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Like many people, I have been impressed 
by the determination and drive of Greta 
Thunberg, a 16-year old Swedish school-
girl, who has become an outspoken climate 
activist. She started her campaign – Skol-
strejk for klimatet (School strike for the 
climate) by standing outside the Swedish 
Parliament every Friday. Initially she was 
on her own, but she persisted and was soon 
joined by other young people. On 15 March 
2019, an estimated 1.4 million students 
in 112 countries joined her call in strik-
ing and protesting. A similar event took 
place on 24 May involving students from 
125 countries. Greta has lit a fire that has 
inspired millions of people. Her campaign 
has also highlighted the importance of lis-
tening to young people.

At SSAT we want to tackle a major issue – social 
justice – and we are launching our campaign, 
Fighting for Deep Social Justice. You have been sent 
the first pamphlet in the series: Fighting for Deep 
Social Justice. We know that schools cannot solve 
all the ills of the world, and, on their own, cannot 
solve issues such as poverty and mental health. 
However, we also know that education is a major 
driver for social mobility. A number of the articles 
in this edition of the journal focus on aspects of 
social justice. These include raising the aspira-
tion and achievement of underperforming groups 
(such as boys) and indeed the difficulties facing 
moves towards social mobility. 

Dame Martina Milburn, social mobility czar, 
writes in the 2018 Social Mobility Commission’s 
report: “Schools have long been viewed as the 
engine for social mobility but we find that gaps 

between the poorest students and the others are 
prevalent at all stages in the education system. 
While the Commission welcomes initiatives such 
as pupil premium and the investment in ‘what 
works’ activity, we are critical of how schools are 
being held to account. We want to ensure that the 
inspection framework does not perpetuate cycles 
of disadvantage; and those delivering education 
excellence within the constraints of poverty are 
supported and their methods championed.”

New ways of working 
In our campaign, we will be looking at the main 
work of schools: teaching and learning, curricu-
lum design, new technology and artificial intel-
ligence, support structures, accountability, data 
and leadership. Working with schools, employers, 
politicians and other stakeholders, we want to 
champion the methods that work and innovate 
new ways of working that promote deep social 
justice. Please read the pamphlet and sign up for 
this year’s National Conference – Fighting for Deep 
Social Justice – being held in Birmingham on 3-4 
December. We will be providing opportunities for 
school leaders to meet and discuss the big issues 
and I look forward to you joining us.

I do hope you will enjoy reading the articles in 
the final edition of the journal in this academic 
year. There are so many inspiring and interesting 
case studies. The journal showcases and cele-
brates the work of teachers. We have a talented, 
hard-working teaching profession that dedicates 
itself to helping every young person to succeed. 
Thank you for all you do. Everyone at SSAT wish-
es you a good end to the academic year and a re-
laxing summer holiday.

Welcome
Sue Williamson, 

Chief Executive, SSAT
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Adapting foreign practice  
to meet local needs

David Wylde, 
Riverside School

David Wylde, assistant 
head, Riverside Second-
ary School, explains the  
value and methods of  
implementing the Japa-
nese-inspired collaborative 
lesson research 

If I had to summarise lesson 
study (LS) in one sentence it 
would be ‘structured and sus-
tained collaborative lesson re-
search with the involvement of 
external knowledge’. It has been 
one of, if not the main form of 

CPD in Japan for decades. How-
ever, if I asked several Japanese 
teachers to describe lesson 
study in one sentence, I would 
likely get different answers; even 
in Japan there are different mod-
els of LSI was lucky enough to 
go to Japan on the IMPULS pro-
ject, the purpose of which is to 
help leaders establish LS prac-
tice in their own countries. As a 
result of the number of leaders 
from the UK who have been on 
this project, the model seen on 
IMPULS seems to be one of the 

most popular employed in the 
UK. To help set it apart, it has 
been called collaborative les-
son research (CLR), which is the 
model we rigidly adopt at River-
side Secondary School.

At Riverside, we find that the 
CLR model captures the funda-
mental components of LS and 
we can make the process work for 
our context. I taught the first re-
search lesson in the school about 
five years ago, and with SLT sup-
port it has now grown into our 
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main form of subject-specific 
CPD across all departments. Ev-
idence (CUREE 2012) suggests 
that the most effective CPDL is 
collaborative, sustained, per-
sonalised, evidence-informed 
and engages external expertise. 
CLR is all of these things, which 
is why our staff enthusiastically 
engages with it despite the ex-
tensive time demands.

Yearly, subject-specific focus
The process starts before the 
school year even begins, with 
SLT setting a yearly focus based 
on whole-school CPDL needs. 
To ensure CLR is personalised 
and subject-specific, depart-
ments set their own research 
question that links into the 
whole-school one. For example, 
from the whole school focus of 
‘How can we enable students 
to apply learning to different 
scenarios?’ the English depart-
ment came up with the research 
question: ‘How can we enable 
students to apply comparative 
skills to non-fiction sources?’

Once set, departments spend 
six to eight hours collabora-
tively developing a lesson that 
provides insight into their 
research question. We are a 
growing school and some de-
partments are now too large for 
everyone to plan at the same 
time, so we split the teams up 
into planning triads. It is vi-
tal that this planning phase is 
research-informed, which is 
why we have recently opened 
a teacher library and signed up 
to online journals. (This pro-
cess of carefully scrutinising 
resources and seeing where 
they fit in with the lesson/
wider curriculum is a Japanese 
practice called Kyozai kenkyu.) 

Rigour, using external 
expertise
We also aim to involve external 
expertise from the wider world 
of education to act as critical 
friends during the planning 
phase, adding another layer of 
rigour to the process. This rig-
our is why CLR is more effective 
in developing teachers than just 
planning collaboratively. The 
aim is to have a lesson plan so 
detailed that it reads like a script, 
which has multiple pathways de-
pending on how students react 
to key parts of the lesson. This 
helps teachers at all stages of 
their career develop their ability 
to predict misconceptions and 
to plan how to deal with the an-
ticipated student responses.

Detailed lesson 
plans have mul-
tiple pathways 
depending on how 
students react to 
key parts of the 
lesson. This helps 
teachers to devel-
op their ability to 
predict misconcep-
tions and deal with 
student responses

The idea is that the lessons 
themselves are open to every-
one, so along with the depart-
ments and the ‘knowledgeable 
other’ (Koshi, in Japan), any 
member of the education com-
munity can observe. I remember 
there were 20+ observers for my 
first lesson study, and we even 
took a class of students offsite to 
an auditorium for a maths con-
ference, where 50+ educators ob-
served. It sounds daunting, but 

one of the benefits of CLR is that 
because the lesson is planned by 
a team, people are not there to 
evaluate you as a teacher, but to 
evaluate the findings the lesson 
raises. This part of the process 
is also structured and has very 
strict rules. In order to try and 
eliminate any bias, observers 
must not interact with each oth-
er or with the students. They just 
silently record as much detail 
about the learning as they can.

Post-lesson discussion
Immediately after, a post-lesson 
discussion takes place, where the 
observers discuss their findings 
in relation to the research ques-
tion. This is highly structured, 
with a chair/moderator manag-
ing the conversation. This is also 
where it is vital that a Koshi is a 
part of the process. This ‘knowl-
edgeable other’ raises points at 
the end of the discussion which 
address the research question 
and deepen participants’ think-
ing. It only works effectively if 
the Koshi is an external academ-
ic, not a teacher, as they can draw 
on knowledge that is not availa-
ble to most teachers present. 

Every department will go 
through this process, but as 
we are all working towards the 
whole-school focus, we need 
to come together to share our 
findings. We dedicate a twi-
light session to this by creat-
ing a carousel of departmental 
presentations so staff can go to 
presentations that are relevant 
to their need and interests. The 
CPDL lead for the school col-
lates these findings and sum-
marises key points. 

Finally, we publish a booklet 
which contains the lesson plans 



4

ADAPTING FOREIGN PRACTICE TO MEET LOCAL NEEDS

and research findings from that 
particular CLR cycle, as well as 
the important but often over-
looked element of CPDL– the 
evaluation. We look at the effec-
tiveness of the learning, and use 
this to improve the process each 
time. As you would imagine, 
there are several barriers to ef-
fective CLR and we are constant-
ly looking to improve our pro-
cess so we can overcome them.

Tackling the issues
The biggest barrier is the time 
CLR requires. In order to over-
come this, each department 
will be allocated one period 
per week where every member 
is off timetable so they can 
have a CPDL meeting. This is 
an additional gain for teachers 
and while it is very expensive 
for the school, without having 
this period each week to plan 
the lesson, CLR could not run 

effectively. Most of our CPD 
budget is allocated to the CLR 
process. To avoid the need for 
cover, the CLR lesson takes 
place during this period, where 
the department ‘borrows’ a 
class from another teacher. 

Because the les-
son is planned by 
a team, people are 
there to evaluate, 
not you as a teach-
er, but the findings 
the lesson raises

The harder barrier to overcome 
is that because LS is in its in-
fancy in this country, we do not 
have many skilled people who 
are able to act as a Koshi. While 
we are lucky in that there are 
members of the CLR group we 
can call upon, most of them are 
maths specialists, as the IM-

PULS project is maths specific. 
So, our strategy for other de-
partments has been to develop 
links with external academics, 
mainly through teacher train-
ing institutions, then informal-
ly train them so they are aware 
of their very specific role.

Staff value being given the time 
to take ownership of their own 
development by discussing sub-
ject-specific pedagogy. Effective 
CLR requires vast amounts of 
time and investment, however 
as we know there are no short 
cuts to developing excellent 
teachers, which the majority of 
Riverside teachers now are. 
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Purple challenge: Allerton High School's 
strategy to promote academic resilience 

and independent learning
Kirsty Bryant, 

Allerton High School

Kirsty Bryant, Lead on T&L 
and CPD, details the meth-
ods and effects of Allerton 
High School’s strategy to 
promote academic resil-
ience and independent 
learning

‘A rising tide lifts all ships’1, is 
quoted by Tom Sherrington2 as 
he describes how every class is 
mixed-ability and how a ‘teach 
to the top’ philosophy benefits 
all students. The key attrib-
utes he considers essential for 
this philosophy include: plan 
everything with the highest at-
tainers in mind; celebrate intel-
lectual curiosity; never dumb it 
down; and make it normal to do 
things that are difficult, academ-
ic and ‘geeky’3. Coe agrees that 
‘learning happens when people 
have to think hard’4. 

Three years ago, one of our teach-
er development groups (TDG), a 
teacher-led CPD model5 looked 
at ideas for differentiation, and 
considered how we might con-
struct a universal approach to 
highlight challenge tasks to 
students. We wanted a simple, 
adaptable idea that could easily 

be incorporated into lessons and 
would help students have a go 
at challenging themselves. Pur-
ple is rare in nature, steeped in 
mythology, legend, history and… 
sea snail mucous6, so it seemed 
the appropriate choice of colour 
for branding our challenge tasks. 

The timeline began in Septem-
ber 2016 as a pilot trial to see 
how staff might stretch students 
by ‘thinking purple’. All staff 
were given purple challenge (PC) 
badges and suggestions for using 
a new challenge logo, purple text 
and more in their classroom. In 
2017-18, one of our TDGs looked 
at academic resilience and be-
came the pioneers of a variety 
of PC ideas and strategies. In 
June 2018, we wanted to dissem-
inate the PC concept to all staff 
and students. However, before 
launching this as a whole-school 
approach, a survey to Curricu-
lum Team Leaders and student 
voices showed that we had some 
misconceptions to overcome. 
Some staff said they thought 
it was only aimed at high abili-
ty students. Student voice also 
showed that not all students saw 
it as aimed at them: simply “ex-

tra work for smart people”, or “it 
was just for the try-hards”.

Expect more, you get more
Hence, in June 2018, further staff 
training enabled us to clarify 
principles and perceptions and 
share examples of good practice. 
Staff had opportunities to dis-
cuss ideas and voice opinions, 
including “Isn’t this just differen-
tiation?” and “Isn’t this done auto-
matically by teachers when they 
use expert questioning and offer 
great explanations?” However, we 
agreed that the purple branding 
encouraged further differentia-
tion by staff and was a recognis-
able stimulus to engage students. 

We discussed how powerful the 
Rosenthal Pygmalion effect is: 
the phenomenon that explains 
better performance by people 
when greater expectation is 
put on them (ie, expect more, 
you get more and vice versa)7. 
We also agreed that in order 
for students to engage with 
challenge, we must continue 
to cultivate a growth mindset: 
that hard work and self-belief 
will help our students to flour-
ish8. Dweck suggests that we 
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can help our students to devel-
op confidence and increased 
self-efficacy by a mastery of 
problems through resilience. 
Thus, we discussed how to help 
our students to have the cour-
age and determination to at-
tempt PC tasks in order to show 
a growth mindset and self-es-
teem8. Hattie’s research also 
links the idea that achievement 
is more likely to be increased 
when students benchmark to 
difficult rather than easy goals 
and possess high rather than 
low efficacy to learning 9.

A learning environment that 
is characterised by high ex-
pectations raises aspirations 
and, with appropriate scaf-
folding, ensures all students 
are challenged2. Our 2018-19 
performance management ap-
praisal objective 1 is ‘Promote 
academic resilience and in-
dependent learning through 
a range of purple challenge 
strategies to ensure stretch for 
all students: to be the best they 
can be; to be able to work inde-
pendently; and to be ready for 
external exams.’

Hence, we needed to offer a va-
riety of PC strategies and tasks, 
to train our students to use 
self-access resources, and to 
encourage them to ‘have a go’ 
before asking for help.

Purple challenge strategies
•	 Extension material: ex-

tra work if students have 
finished standard work. 
This could be specific to the 
lesson as extra questions or 
research, highlighted in pur-
ple text or purple boxes on re-
sources or in students’ work. 

•	 Support material/scaffold-
ing: extra layers of scaf-
folding and simplification 
to help students keep up. 
For example, essay writing 
guidance with varying levels 
of structure: no support, 
paragraph outlines or 
sentence-level starters.

•	 More open-ended tasks 
enabling ‘differentia-
tion by outcome’

•	 Same resources; different 
probing questions: teachers 
can use their expert knowl-
edge and questioning to 
require students to give pre-

cise, extended answers used 
to widen discussion further.

•	 Tiered levels of problem-solv-
ing: either via self-levelling 
resources (as students 
work through questions of 
increasing difficulty, they 
self-check answers and move 
through at different rates), or 
by having different levels of 
questions that students can 
self-select from according to 
their confidence and success.

•	 Exemplars of excellence 
to emulate and inspire, or 
WAAOLLs (what an average 
one looks like) that stu-
dents can aim to improve.

•	 Choice: for homework 
eg take-away menu, or 
tasks in class eg retrieval 
practice challenge grid

•	 ‘Wow me’ tasks: open 
ended projects where 
students can respond in 
any way they choose, as 
long as they dazzle!

•	 Use of timers to encourage 
‘purple time’, eg establishing 
routines where for six, eight 
or ten minutes students 
must work independently in 
silence tackling a question 
before they can ask for help.

•	 Flipped learning: asking 
students to read ahead, 
self-teach via video clips or 
textbooks and then bring 
their learning back into class. 
For example, training A-level 
students to take rigorous 
notes in advance of a lesson, 
freeing up time for discuss-
ing questions and ascertain-
ing their understanding.

•	 Self-access resources: linked 
to metacognitive ideas (eg 
complete a self-evaluation 
tree or ‘gimme 5’) in pur-

Giving a choice of questions using retrieval grids 

What is crude oil made of? Give 4 differences between a 
plant and animal cell Describe why atoms bond

Describe the structure of atoms Describe how you can make an 
electromagnet stronger

Explain how you calculate  
the actual size of  

a magnified image

Name two types of waves and 
give examples of their uses

Explain how crude oil is 
separated

Explain which part of the 
electromagnetic spectrum is the 

most dangerous

Where are metals found and 
how are they extracted?

Name 3 parts of the nervous 
system and describe their 

functions

Name the 3 subatomic particles 
in an atom

On point  
last week

Two points  
last term

Three points  
two terms ago

Four points  
last year

Retrieval practice challenge grid
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ple self-access folders that 
students can help them-
selves to once they have 
finished the work set.

•	 Independent learning logs: 
post-16 students evidence 
wider reading in a table (date, 
source, new concepts learnt).

•	 Excellence exhibitions: 
showcasing student work. For 
example, our year 7 students 
have a ‘Celebration of Faith’ 
festival, where parents, carers 
and staff can speak to stu-
dents and see their interac-
tive displays, from home-
cooked celebratory food 
to beautiful illustrations.

