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It is a delight to be involved in the work of teachers 

participating in the Enquiring Schools Partnership.

Teaching is an intensely human experience; part art, part craft 

and part science.

Professor Lesley Saunders, for example, describes how 

subtle factors like tone of voice, facial expression and physical 

presence in the classroom can play a key part in creating 

positive climates for learning. For many, the expression of 

these characteristics becomes something of an art form, 

often tacit, acquired through the act of teaching. 

We also recognise that there is a craft to teaching. The ability 

to ‘skilfully pose questions’ or ‘model processes by thinking 

aloud’ are examples of the skills that can be practised and 

honed over time to improve the effectiveness of teaching.

And, of course, there is a science to teaching and learning. Evidence accumulated over time from cognitive science and 

academic research give us strong indicators of what strategies are most likely to be effective in classrooms. Exploring the 

evidence of ‘what works?’ and exploring ‘How will it work for me, in my classroom, in my subject?’ are important aspects of 

the projects described in this publication.

There is no single recipe for great teaching, but there is merit in building a repertoire of effective strategies. The stories that 

follow show that, through the Enquiring Schools partnership, we have teachers thoughtfully engaged in using enquiry to 

enhance and extend their repertoire in the art, craft and science of teaching. 

I hope you enjoy reading their stories.

Gareth Mills
Director

Enquiring Schools

THE ART, CRAFT AND SCIENCE 
OF TEACHING
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W HAT AND W H Y ?   

This enquiry question evolved from a range of concerns, 

observations, reflections and initiatives over the last couple 

of years at Sandfield Primary School.  

Firstly, foundation subject leaders – Geography, History, RE 

and Science – were keen to ensure that the pupils had the 

opportunity to write well during their topic lessons and to 

reflect their high writing ability, as demonstrated in English 

lessons in other curriculum areas.  

Therefore, a whole school programme was developed to 

enable teachers to plan for writing opportunities to link the 

foundation subjects with the writing genres taught in the 

English lessons.  

‘THE LIMITS OF MY LANGUAGE MEAN THE LIMITS 
OF MY WORLD’1 

An enquiry by Jennie Mason at Sandfield Primary School. 

Year group Autumn Spring Summer

Year 1 RE / Science Bible / human body 
Looking after our world / senses

Christian believe what God is like / sound 
Parables / Sound

Torah / Plants 
Shabbat / Animal

Year 1 History / Geography Changing toys Weather Significant people / (intrepid explorers)

Writing opportunity Description of toy / labels and captions for 
human body

Weather forecast / own version of parable Diary of explorer / recount of science 
investigation

Year 2 RE / Science Church / Animals 
Prayer / electricity

Allah and worship / Materials 
Jesus saviour / Diet and health

Who is Jesus? / habitats 
Muslim families / minibeasts

Year 2 History / Geography What is the geography of where I live? Great fire of London How does the geography of Kampong 
Ayer compare with where I live?

Writing opportunity Recount of field trip / Poem - prayer Letter to King Charles / science investi-
gation

Persuasive writing for Geography 
Nc report for science

Year 3 RE / Science Christian worship around the world / Light 
Share communion / Forces

Jesus changes lives / Bones 
God Father / Rocks

synagogue / Growth 
Important times for Jews / Plants

Year 3 History / Geography How can we live more sustainably? Why are jungles so wet and deserts so 
dry?

The Romans

Writing opportunity Persuasive writing for Geography / recount 
of investigation

Explanation of animal and veg or habitat / 
recount of Church visit

n/c report on Roman army 
Jewish diary of special day

Year 4 RE / Science Pentecost / Habitats and Food chains 
Bible rescue plan / Teeth and Eating

Prayer / Electricity 
Why worship Jesus / Sound

Sikhs / States of Matter 
New life / Classification

Year 4 History / Geography Anglo Saxons and Vikings Living on Heimaey Ancient Egypt and Greece

Writing opportunity Newspaper / recount of investigation Persuasive writing - travel blog 
Poem / prayer

Non-chronological report /  
RE Explanation (Sikh)

Year 5 RE / Science Forces & Changing materials 
Who and why did Jesus say I am / Churches

Earth and Space 
God is 3 and 1 / What is wisdom?

Living things and Animals 
Mosque / Pillars of Islam

Year 5 History / Geography The Stone Age Rivers Fairtrade

Writing opportunity Diary for History /  
recount of science investigation

Field work report / 
 creative response to Wisdom unit

Persuasive writing for Geography /  
nc report for animal

Year 6 RE / Science Micro-organisms / Electricity 
Adam Eve Christmas Easter / Jesus’ teachings

Electricity / Light 
One world / Buddhists

Evolution / Diet and Health 
Hindus worship / golden rule

Year 6 History / Geography Climate change WW2 The Mayans

Writing opportunity Reflective writing on how countries have 
reacted to Global warming 

Creative responses to Adam and Eve story

Non-chronological report /  
Recount of investigation

Diary for science /  
Explanation of Hindu worship

Sandfield Primary School - Long term planner for Foundation Subjects - opportunities for writing
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Next, there was an awareness that the acquisition of key 

subject based vocabulary needed to be explicitly taught and 

applied through the foundation subject topics. Class based 

support was provided through scaffolds, word mats and 

displays, as well as opportunities to reflect and assess the 

children’s understanding.  

For example – Unit title pages for RE.  

