 
when things are tough, digging deep and persevering, 
and holding my head up high to admit that someone 
else performed better on the day, to me, embodies the 
ethos and exemplifies the spirit of respect.

My thesis discussed the positive impact sport can 
have on girls’ ideas about themselves and their 
embodiment, and I’m sure most will have come across 
Always’ #LikeAGirl campaign and Sport England’s 
This Girl Can campaign, both of which took the media 
by storm. Always argued that for 75 per cent of girls 
confidence plummets during adolescence – in line 
with their levels of physical activity. We recognise 
the important link between physical activity and the 
way girls learn, and feel, about themselves, and the 
potential positive impact of sport and PE on girls. 

It is essential that through education and sport we 
provide the opportunity for all of us to challenge 
gender stereotypes. Women’s sport is growing rapidly 
within the UK – teams are achieving on 
an international level and the media 
is increasingly covering women’s 
sport. The opportunities for girls 
to participate in a wide range 
of sports have also become 
easier to access. We like 
to think that our school is 
paving the way; last year 
we took a group of Year 9 
students to an initiative run 
by the Youth Sport Trust, ‘Girls 
Lead The Field’. The focus of the 
conference was to learn life skills 
through sport – resilience, leadership, confidence 
and self-respect. It was an initiative to target girls to 
ensure they gain the skills and belief to reach their 
potential, whether in sport itself, or other areas of life.

I have also enjoyed looking in more detail at the 
positive impact single-sex PE has on girls’ experiences 
of sport and on their lasting perceptions of body 
image. My interest in this area has only grown since 
working at this school, where I see so many girls 
regularly enjoying PE. Physical Education and sport 
are vital in providing girls with an all-round education 
as well as learning important life skills, yet so many 
adolescent girls drop out of physical activity and never 
return to it.

One of the things that makes me so excited about 
sport at St Mary’s School, Cambridge is that we 
continue to buck the national trends in which young 
people are becoming increasingly likely to suffer 
from obesity, and girls’ misconceptions about body 
image continue to cause concern. Here, so many girls 
are involved in sport at every level, and there is such 
a passion for sport that is shared by the girls getting 
involved in sports clubs and our elite sportswomen 
alike. Each girl has a genuine opportunity to be a 
part of something – whether that is in a team, in a PE 
lesson or extra-curricular activities.
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What is your favourite sport?
Dance (I do ballet, modern, contemporary and jazz) 
and hockey: through dance you can express yourself, 
and it’s a great way to clear your mind, as well as 
keep fit; and hockey is fun because it’s a team sport 
and I love working together with my friends. 

That sounds like quite a lot – do you have time to 
do any other sports?
It is quite time consuming I suppose – I do ten 
dance classes a week (some evenings I will do two 
or three after school, which is how I fit them all in), 
and depending on which term it is I also play hockey 
and netball, I row, and I practise for the annual 
gymnastics display. I do plan to cut back on my 
dance lessons after our upcoming show – to five per 
week – so that I can spend more time studying for 
my A Levels this summer. 

What do you think are the most positive benefits 
of playing sport?
I think sport helps to build self-esteem – by being 
good at something and through the sense of 
accomplishment you feel when you achieve your 
goal or noticeably improve your skills – and it also 
provides an opportunity to de-stress, to feel a part 
of something, and to meet lots of different people 
who have similar passions. I think you just feel 
much happier after exercising. 

How do you deal with disappointment?
Disappointment just makes me think that I could 
have tried a bit harder – and so it makes me work 
harder to improve my performance for the next 
attempt.

What does the role of Games Captain entail?
I helped to organise and run the Junior School and 
Senior School sports days in the Summer Term – and 
to encourage one of the runners in the long distance 
race I had to run alongside her in the final lap, and 
I’m a terrible runner! I like being a role model for the 
younger girls – but I wouldn’t necessarily encourage 
others to do quite as much extra-curricular sport as I 
do! But, doing sport, and persevering with challenges 
even when you’re not great at something yet is really 
important – so I hope I encourage others to have a 
go at different sports. If they don’t try it they’ll never 
know if they could be good at it.