By November 2018, a new staff 
and student voice showed that 
both staff and students knew 
exactly what PC meant and 
saw it as a positive innovation. 
When we asked staff members 
what PC means to them now, 
responses included: “It’s about 
higher order thinking; mastery 
of an idea and application of 
it”, “It makes our students more 
self-aware to challenge them-
selves and reflect”, “Students 
aren’t afraid to fail at PC and 
want to take deeper thinking 
on board” and “It enables our 
students to be more independ-
ent and to make choices”. 

We agreed that not every lesson 
has to have a PC or ‘purple time’, 
but that it is a key aspect of our 
overall pedagogical approach. 

Students liked the branding, 
as they said: “It shows you are 
capable of doing more” and felt 
that “it expands learning and 
provides variation”. Some felt 
that other students chose not 
to do PCs due to laziness and 
that they should all be pushed, 

while others disagreed and said 
PC makes you “more motivat-
ed to try harder stuff, and the 
fact that it is optional is really 
important”. They also felt that 
linking PC to rewards was a 
good idea. There is an inevita-
ble risk that students may be 
demotivated if they are strug-
gling and feel that they cannot 
manage a purple challenge, 
but when we interviewed low-
er ability students they agreed 
that “only a few students aren’t 
bothered about purple chal-
lenge” or that “it is for every-
one, some people don’t get 
there but it doesn’t stress me 
out that I don’t”. 

Our students would like to see 
PC have an even higher profile 
than it currently does. We are 
looking to celebrate students’ 
ability to challenge themselves 
and show resilience by sending 
PC postcards home and linking 
to our rewards system. We are 
considering how to embrace 
opportunities for wider PC 
tasks outside of lessons, in-
cluding the use of additional 
home-learning tasks. 

We have created opportunities 
for students to challenge them-
selves; our next ambition is for 
our students to set their own 
aspirational goals.

Quotes from our Ofsted 
2018 report – Quality 
of teaching, learning 
and assessment:

“Teaching is character-
ised by a strong focus 
on academic content. 
Teachers plan lessons that 
offer pupils intellectual 
challenge and that stretch 
their understanding of 
the subject being studied.” 

“Teachers are relentless 
in thinking how best to 
develop their craft. Re-
cently, ‘purple challenges’ 
have been introduced to 
ensure that pupils think 
deeply in lessons. These 
have been effective in 
‘promoting academic 
resilience and independ-
ent learning’. Pupils told 
inspectors that they ap-
preciate being challenged 
and that they enjoy 
thinking at a high level.”

PURPLE CHALLENGE: ALLERTON HIGH SCHOOL'S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE ACADEMIC RESILIENCE AND INDEPENDENT LEARNING
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Social mobility stalls:  
some suggestions for improvement

Peter Chambers & Colin Logan, 
SSAT

Some of the data in the Social Mobility 
Commission’s new report on the lack of 
improvement is comparing apples and 
oranges so needs qualification, but the 
report includes useful suggestions for im-
provement, SSAT reports.

Inequality is now entrenched in Britain from birth 
to work, says the Social Mobility Commission's lat-
est State of the Nation report, which looks at early 
childhood, schools, universities, FE and work. It 
concludes that social mobility has been stagnant 
for the last four years.

Schools are an essential vehicle for improving so-
cial mobility, the report suggests, but national sta-
tistics data shows the wide gap in school attain-
ment and income between the rich and the poor 
has barely shifted, and the better off are still nearly 
80% more likely to end up in professional jobs than 
those from a working-class background. 

Disadvantaged pupils start school years behind 
their peers in terms of attainment, but they can 
catch up with good schooling. The report notes, 
however, “the latest figures show a 14 percentage 
point gap at aged 11, rising to a 22.5 percentage 
point gap at 19.” A note of caution here: this is 
comparing KS2 and GCSE results, which use dif-
ferent scales and so are not really comparable. Yet 
it is true that there are considerable gaps in attain-
ment at all key stages and these are not shifting 
significantly year on year. 

More statistics quoted: by age 6 there is a 14 per-
centage point gap in phonics attainment between 
children entitled to free school meals and those 
more advantaged. At KS1 in 2018 there was an 18 
percentage point gap in reading, 20% in writing 
and 18% in maths. By the end of key stage 2, less 
than half (46%) of pupils entitled to free school 
meals reach the standards expected for reading, 
writing and mathematics, compared to 68% of 
all other pupils. Again, the report quotes national 
statistics: only 16% of pupils on free school meals 
attain at least 2 A-levels by age 19, compared to 
39% of all other pupils. 

SMC recommends that the government should: 

•	 extend the eligibility of the 30-hour child-
care offer by lowering the lower income limit 
of eligibility to those earning the equivalent 
of 8 hours per week, as a first step towards 
making it available to more parents.

•	 consider whether pupil premium fund-
ing is effectively targeted at supporting 
disadvantaged students, and whether 
differential levels of funding might bene-
fit those with long-term disadvantage.

•	 increase per-student spending in the 16-19 
education budget “by a significant amount”.

•	 introduce a student premium for disad-
vantaged students aged 16-19 that models 
the pupil premium in schools, with a goal 
of targeting funding and focus on raising 
attainment for disadvantaged students.
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Ofsted
The size of the key stage 4 attainment gap, as 
measured by Attainment 8, is consistent despite a 
school’s Ofsted rating. More broadly, Ofsted inspec-
tion outcomes largely correlate with the socioeco-
nomic makeup of a cohort: schools with a higher 
proportion of disadvantaged pupils do worse. The 
inspectorate is revising its framework this year; this 
should include ensuring their new approach truly 
supports those working in the most disadvantaged 
areas (including teachers, SMC did not add).

Among its recommendations for Ofsted, the report 
suggests it should use its new inspection regime to 
improve the accountability regime for schools by:

•	 Carefully monitoring the implementation 
of its new arrangements and reporting on 
the impact its new approach is having on 
schools in more disadvantaged areas.

•	 Identifying education excellence in “schools 
operating within the constraints of pov-
erty”, which peer-led school review struc-
tures could then explore and champion.

Ofsted and the DfE should work with others on 
finding ways to publicly acknowledge schools 
which attempt to genuinely tackle long term 
educational inequality.

Some of the report’s criticisms may be choos-
ing the wrong targets. For example, it states that 
schools with better Ofsted ratings “do not tend to 
have a lower attainment gap. Ofsted inspection 
outcomes largely correlate with the socioeco-
nomic makeup of a cohort.” But, with the current 
framework at least, if a school’s outcomes for pu-
pils aren’t good, how can Ofsted be expected to 
judge the school to be good? Very often, if the 
school is working hard against the odds, Ofsted 
will give leadership and management a ‘good’ 
even if not to the other categories. Surely the 
problem is with the underachievement (for what-
ever reason) rather than Ofsted?

Ofsted’s headline judgments are a crucial plank 
of a particularly high-stakes regime, the report 
points out. Ultimately, whatever the outcome of 
an inspection, there are significant consequenc-
es, whether disruptive or liberating, for a school 
on the basis of the single-word inspection out-
come. This matters for social mobility because 

disadvantaged pupils are disproportionately 
served by schools which are rated poorly by Of-
sted, and the consequences for those schools are 
the most disruptive. One area for improvement 
not mentioned in the report is that the target 
here ought to be the effectiveness of RSCs and 
MATs in securing improvement, rather than Of-
sted for identifying the need for it.

To some extent, Ofsted labelling is reflecting the real-
ity of how challenging some of these contexts are, the 
report admits. There are frequently more difficulties 
associated with teaching in deprived contexts. 

Teacher supply 
NFER research suggests the rate of teachers leaving 
the profession and moving school are highest when 
the school has been rated as being inadequate in 
successive inspections. The group with the next 
highest probability of teachers leaving are schools 
rated as requiring improvement. The same research 
concludes that schools which are downgraded have 
the highest proportion of teachers both leaving the 
profession and moving school.

The Social Mobility Commission is initiating 
further research into the workings of the admis-
sions system and on the question of the extent to 
which socioeconomic balance in a school is posi-
tive for social mobility.

Funding
Schools have had to face an 8% real terms fund-
ing cut, which has affected their ability to deliv-
er important services. Some schools are finding 
it harder to deliver a broad range of activities, 
many of which are particularly beneficial to 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds (such 
as after-school clubs), as well as reductions in 
support staff and supply teacher budgets. The 
government should consider the impact of these 
pressures and whether they have a dispropor-
tionate impact on disadvantaged students.

The commission is particularly concerned about the 
impact of funding pressures on those with special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND). There is 
a high correlation between being disadvantaged and 
having special educational needs, with SEND children 
much more likely to be eligible for free school meals: 
25.8% compared to 11.5% of other pupils.
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Reasons why funding for SEND students is inad-
equate include a significant reduction in overall 
funding to local authorities. There has been a 55% 
real terms cut in local authority spending, partly 
driven by an increase in the costs of providing ser-
vices; this excludes the dedicated schools grant, 
which has been protected. Schools are expected 
to fund the first £6,000 of a lower needs SEND stu-
dent’s support from their core budget, but this can 
be problematic when their budgets are also being 
squeezed. This can create an additional financial 
burden on those schools that are inclusive; and can 
serve as a disincentive to enrol SEND students.

Local authorities are then expected to top up fund-
ing for additional support. However, the funding 
that LAs receive has been based on historic levels of 
need, which have not reflected changes over time 
in the number of students with SEND – the new 
funding formula should address this issue. Schools 
and local authorities can also struggle when there 
are unexpected increases in the number of SEND 
students in a given year.

A further complication is the increasingly frag-
mented education system. Whereas previously 
all services were provided by local authorities, the 
academisation of much of the school system has re-
sulted in differing levels of support provided. While 
larger academy chains are able to pool resources, 
single academy trusts and maintained schools can 
find it difficult to buy in the resources required to 
help children with SEND.

Pupil premium funding
PP funding is “designed to help disadvantaged pu-
pils of all abilities perform better, and close the gap 
between them and their peers.” However, the report 
does not mention a key factor undermining this: 
the effective cuts to school funding have eroded 
their ability to use PP funding solely for those pu-
pils. The funding is also skewed, as it not based on 
numbers of those who are eligible for FSM, but on 
those who register as eligible. This is a crucial dif-
ference, as some one in 10 of those who are eligible 
do not register – which reduces the level of schools’ 
PP funding. There are many different reasons why 
parents who are eligible do not register for FSM, 
including perceived stigma and lack of awareness. 
Many schools are increasing awareness among 
parents and reducing the likelihood of FSM pupils 
being identified by their peers, for example intro-
ducing cashless payment systems. However, gov-
ernment should consider ways to ensure that all 
schools are receiving the pupil premium funding 
that they are entitled to, and whether differential 
levels of funding might be more beneficial for those 
with long-term disadvantage.

The commission supports Ofsted’s accounta-
bility framework requirement that inspectors 
should consider how a school uses its pupil pre-
mium funding when making a judgment, and en-
courages schools to use the PP guidance availa-
ble through the EEF. 

The SMC report’s main conclusion is: “Great Brit-
ain’s school system provides an excellent educa-
tional journey and outcomes for some children. For 
this excellence to be better distributed and for it to 
be less unfair, it needs to do more for the least ad-
vantaged in society.”



How memes can engage  
students in school 

Rosemary Osborne, 
Eltham Hill School

Rosemary Osborne, lead 
practitioner and Apple 
teacher, Eltham Hill School, 
with digital artist Jeremy 
Gluck, challenged students 
to share and respond to dig-
ital memes, which led to a 
variety of responses 

As educators, we often assume 
that we need to validate our 
work. In the current education-
al landscape, there is a fetish for 
the recorded and the quantifi-
able. What would happen if we 
tore everything back to the min-
imal or the absurd, through the 
use of art? That is what I would 
call ‘invisible impact’.

It is something that has increas-
ingly become lost, especially for 
young people living as digital 
natives, who are being left to the 
whims of fast-paced social me-
dia. The dichotomy between the 
expectation to be ‘placed’ within 
society and regurgitate hard-
learned knowledge is at odds 
with the rapid consumption of 
image, text and sound, which 
impels spontaneous deconstruc-
tion of standard norms and im-
plicitly questions the reliability 
of conditioned identity. 

Embarking on a collaborative 
project with the emerging digi-
tal and conceptual artist Jeremy 
Gluck, together we decided to 

embrace the digital narcissist. I 
decided to work with Jeremy re-
motely, setting up a digital link 
whereby work could be shared 
and responded to. Working ini-
tially with a pilot group of post-
16 students, we explored the 
idea of creating digital memes, 
and having them communicate 
in a powerfully visual way in a 
very short period (five minutes). 
Using only simple original or 
internet-sourced images, and 
basic, intuitive text, typically 
humorous in nature, students’ 
work brought initial findings 
that were instantly compelling 
and resonant of a society of 
non-connectedness. 

Allowing students in class to use expressions usually con-
fined to their online lives is not to sanction reckless use of 
language but to acknowledge how they are communicating 
and allow them the same authenticity in a classroom
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HOW MEMES CAN ENGAGE STUDENTS IN SCHOOL 

Initial reluctance
At first, students were resistant 
to sharing any kind of image 
that might produce a nega-
tive reaction. Even though the 
memes were anonymous, there 
was a tangible fear of being 
judged. There was also an un-
derlying sense of fragility that 
comes with the burden of ‘per-
formance’. Everything is judged, 
marked, graded. How can imagi-
nation, creativity and, ultimate-
ly, freedom thrive within that 
system? Some students reacted 
physically – with body language, 
such as folded arms. In a kind of 
symbolic shut-down to free cre-
ativity, others remained silent, 
refusing to do the task. But some 
were almost breathing a sigh of 
relief: this is a language we can 
relate to, here is a critical space 
in which to explore and think.

From the abbreviated expres-
sion of texting to the purely ma-
chine-driven language of cod-
ing, young people are engaged 
in reinventing and experiencing 
language in ways radically dif-
ferent to those of less than a 
generation ago. Extensive inter-
action with technology is per-
manently altering how language 
is used. Memes – so ubiquitous 
in their presence online – are a 
deceptively ephemeral exam-
ple of the power of compressed, 
distributed expression. Are we 
seeing social media as the foun-
dation of a new language revo-
lution based in images instead 
of words? By allowing students 
in the classroom to freely make 
use of a means of expression 
usually confined to their vivid 
online lives outside school is 
not to sanction reckless use of 

language but to acknowledge 
how they are communicating 
and allow them the same au-
thenticity in a classroom. Bridg-
ing language and art, ICT and 
emotional intelligence, creating 
meme art is a positive, flexible 
playground of the imagination 
for students, many of whom im-
mediately resorted to humour. It 
became competitive, in a good 
way. However, other memes were 
private, highly personal reflec-
tions, introverted yet explicit, if 
often cannily lateral. 

In my discussions with students, 
the discussions themselves 
became the memes. Students 
opened up about past experi-
ences, why they had failed in 
some way, why they were still 
failing. Silent students were also 
opening up – protesting against 
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norms through the artistic pro-
cess. This phenomenon was 
magnified by collaborative, crea-
tive interaction with Jeremy, who 
responded to student memes 
with memetic responses, often 
in the form of ‘glitch art'. 

Student work exhibited 
in galleries
In practical terms, I was the 
teacher in the classroom with 
the students and Jeremy was ‘ab-
sent’ in Swansea, sending replies 
to the students’ work in the form 
of art or glitches of their work. 
One particular student had her 
marked writing as part of an art 
exhibition – her writing had al-
ways been a problem area with 
teachers – too untidy, ‘all over 
the place’, ‘unreadable’. Here, we 
celebrated this genius of creativ-
ity and exhibited it in places like 
The 100 Years Gallery in Hoxton. 

The process of creating some-
thing with such visual impact 
was fascinating to watch. Inter-
estingly, older students were less 
inclined to share their ideas. In 
unpicking this, it was a genuine 
fear of failure. The mental health 
impact of constantly sharing and 
the fear of missing out is clearly 
having an impact on young peo-
ple. In my view, their conscious-
ness is undergoing transforma-
tion through constant liminal 
and subliminal interaction with 
technology. In essence, through 
memes we were capturing this 
state of youth consciousness in 
a highly focused way; one that 
even with cursory use suggests 
possible future use of memes as 
a form of therapeutic and/or di-
agnostic tool for child and youth 
psychology. We found a marked 
impact with pupil premium stu-

dents through improved behav-
iour, engagement and achieve-
ment. In fact, 96% of students 
improved results in English and 
Drama and there was a reduc-
tion in behaviour points for the 
students involved. 