The importance of key subject vocabulary was also reinforced 

by National Curriculum guidance. 2  

 

More recently, there have been significant changes to the 

Common Inspection Framework and to Ofsted inspections.  

‘From September 2019, Ofsted will refocus inspections of 

schools, early years settings and further education and skills 

providers, to make sure that learners are receiving a high-

quality education that puts them on a path to future success. 

Ofsted inspectors will spend less time looking at exam results 

and test data, and more time considering how a nursery, 

school, college or other education provider has achieved their 

results. That is, whether they are the outcome of a broad, rich 

curriculum and real learning, or of teaching to the test and 

exam cramming.’ 3 

This shift in emphasis has resulted in a change in the 

curriculum offer, with foundation subject leaders reviewing 

long-term plans and replacing the existing one-year cycle 

with a two-year rolling programme working in year group 

phases. 

 

Finally, the data from national reading assessment 4 (KS2 SATs) 

and school PIRA data (Progress in Reading Assessments) 

showed that key groups of vulnerable children were not 

confident or competent with their use and application of age 

related vocabulary.  

‘Children who are behind in language development at 

age five are six times less likely to reach the expected 

standard in English at age eleven, and 11 times 

less likely to achieve the expected level in Maths.’   

Analysis of PIRA assessments5  

 

Aspect of 
Reading 

Assessment

Total 
cohort

Pupil 
Premium

SEND English 
as an 

additional 
language

Other

Language 5.4 4.0 4.5 5.2 5.8

Comprehension 10.2 6.0 7.3 8.8 12

This was also borne out with recent research.  

‘In recent years, there has been growing concern about the 

“vocabulary gap” widening between children from different 

socio-economic groups. By age 3, it is believed that children 

growing up in poor neighbourhoods or from lower-income 

families may hear up to 30 million fewer words than their 

more privileged counterparts.’ 6 

This therefore meant that from September 2019, teaching was 

in phase groups, using a revised curriculum and focussing on 

relevant exciting opportunities to develop writing skills across 

all subjects.  
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The special educational needs and disabilities coordinator 

introduced a vocabulary enrichment programme (Word 

Aware)7 which was implemented into the weekly timetable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject leaders choose key words from the foundation 

subjects to teach the pupils to enable them to understand 

how to use them in their writing.  

With this in mind, the next step was to start the enquiry 

investigation. The Word Aware handbook, and the 

presentation by Stephen Parsons delivered to the school, was 

used to unpick the ethos and elements of the programme 

that were most pertinent to this enquiry.  

These were most clearly summarised by the STAR approach 

adopted in the classrooms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a lower KS2 team, it was decided to start by teaching 

vocabulary linked to the Science topics (Sound and Teeth) 

and the English poetry unit, Hocus Pocus. 

It was felt to be more effective to start the focus on non-

fiction and technical words and vocabulary.  

 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5

Aut canine 
molar 
incisor

investigate 
predict

conclusions 
results 
plaque

decay 
hygiene

Aut 2 volume 
materials 
vibrate

insulate 
pitch 

muffle

axis 
relationship 

analyse

cauldron 
sorcerer 

brew

hare 
wart 
newt

Spr 1 habitat 
continent 
climate 
tropical

adapt 
emerge 
canopy

research 
company 

deforestation 
responsible

Word Aware vocabulary taught 2019 - 2020

Word Aware sessions were timetabled three times each 

week, delivered to the Year 4 class by the class teacher and 

also in this case the trainee teacher.  

The next step was to identify a group of target children 

to enable the impact of this more intensive teaching of 

vocabulary acquisition to be measured.  

‘All showed that regular whole class vocabulary work 

impacts on range of students, including lower SES, EAL 

and monolingual. Common themes: direct teaching and 

strategies.’ 8 

‘In UK 20 month gap in vocabulary at school entry between 

wealthiest and poorest’. 9    

In total, six children were selected from the Year 4 class. It 

was essential that his group included a broad range of pupil 

characteristics in order to reflect the wider school population: 

l vulnerable children receiving Pupil Premium funding 

l those identified as having English as an Additional 

Language (EAL) 

l a mix of gender and ability  

l those who had a wide disparity between their reading and 

spelling ability  
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After 9 weeks of the programme, their use of the key words 

was analysed from both their foundation subject and English 

writing.  

The target pupils were told about their role in this ‘special 

project’ and were encouraged to share their ideas and 

thoughts about how the teachers could support them with 

developing and using key vocabulary.  

The various support strategies used in the classroom were 

identified and categorised. They were ranked in order of 

helpfulness by the pupils. This was then used to establish the 

strategy they found most useful.   

These support strategies included: 

l subject specific words and phrases (Word Aware cards, 

displays and word banks) 

l subject specific text (exemplar writing and sample text) 

l general resources (dictionary and thesaurus)   

The results were grouped to see if any patterns emerged.  
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FINDINGS 

Using the Word Aware programme as a starting point was 

very effective. It enabled the children to: 

l discuss the meaning of key words 

l explore how to use the word in a correct context  

l explore the word’s origins and root 

l spell it correctly by looking for visual and phonic patterns 

Children enjoyed the short, interactive lessons and, as it was 

delivered three times a week, the repetition supported pupils 

of all abilities. 

As well as the STAR approach, we introduced different 

strategies during vocabulary lessons.  

 

Using the Word Origins dictionary to find the morphology of 

the word and its derivation interested the children. As many 

of our pupils are classified as EAL, so the links with other 

languages and changes in morphology fascinated them. 

