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Aspiration and achievement for all

Dear Parent/Carer,
 
I am sure that many of you will be celebrating the age old tradition of the Straw Bear Festival this
weekend. Students have received an assembly this week about the origins of this event, unique to our
town. Thank you to Mr Tomlin for preparing and delivering these assemblies.  I am sure that your
child/ren will be happy to share what they have learnt with you.  Year 7 students were also lucky to
receive a visit from the Straw Bear storyteller today. 
 
PE extra-curricular clubs have resumed again following the Christmas break. A timetable of the clubs
that are on offer are included within the newsletter and we hope to see many students making the most
of these opportunities. Revision timetables have also been published and I would encourage Year 11
students to take full advantage of the sessions.
 
I am very excited to report that our Year 10 football team are competing in the final of the
Peterborough Schools Football Competition on Thursday.  We would like to wish them the very best of
luck!!

It is fantastic that we have 68 students that have signed up to take part in the Duke of Edinburgh Award.
On Friday 23rd January, students will meet with a representative from the award for an induction to the
DofE app, which is used to manage and evidence their progress through the award. We are looking
forward to following these students as they progress through the award and celebrating their successes
with them.

The annual trip to Paris is fast approaching at the end of this month. For any students that are taking
part in this, a reminder that passports, Global Health Insurance Cards (GHIC) and any required
medication must be given to reception no later than Thursday 29  January. th

 
Our Reception Team are receiving an increasing number of queries from parents regarding missing
items of school uniform and PE kits. However, in a large number of cases these items have not been
labelled with the student’s name, making it incredibly difficult to reunite any items handed in to
Reception with their owner(s). Please can I ask that you do label your child/ren’s uniform and PE kits to
help minimise this moving forwards.
 
Best wishes for the weekend. 

Dawn White
Principal 

16  Jan 2026th



On Friday 16  January, Patrick Ryan, storyteller and folklorist, visited our library as part of Whittlesey’s annual Straw
Bear Festival programme. This is a wonderful opportunity every year for our Year 7 students to listen to traditional
folk tales, told by a professional storyteller. We were very lucky this year to have been offered the storyteller as part
of the Straw Bear Festival Charity, for which we are incredibly grateful. 

th

The Straw Bear Festival is one of Whittlesey’s best loved traditions. No one quite knows where it came from, but it
became the custom on the Tuesday following Plough Monday (the 1st Monday after Twelfth Night) to dress a
farming man of the plough in straw and call him a 'Straw Bear'. A newspaper of 1882 reports that "... he was then
taken around the town to entertain by his frantic and clumsy gestures the good folk who had on the previous day
subscribed to the rustics, a spread of beer, tobacco and beef".

The last mention of the Straw Bear was in 1909, until local man Brian Kell, reinstated the festival in the 1980s. The
procession now contains over 250 dancers, musicians and performers from various parts of the British Isles
performing traditional 'Molly', 'Morris', 'Clog' and 'Sword’. A decorated plough is pulled by 21st century plough boys
and is now an established part of the procession.

Traditional folk tales and storytelling is also an important part of the festival. Patrick Ryan has told stories and led
storytelling workshops professionally for over twenty-five years. He tells traditional folk tales, legends, myths, and
ghost stories from around the world, but mostly from the Central and Southern Regions of the USA where he grew
up and from Ireland and Britain, where he has lived for most of his adult life. Students have thoroughly enjoyed
listening to the stories today. Patrick also spent an hour with selected Year 7 students, leading a workshop, where
students learned the craft of storytelling. 

Year 7 student Barnaby, said: “The storyteller did a really great job of telling us stories and, as well as this, he gave
us riddles to solve and activities, like turning a tea towel into a chicken!” Year 7 student Elsa, said: “I enjoyed the
stories, they were really interesting, and it was fun trying to solve the riddles. My favourite part was learning how to
turn a tea towel into a chicken!”

Patrick said “I had a great time telling stories to the Year 7 students today. I came to Sir Harry Smith Community
College as part of the Whittlesea Straw Bear Festival, where I’m telling stories to the public at the Methodist Church
on Saturday. The students were great and listened so well! Each session I told different folk tales, fairy tales and
ghost stories from all different cultures around the world. Some of the stories related to the work of writers like
William Shakespeare, Bram Stoker and Charles Dickens. We also had a workshop where I showed students ways of
remembering and telling stories and making up stories. They went away with at least one story they could share with
family, friends, and the other year groups. I think it was a great way to start Whittlesea Straw Bear 2026!”

Whittlesea Straw Bear Festival is taking place this weekend. Patrick Ryan will be telling stories in the
Methodist/URC Church, with sessions at 12 noon, 1 pm and 2pm. Admission operates on a first come first served
basis.

Straw Bear Storyteller 



Straw Bear Storyteller 



Revision sessions for Year 11 are well under way. Students should check with their subject teachers or form tutors for
a full timetable of sessions available to them. Information for after-school sessions available to all students is below. 

 

Year 11 Revision Sessions



We have a range of extra-curricular clubs running in the PE Department this term. Please see below for details. 
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Useful Information

Selected students from our French Dept are travelling to
France on Friday 30th January and travel home
overnight on 2  February, arriving back at school on
Tuesday 3  February at approximately 9am. 

nd
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Whittlesea Straw Bear Festival is taking place this
weekend. The procession begins on Saturday 17th
January at 10.30am, at the Manor Leisure Centre.
Dances troupes will be entertaining all day around the
town until 3.30pm. The burning of the bear is on Sunday
18  January at midday at Decoy Lakes.  th

Thank you to all Year 11 parents and carers who attended Parents’ Evening
last night at Sir Harry Smith Community College. We really appreciate you
taking the time to come in and engage with staff about your child’s
progress.
Your support makes a significant difference, and both the students and
staff value the opportunity to work in partnership with you as we continue
to support our Year 11 students through this important stage of their
education.

We would also like to remind parents and carers of Year 9 students that
their Parents’ Evening will take place on Thursday 29th January.
Appointments are now open for booking, and we encourage you to book
early to secure your preferred times.

Thank you again for your continued support.
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Key Information

Term Dates

Contacting Us
Please visit our website to find out the best way of contacting the person you would like to get in touch with. Please do
remember that if you are contacting a member of our teaching staff, they will have teaching commitments during the day so
please bear with them. If you would like to meet with a member of staff then please do arrange an appointment first. 

In any cases of an emergency, please call the school on 01733 703991. 

Social Media
Please be sure to follow us on social media. We have Facebook pages for Sir Harry Smith Community College, Park Lane
Primary School, New Road Primary School and the Aspire Learning Trust.  