What motivates you to spend your own time 
helping out with younger girls’ games lessons?
I love helping out with Year 3 pupils’ swimming 
lessons. There was one girl who had only recently 
learned to swim and wasn’t sure of herself in the water, 
and relied on wearing a float to feel safe. I managed 
to encourage her to trust me enough to swim without 
the float (with my support), and from there she is now 
confidently swimming without a float or an adult’s 
help. I’ve also helped out at Senior School running 
club, and on Saturdays I help girls from the age of 
three to seven in their dance lessons outside of school. 

I really enjoy helping younger girls to enjoy being 
active; when I was younger I used to swim and play 
football, both of which my dance teachers would 
say were ‘wrong’, because as a dancer I shouldn’t be 
building muscle (swimming) or playing boys’ sport 

(football). I didn’t agree and carried on regardless, 
until I ran out of time to maintain such a wide range 
of sports, and I think it is an important attitude to 
share with younger girls; to do what they want to do 
and not worry about what other people’s perceptions 
are of girls in sport. 

Do you think girls experience sport differently 
in a girls’ school?
For girls, I think it’s important to give things a go 
and work out which sport you might be good at 
while you’re still at school – or you might regret it 
in the future. Year 8 or Year 9 is probably the time 
when lots of girls start to feel self-conscious, but 
with only girls around you during school it’s much 
easier to have a go at things without that added 
pressure. We also don’t have to listen to anyone 
(boys) saying ‘girls can’t do that – that’s a boy’s 
sport’.

AccolAde

#LikeAGirl – 
respecting yourself 

Spotlight on Upper Sixth 
student Ludo C. –
Games Captain 2015-2016

Miss Kimberley Cooil, 2nd in Charge, Games and 
PE department at St Mary’s School, Cambridge

Disappointment just makes 
me think that I could have 
tried a bit harder – and so 
it makes me work harder to 
improve my performance for 
the next attempt.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XjJQBjWYDTs


What is your sporting background?
In the school where I grew up, not much 
consideration was paid to children’s Physical 
Education; there were no extra-curricular clubs, and 
PE lessons might consist of running cross country 
on the pavements of Manchester. There were no 
dedicated facilities and teachers tended not to spend 
their own time running clubs (there were teacher 
strikes taking place) and we were not allowed to 
play football in the playground with the boys – so it 
feels like I didn’t really do any sport at school. I have 
always loved watching sport though and PE was still 
one of my favourite lessons – but it was only when I 
started university that I really had the opportunity 
to get involved. I joined all of the sports teams I 
possibly could (being a collegiate university which 

had a team for each sport in each college and so, 
less competitive, this turned out to be quite a lot of 
teams) including rowing, football, rugby, hockey, and 
cricket. I loved being on a team, and being able to 
participate, despite not being an elite athlete, was an 
excellent opportunity – if you love a sport, not being 
brilliant at it should not put you off!

After some time I realised that my body has not 
been put together properly for team sports; being 
hypermobile, I became injured so often that it was 
no longer sensible to continue with the type of sports 
I was enjoying so much. I suffered a serious back 
injury during my finals, and also suffered with hip, 
knee, ankle and foot injuries. So – I have now been 
running more seriously for four years.

How did you go from novice to unstoppable 
runner?
I started running on a treadmill as I was worried that 
running outside would damage my weak ankles, 
but learned that running outdoors is the best way to 
strengthen ankles. This opened up the idea of running 
further, and so my focus shifted from improving my 
speed, which I had been working on for some time, 
to improving my distance – which is now my current 
goal, progressing from marathons to ‘ultra-marathons’ 
(which are any runs longer than a marathon).