Devising ‘Call my Bluff’ type games with multiple choices for 

meanings meant they could use visual clues, root words and 

links with other concepts to explore the meaning and the use 

of unfamiliar vocabulary.  

Playing Linkee/Dinkee meant they learned concepts, links 

and relationships between words. 

Shades of meaning charts were devised by the children 

to improve their use and application of a wider range of 

vocabulary.  

kind

gentle

thoughtful

caring

compassionate

sympathetic

hot

burning

boiling

scorching

blistering

scalding

 

Having implemented all these strategies and raised the 

profile of vocabulary acquisition, the analysis of the children’s 

books was thought-provoking. Many of the words were used, 

but a large number were not.  

The words chosen to complement the Science topic of sound 

were not used by the target children in their Science books 

or within their English writing. However, this was also true 

of the rest of the class. These words were chosen as the 

teachers felt they might be unfamiliar and would be used in 

their Science recording.  

The words chosen to complement the English poetry unit 

were used by the target children and by the rest of the class. 

It was also observed that, although the words were used 

effectively and confidently, they were not always spelled 

correctly. As this was not in the remit of this enquiry, this may 

be something to consider another time.  

The target children enjoyed being part of this project – they 

felt they were special and were keen to tell the teachers 

when and where they were trying to use the words. 

‘I’m trying to use as many Word Aware words as I can’ NH 

The range of resources the children found useful was 

enlightening. The more specific word cards and lists were not 

seen as useful as the more generic dictionary and thesaurus. 

The children did use the Word Aware cards and word banks, 

but they also enjoyed the challenge of finding words for 

themselves. The majority of children did not see the subject 

specific text as useful. 

 

REFLEC T IONS  

Having set the focus, and seen some of the results of the 

enquiry, the most important aspect now is to think of the 

limitations, challenges and strengths of the project. 

The use of the Word Aware programme was supportive, 

but also limiting. ‘Bringing words to Life’10 advocates Robust 

Vocabulary Instruction as does ‘Closing the Word Gap’11. 

Their ideas for explicit teaching of vocabulary through a love 

of words, using them in context, and then exploring and 

understanding inference meant that all children become word 

rich.  

Word Aware words are chosen as being ‘Goldilocks’ words – 

not too hard, not too easy but just right. 

Beck et al10 categorised words into tiers:  

‘Tier 1- these are words that are typically found in oral 

language 

Tier 2 - words that are wide-ranging and of high utility for 

literate language users 

Tier 3 - words that tend to be limited to specific domains or 

rare words’ 

Closing the Word Gap emphasises that: 

‘The words chosen for teaching should be those that the 

student will find useful in many contexts. They can usefully 

include high-frequency words known and used by mature 

language users.’ 

From the results of this enquiry, it became obvious that the 

choice of words to be taught was crucial. The initial premise 

to choose subject specific words linked with the Science 

topics to develop cross-curricular writing meant it was 

limiting the use of those words in other contexts. That was 

the reason very few examples of Science words were found 

in their writing.  
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The choice of words that have use in many contexts and 

wide-ranging areas, as well as multiple layers of meaning, 

would result in a deeper understanding of how to use that 

word in their writing. The children would also have a better 

understanding of what writers meant when they see it used 

in different texts.   

The main challenge faced when conducting this enquiry was 

obviously the fact that schools went into lockdown from 

March 20th 2020! There was very limited opportunity to 

investigate the impact of explicit vocabulary teaching when 

faced with on-line, distant learning for a significant period.  

The other challenge encountered was the focus on the 

words to teach, rather than the evidence of how well the 

children can display their deep understanding of the meaning 

of the word through their writing, and reading. From this 

enquiry, it became crucial that the opportunity to show their 

understanding by planning targeted writing tasks and reading 

discussion lessons should be in conjunction with the choice 

of words.  

Despite these limitations and challenges, there were many 

positive outcomes and strengths. The opportunity to focus 

on discrete vocabulary teaching sessions, to analyse how 

well children are able to use those words, the planning of 

exciting, explicit word focussed sessions and then to hear 

the excitement and see the engagement of the children 

cannot be underestimated. Their confidence and ability 

to articulate how they learn best by explaining how they 

use given resources means that these can be provided in 

a more effective way. More emphasis on teaching how to 

use a thesaurus and dictionary will work with the children’s 

preferred way of learning. Developing shared word banks and 

themed lists will also focus the children more on how to use 

the words, as there is a sense of ownership.  

SO THE WAY FORWA RD MUST BE 
THAT W E 

l disseminate the findings, limitation, challenges and 

strengths of this enquiry to all staff 

l have a shared sense of purpose that closing the word gap 

is crucial for all children to make everyone word rich  

l have robust word/vocabulary teaching sessions in every 

class three times a week 

l design a poster defining our purpose and delivery of 

explicit vocabulary teaching  

l engage the children with a wide variety of activities 

to investigate, dissect and use words confidently and 

correctly 

l plan purposeful writing and reading activities in conjunction 

with the word choice to give opportunities to display this 

understanding 

l review and reflect on how different groups of children are 

able to develop a rich and varied vocabulary   

Then we will have Sandfield pupils owning their rich 

vocabulary, having the skills to bring them to life and so be 

part of an ever-growing world.   

‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world’  
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“Reading is the gateway skill that makes all other learning 

possible.” Barack Obama

W HAT’S THE ISSUE? 

