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ACE Nursery School Alumni Newsletter

Welcome to the first Alumni newsletter for ACE 
Nursery School. 



As this is the first ACE Alumni newsletter to be published,  

it is worth explaining how the association was created and  

what we are aiming to do. 

In 2016 the nursery celebrated its 50th anniversary 
and to mark the occasion the ACE Alumni Association 
has been created for all parents of children who have 
attended the nursery since 1966.

On the 25th of June 2016, ACE Nursery School cel-
ebrated its 50th anniversary at Wandlebury Country 
Park. This event coincided with the annual Teddy Bears’ 
picnic of both ACE Nursery and ACE Day Nursery and 
was attended by around 300 people, including current 
and former staff, parents and pupils. 

The event was a big success and what was really 
remarkable was the strong bond that existed between 
all the ACE families who have crossed that yellow gate. 
Everyone had really fond memories of ACE and was 
extremely grateful for the wonderful job that they do  
in helping our children develop into happy, confident 
and caring individuals. 

Moreover, quite a few suggested that it would be really 
nice if there was a formal link between all the ACE 
‘graduates’ and their families. So, as members of the 

ongoing committee and whose children were about 
to graduate from ACE, we proposed to the parents’ 
committee the creation of the ACE Alumni Association. 
And, here we are!

What we aim to do is mainly to keep in touch and 
organise regular get togethers. We now have an alumni 
page on ACE’s website www.ace-nursery-school.org.uk 
and will aim to produce an alumni news update at least 
once a year. We would like the newsletter to include 
interviews with past ACE parents and hear how the 
Nursery School has helped our children. We will of 
course also take the opportunity to update you on the 
news directly from our Day Nursery Manager Sarah 
Piotrowski and Nursery School Headteacher  
Lisa Tuohy.

In addition, we hope to organise a drinks evening for 
parents and a family gathering on an annual basis.  
We have already booked Wandlebury for the 2017 ACE 
Teddy Bears’ picnic and would like to invite ex-ACE 
families to join us for this event on Saturday 24th June 
2017 from 2-4pm.

Our Alumni Committee members

There are two alumni representatives on the serving 
parents’ committee, Vasiliki Margari and Tania Saigol 
Roth. Vasiliki is a Palaeoenvironmentalist and she is 
working as a senior research associate at University 
College London. She has been a member of the 
parents’ committee for two years, mainly helping with 
policies and social events. Tania is a US/UK lawyer and 
has been a member of the parents’ committee for three 
years, mainly helping with social events.
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ACE Day Nursery celebrated its 12th birthday on  

17th May 2016 and recently joined the Nursery School 

 in receiving an ‘Outstanding’ grading from OFSTED.

Here the Day Nursery Manager, Sarah Piotrowski,  

gives an update on this and other news from the year. 

Ofsted

There is no doubt that the highlight of 2016 for us is 
the outstanding award from OFSTED. After waiting for 
nearly 5 years, I finally took the call in the summer of 
2016 and here are my memories from the day.

It was a beautiful day, the sun was shining and our 
inspector initially spent time observing both the staff 
and children and talking to parents as children were 
being dropped off. We showed her our free flow snack 
time, the mud kitchen, and climbing apparatus in the 
garden made out of crates and pieces of wood. We also 
had a craft activity where the children were making 
butterflies from their choice of materials and were 
referencing our butterfly and caterpillar books.

Jo Adamante bravely volunteered to lead a struc-
tured activity with a small group of children and did 
a wonderful cooking activity making a sugarless 
chocolate cake for our dessert that lunchtime. In fact 
lunchtime also gave us the opportunity to demonstrate 
our (to quote OFSTED) ‘home-cooked vegetarian meals 
that are appetising and nutritionally balanced.’

We were also able to show her how the children make 
frequent visits to forest school sessions, where they 
learn to take risks and explore the wonders of nature. 
We also explained how we frequently take children 
out into the local community, and she thought this 
developed an excellent understanding of the diversity 
in the childrens’ neighbourhoods.

After a full day, myself and Lisa from the Nursery 
School retired to the office to hear the verdict.  
The inspector proceeded to go all around the houses 
before casually dropping the word ‘outstanding’ in, 
then carried on talking. I remember looking at Lisa, 
looking at the inspector, looking back at Lisa again  
and then urging the inspector to repeat what she  
had just said!

We were over the moon that all the staff’s hard work 
and commitment had been rewarded. So I would like 
to thank my team for such a fantastic effort on the day, 
as well as our families. The support and tremendous 
feedback provided was vital to our outcome. It was  
a real team effort.