How does running make you feel?
Now, I love running – and I would choose it over other 
sports. My favourite things in life are all combined 
through running: spending time with friends; being 
outside; enjoying the sunshine; having time to think; 
visiting new places (from new paths in Cambridge, 
to runs in new countries). For me, and so many other 
runners I know, running enhances happiness and helps 
in de-stressing. This is especially true in the ultra-
marathon environment, as the field is much smaller, 
more relaxed, and focused on going the distance.

I find it slightly surreal sometimes that I am 
participating in this type of event – asking ‘what am I 
doing here?’ – but friends who believe in me, and who 
think of me as an athlete, a serious runner, always 
encourage me that I am absolutely in the right place.

Can you tell us about any setbacks you’ve had 
and how you overcame them?
My most recent and extremely frustrating setback 
was breaking my foot. On the flight home from an 
ultra-marathon in Stockholm an air hostess trod 
on my foot. It was very painful, but I did not want 
to accept it was broken.  After struggling through 
for a few days I did go to A&E – where the break 
was confirmed. I asked whether it would be OK to 
still lead a Sky Ride the following weekend. Being 
told no, I asked whether it would be fixed in time 
for a half marathon in Oldham, the Great North 
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Run, and the Great Eastern Run in Peterborough 
two months later – and to each I was again told no. 
I was devastated – I had been having the season 
of my life. I had a cry, and then I decided (having 
been told that swimming would be OK for my foot) 
to overcome a lifelong fear, and devote the time I 
would normally spend running to learning to swim. 
I thought using the time to become confident in the 
water would open up new opportunities and make 
other watersports more enjoyable.

How did you motivate yourself to learn to swim – 
considering your fear?
One of my friends cleverly set me a challenge, 
knowing this was a sure way to encourage me. 
She suggested I complete the Aspire Swim Challenge; 
swimming the equivalent of the English Channel 
(22 miles) over 12 weeks to raise money for people 
who have been paralysed by Spinal Cord Injury. 
When I started I was unable to swim a length of a 
25 metre pool, but now, having completed what felt 
like the most difficult challenge I have ever faced – 
swimming 118 lengths per week to meet the target of 
1416 lengths – I can swim! I do feel more confident 
in water, and I would even say I am on my way to 
enjoying it. I hope to keep it up, but I am delighted 
to now be running again, and it can be difficult to fit 
everything in.

What positives can you take from overcoming 
setbacks?
Obviously learning to swim and becoming confident 
in water are positives from my broken foot – as is 
using the time to improve my core strength. 
I have faced setbacks during races too. During a 
half marathon in the Black Country, after a wet night, 
there seemed to be mud everywhere. I was finding 
the run extremely tough and thought I would not be 
able to complete it (although I was also aware that 
there was no alternative route home as it was 
a point-to-point along a canal tow path!) – it was 
not a case of thinking ‘if I quit’, but ‘when I quit’. 
A couple of factors worked together to push me on. 
The first was that I had splashed mud all over another 
runner by running through a puddle, and while she 

seemed rather displeased, it inspired me to run faster 
to get away from her. The other influence was that 
of the runner in front; it really helps to try and keep 
pace with, or even catch up with, the runner in front. 
I finished the run and now, when I come across similar 
difficulties, I have the experience of persevering and 
being able to overcome my difficulties during the 
Black Country run to encourage myself.

You must train quite a lot – how do you manage 
your time?
I do spend a lot of time running – and I naturally 
wake up extremely early. But I do find that dedicating 
so much time to running gives structure to my 
days, and also makes me more disciplined. I think 
it is important not to beat yourself up when you 
are unable to fit everything in though – if I am too 
busy, or if my body is tired, I have learned from the 
experience of pushing myself too far that it is really 
important to listen and give your body a break!

What is your next challenge?
I am trying to make sure I complete a new running 
challenge each month. I have events booked until 
September, some of the highlights are: a two-day 
60 mile event in the New Forest in April; 69 miles 
along Hadrian’s Wall in a single day in June; and 
in July I am looking forward to a five day event, ‘Al 
Andalus’ ultimate trail in southern Spain, which is 
230km in the mountains. One day I would like to do 
the Marathon des Sables – 150 miles over 5 days, in 
the Sahara desert, carrying everything you need to 
survive – but I am not ready for that yet!