The pilot was replicated with a 
group of year 7 students, who 
were much more willing to em-
brace the concept. For students 
with SEND, the process was lib-
erating: students who normally 
find it frustrating to access tasks 
were suddenly free from phys-
ical and academic burdens, yet 
able to communicate. 

How it affects my teaching
Through simple images and 
phrases, the states of their anx-
ieties were captured, comprising 
a kind of snapshot for the digital 
age. Are we really nurturing the 
creativity of our young people? 
Or are we paying lip service to 
education through our class 
data and relative performances 
as teachers? Teaching language 
is one thing, essential and in-
evitable; our fledgling pilot 
discoveries suggest that using 
language is quite another issue 
when interacting with young 
people. Mediated by technolo-

gy, they are effectively speaking 
a variant, viral language among 
themselves. Using memes to 
communicate ideas and feelings, 
self-concepts and daily concerns 
in and out of school lets many 
students be more ‘at home’ in 
their communication, with no 
sense of imposed conventions.

Increasingly, I find that I am 
working with students in less vis-
ible ways. If you ask anyone what 
their most memorable moment 
at school was, they might not tell 
you about a particular lesson. 
They would tell you about what 
was meaningful to them; about 
someone or something that was 
powerful. Valuing process and 
the dialogic is not about power 
and attainment; it is about explo-
ration and investigation. 

Our children, whose minds are 
being modified by constant in-
teraction with technology, may 
have something to teach us 
about the leap we are making 
from merely using technology 
to palpating (recognising in an 
experiential way) with it. The 
time has indeed come to accept 
these connections and explore 
them openly, honestly, and with 
no little excitement.

HOW MEMES CAN ENGAGE STUDENTS IN SCHOOL 
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How come the truths of learning have 
been hidden from us for so long?

Jon Tait, 
Acklam Grange School

Jon Tait, deputy headteacher at Acklam 
Grange School, says we’re ignoring valua-
ble research that could change our learning 
practices for the better 

Research is certainly the new buzzword in educa-
tion. Whether it’s evidence-based research or re-
search informed practice, it seems that a new dawn 
has broken across the educational landscape, shin-
ing light on how we truly learn as human beings. 
For example, research on cognitive psychology by 
leading academics from some of the finest univer-
sities across the world is now being brought into the 
mainstream education arena as a basis for design-
ing our teaching practices. 

In a bid to echo a culture adopted by the medical 
profession, teachers are now being told that re-
search should be underpinning their every class-
room move, so as not to waste unnecessary time 
and effort coming up with our own strategies that 
might not work. Think of it like the medical profes-
sion – you wouldn’t expect to go to the hospital and 

have a surgeon try out a new medical procedure on 
you, just because he or she thought it sounded like 
a good idea, would you? 

Unfortunately, this has been happening in class-
rooms up and down the country for decades, with 
teachers trying to find effective ways to get stu-
dents to learn, by a process of trial and error: 

•	 Don’t smile before Christmas

•	 3 Part Lessons

•	 Students routinely copying down objectives

•	 Only 10% teacher talk

In our defence though, unlike the common cold or a 
broken leg which can probably be treated the same 
way in Middlesex as it can in Middlesbrough, in ed-
ucation context is key. No two children are the same 
and as the experienced ones among us will tell you, 
even a strategy that works for a group of students 
before lunch might not be successful with the same 
group straight after lunch. 

Robust research from globally accepted 
studies gives you confidence 
Having said that, and not wanting to dismiss or di-
minish the significant part that action research by 
practising teachers can play in education, a set of 
guiding principles firmly rooted in robust and glob-
ally accepted research would be a great place to start 
when thinking about how we might teach our chil-
dren. Irrespective of the context that a teacher may 
find themselves in, whether it’s socio-economic, 
geographical or a gender bias, robust research from 



globally accepted studies gives you confidence. You 
know, if it is a tried and tested theory based on biol-
ogy and psychology and not just on hearsay, rumour 
and tiny uncontrolled experiments, that this will 
be worth doing – even if you may well tweak it later 
based on your own experiences in the classroom.

If teachers had access to the 
tried and tested research re-
sults, how many children could 
have been exposed to better 
teaching techniques, mean-
ing that they acquired more 
long-term knowledge and im-
proved their life chances? 

What is quite startling though is the extent to 
which some of the theories, strategies and prac-
tices that we’ve come to count on through folk-
lore and staffroom whispers are at odds with 
what the research is now telling us. (Think Brain 
Gym and learning styles.)Even more surprising is 
that some of this research isn’t hot off the press 
either. It has been around since before the major-
ity of us began our teaching careers. 

So why has it taken this long for the profession 
to grab hold of it, take it out of the clutches of the 
academics and put it in the hands of the teachers 

in our classrooms? Take for instance Ebbinghaus’s 
‘forgetting curve’ way back in 1885, Engelmann’s 
direct instruction from 1964, Bjork’s work on re-
trieval practice in 1975, or Sweller’s cognitive load 
theory from 1988. How many of these theories have 
you wished you’d have known and understood at 
the start of your teaching career? How much time 
would that have saved you, rather than trying other 
strategies that may not have worked so well? And 
more importantly, how many children could have 
been exposed to better teaching techniques, mean-
ing that they acquired more long-term knowledge 
and improved their life chances as a result? 

As leaders it’s vital that we now bridge the gap 
between classroom teaching and research by 
giving our teachers access to key studies and 
theories in bite-sized chunks. Our teachers 
don’t need to do the research (it’s been done for 
them and in far more reliable conditions than 
they could ever construct). They just need to 
have knowledge of it and use it to increase the 
effectiveness of their classroom practice. 

Our job: use established research to develop 
teachers’ understanding and practice
It is therefore our job to be the filter for all the re-
search that’s now available to us, condense it into 
accessible and understandable chunks, before help-
ing to develop our teachers’ understanding of it, so 
they can adapt their practices accordingly. It’s one 

HOW COME THE TRUTHS OF LEARNING HAVE BEEN HIDDEN FROM US FOR SO LONG?
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thing just to tell everyone that they need to change 
their practice because a new piece of research says 
so, but it’s another thing entirely to understand the 
real benefit that it will have on our children. Going 
back to our medical analogy, if you asked a doctor 
or nurse why they were prescribing you a certain 
course of medication, you’d hope that their answer 
would be a little more knowledgeable than just ‘be-
cause I’ve been told to use this method’. 

There is also a role to play in feeding some of these 
principles of how we learn to our parents and carers. 
In my experience of working with parents, the vast 
majority really want to support their child at home, 
but sometimes feel unable to, due to not having sig-
nificant subject knowledge of the new examination 
specifications. However, by providing parents with 
simple strategies on how to get that knowledge to 
stick, through easy-to-use, low-stakes quizzing and 
spaced retrieval practice, you can begin to maxim-
ise the impact of your actions as a school by edu-
cating the whole school community on the guiding 
principles of how we learn and retain information. 

Having started my teaching career through the GTP 
(Graduate Teacher Programme), I wondered if I’d 
somehow missed out on all of this foundation level 
research and knowledge. I thought I may have been 
one of the very few imposters in education, happi-
ly going about my business every day without the 
knowledge of these studies and evidence-based re-
search underpinning my classroom practice. Luck-

ily for me, but probably sadly for the profession and 
the children that have passed through our class-
rooms before us (and we can probably count our-
selves in that, as children who have been let down 
by a trial and error system), everyone I meet and 
talk to about this is having the same realisation. 
How come the truths of learning have been hidden 
from us for so long?

Ebbinghaus’s ‘forgetting curve’ 
The forgetting curve hypothesizes the de-
cline of memory retention in time. This 
curve shows how information is lost over 
time when there is no attempt to retain it.

Engelmann’s ‘direct instruction’ 
Direct instruction is a general term for the 
explicit teaching of a skill-set using lectures or 
demonstrations of the material to students.

Bjork’s ‘retrieval practice’ 
Retrieval Practice or The testing effect 
is the finding that long-term memo-
ry is often increased when some of the 
learning period is devoted to retrieving 
the to-be-remembered information. 

Sweller’s ‘cognitive load theory’ 
Cognitive Load Theory says that because short-
term memory is limited, learning experiences 
should be designed to reduce working memory 
‘load’ in order to promote schema acquisition. 
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Kelly Armstrong, depu-
ty headteacher at Park-
side Academy, describes a 
whole-school approach de-
signed to accelerate boys’ 
achievement – without dis-
advantaging girls 

Boys’ underachievement is 
an ongoing issue nationally 
and is something that doesn’t 
seem to be disappearing an-
ytime soon. The debate as to 
why our boys underachieve 
shifts focus on a weekly ba-

sis: is it socio-cultural factors 
and the dominance of laddish 
culture? Is it a lack of motiva-
tion to achieve? Or is it a wider 
pedagogical problem linked 
to how we inspire boys within 
our classroom hour by hour, 
day by day?

This academic year our strate-
gic whole-school focus centred 
on raising boys’ achievement in 
all aspects of school life. 

The strategy highlighted three 
key aspects: (Fig 1)

Pedagogical strategies: class-
room strategies, relating to 
specific teaching approaches, 
classroom dynamics and de-
veloping an understanding of 
how boys learn best. 

Individualised approach-
es: personalised approaches 
through quality-first teaching 
and additional intervention 
specifically targeting boys. 

Socio-cultural strand: whole-
school approaches to challenge 
stereotypes and raise boys’ as-
pirations, and additional work 

When boys get 70%  
of intervention time 

Kelly Armstrong, 
Parkside Academy
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WHEN BOYS GET 70% OF INTERVENTION TIME 

in the community to enhance 
parental engagement and sup-
port academic success. 

Pedagogical strategies 
All school staff accessed fo-
cused CPD, which allowed 
them to explore the theory 
behind how boys learn best 
and examine additional topics 
such as how to support boys’ 
wellbeing. This was effective to 
refocus staff at the start of the 
academic year and to establish 
a clear whole-school focus area 
for improvement. 

Core CPD sessions for the rest 
of the academic year were used 
to explore practical teaching 

and learning strategies that 
have been proven to raise boys’ 
achievement. Weekly staff 
briefings showcased teaching 
and learning strategies that 
staff had trialled to show how 
the strategies employed had 
accelerated boys’ achieve-
ment. This was a vital part of 
the strategy as pedagogy was 
revisited weekly with all staff 
and was a key theme in weekly 
middle leaders’ meetings.

In early October we held our 
first ‘golden week’ to share best 
practice relating to supporting 
boys’ achievement. All school 
staff identified one lesson 
where they would be showcas-

ing an element of best practice, 
and colleagues could sign up 
and drop in to see a key strategy 
in action. This approach to em-
bedding whole-school pedago-
gy and practice ensured that the 
strategy retained a high profile. 
It also allowed all staff to devel-
op a sense of shared ownership 
and responsibility to support 
the whole-school focus.

A sustainable model 
As an academy we have a sim-
ple model of student progres-
sion, focusing on skills each 
child requires to progress:

Wave 1:  
whole class learning

Pedagogical strategies
Classroom focused strategies, 
relating to specific teaching 
approaches, analysing classroom 
dynamics and developing an 
understanding of how boys learn.

Theory
»» Understanding boys and how 

they learn
»» Boys values, motivation and 

wellbeing
»» Boys and society: A wider view

Practical Strategies
»» Increasing the engagement of 

boys through competition
»» Collaborative learning and 

leadership to enhance 
engagement

»» Accelerating progress through 
literacy development: Writing 
focus

»» Feedback and assessment: 
Inclusive feedback/feed forward

Individual approaches
Personalised approaches through 
QTF and additional interventions 
specifically targeting boys.

Academy strategies
»» QTF plans that target students
»» Targeted PiXL intervention
»» Mentoring
»» MAT mentoring
»» Leadership opportunities
»» KS3 literacy and numeracy 

intervention
»» Enrich, enable, extend
»» Wellbeing intervention
»» Behaviour intervention
»» Relax kids
»» KS4 targeted English and Maths 

intervention

Socio-cultural strand
Whole school approaches to 
challenge stereotypes and raise the 
aspiration of boys. Additional work 
within the community to enhance 
parental engagement to support 
academic success.

Academy strategies
Pastoral
»» Targeted assemblies
»» Speakers into schools
»» TAS - Team Around the School 

intervention
»» Careers support
»» NECOP future me programme

Parental Engagement
»» Engage evenings
»» Enrichment evenings
»» Raising achievement evenings
»» Emotional wellbeing evenings
»» KS4 mastercalsses for core 

subjects
»» HE ambassador sessions

ALP portfolio: Narrowing the gap 
Accelerating boys' achievement

Fig 1. Narrowing the gap
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Wave 2:  
small group intervention 
both academic and pastoral

Wave 3:  
individualised strategies. 

At a whole-school level and 
within individual depart-
ments we started to explore 
how we could adapt practice 
to support boys across all year 
groups. We felt that this was 
vital to support sustained suc-
cess, rather than a strategy 
being used short term to sup-
port a particular year group. 
The practice review included 
academic and pastoral inter-
ventions and support. As an 

SLT we mapped out what we 
were offering our boys across 
all year groups. This helped to 
identify any gaps in our pro-
vision and to modify practice. 
(Fig 2) 

This approach was repeated 
with middle leaders to allow 
them to examine how they 
were supporting boys with-
in their subject areas. Middle 
leaders developed individu-
al action plans linked to key 
strands of the strategy. This 
was then followed up during 
SLT QA link meetings to en-
sure that any actions were car-
ried out to support the success 
of the overall strategy. (Fig 3) 

Individual approaches 
We have a broad intervention 
programme which supports 
literacy, numeracy and over-
all pupil wellbeing. At the 
start of this academic year we 
made the bold decision that, 
at key stage 3, 70% of our 
intervention time would be 
given to the boys. This was a 
risk as there is a fine balance 
between supporting the boys 
without it being of detriment 
to the girls. Justifying this 
shift was a tricky one, espe-
cially with governors and in 
subsequent parents’ forums. 
At KS4 we gave boys addition-
al opportunities to access 1:4 
intervention to support vo-
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cabulary development. This 
has successfully given our 
boys the confidence to use 
complex vocabulary in their 
extended writing. 

To support wellbeing, we 
introduced the ‘relax kids’ 
programme, which aims to 
improve self-regulation and 
resilience. It has been high-
ly successful with some of 
our most hard-to-reach boys 

and has helped them improve 
their overall mindset towards 
education and what is possi-
ble for them to achieve.

Sociocultural approaches 
Parental engagement has been 
key to the success of the over-
all strategy. Currently we run 
weekly ‘engage evenings’ cen-
tred around family learning, 
subject awareness and en-
richment. To target boys spe-

cifically we have introduced 
additional ‘raising achieve-
ment evenings’. Boys who are 
underachieving or who need 
additional mentoring and 
support are invited into school 
to meet middle leaders and 
senior staff and review their 
progress. These evenings have 
been well attended, with 80% 
of the boys invited attending. 
Other subject areas have also 
adapted their offer to parents, 

WHEN BOYS GET 70% OF INTERVENTION TIME 

WHOLE SCHOOL 
STRATEGIES

Pedagogical strategies 
Individualised approaches 

Socio-Cultural Strand

WAVE 1
WHOLE CLASS

WAVE 3
INDIVIDUALISED 

STRATEGIES

WAVE 2
SMALL GROUP

PastoralPastoral

PastoralAcademic

AcademicAcademic

Quality first teaching
Forecast data
PHSE intervention
QLA analysis
PHSE revision strategies
Assessment mock schedule
Weekend/holiday revision 
homework
Parental engagement 
- Raising achievement 
evening
Parental engagement - 
Subject specific intervention

QMentoring
1:1 English and maths

Motivational assemblies
Parental engagement - 
Wellbeing evening
Careers support
Registration group support - 
Target groups

Wellbeing intervention
Student leadership
SLT teams

Attendance mentoring
Behaviour mentoring

QFT intervention
Curriculum
HLTA intervention
Core intervention
Alternative provision
PiXL after school sessions
Durham Sixth Form Science 
mentoring
HPA mentoring Fig 2. Year 11 Narrowing the gap

Year 11 Narrowing the gap 
Accelerating boys' achievement provision
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with masterclasses being of-
fered to boys in key subject ar-
eas. Overall, this has been well 
received by both parents and 
students. 

Outcomes and next steps
Whole-school data reveals 
that the gender gap is closing 
across all year groups. Howev-
er, to sustain this progress as a 
school we need to continue to 
build and refine our sustain-

able model of whole-school 
support. The use of early inter-
vention and a graduated, indi-
vidualised approach to support 
sustainable improvement will 
be key to the success of the 
overall strategy.