In September 2019, I was given a Y9 set 4 class of 18 

students. I decided to use them as my case study to 

determine why they did not read for pleasure and what I 

could do to change this. There is clear evidence that reading 

impacts performance in every subject: reading is the most 

important indicator of success regardless of the socio-

economic/educational status of parentsi.  Therefore, I wanted 

to see if I could:

I. Inspire a love of reading in the class

II. Raise their reading age and improve attainment in class

THE LONG AND W INDING ROA D – 
ST EP S

1. Initial data: reading age test

Each student took a short reading age test so I could see 

the range of the students’ reading ages and differentiate my 

lessons accordingly. These data also enabled me to have a 

baseline: the plan was to re-test them at the end of the year 

to look for improvements beyond their chronological age. 

The reading ages in the class ranged from 8:08 to age 16:00 

so I had to make sure the books they were reading were 

appropriate.

2. Attitude to reading: questionnaire

At the start of the academic year, the students were asked 

to take a quiz about their attitude to reading. The questions 

asked them to rank what they would most likely read (e.g. 

fiction novel, magazine, newspapers etc); if reading had 

benefits; if they would appreciate the opportunity to read in 

school; if they read at home and what their favourite topic is 

when reading. Out of a class of 18, 13 students completed 

it (anonymously). What was interesting (see Figure 1) was 

that their average attitude to reading was not as poor as 

previously thought.  

Figure 1: Results from Q1 of the questionnaire the class 

completed anonymously at the start of the project

However, when asked to explain this, some individuals 

expressed a complete apathy towards reading (Figure 2). 

I don’t really enjoy reading in spare time

bores me at times and I never like the topics people write about

boring, waist of my time

Figure 2: Results from Q2 of the student questionnaire

My challenge was to show that reading is not boring or a 

waste of time and to give them the opportunity to read in 

lesson time.

3. Let’s get reading!

This falls under three subheadings:

A. Silent reading

My first plan was to encourage silent reading for the first 

10 minutes of every lesson. For that to happen, the class 

needed a reading book. In advance of our visit to the school 

library, I emailed the librarian with the list of books I thought 

the students could read. The visit was quite successful: 14/18 

students chose a book. I followed up with an email to all 

parents outlining my focus on reading for the class and to ask 

them to support their child with reading at home. However, 

after 3 lessons, 4 students were finding it challenging to read 

in silence independently and this was having an effect on the 

rest of the class. Intervention was needed…

EXPLORING READING STRATEGIES FOR LOW ABILITY 
STUDENTS 

An enquiry by Katherine Reading at Fullbrook School.
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B. Class reading

My next step was to start a ‘class reader.’ Based on the 

available stock in the English faculty, Private Peaceful (by 

Michael Morpurgo) seemed the most appropriate level for 

accessibility across the reading ages with interesting content. 

Whilst being somewhat limited by what books we had in the 

English faculty stock room, I thought Private Peaceful (by 

Michael Morpurgo) was a brilliant choice. 

Findings:

l Previously, the class had been hindered by limited self-

regulation. However, the act of being read to by me 

really settled the class and the observable change was 

immediate. PISA research shows that in the UK, for 

lessons in which the teacher had to wait a long time for 

students to quieten down, students scored 30 points 

lower in reading than students who reported that this 

never happensii. I found that the previous wasted time of 

settling the class was replaced with productive reading for 

pleasure.

l Mature discussions were led by key prompt questions 

displayed on the board after reading.  

l For the Christmas holidays, I gave each student the book 

to take home and set them homework to read over the 

holidays. I also put the audiobook version online as an 

option for them to listen to. After the holidays, I gave 

them a multiple-choice questionnaire to check if they had 

done the reading (Figure 3). I know they were honest as 

I told them it was anonymous and there wouldn’t be any 

sanctions.  

I read all of the chapters and made notes 5

I read a summary of what happened online and 
made notes

0

I had some help from home to read the novel 
and make notes

0

I did some reading but didn’t finish 3

I didn’t do anything 6

I listened to the audiobook 3

Figure 3: Anonymous questionnaire

l Disappointingly, only five of the class read all the chapters. 

These students do not necessarily have a higher reading 

age but are the most keen and conscientious of the class. 

Six students didn’t do anything at all. This apathy was 

concerning but once we carried on reading (having filled 

in any gaps) the class settled back into the story.

l Once we had finished Private Peaceful, students were 

asked to write in their books what they enjoyed about 

reading together, what they learned and what could be 

done differently next time. They all commented that it was 

a good book choice; many comments about what they 

learned focused on the range of vocabulary; a few said 

that next time they wanted to read with friends so they 

could talk about the book together. 

Analysing the comments, the plan was to give each student 

a piece of card (in the shape of a book mark) for them to 

write down new words that they learned. I also planned 

to start integrating group reading into the lessons with the 

next book.

C. Lockdown reading

In March 2020, schools were closed, slightly scuppering my 

plans. We had moved on to Heroes, by Robert Cormier – a 

Second World War book (so following on from WWI with 

Private Peaceful) with more mature language and messages. 

We were a few chapters in and because school closure 

happened quickly, I did not have time to give the students the 

novel. However, I found a YouTube recording of each chapter. 

I therefore used the ‘Quiz’ function on Show My Homework 

for the students to listen to the chapter and answer a series 

of multiple-choice questions. I then downloaded the results 

and could see who had answered and how accurately (Figure 

4). 