Staff

After the excitement of the OFSTED visit, the autumn 
term has been all about settling in new children and 
new members of staff. We were delighted to welcome 
back Natalie Fenn, who rejoined us after moving back 
to the area from Sheffield. Natalie is working at the Day 
Nursery part-time and the rest of the week is studying 
for a foundation degree in early years, playwork and 
education. 

Darlena Reed is now at the Day Nursery full time as 
forest school manager, as well as supporting Sarah 
Piotrowski and Jade Taylor as part of the management 
team. We also welcomed Grace Crosbie in September; 
she attends Cambridge Regional College once per 
week and is training for her level 2 qualification.

Diana Church from the Nursery School is working  
at the Day Nursery one day each week as a requirement 
of the Initial Teacher Training course she is undertak-
ing, at Anglia Ruskin University, to spend time with 
younger children. This, together with Clara Valenzuela 
Isla moving to the Nursery School, means that commu-
nication between the two ACE nurseries is as strong  
as ever.

Rachel Dann has started her maternity leave and we 
wish her all the best for the coming months. She is 
being replaced by Roberta Moll Tro. 

 
We have a packed agenda in the run up to the end 
of term, including Christmas singing at both Christ 
Church and a residential care home, two Christmas 
lunches, an end of term party and a festive jumper day. 

Day Nursery
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Life is still busy as ever at the Nursery School, or  

‘Big’ ACE. Headteacher, Lisa Tuohy, gives an update  

on the events of the last year and how ex-ACE parents  

and children are still getting involved.

Garden news

In this, our 50th year, we took the monumental 
decision to take down the raised playhouse in the 
bottom left hand corner of the garden. It was rotten  
in a number of places and would have needed  
a considerable overhaul. By strange coincidence,  
a child started at the Nursery School in September 2016 
whose grandfather had built the playhouse many years 
ago when his own daughter was at ACE. This family 
enjoyed seeing the playhouse one last time when they 
came for settling in sessions in the summer term.

This has left us with a very useful play area which  
is home to our water cascade. We had a short, sturdy 
ladder made which fits against one of the shrubs in  
this corner of the garden and the children have been 
enjoying using it to help them climb the trees.

The opening up of this corner of the garden made  
us realise that a number of the trees are in need  
of pruning. We have applied to have the silver birch 
trees reduced in size, as well as the cherry tree,  
the elder and the cotoneaster shrubs. 

As this is a conservation area, we are in the hands  
of the Council and await the green light from them. 
The plan is to maintain our privacy and shade for  
the children in the summer, but to establish more  
sculpted and healthy trees. Parents do an excellent  
job of keeping the garden looking good throughout  
the year, but we have asked a tree surgeon to tackle 
the very tall, lanky silver birches!

Leavers’ fund July 2016

In July 2015, a committee member instigated the ACE 
leavers’ fund. Parents of children ‘graduating’ from ACE 
that summer were asked if they would like to con-
tribute to a leavers’ fund, which was then used to buy 
equipment for the Nursery School. In July 2016, for 
the second year running, another committee member 
decided to repeat the exercise and a very generous 
£455 was donated. We have spent this on three items: 
a children’s sofa for the Big Room, an electronic cash 
register and a water cascade. We took delivery of all 
three items at the end of October and they have been  
very well received by the children. 

The sofa has enhanced the quiet ‘communication 
corner’ of the Big Room and children naturally gravitate 
over there to listen to a story. Other children like to sit 
on the sofa and make conversation with a friend, whilst 
some just like to sit there and watch others play. 

The water cascade in the corner of the garden vacated 
by the old playhouse, has been a revelation. It is 
a system of cascade channels and stands that the 
children can build to create different runs for water, 
balls, vehicles etc. This is a process which involves great 
fun as well as planning, collaboration and problem 
solving. We had quite a bit of rain in November and the 
children enjoyed watching the water collect in various 
parts of the cascade. Augmented by water from the 
waterbutt, the children soon learnt that you can have 

too much water and that in these situations water can 
travel back from where it came, rather than just moving 
forwards, with the end result being that you can get 
quite wet! 

Thank you to everyone who donated to the leavers’ 
fund; it has paid for some wonderful new equipment 
for which we are extremely grateful.

50

Nursery School
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Bursary fund donors’ evening

The main focus of our 50th anniversary celebrations 
was at Wandlebury in June and this event is covered 
elsewhere. Do have a look at the news page of the 
ACE website if you missed the photos and newspaper 
article. However, in early November we held a second 
celebration when we welcomed a number of close ACE 
supporters to the Nursery School for a social evening. 