Next year, our whole-school 
focus will continue to be rais-
ing the achievement of boys, 
with a focus on reducing 
passive learning in the class-

room. Mike Hughes’ ‘magen-
ta principles’ (based on the 
premise that learning should 
be exciting and engaging) 
– for girls as well as boys, of 
course – will form the basis 
of our teaching and learning 
focus. If we can support en-
gaging teaching and learning 
hour by hour, day by day, per-
haps the gender gap can be a 
thing of the past.

WHEN BOYS GET 70% OF INTERVENTION TIME 

WHOLE SCHOOL 
STRATEGIES

Pedagogical strategies | 
Individualised approaches | 

Socio-Cultural Strand

WAVE 1
WHOLE CLASS

WAVE 3
INDIVIDUALISED 

STRATEGIES

WAVE 2
SMALL GROUP

QFT
Forecast data
Holiday project homework/
competition
Differentiated homework
QLA
Baseline testing
Parental engage evenings
'Rich' curriculum embedded
Assessment and feedback 
focus as a dept. to ensure 
effective feed forward is 
being used
CPD time to develop 
strategies and resources 
to address the skills gaps 
presented from QLA and 
SAT data
Standardisation of 
summative assessments 
during departmental time
Year 7 assessment plans
Rising stars tasks - students 
as teachers delivering 
lessons

Academic transition 
mentoring programme
Using T&L strategies
Personalised and 
differentiated resources used 
within lessons and across 
department
Targeted homework
Positive praise
Seating plans

PiXL Now programme to 
address key reading and 
writing skills gap
Nurture intervention group
Connect + Group - Reading 
around English programme 
to stretch and challenge 
middle ability pupils
Pen Pal programme to 
promote 'real writing' - boys 
focus paired with Hartside 
primary pupils

Fig 3. Year 7 - English Narrowing the gap

Year 7 - English Narrowing the gap 
Accelerating boys' achievement provision
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Raising boys’ achievement:  
changing a culture

Michael Todd, 
Bishop Thomas Grant School

Michael Todd, deputy 
headteacher with respon-
sibility for T&L, and Si-
mon Brzezicki, head of 
English at Bishop Thomas 
Grant School reveal their 
thoughtful approach – still 
under development – and 
some of the useful sources 
in discovering a better way 
of teaching boys 

Like many other mixed second-
ary schools, Bishop Thomas 
Grant School in Lambeth has had 
a longstanding focus on raising 
boys’ performance and achieve-
ment. We have long felt that the 
reasons why boys underperform 
compared to girls are interesting 
and deserving of our attention 
and effort. It should be stated at 
the start, however, that whenev-
er we talk about boys and girls, 
we have to recognise that there 
is as much diversity within each 
group as there is between them; 
a great many of our boys do ex-
ceedingly well.

The issue
The overall figures were stark. In 
our 2017-18 cohort, across the 
school the 93 boys had a collec-

tive positive P8 score of +0.34, 
against the 84 girls’ much more 
impressive score of +1.10. In fact, 
across the curriculum, many 
boys were making less progress 
than girls with the same start-
ing point. In English literature, 
for example, boys scored +0.59 
against girls’ +0.91. Looking at 
specific types of disadvantage 
experienced by these boys, we 
found that, although relevant, it 
was being a boy that seemed to 
be the major factor influencing 
this underachievement.

Useful resources – and 
the other sort
It’s amazing how much has been 
published on this since we start-
ed in September last year. When 
we started the main sources, we 
found the DfE documents Help-
ing boys to educate and Gender 
and education myth busting, 
which was the most informa-
tive, though it’s a really short 
document. It set our minds 
racing. For example, the myths 
include ‘boys like competition’; 
actually, it demotivates boys 
who don’t immediately succeed, 
yet they are the ones who need 
most motivation. Another myth 

is that boys need topics that are 
relevant to them but well-re-
garded research from several 
sources shows that boy-friendly 
curricula do not improve their 
achievement; and gender ste-
reotyping ignores pupils’ actual 
interests and limits the aspira-
tions of both boys and girls. 

The main text most schools 
use about boys’ education is 
Breaking through barriers: boys’ 
achievement, by Gary Wilson, 
and for many years this has 
been the go-to book. Many 
teachers say Gary Wilson is 
great. However, we found, 
comparing it with something 
more evidence-based like 
the aforementioned gender 
and education myth-busting 
research and other broader 
scale primary research, that 
much of this appeared to be 
useful, but was more anecdo-
tal. For example, Wilson takes 
it as a given that boys don’t 
like reading fiction, and then 
recommends action based 
on preconception versus evi-
dence-based evaluation. The 
book also promotes some dis-
credited teaching techniques 
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such as Learning Styles and 
Brain Gym, which reflect the 
time in which it was written.

In contrast to this earlier work, we 
are both hoovering up Mark Rob-
erts and Matt Pinkett’s new book, 
Boys don’t try, which came out in 
the last few weeks. This book abso-
lutely hits the nail on the head on 
what we’re looking at and the con-
clusions we are coming to. 

Much of what helped start all 
this off for us was a very popu-
lar breakout session at the SSAT 
National Conference in Decem-
ber 2018, ‘Lifting the lid on boys’ 
achievement’ by Heathfield 
Community College. The session 
created quite a buzz among the 
dozens of school leaders in at-
tendance as it highlighted myths 
and suggested further reading. It 
really acted as a catalyst for us.

Focusing the school’s attention
Three months into the project, 
after attending the SSAT Na-
tional Conference, we delivered 
a presentation to the whole staff 
in which we said our summer re-
sults in English last year put us 
at the very top of the borough. 
But looking more closely, the 
boys as a cohort made substan-
tially less progress than girls (see 

above). In our school, being a 
boy was a greater disadvantage 
than pupil premium or a range 
of other factors. So, Simon went 
through that myth-busting doc-
ument with the other teachers. 

In our school, being 
a boy was a greater 
disadvantage than 
pupil premium or 
a range of other 
factors. So Simon 
went through a 
myth-busting doc-
ument with the 
other teachers

We feel that we as teachers tend 
to increase the problem with boys 
by the way we treat boys and girls 
differently. As Michael says, if you 
treat them differently, they can’t 
be equal. In a series of meetings 
with smaller groups, we found 
some teachers with decades of 
experience who were saying, “I al-
ways thought I treated boys and 
girls similarly, but now I realise 
I was too hard on the boys and 
used a soft touch with girls.” We 
think we have to use a soft touch 
with both boys and girls; when 
you try to “out-alpha” the boys 
to get them to come into line, 

you’re modelling the very behav-
iour you don’t want the boys to 
demonstrate. If you’re going to be 
confrontational, raise your voice, 
and at times be aggressive, using 
the wrong tone of voice, boys who 
are insecure will demonstrate the 
same behaviour back. For lots of 
boys, school becomes a hostile 
environment – ever more hos-
tile, confrontational and tense. 
It causes boys’ relationships with 
school to deteriorate in ways that 
girls’ doesn’t. 

Putting the theories to the test
We’re still changing the con-
ception, looking at the evidence 
about boys’ motivation. So many 
of the strategies recommended 
on this topic fall back into the old 
stereotypes and “folk wisdom”. 
We must be pickier and more 
careful about what we subsume 
into our own teaching. 

Mark Roberts talks about that. 
He thought he knew what were 
the factors behind his success-
ful teaching in one school – “I’d 
cracked it.” But when he went to 
another school, he realised that 
those were not always the key fac-
tors in his teaching: “No matter 
how long you’ve been teaching, 
you don’t necessarily have all the 
answers,” he concluded.
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We are using SSAT’s Leading 
Edge Directory to talk to other 
schools that are also focusing 
on gender, about what they are 
doing in these areas and we 
are sure that this will lead to 
more enlightened moments as 
time goes on. 

We looked into the data more 
closely and realised that there 
are boys who underperform 
compared to girls with all the 
same starting point – like for 
like. We are confident that 
there is something that is hold-
ing back boys, and it’s cultur-
al rather than genetic. Yet it’s 
not one specific cultural factor 
that makes the difference. A lot 
of people have looked at class, 
background, single parents, 
etc. But this tendency to un-
derachieve is common among 
all these groups. 

It’s a huge thing. That’s why we 
must keep getting this message 
across to all our colleagues. 
And when new people come 
into the school, you have to go 
through it all again, to make 
sure it becomes embedded in 
the culture. In a way, it doesn’t 
always matter if particular 
things don’t work so long as the 
culture of the school is becom-
ing more critical and evaluative 
about our practice. 

Working groups
In school it’s rare that you get 
a chance to work as a whole-
school group of teachers, but 
discussion with working par-
ties is really important in get-
ting people to be more practi-
cal and reflective in the way 
they deal with boys. One of 
the good things about this ap-
proach is that whether you’re 

an experienced teacher, an 
NQT, or a TA, your opinion is 
as valid as anyone else’s. 

Staff have been keen to learn 
at all these meetings we’ve had 
in this focus group. At the end 
of a meeting you may not have 
got much further than where 
you were before – we’re just now 
getting around to the full stu-
dent survey after nearly a year! 
But it’s the conversations them-
selves that are valuable. 

Introducing the 
myths about the 
differences be-
tween girls and 
boys as learners 
led to a long and 
sometimes heat-
ed discussion

Our working party started with 
25 members of staff. Fortnightly 
meetings, with some 15-20 peo-
ple present usually. Even those 
who have not been to every meet-
ing are remaining interested and 
we’re always generating reflec-
tion and conversation, starting 
to get the ball rolling in the right 
direction. The first time, we dis-
cussed the staff survey results, 
which showed a growing aware-
ness of the issue. Then, we intro-
duced the myths about the dif-
ferences between girls and boys 
as learners. It led to a long and 
sometimes heated discussion. So, 
we must be quite creative about 
where and how we make chang-
es – such as encouraging the staff 
to comment on the student sur-
vey results and building on their 
conclusions. This discussion, for 
example, revolved around the 
importance of relationships: how 

boys are addressed and treated, 
the difficult relationship they can 
have with school and the down-
ward spiral this can create.

One of our governors, a soci-
ologist in Lambeth, is also in 
the working group. He said he 
just came to listen, but he can’t 
help participating – we don’t 
mind that!

Changing teacher behaviour
Girls’ role models tend to be 
people they know personally, 
which means they can get direct 
advice and support from them. 
Boys’ role models are most-
ly famous people (from sport, 
world leaders, etc) with whom 
they have no personal contact, 
so boys cannot gain support di-
rectly. And there’s an empathy 
issue: with boys there tends to 
be an element of machismo – a 
need to express admiration for 
someone famous, rather than 
a more immediate connection. 
These observations are backed 
up by our own experience as 
well as the initial research with 
a small group of 50 students. We 
are building on this research, 
conducting a survey with every 
student in the school.

So, have we seen any improve-
ments? There have been no 
systematic changes across the 
school yet. But anecdotally, yes: 
Simon has had personal experi-
ence with individual students: 
one of the most difficult stu-
dents in the school is in his Y11 
English class. He had real diffi-
culties with him last year. This 
year, as a result of the research 
and discussions we’ve been 
having, he decided to change 
his approach. He wouldn’t try 
to tackle the student or con-
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front him head on, but to be 
more nurturing, and not seek 
conflict, especially when there 
were other students around. 
Experience of him in this class 
was subsequently very differ-
ent – and better – than it was in 
other classes, or Simon’s class-
es last year.

You want everybody to do well, 
which is very different from 
expecting everybody to do 
well. Often, when teachers say, 
“I have a high expectation of 
my students,” what they mean 
is: “I demand that they do well 
and I will punish them until 
they do.” 

For the first time, we’ve been 
frequently talking to boys 
who are much more positive 
about their teachers, who they 
no longer think bear a grudge 
against them or give them 
flack. Instead, teachers let 
them move on, without need-
less hassle. The teachers’ reac-
tion to poor work is now much 
more likely to be surprise than 
annoyance or anger.

A different kind of 
relationship 
Even if you feel the relationship 
with the student is negative, 
you pretend to yourself – and 
to the student – that you think 
it’s positive. In the end it will 
become positive. “Fake it ‘til you 
make it”, as they say. 

So, if you expect high standards 
and they underperform, your re-
action is surprise, not anger. Not: 
“oh, no, not again”; but, “I know 
this is not the best you can do; 
why don’t you have another go 
and show you know how to do it?”

What we don’t think is relevant 
is to try employing teaching 
strategies that are supposed to 
favour boys, which is inevitably 
oversimplistic. There is very little 
measurable difference between 
boys’ and girls’ brains, and there 
is no preferred learning style that 
suits all boys. Instead, we should 
simply be looking at the work and 
asking: “Is it good quality? Did it 
follow the brief?” 

We need boys 
to have strong-
er relationships 
with school, to 
feel the teacher is 
on their side and 
that school is a 
good place to be

The key aspect is that the gap 
often comes down to the rela-
tionship boys have with school 
and the teachers. We need boys 
to have stronger relationships 
with school, to feel the teacher 

is on their side and that school is 
a good place to be. If there’s one 
thing teachers need to work on 
is that very often girls feel these 
things, but boys don’t. Our job 
is to change that, especially for 
those who seem least respon-
sive. Michael uses a term “mili-
tant tenderness” from his read-
ing; an approach to boys that is 
assertive, while also caring. In 
doing this, we model for boys 
what Roberts and Pinkett called 
“tender masculinity”.

This is an ongoing project. It has 
taken a year to get to a situation 
where we could actually start 
making concrete permanent 
changes. The only time you can 
start something fresh and new is 
in September. After that people 
find it difficult to take on major 
new challenges or changes to 
the way they work, because they 
have so much on their plates. In 
doing this, we like to think that 
now we’re changing the direc-
tion of the stream, rather than 
standing in the way.

Resources found useful

Myth busters:  
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/9095/1/00599-2009BKT-EN.pdf

Mark Roberts blog:  
https://markrobertsteach.wordpress.com/about/

IOE Gender issues in school report:  
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/9094/1/00601-2009BKT-EN.pdf

DfES Raising boys’ achievement report:  
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/5400/1/RR636.pdf  

DfES Gender and education: the evidence (2007):  
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20090108131527/
http:/dcsf.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/RTP01-07.pdf 

Research-based strategies, Rosenshine’s Principles of instruction:  
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/pe-
riodicals/Rosenshine.pdf

Pinkett, M. & Roberts, M.:  
Boys don’t try: Rethinking masculinity in schools (2019). Routledge
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How can we challenge every child in 
every lesson every day?

Chris Harris, 
Colyton Grammar School 

Chris Harris, Director of Challenge, Colyton 
Grammar School gives a frank and helpful 
description of the approach, its obstacles 
and its benefits 

When rethinking our school stretch and challenge 
policy this academic year we wanted to avoid some 
of the common pitfalls in this area of pedagogy. Too 
often, stretch and challenge strategy is reduced to 
a dustbin of subject-specific extension tasks that 
are handed out to students who happen to munch 
through the core content a little faster than the rest; 
tasks that often sit alongside the much-maligned 
‘all/most/some’ learning objectives. Alternatively, 
a school might offer a challenge drop-down day or 
specific extracurricular activities for a select group 
of more able students. While such provisions can 
be key components of a school's overall challenge 
policy, on their own they risk being both tokenistic 
and overly exclusive. We wanted to strive for a more 
holistic and deeply embedded approach that left no 
student behind. Quite simply, could we challenge 
every child in every lesson of every day? 

In attempting to find an answer to this ambitious 
overarching question we unearthed a series of 
sub-questions that needed to be addressed. The 
article below discusses some of the most pertinent 
challenges we faced and our attempted solutions to 
them, many of which remain works-in-progress.

Challenge 1: Could we always ‘teach to the top’?
In attempting to challenge every student in every 
lesson it was important to encourage all teachers 

to ‘teach to the top’ or, in other words, to identify 
the most able students who would act as pace-set-
ters for a given cohort: if these students were 
challenged then, in theory, all students would 
be. Furthermore, such approach would hopeful-
ly draw benefits from the ‘Pygmalion effect’ in 
which higher expectations can lead to a higher 
level of performance for all students. Abiding by 
such philosophy raised the need to create class-
rooms that combined high challenge with high 
support, in which less-able students are provided 
appropriate scaffolding from below. As such, out 
went our now redundant ‘More able gifted and 
talented’ lists and in came ‘support for challenge’ 
lists, which identified students that would most 
likely require targeted intervention during the 
most challenging point of a given lesson. This 
new direction led to valid concerns among staff 
that such an approach might require the creation 
of additional resources for ‘support for challenge’ 
students to allow them to ‘reach the top’. To al-
lay these fears, we stressed the importance of 
checking in regularly with such students during 
a lesson and, when required, offering appropriate 
‘adaptive instruction’ so that they might access 
the task at hand. In turn, most teachers agreed 
that being alert to the needs of all learners and 
being able to adapt the language you use accord-
ingly should simply be called ‘good teaching’.

