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Eng land ’s 
pr ivate 
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Rugby’s most outspoken and influential journalist

ccording to 
legend the play-
ing fields of Rugby 
School is where 
rugby was born. 
16-year-old Wil-
liam Webb-Ellis its 
creator. He was a 

student at the boarding school, who with 
a fine disregard for the rules of football 
took the ball in his arms and ran with it. 
Thus, giving birth to the very first variation 
of what is now one of the world’s most 
popular and fiercely contested sports, 
rugby.
     Rugby, of course, has developed mas-

sively since then becoming 
one of the most played 
sports across the world 
and turning professional in 
1995. However, taking a 
quick glance at England’s 
Six Nations squad it’s quite 
easy to see that rugby 
in England is still deeply 
embedded in its private 
school heritage. 
     Only 6 players out of 
the 34 selected attended 
state schools, 9 attended 
academies or grammar 
schools and the remaining 

19 players were privately 
educated. William Webb-Ellis 
may have created rugby but 
for England, has he created 
a division in classes through 
sport?
     On the surface of it, 
the England school’s rugby 
system can seem quite 
confusing and it is hard to 
clearly see where the highest 
standard is played. With the 
England squad being littered 
with players from independent 
schools it would be easy to 
assume that state school 
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 with the odd 
except ion – l ike Ben 
Youngs of Leices-
ter who attended a 
state school ,  s imply 
aren’t  as good.  But 
i t ’s not as black and 
white as that . 
     Jacob Kingscott , 
a former England 
Count ies u18 and 
Exeter Chiefs Acad-
emy player bel ieves 
the AASE League is 
the h ighest standard 
of school boy rugby. 
The AASE League 
was formed 8 years 
ago aiming to pro-
v ide a pathway to 
el i te rugby for state 
school p layers . 
     “The AASE 
League is the top 
league for schools 
in the country” Jake 
explained.  And with 
the schools work-
ing in partnership with Premier-
ship Academies i t  may seem that 
state school p layers have a better 
chance of fu l f i l l ing every Engl ish 
rugby players dream of pul l ing on 
the red rose in f ront of a sel l -out 
crowd at Twickenham.
     However ,  there is a complete 
discrepancy in those who played 
AASE League to those who have 
represented England.  Why don’t 
they make i t? Where do they go? 
And why,  i f  the top state school 
p layers have the same opportuni-
t ies ,  is England Rugby st i l l  domi-
nated by Independent schools?
      Former head of sport  and f i rst 
team coach at Harrow, Jesse Coul-
son,  bel ieves that the top pr ivate 
schools are equal ly as good,  i f 
not better than thei r  state school 
counterparts .

      “ I  would massively debate that 
the AASE League is the h ighest 
standard of schoolboy rugby.” 
     Jesse pointed to the most 
recent England u18 team that 
faced South Afr ica last August to 
h ighl ight h is point .  12 out of the 
start ing 15 were al l  f rom indepen-

dent schools .
     Kingscott  bel ieves the way the 
AASE League schools and col leges 
are set up al lows them to develop 
more as rugby players ,  g iv ing them 
greater opportuni t ies to play for 
England.  “Pr ivate schools put a 
large focus on educat ion whereas 
when I  was at Ivybr idge Communi-
ty Col lege almost al l  of the boys 
were studying BTECs so they had 
more free t ime to play rugby.”  This 
sui ts a certain type of academic 
prof i le and sui ts ath letes who want 
to focus specif ical ly  on sport .
     Their  curr icu lums are moulded 
so that they are almost fu l l - t ime 
rugby players which is a polar op-
posi te to the independent schools , 
Jesse said :  “Rugby,  as ser iously as 
i t ’s taken i f  they ’ re not performing 
in the class room they won’t  be 

going out on the f ie ld .  I  made sure 
of that . ”
     Despite the AASE League 
schools being partnered with acad-
emies a lot of independent school 
p layers are also play ing for acad-
emies at Premiership c lubs.  Having 
been at Harrow for 10 years ,  Jesse 
did acknowledge i t  is tough to for 