Pupil Reading 
age

20.4 23.4 6.5 7.5 13.5 20.5

A 12:04 100% 83% 80% 100% 38% 100%

B 10:00 83% 83% 30% 75% 38%

C 16:00 20% 25% 50% 33%

D 13:00 50% 100% 80% 100% 50%

E 16:00

F 13:00

G 12:00 33% 33% 40% 50% 25%

H 16:00

I 13:04 50% 50%

J 13:04 83% 83% 90% 100% 100% 100%

K 16:00 100% 50% 40% 25% 13% 67%

L 11:00 50% 75%

M 12:00

N 16:00 100% 100% 80% 25%

O 16:00 70% 100% 100% 100%

P 08:08 83% 100% 70% 100% 100% 83%

AVERAGE 76% 76% 59% 70% 58% 76%

No of 
participants 9 9 11 11 8 7

Figure 4: Data of results of online quiz for Heroes
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Findings:

l Out of a class of (now) 16, only a maximum of 11 students 

were listening to the story and completing the quiz 

l From April to May, the number of participants peaked at 

11 and then fell to 7. Perhaps they were getting ‘bored’ 

of completing the work independently. This certainly 

correlated with the quantity of classwork I was receiving 

in general. 

l Pupil A (see Figure 4) was a very reluctant, disruptive 

learner in lessons. She refused to open Private Peaceful 

in class and barely engaged with it. However, she was 

one of the few students who completed all the questions 

and – apart from one week – achieved nearly 100% in all 

her responses, This could suggest that the lack of peer 

pressure/group dynamics really suited this individual. 

l The reading age of each pupil did not have any bearing on 

whether or not they completed the task: Pupil P is very 

low ability and has severe learning needs. However, his 

mother completes all the work with him and supports him 

in the way a learning support assistant would in school, 

which is why he was able to complete the work.

l Some students have guessed the answers (from the 

multiple choice options) without listening to the story. 

l Although reading via YouTube is not ideal, this way of 

learning clearly appealed to some pupils. 

4. Final data: questionnaire 

To conclude the project, I set a final questionnaire for 

students to complete remotely. Disappointingly, only 7 

students completed this. One of the questions was what 

their attitude was now towards reading. The average attitude 

is now 6.3 (out of 10) as opposed to 5.9 at the start of the 

year. This is a really positive development in the students’ 

attitudes changing towards enjoying reading. I feel that the 

time spent reading together in class had paid off.

CONCLUSION –  L IMITAT IONS AND 
FINDINGS

Student attitude: 

One of the most challenging limitations to this project 

was the attitude of the students. By Year 9, students 

are attached to their mobile phones and other electronic 

devices. Therefore to encourage them to pick up a book is a 

challenge. 

Lockdown: 

The pandemic forced me to think about encouraging students 

to read through different mediums. The fact that 3 students 

enjoyed listening to the audiobook of Private Peaceful over 

Christmas was reassuring. Finding Heroes being read on 

YouTube enabled students to access the story without 

actually having the book with them. This was a great 

discovery. I also was unable to re-test the class’s reading age 

to see if this had improved.

Parental support: 

Obtaining the support from home was paramount – 

students who had the support from their parents were 

much more likely to persist with reading at home. Evidence 

from the Education Endowment Foundation certainly 

supports this: parental engagement can lead to learning 

gains of +3 months over the course of the year.iii In order 

to gain parental support, I regularly emailed them to update 

parents on what we were doing and to ask for help with a 

reading task. 

At Year 9 Parents’ Evening (as part of my role as Teaching 

and Learning Lead across the school), I organised a Book 

Swap where students and parents could bring in a book 

from home and swap for a book on the display we had at 

school. I promoted this in advance to my class by telling 

them, emailing parents and tutors. When we discussed the 

importance of reading, one parent became emotional in her 

frustration with her son for not reading. I received the below 

email (Figure 5) at the end of the May half term – a victory 

for us both!

 

Good morning!

I’m so excited I just had to email you! ***** finished 
Boy, Underwater! He read the majority by himself 
too!!

I’ll find something else for him now...

Figure 5: An email from a parent

RECOMMENDATIONS

As I am already responsible for reading across the school, 

I had introduced a range of initiatives (such as teachers 

having signatures of what they are reading at the bottom 

of their emails; all staff having laminate sheets of what 

they are reading; Book Swaps at Parents’ Evening; a staff 

Book Club and a new reading for pleasure section of the 

school website). All of these were starting to have an effect. 

However, in order to encourage low ability Year 9 students to 

read, we need to ensure that as they transition from primary 

school, they continue the habit of reading. Therefore, I am 

now speaking to my school about the following:

l Launch DEAR – Drop Everything and Read – with Year 7 

where they read for 10 mins at the start of each lesson 

(this was something we had to put on hold due to 

lockdown)



15

l Have a wider range of different media for reading 

l Get the buy in from parents  

l Focus heavily on Year 7 so that students carry on the 

reading habits from primary school. 
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INTRODUC TION

Over the last two academic years my school, a one-form 

entry Primary School, has been developing its mathematics 

curriculum following ‘White Rose’ materials and with aim to 

teach for mastery. The National Centre for the Excellence 

of Teaching Mathematics, (NCETM) describe the term 

‘mastery’ as;