Challenge 2: In-school variation
Another question that arose was the extent to 
which we could achieve a whole-school chal-
lenge policy when the nature of challenge can 
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vary so much from subject to subject. Beyond 
our ‘every child, every lesson’ and ‘teach to the 
top’ mantras we felt it was important to have a 
degree of commonality in order to avoid a lev-
el of in-school variation that might unravel the 
entire process. To achieve this, we began by 
revisiting Bloom’s taxonomy during a twilight 
teaching and learning session, agreeing that 
deep and specific knowledge should be seen as 
the all-important foundation of all higher-order 
thinking, rather than simply the lowest rung on 
the ladder of progress. We could, after all, broad-
ly agree with Didau’s refrain that ‘The more we 
know the better we can think’. As such, it was 
important that our challenge policy worked in 
conjunction with our focus on a knowledge-rich 
curriculum and an assessment policy that pri-
oritises regular, low-stakes retrieval practice. 
In turn, it was agreed that rote learning was of 
course not enough in itself and that challenge 
would come when students were forced to apply 
their encoded knowledge and understanding 
in a new and possibly unexpected context. As 
the draft School Inspection Handbook stated in 

January of this year, ‘Pupils also need to develop 
fluency and unconsciously apply their knowl-
edge as skills.’

With regards to what might constitute a new and 
challenging context, we were again pleased to 
find a huge degree of commonality across sub-
ject areas. A whole-school review entitled ‘What 
does challenge look like in your subject?’ led us to 
create comprehensive, but by no means exhaus-
tive, challenge criteria (Appendix) that could be 
referred to across the curriculum and ensure an 
appropriate level of whole-school unity without 
compromising the specific identities of individ-
ual subjects. 

Challenge 3: The ‘hogs’
Another unwanted side effect of ‘teaching to 
the top’ can be that you do just that: all lessons 
become exclusively directed towards the most 
able and, consequently, all learning and in-class 
dialogue is dominated by a minority of so-called 
‘hogs’ at the expense of an increasingly passive 
majority of ‘logs’. Therefore, it was important to 
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develop inclusive challenges that forced all stu-
dents to think. For instance, teachers were asked 
to think not just about the challenging question 
they might ask but also about how they might 
ask it in order to widen participation. For ex-
ample, they might insist upon a ‘no hands up’ 
policy, use ‘pose, pause, pounce, bounce’, uti-
lise ‘think-pair-square-share’ or employ a Ka-
gan-based strategy such as ‘numbered heads 
together’. In turn, teachers were encouraged 
to further challenge a responding student with 
spontaneous follow-up questions – a kind of in-
tellectual sparring – that insisted that the pupil 
validated their position with specific knowledge 
or utilised high-quality subject terminology. For 
example, a teacher might say, ‘That’s a great an-
swer, but if you were a subject expert appearing 
on Newsnight, how might you phrase it and fur-
ther justify your answer?’ 

Challenge 4: The fear of failure
Linked to the issue of the ‘hogs’, a more inclu-
sive approach to challenge can seem daunting 
to many students, particularly those who had 
previously been content to reside in the shad-
ows until the merciful release of the end-of-les-
son bell. For such students, being forced to think 
aloud in a challenging context risks cruelly ex-
posing them to their peers. Tackling this fear of 
failure – which can of course be even more pro-
nounced among more-able learners – has been a 
particularly difficult nut to crack. One solution 

has been to adapt some of the principles of ‘Fer-
mi questions’ in order to create icebreaker tasks 
for new schemes-of-work. Such questions work 
on the premise that the numerical answer is usu-
ally impossible to deduce and, as such, raw ideas 
and reasoning – rather than reaching a precise 
‘right answer’ – are the only qualities that can be 
rewarded. Such questions now also form part of a 
weekly ‘challenge dashboard’ that is distributed 
to tutors in all year groups to further encourage a 
‘have a go’ culture across the school.

A second solution to the fear of failure was the in-
troduction of ‘challenge zone’ display cards, which 
were intended to denote to students when they 
were entering the most challenging aspect of the 
lesson. In turn, it was hoped that this sign would 
come to signify both a safe space – while the work 
might be challenging there was no expectation that 
work would necessarily be accomplishable until the 
arrival of additional support – and an exciting space 
in which personal progress can occur through a re-
silient attempt at the assigned activity. 
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Challenge 5: How do we know?
The final challenge is a familiar one to any area of 
school improvement: how do we know any of this 
is working? While recent ‘learning walks’ and stu-
dent voice activities point towards positive devel-
opments, it is still too early to measure the longer-
term impact of many of the initiatives discussed 
in this article. We cannot yet say with certainty 
that we are indeed challenging every child in every 
lesson of every day. 

The most significant benefit that we can point to-
wards at this stage is the intangible impact it has 
had on the overall learning culture of the school. 
There is now a sense that a shared language of 
challenge and a common set of questions are be-
ing discussed across the curriculum. While many 
of these discussions offer constructive criticisms 
of developments, in my view they conclusive-
ly show that all teachers are now thinking more 
deeply about the nature of challenge, support 
and inclusion. 

Appendix 

WHOLE-SCHOOL 
CHALLENGE CRITERIA 
KNOWLEDGE

»» Requires students to 
appropriately recall 
deep and highly specific 
subject knowledge

»» Requires students to apply 
deep and highly specific 
subject knowledge

»» Requires students to 
thoroughly justify 
and validate their 
position using precise 
subject knowledge

LANGUAGE
»» Requires students to 

thoroughly justify and 
validate their position

»» Requires students to use 
precise technical and 
disciplinary language (i.e. 
to ‘talk like an expert’)

»» Requires students 
to understand and 
apply challenging 
(‘threshold’) concepts

»» Requires students to 
work with challenging 
vocabulary

CRITICAL THINKING 	
»» Requires students to 

understand the strengths 
and weakness of the 
evidence and arguments

»» Requires students to 
understand why it is 
not possible to reach 
a ‘correct’ answer

SYNOPTIC APPROACH 
»» Requires students to 

make links between topics 
and (possibly) subjects 
(i.e. a synoptic task)

»» Requires students to spot 
patterns and connections

»» Requires students to see 
a topic or issue from a 
variety of perspectives

CHANGING CONTEXTS
»» Requires existing 

knowledge and 
understanding to be 
spontaneously applied 
to a new situation

»» Requires existing 
knowledge and 
understanding to 
be applied to a ‘real-
world’ situation

»» Requires students to 
work with an abstract 
idea or context

»» Requires students to 
confront an unexpected 
change in circumstances

INDEPENDENT LEARNING
»» Requires independent 

learning/
metacognition/’self-
directed progression’

»» Requires students 
to problem-solve

»» Provides an opportunity 
for student leadership

»» Requires students to 
work under pressure 
and with pace

»» Forces student to 
confront failure

»» An open-ended 
creative task with 
limited instructions.
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Seeking to apply nine pillars  
of great schools

Mark Wignall, 
Downlands Community School

In an interview with SSAT, 
Mark Wignall, headteacher 
of Downlands Community 
School, reveals his approach 
to school improvement, 
from cross country races 
that boost motivation to 
students leading on whole-
school improvement.

Mark Wignall’s career didn’t 
start in education. When he 
first graduated from universi-
ty, the sports science graduate 
was managing a health and fit-
ness club. While work may have 
been fun, he felt his job lacked a 
sense of reward and it was this 
that prompted him to become a 
physical education teacher. 

He taught PE full time at a school 
in Haywards Heath for four 
years. He remembers spending 
hours with other staff members 
discussing lesson planning and 
finding innovative ways in which 
students could make even more 
progress in lessons. Once he 
completed his Master’s degree in 
physical education at Brighton 
University early on in his career, 
his commitment to learning and 
sharing knowledge grew.

“I never wanted my career to 
stand still. Every day I was think-
ing to myself, ‘What am I going 
to do now to move myself for-
ward, to learn something new?’” 
he recalls. “I took every opportu-
nity to move up the ladder—as-
sistant head of year, head of year, 
secondments, assistant head-
teacher, deputy headteacher.”

Wignall understands that some 
people truly feel that the big-
gest difference can only be 
made within the classroom. 
However, as he advanced in his 
own career, he found that lead-
ership gave a greater influence 
on a wider sphere of school per-
formance and improvement. 
While he never saw himself 
becoming a headteacher, the 
confidence his peers had in his 
abilities inspired him to seek 
promotion and join Downlands 
Community School. He’s had, he 
says, “a great journey” since as 
the school has grown in size as 
well as stature, achieving an Of-
sted outstanding judgement in 
2017. “Getting the outstanding 
was a real accolade and a tribute 
to the brilliant team we have at 
Downlands,” he maintains. 

Having a competitive nature 
has helped. He strives to make 
school the best it can possibly be 
for students and the wider com-
munity. There is a constant focus 
on delivering the skills, knowl-
edge, experiences and qualifica-
tions that will enable students 
to succeed once they have left 
the school. As well as outstand-
ing academic progress, the offer 
at Downlands has recently been 
extended by new PE, dance and 
music facilities and staff, on-site 
forest schools, a new outdoor 
amphitheatre and a relentless 
focus on encouraging all stu-
dents to involve themselves in 
as many clubs, trips, activities as 
possible. Wignall believes that 
the way to engage students and 
create sustainable improvement 
is to inculcate a love of learning 
by providing as many different, 
exciting and relevant learning 
opportunities and experienc-
es as is possible: “Students who 
love learning attend school and 
achieve great things!”

Cross country race inspired 
better performance all round
At first, Wignall was dissatis-
fied with some of his students’ 
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commitment to activities like 
cross-country. He devised an in-
tricate handicap system, the out-
come of which was that given the 
chance to succeed, the less gifted 
runners almost halved their times, 
while the more gifted athletes 
also improved their times as they 
worked hard to catch the runners 
in front of them. “Everyone’s times 
improved massively, and the stu-
dents not only became fitter, but 
their self-esteem grew as a result,” 
he recalls. “As a department we 
spent hours and hours discussing 
and devising lessons that would 
engage all students and ultimate-
ly lead to better outcomes in all 
activities for everybody”. 

He acknowledges that passion 
for school improvement must 
be paired with ability and will-
ingness to work with all stake-
holders. Downlands is built on 

teamwork, with a leadership 
team, middle leaders, teaching 
staff, governors, parents and 
kids working together to create 
a culture of success, he explains, 
creating a relentless drive to im-
prove leadership at all levels.

Student leadership is a very 
strong feature of the school. Each 
section of the school develop-
ment plan has a ‘student focus 
group’, and each group has a role 
in delivering aspects of the SDP 
and providing crucial feedback. 
This dedication to improving stu-
dent leadership extends to am-
bassadors and student leaders in 
many subject areas; duty teams 
that clear and tidy up social areas; 
and an extensive team of prefects, 
senior prefects and four execu-
tive student leaders. This team is 
instrumental in the efficient daily 
operation of the school.

Leadership qualities
The role of school improve-
ment extends to everyone – 
non-teaching staff, governors, 
parents and the community. 
All groups have taken part in 
bespoke leadership training 
which was originally initiated 
by discussion about one person 
in a participant’s life who they 
have considered their most in-
spirational leader. This process 
led to a deep understanding 
of what is truly important in a 
leader. This in turn led to the 
creation of Downlands’ own 
leadership competencies, used 
by all to understand the char-
acteristics of a leader at Down-
lands and to serve as a tool for 
reflection and development.

Wignall feels that the real begin-
ning of the improvement journey 
at the school was a commitment 
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to high expectations from every 
member of the school commu-
nity. “There is a ‘no excuses’ cul-
ture and lessons focus on chal-
lenging everyone with ‘thinking 
hard’ strategies… so every child 
is engaged and makes great pro-
gress,” he explains. 

Bespoke leadership 
training was initi-
ated by discussion 
about one person in 
a participant’s life 
who they have con-
sidered their most 
inspirational leader

Engagement in class is support-
ed by very consistent applica-
tion of behaviour policy and 
there are effective systems in 
place to tackle low-level disrup-
tion. This approach is supported 
by the ‘green rooms’ inclusion 
unit, which works with vulnera-
ble students and supports those 
who are struggling to find their 
feet in mainstream lessons. The 

aim is to reintegrate into class 
and the unit helps to ensure 
that all students are supported 
to make the best progress they 
can, with real impact .

He feels that as a profession, 
teachers are in danger of being 
driven by accountabilities. In 
previous frameworks, schools, 
often in challenging circum-
stances, have been forced to 
concentrate so much on out-
comes that the essence of a 
rounded education has been 
sidetracked. “A ‘great’ school 
provides a great all-round edu-
cation, and I really hope the new 
framework lives up to its billing 
and enables schools to focus on 
this,” Wignall observes.

In considering what is ‘beyond 
outstanding’, the school has 
addressed the question: “how 
do we become a great school?” 
Wignall wanted to participate 
in the SSAT School Improve-
ment Show 2019 since attend-
ing last year’s event, where he 
particularly enjoyed the talks 

from schools in different con-
texts. “Our work with SSAT and 
with Leading Edge in particular 
has been crucial to our school 
improvement journey. We were 
slightly surprised that we tend 
to learn more from schools in 
completely different contexts to 
ours rather than those similar 
to us,” he explains. “One of the 
talks, from a school in East Lon-
don, helped us streamline our 
quality assurance documenta-
tion, and this has led to middle 
leaders’ action plans having far 
more impact and improving the 
individuals’ effectiveness.” 

A key aspect of school improve-
ment has been to empower lead-
ers by giving them ownership of 
their role. Crucially, this began 
by asking all leaders to consider 
their vision: what impact did they 
want it to have? This work led to 
remarkable improvements in 
leadership. One middle leader 
remarked: “I used to feel that I 
was a small cog in the machine, 
and now I know that I can really 
make a difference.”
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Downlands have found that the 
commitment to improve leader-
ship, particularly middle lead-
ership, has led to less in-school 
variation, a vital aspect of 
school improvement. A recent 
FFT Datalab blog post found 
that “reducing within-school 
variation in value-added be-
tween subjects would have 10 
times more impact on overall 
attainment when compared to 
moving schools below the floor 
standard to just above it.” 

When we spoke Wignall was 
planning a presentation for 
this year’s event, exploring 
the theme of “where we are on 
the journey to being a great 
school”. In tackling how to go 
beyond ‘outstanding’, much 
of his reading was influ-
enced by articles and books 
about how to become a great 
school. Researching the top-
ic was illuminating and there 
are many useful references 
to great schools to be found. 
An important text for him 

was The nine pillars of great 
schools (see panel) from the 
London Leadership Strategy 
– ‘it’s a brilliant framework for 
school improvement in itself ’.

The research and subsequent 
planning formed the basis of 
Downlands’ current long-term 
development plan. A key part 
of the document are the KPIs 

that enable staff and gover-
nors to monitor the success 
of the plan, or ‘where are we 
on our journey to becoming a 
great school?’

Wignall hoped that his audi-
ence would be encouraged to 
think deeply about what they 
want their school to be; and 
ultimately, what skills, attrib-
utes and knowledge students 
need to be equipped with 
when they leave. 

“Looking back, it was a mis-
take not to focus on becoming 
a great school when we were 
‘good’ and aiming for ‘out-
standing’. School improvement 
was in danger of becoming an 
Ofsted box-ticking exercise. 
We should have released the 
shackles earlier, we would still 
have been judged outstand-
ing – and we would have been 
a better school, providing a 
better education and stronger 
outcomes for all of the young-
sters,” he concludes.