What advice can you give to anyone who would 
like to learn to run?
Just put one foot in front of the other. Do not go off 
too fast in your first run – build up gradually. Get 
together with a friend and have a chat as you run; 
the miles will fly by without you noticing. Every run 
counts so be pleased with going for each one – not 
all runs will be good! The hard ones though are the 
ones that build mental, and physical, toughness. 
So, never regret going for a run. You will always feel 
better afterwards!

Miss Nicky Lees, Head of Modern Languages, 
is well known amongst students and staff as an 
incredible athlete; always planning her next run 
and working out how to make it more difficult 
than the last. Also a keen cyclist who leads Sky 
Rides locally, Miss Lees encountered a setback 
last year when she broke her foot and wasn’t 
allowed to run or cycle for a number of months. 

Spotlight on Miss Nicky Lees – Head of Modern 
Languages at St Mary’s School, Cambridge

For me, and so many other 
runners I know, running 
enhances happiness and 
helps in de-stressing. 

“I could never give up running for Lent!”
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Sporting homes of our own

During the recent Year 11 CV workshop in 
school, one student, while pondering over 
what to include, mused, “I am in the school 

hockey team but they (future employer) would not 
want to know that”. What a marvellous entrée for the 
ensuing animated group discussion – we spent some 
time exploring why a future employer would want to 
know exactly that fact. Sport – any sport – as well as 
requiring physical and mental fitness, and physical 
and mental agility, demands self-discipline, strategy 
planning, positive psychology, adaptability and 
above all good teamwork. Almost all sports, sooner or 
later, involve the participant joining a team. No one 
in a team is going to get far by continually striking 
out on their own: success in sport is usually down 
to working together for the best possible outcome 
whether on the hockey, rugby or football pitch, the 
netball or tennis court or any other sport forum. 

St Mary’s School, Cambridge has a thriving rowing 
club – it is one of the most popular school activities 
for our Sixth Form students – and everyone learns as 
soon as she takes up her oar for the first time how 
essential it is to push that oar through the water in 
synchronisation, working as an eight person team in 
perfect unison. Of course it takes time to learn and 
there will be plenty of laughter and tears along the 
way until the skill is mastered; the students find it a 
most enjoyable challenge along the way.  

The attributes listed above that the sports player 
acquires are also the attributes that a recruiter 
looks for in a potential employee; these are also 
the employability skills or life skills that we hear so 
much about in the media nowadays. These skills are 
often the deciding criteria that the recruiter relies 
on when faced with a list of candidates who all have 
impressive academic qualifications. These are the 

skills which equate to the “something extra” on the 
CV or in the Personal Statement that makes the 
student stand out. 

The University of Kent recently identified the top ten 
skills deemed most important by today’s businesses 
– being a good ‘Team Player’ was number two which 
of course is a key skill that a sportsperson quickly 
acquires, through becoming aware of their own, and 
others’, areas of strength and weakness, co-operating 
with others, and becoming more disciplined by 
committing to training regimes.  

An interest and passion for a sport can very often 
become a student’s career ambition and then a 
really high level of commitment is required as well 
as the attributes already mentioned. Alice Bond 
left our school last summer after her GCSEs to take 
up a jockey apprenticeship at Newmarket’s British 
Horseracing Academy. The CV that Alice drafted as 
a school exercise in last year’s CV workshop already 
demonstrated that she would be a prime candidate 
for such a prestigious placement.

During the Junior School Careers Week in February 
this year, Sarah Paveley spoke to the girls about 
her life as a Commonwealth Games silver medallist 
and subsequent career as a fencing coach. Her 
lifelong commitment to the sport had begun as a 
schoolgirl watching the sword fight in the 1952 film 
adaptation of The Prisoner of Zenda! Sarah and Alice 
have a passion for their sports and so they share 
that essential requirement that employers look for 
when recruiting, alongside aptitude and experience - 
enthusiasm.