‘Mastering mathematics means pupils acquiring a 

deep, long-term, secure and adaptable understanding 

of the subject. The phrase ‘teaching for mastery’ 

describes the elements of classroom practice and 

school organisation that combine to give pupils the best 

chances of mastering mathematics. Achieving mastery 

means acquiring a solid enough understanding of the 

mathematics that’s been taught to enable pupils to move 

on to more advanced material.’ [NCETM website (2019)]

I was conscious, as an Early Years teacher, that this 

approach did not necessarily start with the younger children 

in the Foundation Stage but more so in Year 1 where the 

National Curriculum and ‘White Rose’ materials begin. I was 

fortunate to be involved with the regional Maths Hub this 

academic year alongside our Mathematics Co-ordinator with 

the vision to support mastery teaching in KS1. I took this 

opportunity to tie it in with my action research and develop 

a mastery approach in Early Years. The aim of this being to 

support transition and ensure children are well equipped 

to access the National Curriculum when they enter Year 

1. ‘White Rose’ published materials for Early Years this 

academic year, which gave me a great reference and also 

resources to start my journey. 

The transition from Early Years to Year 1 is already a huge 

change for children and I felt that by developing one aspect 

of learning in reception, I could support this transition for 

the majority of the children and better prepare them for 

Year 1. From previous years, it seems that the current Early 

Learning Goal (ELG) for mathematics did not adequately 

support the transition from Early Years mathematics to the 

National Curriculum. 

The Early Learning Goal for Mathematics;

‘Children count reliably with numbers from one to 20, 

place them in order and say which number is one more 

or one less than a given number. Using quantities and 

objects, they add and subtract two single-digit numbers 

and count on or back to find the answer. They solve 

problems, including doubling, halving and sharing.’ 

(Department for Education, 2012)

As you can see from the mathematics goal, there is little 

mention of any form of mastery learning other than the 

problem solving language in the last sentence of the 

statement. As an experienced Early Years teacher, I am 

aware that this last statement is usually an area that is 

covered, and sometimes even rushed, in the last few 

weeks of term, before final judgements towards the 

goal need to be made. In order for a mastery approach 

to be established, problem solving would need to be 

interwoven into the curriculum. The Year 1 Programme 

of Study for mathematics (2013) uses language such as 

‘ identify and represent numbers using objects and pictorial 

representation’ and ‘solve one-step problems by calculating 

the answer using concrete objects, pictorial representation 

and arrays.’ 

With all of this information in mind and with the Sandfield 

intent statement for mathematics being to ‘develop an 

enthusiasm and love for mathematics, problem solving and 

investigations with number’, I was keen to begin the project 

and find out more. I established the rationale for the project 

with this background information and intent statement in 

mind.

COLLEC T ING EV ID ENC E FOR THE 
BASELINE

The first task was to establish a baseline for my research by 

finding out the views of the Year 1 teachers. As a school, 

the percentage of children achieving the mathematics goal 

was already high (80% academic year 2018-19), so I knew 

that what I needed to develop in order for the children to 

be masters in mathematics would be something over and 

above this. 

From the information I had already found out and from 

the beginning of my journey with the Maths Hub, I 

completed a structured interview with key questions to 

discover what the children needed more of in preparation 

for Year 1. I formulated my questions to find out the gaps 

in mathematical language and use of different models 

and representations. The results of this interview were 

interesting but not surprising in that it highlighted the 

importance of children needing to be secure in numbers 

‘IN WHAT WAYS DOES TEACHING MASTERY 
IN EARLY YEARS GIVE CHILDREN A DEEPER 
UNDERSTANDING OF MATHEMATICS AND BETTER 
PREPARE THEM FOR THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM?’

An enquiry by Naomi Fraser at Sandfield Primary School.
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1-20. The Year 1 teachers stated that the children need to 

‘have a good understanding of what each number is and 

means’. They also highlighted the importance of children 

being able to sort objects and use comparative language to 

talk about numbers. 

L IT ER ATURE

The findings of the interview became the focus for the 

enquiry; the development of early number sense, for 

example, ‘the threeness of 3’ and also good quality mastery 

teaching in Early Years. The guidance report published 

by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) entitled 

‘Improving Mathematics in the Early years and Key Stage 1’ 

provides a ‘summary of recommendations’ to improve Early 

years mathematics teaching. 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) guidance report entitled ‘Improving Mathematics  

in the Early years and Key Stage 1

Summary of Recommendations Key Points to Consider and Implementation

Develop practitioners’ understanding of 

how children learn mathematics 

l CPD to Early years staff (share finding of research and next steps to team)

Dedicate time for children to learn 

mathematics and integrate mathematics 

throughout the day

l Dedicate time to focus on mathematics each day (implement in January ’20 - 

daily mathematics sessions)
l Explore mathematics through different contexts including story books, 

puzzles, songs, rhyme, puppet play and games (ensure these are available in 

group times and continuous provision - evident in planning)
l Make the most of moments throughout the day to highlight and use 

mathematics, for example, in daily routines, play activities, and other 

curriculum areas (counting whilst lining up, use objective led planning to get 

mathematics into child initiated play - evident in planning)

Use manipulatives and representations to 

develop understanding 

l Ensure that children understand the links between the manipulatives and 

the mathematical ideas they represent (consider using the right resource for 

teaching each concept, mathematics teacher research group discussion - see 

planning for examples)
l Encourage children to represent problems in their own ways (provide 

opportunities for this in small groups mathematics)
l Encourage children to use their fingers (see examples in planning)

Ensure that teaching builds on what 

children already know

l Information collected should be used to inform next steps for teaching 

(objective led planning examples)

Use high quality targeted support to help 

all children learn mathematics 

l Small-group support is more likely to be effective when children with the 

greatest needs are supported by the most experienced staff (rotate groups 

between 3 adults)

From: The Education Endowment Foundation, 2020
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PL ANNING

Using this research as the foundation, and the resources 

provided by the NCETM and White Rose, I developed 

new mathematics planning to implement with my class. 