SEEKING TO APPLY NINE PILLARS OF GREAT SCHOOLS

The nine pillars of great schools
1)	 A shared vision, values, culture & ethos, based on the highest 

expectations of all members of the school community
2)	 Inspirational leadership at all levels throughout the school
3)	 Exceptional learning, teaching, assessment and feedback to 

support the highest levels of attainment and achievement
4)	 A relentless focus on engaging and involving pupils
5)	 Personalised and highly effective continuous professional 

development within a learning community
6)	 A stimulating and inclusive environment 

and climate for learning
7)	 A rich and creative curriculum, within and 

beyond the classroom, fully meeting the needs 
of individuals and groups of pupils 

8)	 High quality partnerships, with parents and carers, 
the community, other schools and networks, 
locally, nationally and internationally

9)	 Robust and rigorous self-evaluation, data 
analysis and collective review
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Teaching responsively in mathematics 
Clare Hill, 

Twynham School

Clare Hill, Assistant Head-
teacher at Twynham 
School, taking maths as an 
example, describes their 
effective use of a focus on 
children’s conceptual un-
derstanding within each 
subject discipline 

For many years, the way in 
which we have approached 
CPD at Twynham School has 

focused on the twin aspects 
of responsive teaching and 
the Disciplined Mind (Gardner, 
2006). Within the disciplined 
mind approach, teachers iden-
tify essential topics within the 
discipline. They then spend 
time on these new topics, stud-
ying them deeply. Following 
this, they approach the topic in 
a number of ways and lastly de-
velop ‘performances of under-

Interpersonal  
relationships

standing’ – encouraging stu-
dents to use their knowledge in 
new and novel situations. 

Our responsive teaching mod-
el permeates how we consider 
pedagogical approaches and 
supports us in ensuring we do 
not narrow our thinking to one 
specific element of teaching 
and learning.

To teach according to our re-
sponsive teaching model in 
mathematics, or any other sub-
ject at Twynham, teachers must 
be able to orchestrate all four 
characteristics of this model 
within a framework of a well-de-
vised, coherent curriculum that 
supports our pupils in becom-
ing rigorous students of the dis-
cipline being taught. 

Although this framework is ex-
clusive to Twynham, it is not a 
model that would be unfamil-
iar to many other schools. In 
fact, it is completely aligned 
with Dylan Wiliam’s Formative 
Assessment framework . With-
in mathematics teaching at 
Twynham, the framework also 
promotes a dialogic teaching 

Conceptual  
understanding

Teacher's  
planning

Group social  
behaviour

Responsive teaching model
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approach. This approach en-
compasses Robin Alexander’s 
principles that teaching should 
be collective, reciprocal, sup-
portive, purposeful and cu-
mulative. Because our model 
attends not only to measurable 
academic outcomes but also to 
the affective nature of learn-
ing, we have been able to draw 
on both bodies of research in 
our work. However, we have 
maintained a focus on Wiliam’s 
model of teacher learning com-
munities and his five strands of 
formative assessment.

Conceptual understanding 
and teacher planning
The development of our be-
haviours within the top two 
sets has been hugely important 
in our response to changes at 
key stage 3. Teacher awareness 
of conceptual understanding 
(and misunderstanding) in-
forms planning that allows 
students to express themselves 
mathematically, elicits evi-
dence of their understanding, 
shapes and develops teacher 
awareness of how students 
learn. I observed a good ex-
ample of this last year when 
a newly qualified teacher was 
eliciting evidence of year 7 stu-
dents’ prior understanding of 
algebra before starting his in-
struction. 

Asking students what x could 
represent in the expression x+3, 
some students answered that 
it could represent any number, 
some that it represented the 
number in the illustration which 
accompanied it, and a small 
number of students wrote 10. In 
allowing students to offer their 
reasoning, the NQT discovered 
that students who wrote 10 un-

derstood the variable x as being 
the same as the Roman numeral 
X, which is studied during pri-
mary curriculum. Through use 
of mini whiteboards, the NQT 
had a deeper understanding of 
the starting point of all the stu-
dents in his class, not just those 
he may have drawn on through 
the traditional initiation-re-
sponse-feedback (IRF) approach 
that is commonly seen in early 
teaching. Indeed, with Roman 
numerals relatively new to the 
KS2 curriculum, this response 
also caught me by surprise.

The use of multiple choice 
and true or false questions 
also allowed us to delve deep-
er into student understanding. 
As with any multiple choice 
questions, it is important for 
students to know they should 
consider all the alternatives 
in their thinking and be able 
to explain not only why their 
selected answer is correct but 
also why other choices are in-
correct. These explanations 
also give students the oppor-
tunity to practise tier 3 vocab-
ulary from the start of their 
secondary school experience, 
directly involving them in ne-
gotiating their understanding 
with both the teacher and the 
other learners. As I described 
in my article in SSAT Journal 10 
Life without levels – not ‘meas-
uring progress’, but evaluating 
learning, when it became clear 
that we were not going to use 
a flight path to measure pro-
gress at Twynham, keeping the 
principles of responsive teach-
ing at the fore allowed leaders 
to work with their teams to 
deconstruct their key stage 3 
curriculum. Thus they focused 
on the essential skills and con-

cepts required to succeed in 
key stage 4. 

To help with this deconstruc-
tion, we returned to the orig-
inal basis for the national 
curriculum – to identify what 
students needed to know, un-
derstand and be able to do. In 
maths, we focused on numbers, 
algebra, ratio and proportional 
reasoning, studying these ar-
eas intently and allowing stu-
dents to apply their knowledge 
to shape, space and measure. 
By adopting the Singaporean 
approach to directed numbers 
and algebra through the use 
of tokens, students developed 
their understanding through a 
concrete, pictorial, abstract ap-
proach. This further enhanced 
our responsive teaching ap-
proach as it allows students to 
express themselves without 
first having to move to the ab-
stract. It also gives teachers 
greater opportunities to ‘see’ 
student understanding.

Students developed 
their understand-
ing through a con-
crete, pictorial, ab-
stract approach to 
express themselves; 
this gives teachers 
greater opportuni-
ties to ‘see’ student 
understanding

In the two examples below, the 
first clearly demonstrates that 
the student has correctly rep-
resented each term and made 
a simple calculation error. It is 
apparent that they conceptu-
ally understand what they are 
doing. Whereas in the second 
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example there is a conceptu-
al problem and the tokens re-
vealed a poor understanding of 
the coefficient.

Not only does this pictorial ap-
proach give teachers insight 
into how students are thinking 
about the role of each number 
or variable, but through the use 
of mini whiteboards each learn-
er can receive feedback that will 
move their learning forward 
in a way that would be hard-
er and less effective if always 
working in an exercise book. 
Furthermore, questioning, by 
necessity, moves away from 
I-R-F described earlier towards 
a more dialogic epistemology 
which Alexander argues moves 
teaching on from simply being 
transmission and learning on to 
receiving and knowing on from 
simply repeating . 

Interpersonal relationship 
and group social behaviour
While the importance of un-
derstanding and addressing 
students’ conceptual under-
standing and misconceptions 
has been at the heart of our cur-

riculum discussions for years, 
we remain aware that students 
also need to practise what they 
have learned to become fluent in 
each skill and able to apply their 
knowledge in novel situations. 
The art of successfully transi-
tioning students from purpose-
ful talk to focused independent 
study is predicated on several 
complex classroom factors. All 
of these factors would feature in 
the intersection of the interper-
sonal relationship set and the 
group's social behaviour set in 
our responsive teaching model.

An episode of independent 
working needs to be viewed 
as a norm in the maths class-
room. This is much more 
likely to be achieved if stu-
dents can successfully access 
the independent work that 
has been assigned. Through 
the approaches described 
above, students are aware 
that teachers value their par-
ticipation and a learning en-
vironment is created where 
students are not only fearless 
but understand the value that 
discussion brings to their own 
learning. Our CPD model has 
also created time within TLCs 
for colleagues to reflect and 
develop their own practice in 
the working examples they 
share with students. Explicit 
modelling followed by prac-
tice of problems informed 
by variation theory or min-
imally different questions 
can also support students in 
transitioning to working in-
dependently. It can also lead 
to improved interpersonal 
relationships, as the students 
do not feel let down that the 
teacher is not responding to 
their personal needs. 

Focusing on Wiliam’s five 
strands of formative assessment 
and how they intertwine with 
our responsive teaching model 
has allowed us to consider group 
social dynamics in greater detail, 
particularly through the study of 
whole-class feedback. A mastery 
approach , as defined by the EEF, 
relies on the use of formative 
and summative assessments to 
systematically monitor learning 
and give detailed feedback on 
what is required to close the gap 
between current performance 
and the desired goal. This re-
quires advanced skills in assess-
ment for learning and feedback 
models. Mini action research 
projects into models of cod-
ed feedback have been shared 
through our TLCs. An issue is en-
gaging students with summative 
test results beyond the number 
of correct marks, which remains 
a challenge. However using vis-
ualisers to provide model an-
swers to exam questions and 
getting students to engage with 
‘shadow’ questions – particular-
ly at key stage 4 – has proved to 
be highly effective.

Our curriculum 
is supported by 
responsive teach-
ing, which re-
quires teachers 
to focus on what 
students should 
know, understand 
and be able to do

Equally, group social behav-
iours are not defined by the 
subject area, but by whole- 
school culture. Twynham’s 
approach to this is based on 
the twin pillars of high-quali-

2.5x-3y+6x-2y=11x-7y

2 (X+3)+5X=46X+5
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ty teaching and learning, and 
high-quality relationships. 
Our responsive teaching mod-
el keeps these two pillars cen-
tral to all CPD. Through our 
TLCs (which are cross-curric-
ular) we have an opportunity, 
once a half term, to discuss 
our approaches to maintain-
ing and developing high qual-
ity relationships within and 
across subjects and through 
our pastoral approach. We 
recognise that this area of 
the model needs further  
work and routines and the 
need for them are something 
we are considering to support 
the development of group  
social behaviour. Future CPD 
will include a focus on coop-
erative group work (as one of 
Wiliam’s five formative assess-
ment strands) and is another 
example of where our respon-
sive teaching model aligns 
with more familiar models. 
Within mathematics at Twyn-
ham, our focus on group so-

cial behaviours has been on 
student dialogue by working 
on a large wall of mounted 
whiteboards showing how stu-
dents can communicate math-
ematically. This has proved 
to be particularly effective 
in engaging with Alexander’s 
criteria for dialogic teaching 
without having to extensively 
change teaching methods.

In advocating for the responsive 
teaching model, I remain aware 
that implementing it success-
fully is associated with complex 
areas of teacher development. 
When time is limited for con-
tinuing professional develop-
ment and we are working in an 
era of extensive spec change at 
GCSE and A-level; when there 
are many challenges to staff 
recruitment and a large propor-
tion of part-time staff, creating 
such teaching environment 
poses many problems. However, 
we believe Twynham’s whole-
school curriculum intent is 

distinguished by its focus on 
children’s conceptual under-
standing within each subject 
discipline. There is an empha-
sis on teaching for meaning 
that goes beyond simple rote 
learning or teaching to a test. 
Our curriculum recognises 
the importance of embedding 
substantive knowledge within 
subject areas and is designed 
to challenge all students. It is 
supported by the pedagogical 
approach of responsive teach-
ing, which requires teachers to 
focus on what students should 
know, understand and be able 
to do. The curriculum is also de-
signed to support the develop-
ment of exceptional skills in lit-
eracy and oracy that will enable 
students to flourish in all man-
ner of arenas. Therefore, aiming 
to meet the challenges that are 
posed by teaching responsively 
in mathematics remains at the 
top of our list of priorities.
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The year of the sixth form: 
transformation change towards  

a culture of excellence 
Nina Smith and Joanna Rodger, 

Brooke Weston Academy

Brooke Weston Academy was established 
twenty-seven years ago in response to an 
overwhelming need within the community: 
to ensure that aspiration and excellence was 
at the heart of education for young people in 
Corby and the surrounding areas, to increase 
university applications from the three per 
cent when the school first opened and to cre-
ate exciting and sustained opportunities in 
the workplace and higher education. 

Our vision was clear: a handful of years at Brooke 
Weston would open doors. This core ethos guided 
the development and restructuring of our sixth form 
as we moved towards an exciting – and challenging 
– time in our school’s progress. Despite high attain-
ment in our sixth form, our progress and VA (value 
added) of 74% A*-B for level 3, L3VA -0.13 did not 
reflect our shared commitment to academic excel-
lence. Recognising and owning this vulnerability 
meant that we took the necessary steps to ensure 
our curriculum and provision was fit for purpose and 
able to meet the demands of a changing cohort. In 
a time of huge educational reforms for post-16 pro-
vision, we also welcomed a new principal and SLT 
structure. Now was the time for change.

With a new found sense of cohesion and collabo-
rative planning, we crafted the academic and pas-
toral programme for the year around the central 
idea of “we can always be better”. Starting with 
an outward-looking focus, we invested time and 
money by joining various professional organisa-
tions that would help us reflect on our practice 

such as SSAT, NACE and PiXL – a vital resource for 
offering a sense of external scrutiny and valida-
tion of our internal practice. As leaders, we visited 
numerous other sixth form providers across the 
country, gaining insight into post-16 curriculum 
and transition. We didn’t just travel: we read, re-
searched and talked to – through social media and 
in person – as many different people as we could 
find. We were prepared to start again.

The first overwhelming conclusion was seemingly 
obvious: whatever works in year 11 would work in 
years 12 and 13. However, due to a depleted sixth 
form leadership team and a comparatively inexpe-
rienced staff body, the rigour of year 11 was yet to 
be matched in the sixth form, affecting transition 
and student accountability. Our students had not 
changed radically in the six weeks since they had 
left year 11, and our expectations and interactions 
with them needed to reflect this. We adapted our 
tutor time curriculum to focus on study skills that 
they would need to support their learning. There-
fore, we introduced a whole-year group lesson 
called 'academic skills', where we built on current 
educational research around explicit modelling of 
cognitive skills: Cornell-style note taking, referenc-
ing for academic papers and developing our sixth 
form oracy programme. The latter has been sup-
ported by our work alongside ‘The Noisy Classroom’, 
PiXL ‘Up for Debate’ and the English Speaking Board 
with whom we are seeking to accredit our students 
for their speaking and listening ability. Our out-
ward-looking focus led us to engage with more ed-
ucational research than ever before: Willingham’s 
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work on memory and Kuepper-Tetzel’s research on 
cognitive load theory informed the structuring of 
these sessions. In line with our academy focus on 
the relationship between vocabulary and writing, 
we built on whole-staff CPD with David Didau and 
introduced more opportunities for “talking like a 
scholar”: explicit modelling of tier 3 vocabulary, fac-
ulty expectations for the quality of verbal respons-
es, an emphasis on ‘elaborative interrogation’, and 
increased membership and subscriptions to aca-
demic journals. (Didau [2014] and Quigley [2018]). 
In addition, by removing the concept of “free peri-
ods” and replacing certain periods with whole-co-
hort structured study, we were able to help students 
manage their non-contact time effectively. 

Outside of these explicitly managed free periods, 
we also supported students during their private 
study. We had to ensure that students could ef-
fectively transition from year 11, ready to manage 
their own workloads. We built on and extended our 
current provision (library and subject study areas) 
by introducing a staffed and monitored silent work-
ing room in the run-up to exams. 

Student response was hugely positive – they ap-
preciated having a place to immerse themselves 
in their learning and an opportunity to manage 
their time and workload effectively. They com-
mented on the ‘academic atmosphere’ and ‘a 
dedicated space to concentrate away from the 
rest of the school’. This represented a signifi-

cant investment and commitment to our core 
values and vision for the sixth form.

We also knew that it was time to spotlight the 
sixth form as part of our school improvement 
plan, where we were focused on raising our 
A/A* percentage. We started by dedicating our 
whole staff professional development on sixth 
form teaching and learning. Despite outstand-
ing practice in individual classrooms, we need-
ed a consistent, coherent approach to sixth 
form teaching and learning which built on our 
current practice – a ‘no complacency or excus-
es’ approach has always governed the way we 
do things at Brooke Weston. We began with an 
audit of our current practice and experience: 
this highlighted our predominantly young 
staff body who were growing their experience 
of sixth form teaching. Our philosophy is that 
excellent teaching and learning begins with ex-
cellent subject knowledge. We needed our staff 
to feel as confident delivering and assessing 
A-levels as they did GCSE. Through a series of 
twilight CPD sessions, we shared and celebrated 
best practice. This served the dual purpose of 
effectively talent-managing our staff body and 
providing tangible methods and strategies for 
stretch and challenge, flipped learning, model-
ling and questioning. We looked at embedding 
“thinking hard” strategies from PiXL (building 
on Willingham’s research) and trained both 
staff and students in targeted “how to revise” 
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sessions (we looked at reducing, first to a page, 
then a paragraph and finally a sentence, repre-
senting the information in a different way such 
as a picture, students looked at different cogni-
tive theories including spacing and interleaving, 
etc.) which we then shared with parents. Within 
these sessions, students collaborated with peers 
outside of their friendship groups, working on 
deliberate practice of various methods and 
tools to support their revision. As a trust, we 
also offered financial and time incentives to en-
courage our staff to become examiners. We now 
have a large number of examiners and modera-
tors who bring additional rigour and robustness 
to our assessments. 