We were particularly pleased to be joined by donors 
to the ACE bursary fund, our landlord and previous 
members of staff, as well as ex-committee members. 
A moving testimonial from an ACE family who has 
been helped by the bursary fund was read out and the 
visitors enjoyed a tour of the building with Lisa, as well 
as drinks and nibbles. 

Children in Need

The original plan was to have a ‘pyjama day’ on Friday 
18th November, but this led us to think about sleeping 
and being quiet; we soon came up with the idea of  
a sponsored silence, which we thought might be a lot 
of fun. 

Little did we know what a fundraiser this would be  
and how seriously the children would be about 
participating. It was a real challenge for some of our 
two, three and four year olds to stay silent, but others 

managed it with ease. The range was from 17 seconds 
to just under 14 minutes. 

In the afternoon, Lindsey and Gemma took the children 
down to the kitchen to bake buns. All the children at 
nursery that afternoon were involved and the creations 
were then sold to parents at home time.

We have raised a staggering £1,000 for Children  
in Need. Thank you to everyone for their generous 
donations. 

Staff

Clara from the Day Nursery has settled in very well as  
a member of staff at the Nursery School – she replaced 
Clare who left us in early November to pursue a 
different career. Although we were sad to see Clare go, 
Clara has got up-to-speed very quickly, aided by all her 
knowledge of ACE from her time at the Day Nursery. 

Diana has started her Early Years Initial Teacher Training 
course at Anglia Ruskin University, which involves her 
spending some time working with the younger children 
at the Day Nursery (as described above) together with 
periodic days at University. These times away from the 
Nursery School are being covered by Alison Zandi,  
who is a qualified teacher and an ex-ACE parent!

The ACE co-operative 

Parents continue to be huge supports to both  
nurseries. Parental involvement this term has  
included: organising and helping out at the annual 
pumpkin party and Christmas Fayre; visits from piano 
and guitar playing parents to support singing time; 
seasonal cooking sessions; assistance at the weekly 
visits to Kelsey Kerridge sports hall; spreading bark 
in the back garden; hedge trimming; and a dental 
hygienist came in to talk to the children about teeth/
the importance of brushing (although in response to 
the question, ‘How many times a day should you brush 
your teeth?’ one child answered ‘ten’ and the hygienist 
gently advised this may be a little too keen! )

A good time was had by all at the Pumpkin Party just 
before the October half-term holiday. Held at the 
Nursery School for the first time in many years, the 
pumpkins were lined up on the fire escape to great 
effect.

Our new committee was voted in at the Annual General 
Meeting in November; we have a record number of 
daddies involved this year, which is wonderful. It will be 
a busy year as we start to tackle issues like the gov-
ernment’s plans to offer 30 hours of free funding per 
week.

While writing this newsletter, an ex-ACE parent from 
six years ago called to offer us some Ikea tables for the 
Nursery School, a friend of another ex-ACE family has 
donated lots of craft materials and the family of a child 
who left ACE in July 2016 has donated a ride-on tractor 
for the garden. It’s fantastic that so many of you still 
think of us!



ACE Alumni  

Mike Sewell is a past chair of the ACE Parents’ Committee and 

has three children who went to ACE between 1998 and 2004. 

Mike fondly remembers sparkler parties, much loved members of 

staff and the creation of Little ACE.

When were your children at ACE?

We had three children at ACE, starting with our 
daughter, Imogen, in 1998, followed by Will two years 
later, and Ollie finished there in 2004.

What were the best things about ACE?

Apart from the fact that our children were very happy 
there, it would be the fact that they, and we, have 
made some great friends through ACE. Many of our 
friends in Cambridge are fellow parents we met at the 
yellow ACE gate and our children (now aged 21, 18 and 
16) are all still in touch with ‘ACE faces’. 

What were your children’s favourite  

activities?

They loved singing, sparkler parties and the garden and 
its play equipment, including the Little Tikes yellow and 
red toy car.

What do your children remember of ACE?

Ollie remembers Paula playing Puff the magic dragon 
on the piano and everyone always calling out with the 
mantra, ‘Mind your fingers, Paula’. Now, of course,  
he laughs ironically when he realises what the song  
is really about.

Was there a favourite staff member?

The children loved them all, including Paula, Lesley, 
Sally, Ruth and Rachel who died tragically early. I still 
cherish the moment when Rachel came round to our 
house at a weekend because she’d been in the kitchen 
and bathroom shop on nearby Mill Road and had found 
Imogen’s favourite stuffed toy in a shower. She knew it 
was Imogen’s and brought it back to our house.

What was the best ACE social event?

They tend to meld into one, I’m afraid. But they were 
good fun, especially an ACE picnic in someone’s very 
nice house near the river once.

What are your children doing now?