By cross-referencing the planning with the number sense 

research, I ensured that I was meeting the suggested 

requirements in my teaching to develop the children’s 

number sense. The impact of this was that each time I 

planned and delivered a mathematics session I was able 

to ensure that it included as many of the strategies and 

common threads as possible. After delivering this planning 

for a term, I found that the children’s engagement and 

enthusiasm for mathematics had increased and they were 

all more able to participate and articulate their learning. This 

is something that differed greatly from the mathematics 

teaching we had delivered the previous year. Over the 

space of 6 weeks I was able to incorporate almost all of the 

common threads and strategies. 

METHODOLOGY IN THE CL ASSROOM

As this is an Early Years classroom, it seemed appropriate 

to observe the children as well as interact with them in 

their small focus groups. Research would also indicate that 

a measure of knowledge and understanding of concepts is 

often observed when young children are involved in their 

own ‘child initiated play’ as well as adult led activities. The 

children receive daily mathematics input sessions and the 

resources are then out for them to access independently. 

Adults in the classroom are available to interact with the 

children and support any learning that arises from it. 

To measure the impact of the new planning and methods 

of teaching mathematics, I decided to observe and 

track children over time and identify if they transferred 

their learning to their own play activities. I was also 

measuring their engagements in mathematics after the 

input session where the resources had been left to be 

used independently. I selected 3 children from different 

backgrounds to achieve this (a high ability EAL boy, a 

girl with speech and language difficulties and a boy in 

receipt of Pupil Premium funding). The reasons behind 

my selections were that I wanted to choose children who 

were not necessarily on track to achieve the end of year 

expectations and who I knew would benefit from this type 

of intervention, especially the development of mathematics 

vocabulary. I was also aware that I needed to choose 

children who enjoyed and thrived from having an adult in 

their play to enable me to make the observations without 

losing the learning taking place. It was then my role to 

engage with the selected children in their play and find 

ways to bring in mathematics language and learning, linking 

it where possible to previous input sessions. 

The development of early number sense is summarised in 

an article published by Jenni Back (2014) which summarises 

various research in developing early number sense and 

provides ‘seven common threads’ that define number 

sense. Following this, the article goes on to give 11 teaching 

strategies to promote early number sense. 

7 Common Thread to 

Define Number Sense

Teaching Strategies to 

Promote Early Number 

Sense

1. An awareness of the 
relationship between 
number and quantity

1. Work with concrete 
materials and familiar 
ideas

2. An understanding 

of number symbols, 

vocabulary and meaning

2. Compose and 

recompose different 

arrangements and 

representations of 

number 

3. The ability to engage 

in systematic counting, 

including notions of 

cardinality and ordinality

3. Discuss and share their 

discoveries and solutions

4. An awareness of 

magnitude and 

comparisons between 

different magnitudes

4. Investigate the realistic 

uses of number in their 

everyday world

5. An understanding of 

different representations 

of number

5. Explore number patterns 

and relationships

6. Competence with simple 

mathematical operations

6. Create alternative 

methods of calculator 

and estimation

7. An awareness of number 

patterns including 

recognising missing 

numbers

7. Solve realistic problems 

using a variety of 

approaches

8. Calculate for a purpose 

rather than just for the 

sake of calculating

9. Gather, organise, display 

and interpret quantitative 

data

10. Measure and estimate 

measure for a purpose

11. Explore very large 

numbers and their 

representations including 

using number lines 
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FINDINGS

The observations were conducted for 5 weeks and I 

was excited to find that the children’s engagement after 

mathematics sessions increased. Through their play, we 

began to see the children using their learning from the 

adult led activities, transferred and used independently. The 

samples of their work are set out in the table below:

 

Following a mathematics input, girl 
A drew her own part whole model 
showing how to make 8. She 
was able to write 8 and 0 as the 2 
parts that make the whole 8. This 
shows that she is able to break 
down numbers independently and 
has a good understanding of how 
numbers are made up and how 
they can be represented. 

12th February 2020

Today our mathematics session 
was a subitising game on the 
interactive whiteboard. Boy A 
then continued this after the 
session and was able to recognise 
patterns of dots without counting. 
He recognised 5 dots and said he 
saw ‘2, 2 and 1’ This shows an 
ability to recognise quantities and 
different representations quickly, 
highlighting that he has developed 
a good understanding of ways to 
make numbers. 

11th February 2020

Following a mathematics input 
activity where children found out 
that opposite sides of the dice add 
up to 7, boy B was keen to do this 
independently. He was able to tell 
me what was on the opposite side 
by working out how many more he 
needed to make 7. This indicates 
the boy’s curiosity for number. 
He also demonstrated the ability 
to be able to count on in order 
to reach number 7. This is a skill 
we had previously taught when 
covering addition strategies. It is 
encouraging that he is using this 
independently to solve problems. 

26th February 2020

I also found that the children’s use of mathematical 

language and reasoning increased in their child initiated play 

compared to the use before the project began. 