pr ivate school p layers to also play 
in the academies with regards to 
gett ing them to t ra in ing and the 
other commitments i t  requi res but 
bel ieves “a good programme wi l l 
a l low them to do so.”
      Another reason why the inde-
pendent schools have so many En-
gland players is s imply because of 
the money they have.  This al lows 
them to offer ent ic ing bursar ies 
to the h ighest qual i ty p layers “Not 
al l ,  but the vast major i ty of boys 
who make al l  the way through to 
the el i te level ,  were boys who have 
come on bursar ies .”  Jesse ex-
pla ined,  and that is f rom both the 
state sector and independent prep 
schools .      This goes some way 
in h ighl ight ing that state school 
p layers do get the same opportu-
n i t ies as those in pr ivate schools 
as i f  they are good enough they 
wi l l  be offered scholarships to the 
independent schools .  As wel l  as 
th is they are given opportuni t ies 
through the AASE League at the 
h igher levels of schoolboy rugby.
     But when you scratch beneath 
the surface of i t  a l l  those in state 
schools ,  despite al l  of the schol-
arships and the bursar ies and the 
AASE League, have far less oppor-
tuni t ies . 
     Matt  Cornish ,  previously a 
state school rugby player ,  not in 
the AASE League is now play-
ing for Eal ing Trai l f inders in the 
Championship .  His rugby oppor-
tuni t ies came from his local  c lub, 
Chobham, not school rugby.  He 
said :  “My local c lub ended up being 
coached by the ex coach at
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Eal ing .  Through h im I  was able to 
get a t r ia l  there.”
     Matt  is now the start ing hooker 
for Eal ing and has always been a 
stand out p layer ,  he has big ambi-
t ions for the future :  “ I  would love 
to play in the Premiership – hope-
fu l ly  I  can push on in the next few 
years .”
     So,  despite Matt ’s obvious 
talent he feels h is progress was 
hindered by the lack of top qual i -
ty rugby,  coaches and faci l i t ies in 
the state sector ,  he said :  “ I  feel  I 
would have had a greater advan-
tage of gett ing into an academy 
had I  attended pr ivate school . ” 
    This begs the quest ion how 
many players in the state sector 
are s imply not p icked up? Matt had 
a stroke of luck but there are many 
more players out there,  not in the 
ASSE League and not in the rugby 
mad independent schools that wi l l 
s imply not get the chance.
    Jesse says:  “There’s a lot  of 
very,  very ta lented ath letes in 
the state sector which just don’t 
get the opportuni t ies .”   Funding 
is an issue Jesse al ludes to ,  the 
state schools outs ide of the AASE 
League simply do not have the 
funding for expert  coaching and 
faci l i t ies that p lay a huge role in 
a player ’s development .  They just 
don’t  have the extra curr icu lum 
provis ion .
     Whereas independent schools 
have the best faci l i t ies and the 
best coaches and that is regard-

less of your rugby abi l i ty.  Under 
Jesse,  Harrow ran 21 teams.
      “ I t  wouldn’t  matter i f  you were 
br i l l iant ,  or not very good but want-
ed to play,  there was opportuni ty 
there.  You had access to qual i ty 
coaches whether you were at the 
top of the t ree or the bottom.”
     “ I f  you look at the state school 
model i t ’s a struggle to get staff 
who have expert ise in rugby which 
takes a very specif ic level  of ex-
pert ise .”
     RFU Dorset 
Community Coach, 
Nei l  B ibby,  ra ises 
a s imi lar point  and 
bel ieves t ime is 
a huge factor in 
the lack of state 
school p layer 
development .  He 
said :  “Kids in state 
schools now get 
about two hours 
of P .E a week and 
everyth ing else is 
re l iant on after 
school c lubs.”
     “Most of the 
teachers at state schools are P.E 
teachers – not sport  special ists . 
You might get the odd one with a 
rugby background.  Whereas pr ivate 
schools have more t ime and em-
ploy qual i f ied professional coach-
es.  That is the dif ference.”
     Without rugby special ist  coach-
es Bibby also argues that there is 
another reason state schools p lay 

less rugby.  With a lack of teachers 
having any rugby knowledge at al l 
they are fearfu l  of thei r  student ’s 
health and safety in the contact 
sport .  I f  p layers aren’t  taught the 
correct tackl ing techniques i t  is 
then going to be dangerous. 
     “Because of the sport  rugby is 
teachers are fearfu l  of teaching 
rugby for obvious reasons.  I t ’s a 
safety issue because the teachers 
aren’t  qual i f ied .”

     There is a lot  more that needs 
to be done before rugby in England 
isn ’t  dominated by pr ivate school 
p layers and al though there are 
some pathways for state school 
p layers to reach success,  state 
schools themselves need al l  the 
help they can get .  England Rugby 
need to real ise the potent ia l  the 
state sector has to offer.