They’re doing fine and I’m sure they’ve all benefited in 
some way from the start that ACE gave them. However, 
they won’t mind me saying that the tremendous focus 
on creativity at ACE didn’t necessarily rub off on them. 
One of the most significant things is that they all love 
Cambridge – and always like coming back here. I’m 
sure the friends and confidence that ACE gave them 
has helped contribute to that.

Do you still and your children still have ACE 

friends?

Yep. In fact, one of Ollie’s ACE friends was at our house 
this evening. They’ve been at separate schools since 
they left ACE aged four, but they’ve kept in touch. 
Imogen had been going out with a boy at 6th form 
college for about a month before they both realised 
they’d been at ACE. He was in her room and spotted an 
ACE school photo of all the kids on the climbing frame 
– he was about five places away from her (although I’m 
sorry to say that neither of them was looking at each 
other adoringly). Will was a bit of a traitor and went 
to Patacake for a while, but his ex-ACE friends have 
forgiven him for that…

How were you involved at ACE?

I was chair of the ACE Parents’ Committee during the 
period when we had to find a temporary home because 
they were underpinning the Parkside site. Between us 
all, we managed to find the Priory Road premises… and, 
without knowing this would happen, helped create 
Little ACE. On the committee, everyone was very proud 
about its co-operative status and we used to have lots 
of intense debates about not letting the fees get too 
high. I also remember how annoyed I was at having to 
chase one parent repeatedly because she had not paid 
her £50 ‘get out of doing any co-operative-type  
activities’ fee. She is now a great friend…

Alumni
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Getting ready for school – how ACE helped us 

by Sarah Hainsworth

Our daughter Sadie started at Little ACE in 2013, she 
was only there for a year but in that time grew from  
a fairly shy little girl to a much more independent and 
confident one. Her keyworker was Jo who was always 
so good with her. In fact all the girls were. 

She made a lovely little group of friends, many of 
whom she moved to Big ACE with. Looking back the 
main thing I remember about that transition phase 
was the care and thought put into making it as smooth 
a change as possible. With Little ACE being a fairly 
small space, the move to a bigger one could have 
been daunting. This make the settling-in visits really 
important and the positive way it was handled by the 
staff made the move quite ‘exciting’ for the children – 
more of an adventure than something to be feared.

I definitely noticed a change in how the children were 
‘taught’ at Big ACE, with it mirroring more of a school 
set up. Which I think is invaluable for the kids. It felt as 
though there was a focus on getting them ready for the 
next step. 

Sadie could still be a bit quiet in those days (quite the 
opposite now) and I remember Eli her keyworker, 
developing a little book for us to write what she’d been 
doing at weekends and holidays so she they could ask 
her questions and help her to open up a bit more and 
develop her confidence. I didn’t want her to get ‘lost’ 
in the bigger classes at school and felt completely 
supported with this by ACE. The leavers pack produced 
by Eli, designed to hand over to Sadie’s new school 
teacher was extremely comprehensive, and showed 
just how well they had got to know her – everything 
was spot on. And I suppose that sums ACE up really –  
a focus on each child and their development.

I was surprised at how emotional I felt when Sadie left 
(nobody mention the Wimpole trip and the goodbye 
song…!). We really did, and still do, feel part of the ACE 
family. So much so that as well as Sadie making her 
own friends who she still meets up with regularly, we 

as parents have also become really good friends with 
some lovely Cambridge Mums and Dads. The social 
aspect of ACE is as far as I can see, quite unique, so  
we feel really lucky to be a part of it. 

Sadie has settled really well at school now and amazes 
me with her confidence, from sticking her hand up to 
answer questions in class to taking part in school plays. 
Socially she has made some lovely little friends and 
seems really happy to go to school (most) days.  
All things I’m sure ACE played a part in.

We have our son at the nursery for the next year and  
a half, so we’re still enjoying Lisa’s weekly news updates 
and Sadie really likes her trips to help pick him up.  
But once he starts school and our time with ACE is 
over, I know we’ll still like to hear what everyone is up 
to, which is why we think the new Alumni newsletter is  
a really great idea and we look forward to hearing from 
past and present ACE members.

Keep in touch

We are very grateful to Tania, Vas, Sarah, Alex and Luke 
for getting the alumni newsletter off the ground. 

If you would like to join the ACE alumni email distri-
bution list and be notified of news and events, please 
contact us at ace_nursery@tiscali.co.uk. If you have any 
suggestions about a particular ACE reunion or event 

you would like to see organised, or have news to share 
in our newsletter, we would also be pleased to hear 
from you.

And finally, Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year 
from all of us at ACE.

Alumni