For the last three years, we have actively engaged 
with learning development groups as part of our 
whole school CPD programme: groups which facil-
itate collaboration and expertise across a range of 
educational themes. By dedicating one theme to 
sixth form T&L, we have been able to develop our 
understanding of the retention of knowledge and 
effective use of cognitive processes in an educa-
tional context (Weinstein, Sumeracki, & Caviglioli, 
2019). The passionate reflections so far have been 
inspiring to hear: teachers talking about teaching 
will always be a good thing. Staff have shared their 
enthusiasm for research-led strategies and said 
that they have ‘genuinely transformed the way they 
deliver the curriculum’ and ‘techniques such as 
spacing and retrieval practice have supported their 
teaching by design rather than simply intuition’.

In line with our growing sixth form, we also ex-
panded our team to include a dedicated raising 
standards leader (RSL) who focused on increased 
parental communication, more forensic analysis 
of data and a streamlined approach to early in-
tervention in sixth form. One of the major chang-
es this year was to introduce a dedicated 'year 13 
mock results day' in line with practice in year 11. 
As well as foreshadowing the importance of A-level 
results day, the SLT and sixth form team were also 
able to hold individual one-on-one meetings with 
each year 13 student, tailoring our support for the 
last term. Students met with leaders who had not 
previously taught them, thus they were able to pro-
vide a ‘critical friend’ in order to offer new support 
and strategies. Therefore, leaders were able to make 
swift and impactful changes where necessary. Each 
student was provided with a clear and tangible ac-
tion plan which was revisited throughout the term 
– a personalised strategy inspired by our ethos of “is 
this good enough for my child?”

The commonality across these strategies is a relent-
less attention on the sixth form. In an educational 
climate of such high-stakes GCSE accountability, 
we recognised the potential danger with year 13: 
despite our best intentions, teacher time and en-
ergy are finite resources and we had to ensure that 
we lived and breathed our vision for sixth form 
through every strategy, choice and priority. We now 
await results day with a sense of optimism, know-
ing we have made fundamental grassroots changes 
to our culture and climate in the sixth form.
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Elizabeth Francis, assis-
tant headteacher learning 
& teaching, Meols Cop High 
School, shows how they are 
investigating and applying 
research on the best meth-
ods of learning 

At Meols Cop High School we 
have, despite funding cuts and 
strains on the school’s budget, 
continued to ensure that we 
prioritise staff CPD. We not 
only invest money in this, but 
ensure that staff are given ad-
equate time to engage in per-
sonalised and high-quality 
professional learning. 

One area that we decided to pri-
oritise for all staff was deepening 
their understanding of the work 
of cognitive scientists on educa-
tional practice. With changes to 
the KS4 curriculum and the in-
creasing demands of GCSE spec-
ifications, we knew that having 
a body of staff who had a better 
grasp of how memory works 
and the impact of cognitive load 
theory would potentially have a 
positive impact on student out-
comes. As a result, we decided to 
write a CPD plan in the summer 

of 2018 using the EEF’s imple-
mentation plan guidance, which 
would develop the knowledge 
and understanding of staff and 
students about memory and 
the best methods of learning. 
Influenced by the work of John 
Dunlosky, John Sweller, Paul 
Kirschner and the Learning Sci-
entists, we wrote an implemen-
tation plan for a two-year cycle 
of CPD. The programme would 

be research-based, sustained 
over time with expert input, 
and include individualised en-
quiry to enable each member of 
staff to develop their classroom 
practice. The implementation 
plan was focused on three key 
areas – teacher knowledge and 
understanding, attainment and 
learner behaviours – and includ-
ed a range of short, medium and 
long-term intended outcomes. 

Maximising memory: a whole-school 
focus on applying cognitive science 

Elizabeth Francis, 
Meols Cop High School

Implementation outcomes

Short term

»» Staff demonstrate an understanding 
of the science about memory

»» Staff identify areas within their own practice 
where they are not considering cognitive load

»» Learning hubs created to work on aspects of memory

Medium term

»» Staff identify areas of their practice to modify
»» Staff undertake further research and development, 

through hubs, to upskill their chosen focus
»» Staff carry out peer observations – plan, 

review, reflect and evaluate

Long term

»» Specific changes to teachers’ classroom practice
»» Curriculum planning which reflects learning
»» Lesson planning which reflects learning
»» Skills and practices embedded



42

The plan would begin with 
the intended outcomes – im-
proved attainment in KS4 – 
and would provide valuable 
CPD for staff, underpinned 
by clear knowledge and un-
derstanding, to develop their 
classroom practice. Working 
backwards from this point, 
we came up with the ‘active 
ingredients’ of what would 
be needed over the following 
two years to ensure that these 
intended outcomes were met. 

Implementation 
active ingredients

Training

»» Training sessions held 
across two academic 
years delivered to 
all staff. Sessions to 
incorporate both 
the theory and 
examples/reality of 
classroom practice.

»» Training to be 
front-loaded with 
identification of 
issues and theoretical 
solutions, and followed 
up with practical 
sessions/strategies. 

Classroom practice

»» Training to result 
in development 
of individual 
classroom practice

»» Evaluation after 
an extended cycle 
– 4/5 terms

Support

»» Learning hubs 
»» Peer observations
»» Memory buddies 

The CPD began with staff en-
gaging in a piece of research 
by John Dunlosky: Strengthen-

ing the Student Toolkit. It was 
deemed important to get staff 
to engage in the research that 
was out there and facilitate 
time for them to do this. When-
ever training involves reading a 
piece of evidence, we have en-
sured that staff have the time 
and direction to complete this 
reading and develop their own 
understanding through the cre-
ation of allocated reading time 
each week. This takes place in a 
morning briefing slot of 20 min-
utes each week. Initially, this in-
volved reflecting upon the work 
of The Learning Scientists in 
their book Understanding How 
we Learn as well as Memorable 
Teaching by Peps Mccrea. 

The first year of the CPD plan 
was front-loaded with ‘ex-
pert’ input from staff whose 
understanding was already 
well-developed, as they had 
previously researched the area 
independently, as well as input 
from educational research-
ers at local HEIs. Addressing 
different models of memory 
and evaluating the implica-
tions of these in the classroom 
gave all staff a way of thinking 
about how their own classroom 
practice might be developed 
through a better understand-
ing of the workings of memory, 
particularly the limited capaci-
ty of working memory. For ex-
ample, in Spanish one teacher 
is looking at the ’routine prac-
tice’ of speaking grids to reduce 
cognitive load and subsequent-
ly reduce anxiety about speak-
ing in a foreign language. 

“Long-term memory is now 
viewed as the central, dominant 
structure of human cognition. 
Everything we see, hear, and 

think about is dependent on and 
influenced by our long-term 
memory.” (Clark, Kirschner 
and Sweller, 2012). This sum-
mary of the fundamentals of 
the research became the focus 
for staff developing their own 
enquiry questions. Focusing 
on different methods, such as 
retrieval practice, dual coding, 
modelling and routine practice, 
to transfer information into the 
long-term memory, they were 
able to come up with a clear 
question they wanted to answer 
about their classroom practice. 
For a few years we have had an 
evidence-based approach to our 
appraisal system and using the 
framework of PICO questions 
(as written about by Dr Gary 
Jones), staff are able to research 
an area of their classroom prac-
tice and find the evidence to 
show it is actually working:

P – pupil or problem: How 
would you describe the group of 
pupils or problem?

I – intervention: What are you 
planning to do with your pupils?

C – comparison: What is the 
alternative to the intervention/
action/innovation?

O – outcomes: What are the ef-
fects of the intervention/action/
innovation?

As part of the front-loaded ex-
pert input, we addressed areas 
such as the worked example 
effect, retrieval practice, sche-
mas and the activation of pri-
or knowledge. The expectation 
was that staff would create an 
enquiry, linked to developing 
their practice, to ensure that 
long-term memory was placed 

MAXIMISING MEMORY: A WHOLE-SCHOOL FOCUS ON APPLYING COGNITIVE SCIENCE 
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TITLE

at the heart of all they do. What 
resulted were some fascinating 
enquiry questions such as:

•	 Can the use of weekly recall 
quizzes and exploiting 
the hypercorrection effect 
lead to greater retention 
in long-term memory 
for year 10 students?

•	 How can the worked 
example effect be ap-
plied to the introduction 
and application of GCSE 
questions in KS4 history?

•	 Will a combination of 
dual coding and spaced 
retrieval enable students 
in year 11 set 7 to remem-
ber poetry quotations, the 
poem’s title and name? And 
will this act as a prompt 
for analysis compared 
with students that are 
not exposed to the trial?

These questions form the basis 
for personalised CPD for a two-
year cycle and are then used to 
create a series of learning and 
research hubs led by a research 
lead. These allow for shared 
experiences among colleagues 

– research, discussion, collab-
orative planning, peer observa-
tion, lesson study and sharing 
good practice. 

Staff enquiry ques-
tions form the basis 
for personalised 
CPD: a two-year 
cycle with a se-
ries of learning 
and research hubs 
involving discus-
sion, collaborative 
planning, peer 
observation, lesson 
study and sharing 
good practice

Staff have focused on devel-
oping an aspect of their class-
room practice linked to a cen-
tral theme and at the end of 
the year, through a celebration 
event, we will hear what the 
impact has been and how they 
plan to continue to develop or 
refine this over the following 
academic year. Having looked 

in detail at the research that 
exists around the workings of 
memory and cognitive load 
theory, we will develop this 
further in 2019/20 by looking 
at additional factors affecting 
memory, all of which are rele-
vant to the students we teach. 

The overarching theme of 
memory can be linked to all 
curriculum areas, and we al-
low staff to refine this in a way 
that applies to their specific 
subject in their classroom. In 
this way the work of cognitive 
scientists is becoming embed-
ded into the daily practice of 
our teachers, and ultimately 
having an impact on their stu-
dents’ learning. 

References and further reading 
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Your SSAT network.  
Your ideas.

The Relationship Management Team,
SSAT

O N E  S C H O O L .  O N E  T E A M .
Schools typically provide a diverse environment, a 
huge melting pot for people of all walks of life. So 
building bonds between students, staff, parents 
and other key stakeholders is important to create a 
nurturing environment. We have recently seen an 
excellent example from one secondary school in 
Yorkshire that uses school mealtimes to create clos-
er links. The school has developed a varied, interna-
tional lunch menu for students and teachers, which 
it uses to enhance the opportunity for teachers and 
students to eat together. 

This approach has had the impact of creating a co-
hesive, relaxed environment, with wellbeing at its 
heart, and we think is particularly impressive due 
to the challenging circumstances of the school’s 
catchment area. 

R A I S I N G  A S P I R AT I O N S
At a time when many schools are reluctantly reduc-
ing creative subjects in their curriculum offering, 
we have seen an example of a secondary school 
with a high intake of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds providing extracurricular ‘super 
learner’ clubs. These enable students to experience 
activities ranging from sports to creative and per-
forming arts. It also offers a variety of unique sub-
clubs such as yoga, sign language and knitting. 

Evidence has shown that access to the super learn-
er clubs has enabled students to develop their 
knowledge, skills and cultural capital. It has also 
raised students’ aspirations and expectations of 
themselves and helped to build confidence in the 
most vulnerable learners. We feel this is a great ex-
ample of a school exposing students to deep expe-
riences in their learning and supporting the aim of 
social justice – an area SSAT is championing with 
its Fighting for Deep Social Justice campaign.

A fundamental element of the SSAT network is giving schools the opportunity to explore, learn 
and share fresh ideas. To give schools an insight into what is happening across the network, we 
highlight some innovative approaches, themes, tips and resources that we have uncovered over 
the course of the last term. SSAT’s team of relationship managers visit schools up and down the 
country on a daily basis, meeting school leaders and capturing the innovative ideas and approach-
es that could support other schools in the network. 
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YOUR SSAT NETWORK. YOUR IDEAS.

N U RT U R I N G  A N D 
P I C K I N G  A P P L E S 
F RO M  T H E  T R E E
With recruitment proving to be a nationwide chal-
lenge for schools, we have come across a number of 
schools that have thought differently about possi-
ble solutions. One approach that has particular im-
pact is schools creating links with teaching courses 
at universities. This has meant that those schools 
have had access to a fresh crop of NQTs. In particu-
lar, one school offers experience in the classroom 
for undergraduates, which has created closer links 
and helped to nurture talented future staff.

C H A R AC T E R  A N D 
C O N F I D E N C E
A number of schools are putting a lot more fo-
cus on character education. Many schools will 
already have a set of values that they embed into 
everything they do. However, a number of schools 
tell us they would like to develop this even more. 
The SSAT Student Leadership Accreditation and 
Pupil Leadership Accreditation both support 
schools in reaching this aim by providing a ready-
made framework that develops students’ personal 
and social skills. Once accredited, each student 
receives a certificate signed by SSAT's Chief Exec-
utive Sue Williamson, and in one case recently a 
student was invited to the SSAT office to be per-
sonally presented with his Gold award by Sue for 
an outstanding portfolio of activities. 

Please contact RMTeam@ssatuk.co.uk for fur-
ther information about any of the initiatives, to 
share your own story, or to explore other school 
improvement opportunities. 
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How to achieve and maintain high 
performance in MFL

Hayley Marston, 
Bristnall Hall Academy

Hayley Marston, area leader 
of modern foreign languag-
es at Bristnall Hall Acad-
emy, demonstrates how 
specific strategies based 
on particular difficulties 
helped BHA students flour-
ish in language.

Bristnall Hall Academy is an 
11-18 academy situated in 
Sandwell, a local authority with 
one of the highest levels of dep-
rivation nationally. Students 
tend to join our academy with 
low prior attainment levels. For 
example, the prior attainment 
for students sitting their GCSE 
examinations in summer 2018 
was significantly below the na-
tional average in several of key 
areas including reading, writing 
and mathematics. Furthermore, 
the cohort was in the top 20% of 
all schools nationally for both 
the proportion of students with 
special educational needs and/or 
with an Educational Health and 
Care Plan (7.7%) and for disad-
vantage with 43.3% of pupils be-
ing eligible for free school meals.

The challenge
Between 2014-2016, MFL results 
at BHA had plateaued, with 60-
66% of a cohort comprising 100 
students achieving a grade C or 
above. In 2017, results dipped to 
42% A*-C with a similar number 
of students. This was the final 
year of the old specification. Our 
challenge was therefore not just 
to improve the outcomes in MFL 
at our academy, but to do this with 
students sitting the new GCSE. 

The new specification called for 
students to be able to use lan-
guage more independently and 
spontaneously as it moved away 
from 60% controlled assessment 
to 100% examination. Despite 
this, we were still determined 
to enter a large cohort of stu-
dents which posed the difficulty 
of changing students’ attitudes 
from “I can’t do this” to “I can do 
this”.

The journey
Planning is vitally important 
when a GCSE specification 
changes. Therefore, we kept up 
to date with key changes as they 
were announced prior to the 
specifications being published. 

Our key stage 3 schemes of work 
were revised, concentrating on 
delivering the GCSE themes 
from year 7 to year 9, which we 
then repeated in greater depth 
at key stage 4. Once specifica-
tions were published (we chose 
AQA) and sample exam papers 
appeared, we immediately be-
gan teaching using ‘GCSE style’ 
activities. We implemented pho-
to cards as prompts for speak-
ing and writing right from year 
7, with translation activities, 
overtly teaching grammar and 
ensuring students could move 
language from one context to 
another. Our writing activities 
stemmed from bullet points, and 
the use of target language in-
creased across the department.

As a department, we worked 
collaboratively. We called our 
work “the three D's: Decide – Do 
– Develop”. All new strategies 
were approached as a team, in-
troducing new challenges and 
ways of learning to our students. 
We persevered, and this attitude 
seemed to transfer to our stu-
dents. We knew that the new 
GCSE was more challenging for 
our students, but we never told 
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HOW TO ACHIEVE AND MAINTAIN HIGH PERFORMANCE IN MFL

them this. We simply taught 
the themes, and embedded 
GCSE skills and exam practice 
throughout. 

Writing and speaking became 
a huge strength in the depart-
ment as we adopted the Pearson 
Progression Steps to produce 
our own success criteria, almost 
giving students a ‘tick sheet’ of 
language they should consider 
using to achieve each grade. This 
ensured that tenses, personal 
opinions, negative structures and 
even subjunctive phrases were 
seen regularly in students’ work.