Mrs Sarah Newbery, Head of Careers and Work 
Experience at St Mary’s School, Cambridge

We give our
students more than a 

“sporting chance”
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Boathouse
Cambridge is world famous for rowing and it is only right and proper that we, as 
the only girls’ school in Cambridgeshire, are able to offer the city’s most iconic 
sport, particularly now that the University Women row alongside the men on 
the world stage with equal billing. Alumnae of the school have represented 
Cambridge in the Women’s University Boat Race and at other universities and 
we already have a Great Britain rowing vest in the Sixth Form. 

For us to take our place on the river, we are excited to be partnering with the City 
of Cambridge Rowing Club (CCRC) to rebuild its current boathouse, which requires 
a substantial upgrade, enabling us to provide our girls with full access to the 
junior rowing programme there. Our girls will be able to join the rowing club as 
individuals from age 12 and represent both CCRC and St Mary’s School, Cambridge. This is the perfect training 
ground for producing Sixth Form rowers who will be able to compete successfully against major rowing schools 
such as Headington School and Lady Eleanor Holles School! 

Competing in newly-branded boats, this investment will enable us to enter regattas such as National Schools 
Regatta, the School’s Head of the River Race, the Fours Head of the River and Henley Women’s Regatta and 
take our place on the national rowing stage.

AccolAde

At St Mary’s School, Cambridge we believe in 
sport for all. We ensure that every girl has the 
opportunity to take part in physical activity, 

join clubs and to participate in competitive sport.

We are a school which is proud to have both elite 
sportswomen alongside willing amateurs who want 
to keep fit. Students are encouraged to pursue sports 
they are passionate about and, as well as being 
coached by our team of specialist teachers, the girls 
are given flexibility to allow for training at county 
and country team level. 

Sport and Physical Education (PE) are a very 
important and hugely popular part of life at St Mary’s 
School, Cambridge. All our girls are encouraged to 
participate for the benefit of their own health and 
fitness but also to learn the valuable lessons of 
leadership, motivation, teamwork and respect which 
can be translated into the academic environment. 

Sport and PE provide the opportunity for us to 
challenge gender stereotypes. Women’s sport is 
growing rapidly within the UK, as is the opportunity 
for girls to participate in a wealth of different 
sports. A key strength, as the only all-girls’ school 
in Cambridgeshire, is that we can promote all sports 
in an environment free from media and traditional 
stereotypes.

We strive to provide our students with the best 
possible environments in which to live, learn and 
grow, unlocking potential through educating and 
preparing them to become global citizens of the 
21st century. We take pride in our long-standing 
investment in top-class facilities for all our girls, 
from our vibrant Sixth Form Centre, inspirational Art 
& Photography Centre, stimulating new Science Hub 
and spacious new Mary Ward (boarding) House. 
We are delighted that the next major school 
investment will be in our sports facilities.

Long Road Sports Ground
We are regenerating our sports provision at our Long Road site. Subject to planning 
approval, the site will include: 

• an AstroTurf for hockey 
• an AstroTurf for rugby and football 
• new netball and tennis courts 
• athletics facilities comprising a running track, long jump pit and high jump and

shot facilities 
• practice nets for all ball sports 
• new pavilion (including physio room, kitchen facilities & dedicated changing spaces) 
• floodlighting

We look forward to updating you on the exciting developments.



Email: enquiries@stmaryscambridge.co.uk
Telephone: 01223 353253 

 
Junior School: 6 Chaucer Road, Cambridge CB2 7EB
Senior School: Bateman Street, Cambridge CB2 1LY 

 
stmaryscambridge.co.uk

Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn

https://www.facebook.com/StMarysSchoolCambridge/
https://twitter.com/stmaryssch?lang=en-gb
https://www.linkedin.com/company/st-mary's-school-cambridge
http://www.stmaryscambridge.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/StMarysSchoolCambridge
https://twitter.com/stmaryssch
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