In year 11, we received bespoke 
training from AQA, concen-
trating on how the writing and 
speaking elements would be 
marked. This training helped 
enormously as we were able 
to focus on what the students 
needed to produce in their exam 
to reach their potential. Three 

members of the department 
also became examiners for AQA, 
marking both the speaking and 
writing papers in summer 2018. 
This experience was incredibly 
valuable as it allowed us to be-
come experts in two papers and 
know exactly what students 
needed to do to achieve the best 
marks possible. It also provided 
a great insight into the language, 
idioms and structures that other 
schools teach their students. 

As well as getting to grips with the 
specification, we were fortunate 
that in both key stage 3 and 4 our 
students were all taught at the 
same time, thus enabling us to set 
our own classes. Key stage 3 have 
five, 55-minute lessons a fortnight 
and key stage 4 have six. This com-
mitment to languages allowed us 
to have sets that are fluid, ensuring 
that we can target and intervene 
as necessary. In key stage 4, sets 
were changed regularly, following 

assessments and mock exams. Af-
ter mock exams early in the spring 
term, we produced a target group 
of students who were borderline 
grade 4/5 with the idea of teach-
ing strategies specifically to ensure 
these students moved to a grade 
5. We narrowed language down, 
teaching two or three phrases in 
each tense which could be used in 
different contexts. We also identi-
fied different ways of expressing 
and justifying opinions, and taught 
language which allowed students 
to show a variety of vocabulary. 
Students in this group also had 
plenty of one-on-one general con-
versation practice with our MFL 
learning support practitioner.

Intervention sessions became 
compulsory at Bristnall Hall last 
year with MFL intervention tak-
ing place fortnightly. We ensured 
that sessions were well-planned 
and were based on weakness-
es demonstrated by students 
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in their most recent exams or 
assessments. Students soon re-
alised that these sessions were 
important and that they would 
benefit by attending. 

A revision weekend at Edgmond 
Hall in Newport, Shropshire was 
also enjoyed (!) by approximate-
ly 50 students. Learning away 
from the classroom and in the 
beautiful countryside allowed 
students to involve themselves 
in planned, differentiated and 
targeted revision sessions along-
side their peers in a relaxed at-
mosphere. Building positive re-
lationships and confidence just 
before the speaking exam was 
also invaluable.

Problems encountered
Workload increased by having 
to create new resources and 
schemes of work and to plan 
new lessons from scratch, all of 
which was very time consuming. 
We used OneDrive as a depart-
ment to share our MFL resourc-
es, and collaborative planning in 

our fortnightly MFL CPD session 
allowed planning and strategies 
to be shared and discussed.

On the rare occasion that staff 
absence occurred, we decided 
that year 10 and 11 would always 
be taught by a specialist. There-
fore, if a member of staff were 
absent, their group was split up 
and put into other classes, which 
is another advantage of teaching 
all sets at the same time. 

A student seeing 
their own progress 
was the biggest 
motivator, particu-
larly for students 
who had previously 
been disengaged

Not knowing grade boundaries 
was an obstacle faced in teach-
ing this course for the first time. 
We estimated grade boundaries 
for the purpose of data drops, 
but for the students and MFL 
teachers we concentrated on 

percentages. After each exam, 
students wrote their total per-
centage on the front of their ex-
ercise books, and then set them-
selves a personal target for their 
next mock exam. 

Despite a lack of motivation 
from a small minority of stu-
dents, we never gave up. We 
focused on our teaching by 
planning motivating, enjoyable 
lessons and celebrating their 
progress. A student seeing their 
own personal progress was the 
biggest motivator. By March, 
students were increasingly 
noticing their progress and 
acknowledging their success. 
This was particularly motivat-
ing for any students who had 
previously been disengaged. 

Outcomes
Summer 2018 brought with 
it the best MFL results Bris-
tnall Hall Academy had seen 
in 20 years. With a cohort of 
98 students, 87% achieved a 
grade 4-9 with 62% achieving 
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grades 5-9; 16.3% of students 
received higher grades 7-9. 
These outcomes exceeded na-
tional average 4-9 (70.5%). 

Resources we found to be ef-
fective and supported our 
teaching were Exampro (kind-
ly provided by our trust), Ac-
tive Teach (Pearson), revision 
guides and workbooks (Pear-
son) for each student (funded 

by PP) and our Edgmond Hall 
revision weekend (our acade-
my subsidised the majority of 
this cost). 

Continuing challenges
Undoubtedly, we still face 
challenges – particularly with 
our current year 11s studying 
French. We are finding that 
the French role-plays, photo 
cards and bullet points can 

be more difficult for students 
to access than the Spanish 
versions. We are continually 
developing our strategies to 
ensure that more students 
achieve higher grades.

The department is focused on 
improving outcomes for high-
er attainers, which remains a 
challenge for us and one that we 
hope to meet by summer 2020. 
Strategies for this academ-
ic year include having EBACC 
form groups. We currently have 
Spanish tutor groups where we 
can focus on developing spon-
taneous speech, work on role-
plays, photo cards and conver-
sation questions. As a result, 
we have at least 60 minutes 
extra per week to devote to MFL 
learning. We have also increased 
the use of our success criteria, 
highlighting the importance of 
having more complex language, 
idiomatic phrases and a wider 
variety of tenses and vocabu-
lary in pieces of writing.

Reflecting and sharing – top tips
Reflecting on what we did and its impact, we have iden-
tified the following strategies as the most important:

»» Bring key stage 4 into key stage 3.
»» Collaborative planning and resource making.
»» Know the specification, what is needed and what is not.
»» Take time to evaluate and reflect (we meet 

informally most lunchtimes).
»» Positivity and resilience.
»» Support each other.
»» Set by ability from year 7 and block 

teaching, allowing for fluid groups.
»» Identify MFL cohort as a department in year 9 and decide 

on tiering for all students. (Support from SLT is vital in 
this and in gaining sufficient time with students.)

»» Become an examiner.
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Research-informed  
professional planning through 

collaborative group work
Becka Lynch and colleagues, 

Heathfield Community College

Three years ago, Heathfield 
Community College decided 
to take a different approach 
to continued professional 
learning (CPL). At that time, 
teaching and learning had 
been refocused around four 
‘pillars of learning’: chal-
lenge, feedback, independ-
ence and engagement, a syn-
thesis of key ideas inspired 
by Dylan Wiliam and Griffith 
and Burns. While the pillars 
were very successful and cre-
ated clarity around teaching 
and learning, the method of 
delivering the CPL for their 
implementation received 
mixed feedback. 

Research from David Berlin-
er shows that expert teachers 
have a wealth of experience that 
could be utilised in a school 
context, and need far less spe-
cific instruction than novice 
teachers. This explained why 
the delivery of those first CPL 
sessions were not completely 
fit for purpose: 87% of Heath-
field staff are teachers with five 
or more years of teaching, so 
their expertise would have been 
better utilised if a different ap-

proach was adopted. If that ap-
proach simultaneously ended 
an over-reliance on SLT to de-
liver whole-school CPL, it would 
have been even more beneficial. 

We concluded that for effective 
delivery, for the pillars to be em-
bedded properly in teaching and 
learning and for CPL to meet 
the needs of all teachers, the key 
component required was a depth 
of time. To implement this, we 
recognised that the given time 
needed to go beyond the hours al-
ready allocated in the yearly CPL 
diet teachers received, to include 
hours in their regular working 
week. Subsequently, as reflected 
in Paul Garvey's Talk for Teaching, 
each member of staff was given 
the opportunity to teach one hour 
less as part of their fortnightly 
teaching allocation. In return, 
they would meet with a small 
group of colleagues from a varie-
ty of subjects at various points in 
their teaching career. This would 
become known as collaboration 
time – a protected hour during 
the school day for teachers to en-
gage in a professional dialogue 
and work collaboratively. 

Implementation
In the first year, virtually all 
teachers opted into a collabora-
tion team, which was assigned to 
them as part of the timetabling 
process before the academic 
year began. The teams were also 
provided with an agenda, creat-
ed by the college’s pedagogical 
practice team or ‘ped team’, a 
group of teachers interested in 
reading and applying research 
to everyday classroom practice. 
This evolved into a cyclical pro-
cess: teachers would take part in 
whole-school twilight CPL at the 
start of the term (often also led 
by the ped team) which set the 
theme for the term, linked to the 
pillars. This would be followed 
up in collaboration, which would 
also focus on the theme in three 
meetings, across a six-week cycle:

•	 Meeting 1: focus on research 
and provide a platform for 
teachers to discuss how this 
could translate to their own 
classroom practice. Over the 
last three years, teachers 
have had the opportunity to 
explore a range of research 
including: Allison and Tharby 
on modelling and scaffolding 
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work that challenges all pu-
pils; Mark Roberts’ Rethinking 
Boys Engagement; the work 
on Embedding Formative 
Assessment by Dylan Wiliam, 
SSAT and the EEF; and Alex 
Quigley’s ideas on Closing the 
Vocabulary Gap. In the latest 
cycle, the discussion planned 
for collaboration meeting 
1 uses an opinion piece by 
Caroline Creaby (director 
of Sandringham Research 
School) on How research can 
help address students’ recur-
ring mistakes, as its stimulus. 

•	 Meeting 2: research in 
action. Teachers use research 
within their practice, for 
example by sharing and eval-
uating lesson plans in their 
collaboration teams, com-
pleting peer observations or 
carrying out ‘book looks’ to 
find and evaluate evidence 
of the research in practice. 

•	 The final meeting: time for 
reflection, for teachers to 
discuss within their teams 
how the research has impact-
ed their teaching and using 
part of the protected hour to 
complete a personal reflec-
tion blog (which also helps 
to inform their appraisal). 

The reflection blog is the only for-
mal way in which collaboration is 
monitored, as a key component 
from its inception has been the 
professional trust placed in the 
teachers. Meeting 2, for exam-
ple, sometimes requires teachers 
to observe one another (which 
cannot be done in the allocat-
ed collaboration hour as none 
of the team is teaching). Teach-
ers organise the observations 
among themselves at a time that 
is convenient and suits their pro-
fessional needs; but there is no 

requirement for this time to be 
formally agreed and there are no 
collaboration ‘drop ins’ by mem-
bers of SLT. This has helped de-
velop an ethos of trust, whereby 
teachers have the space to try 
new things, make mistakes and 
be open about their practices with 
their colleagues. The informal na-
ture of collaboration is typified by 
the location that teams choose to 
meet in – although every team is 
timetabled a classroom to utilise 
for this, many choose to meet in 
the staff room and discuss edu-
cational research and their own 
practice over a cup of caffeine. 

Impact
The impact on our staff of work-
ing and learning together in 
these ways has been transfor-
mational. CPL is now continuous 
and no longer an isolated event 
that result in few actions or long-
term change. Lesson observa-
tions across the college require 
line managers to state whether 
or not they have observed as-
pects of the four pillars as either 
an area of strength or an area of 
development (this is the only 
way lessons are judged). Data 
shows that, since starting collab-
oration in 2016-17, more teach-
ers have become confident in in-

corporating the pillars into their 
lesson planning and delivery, 
leading to greater consistency 
of teaching and learning across 
the college. At the end of the ac-
ademic year 2017-18, Challenge 
was seen as a strength in 75% of 
lesson observations, Engagement 
a strength in 79%, and Independ-
ence and Feedback in 66%. 

Unsurprisingly, we use the 
lesson observation data to in-
form future CPL and collabo-
ration cycles. For example, al-
though more teachers last year 
demonstrated that the pillars 
of Challenge, Engagement and 
Independence were an area of 
strength than in the year be-
fore, Feedback was only seen 
as a strength in 66% of les-
sons, whereas the figure at the 
end of 2016-17 was 72%. Con-
sequently, we can infer that 
teachers would benefit from 
engaging with more research 
linked to different types of 
feedback in the current aca-
demic year and have built that 
into this year’s agendas. 

The habits fostered through 
collaboration of evaluating our 
own and each other’s teaching 
has created a greater sense of 
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openness across the college 
and a genuine ‘open-door’ pol-
icy. This has also supported 
staff wellbeing, particularly 
as the introduction of collab-
oration has coincided with 
GCSE and A-level specification 
changes across all subjects. 
Teachers can share experienc-
es, barriers and methods of 
overcoming them beyond their 
own departments, providing 
an additional platform to share 
concerns and ensuring that no 
one struggles in isolation. 

We would also argue that hav-
ing one hour protected time on 
a timetable to explore the aca-
demia of teaching and learn-
ing rather than having an ad-
ditional hour of teaching, has 
aided the retention of teachers 
at the college. 

Having one hour 
protected time 
each fortnight to 
explore the aca-
demia of teaching 
and learning rath-
er than having an 
additional hour of 
teaching, has aided 
teacher retention 

Logistically, we acknowledge 
that this is a costly model. How-
ever, we strongly believe that the 
cost is an investment in teaching 
staff, aiding our continual striv-
ing towards excellent teaching 
and learning. We could argue 
that there is a likely correlation 
between the implementation of 
collaboration and the college’s 
improved GCSE results over the 
last two years. Furthermore, col-
laboration is valued by teachers 

themselves. In a 2019 staff voice 
survey, teachers comments in-
cluded: “[It is] useful to discuss 
what colleagues are doing in their 
subject versus my approach” and 
“Meeting with other teachers 
from other subjects is so inform-
ative... We always leave the ses-
sion with new ideas to try from 
each other. Sometimes ideas are 
so simple and yet so effective.” 

Although collaboration is now 
common practice at the college 
as every teacher belongs to a 
team, we continually evaluate it 
and make amendments where 
necessary so that it remains fit 
for purpose. Following feedback 
from teachers, we have adapt-
ed the set discussion questions 
during Meeting 1 to include 
questions specifically aimed at 
middle leaders and those teach-
ing predominantly KS5. 

We remain aware that some el-
ements of collaboration are not 
perfect for all. During a recent 
peer review of our CPL model, 
a local school asked us how we 
ensured that all teachers fully 
adhered to the collaboration 
agendas so that there were no 
“rogue teams”. This was an ex-
cellent question, considering 
that our ideals of self-regulation 
could lead to inconsistency of 
delivery. Our response to them 
was that we don’t know for sure, 
but we see groups meeting in the 
staffroom, hear teachers talk-
ing about their collaboration 
meetings and witness research 
being implemented on learning 
walks. As a result of timetabling 
restrictions, collaboration teams 
change from year to year, natu-
rally changing their dynamics, 
which helps protect against per-
sistent rogue teams. 

Another ongoing balance that 
has to be addressed is the sub-
ject-specific vs broader peda-
gogy: although staff voice sur-
veys show that most support 
and value collaboration, some 
teachers would still prefer to 
use all CPL time for depart-
ment meetings. At Heathfield, 
we value the importance of 
subject-specific pedagogy, but 
we feel that this has outlets in 
department meetings already 
and during subject-specific CPL 
weeks which run in conjunction 
with our six – week collabora-
tion agendas. We believe there 
is equal value in meeting with 
experienced colleagues outside 
your department for an alterna-
tive perspective and an ‘outsid-
ers’ evaluation of your practice. 

Three years on, collaboration 
is embedded in our ethos and 
values at Heathfield Communi-
ty College. We seek “a commu-
nity culture of high aspiration, 
underpinned by collaboration 
and compassion” (one of Heath-
field’s goals). This is now reflect-
ed in our structures as well as 
our habits of working. 
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TITLE

How SSAT can support your 
school improvement journey

Curriculum intent and quality assurance seminars (autumn 2019)
Using the Four Pillars of Principled Curriculum Design, review your 
current curriculum provision and identify areas for development

Embedding Formative Assessment Programme
Improve teacher practice and help your students 
make two months’ extra progress

Coaching
Tailored one-to-one support and bespoke group training

Improving whole school attendance and punctuality
Identify new approaches to improve attendance and punctuality rates

School perception surveys
Analyse how staff, learners and parents feel about your school

Leaders for the Future
Develop the leadership skills, knowledge and mindsets 
of teachers showing leadership potential

Peer Review
Work with other school leaders to self-evaluate and plan for further improvement

Department for Education’s National Professional 
Qualification for Middle Leadership (NPQML) Modules
Become an accredited delivery partner and offer this middle 
leadership training across your school and networks

Lead Practitioner Accreditation
Empower and recognise your staff to improve whole-school teaching and learning

We can help you identify focus areas and access the right tools, advice, resources 
and programmes for improvement. Our education team has expertise in primary, 
secondary, post-16 and special education, and we offer school improvement 
consultancy and support that can be delivered flexibly to suit your requirements.

Examples of our professional development and school improvement support include:

LEARN MORE AT SSATUK.CO.UK/CPD .
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