The samples here shows this in action:

  

‘Girl A was making a cake for her 
baby’s birthday. I asked how old 
she was and she told me she was 
3. She showed me three using her 
fingers and then said ‘look this 
is another way to make 3’ She 
showed me 2 fingers on one hand 
and 1 on the other.’ This matches 
a game we play in class where 
I say a number and children use 
their fingers to make that number 
in different ways across both 
hands. This supports quick recall of 
number bonds to 10. 

March 9th 2020

Boy B was building a bridge using 
the blocks. He pointed out his 
pattern to me ‘plank, block, plank, 
block’ We talked about what 
would come next and continued 
adding parts to the pattern. Boy B’s 
ability to recognise pattern in his 
play will support him when learning 
about number patterns such as 
teen numbers. 

3rd March 2020

Another child drew a number 5 
while we were colouring. Boy A 
then said ‘5 and 0 makes 5. 4 
and 1 and 0 makes 5. 3 and 2, 
that makes 5’ This ability to recall 
number facts quickly demonstrates 
his solid understanding of how 
to make numbers. These facts 
will support him when he learns 
number bonds to 10 and 20.  

9th March 2020

The observations of the three children highlighted to me 

that they were beginning to develop a deeper understanding 

of mathematics and number. This was evident when the 

children were able to talk about how to make and represent 

a number in their own chosen play, not just in our specific 

mathematics sessions. Their increased engagement in the 

planned activities after the sessions indicates that they are 

developing a love and curiosity for mathematics and, in 

turn, a deeper understanding. I believe that this will better 

prepare them for Year 1 mathematics. 

Although the focus of the project was observing the 

progress of this small sample of children, the impact of 

the project was greater and myself and my team observed 

similar actions and language use with almost all of the 

children in our class. We found that more than these three 

children wanted to continue activities after a whole class 

or group session and that everyone was beginning to make 

connections from this learning in their child initiated play. 
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L IMITAT IONS AND NE X T ST EP S

During the observations of the three key children, I came 

across a challenge where, on occasion, the activities 

planned were not leading to the children continuing them 

afterwards. I realised that the reason for this was simply 

that the activities planned were not engaging enough to 

keep the children’s interests afterwards compared to the 

rest of the environment. The children were more interested 

in other areas of the classroom. This was challenging as 

I had to alter the planned activities to suit the interests of 

the three specific children, encouraging them to continue 

to participate. Moving forwards, this is something I will 

consider more carefully especially for those children who 

would benefit from extra practice with a specific skill. 

The project was limited due to time and schools closing; 

however, the children benefited positively from the 

experience and change of teaching methods.

My recommendations for the next steps are:

l Begin the new mathematics teaching from September 

to allow for a whole academic year to develop children’s 

number sense and to cover all of the common threads 

and teaching strategies

l Conduct follow up interviews with the Year 1 team to 

gain feedback on the project successes and to ask if 

the gaps in learning they previously identified had been 

closed

l Set up transition conversations with the Year 1 team to 

discuss the children’s number sense ability alongside 

whether they have reached the mathematics Early 

Learning Goal

This project has strengthened my mathematical subject 

knowledge and pedagogy and I am excited to continue to 

develop this as I continue this next academic year. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion I believe that teaching mastery in Early 

Years is an effective way to gain a deeper understanding 

of mathematics and better prepare them for the National 

Curriculum. It prepares children by giving them the 

foundations and understanding of what numbers mean 

and how they are made up. It highlights the importance 

of children developing a strong understanding of each 

number up to 20 through a mixture of adult led sessions 

and child initiated play. By doing this, it enables children to 

use what they have previously learnt to support them with 

new learning and increase their ability to make connections. 

The evidence I have collected suggests that children made 

better sense of numbers when using it in their play and 

more opportunities to do this could better prepare them for 

Year 1 as they take key language and use it in a context that 

is meaningful to them.
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CONT E X T

Year 5 class, mixed attainment including 2 children 

applying for Education, Health and Care Plans for cognition 

& learning. Within this class of 28 pupils, 12 are on the 

school’s Special Educational Needs register for cognition 

and learning.  

Loseley Fields introduced a new, aspirational curriculum 

based on the Core Knowledge Curriculum in September 

2019.  The Year 5 History curriculum starts with Act of the 

Union and Queen Anne’s succession in 1704, through to 

the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 and includes the Jacobite 

Rebellion, the French and American revolutions, the rise 

of the office of Prime Minister and the expansion of the 

British Empire.  None of these historical periods are in the 

National Curriculum, and consequently there were very few 

age-appropriate resources available to support teaching or 

learning. Planning each lesson has taken a great deal of 

research and, at first, I was doubtful that the children would 

understand or even engage with some of the concepts 

and events we were learning about.  I should not have 

underestimated them!

METHODOLOGY: 

At the planning stage, I thought carefully about the types 

of writing that would work best to capture the children’s 

knowledge and understanding.  I was keen for the 

children to begin to express their own viewpoint once 

we had passed the initial stages of introducing the Core 

Knowledge – as Mary Myatt writes, ‘If every child in the 

class is producing work which is remarkably similar and if 

they are not able to articulate what they have learnt in their 

own words and in their writing, then it is unlikely they have 

developed in that topic.’ 

Initially I considered establishing a broad focus group 

including a wide range of abilities, include SEN pupils. 

However, during the initial baseline work, adjustments had 

to be made owing to memory and recall issues and the fact 

many SEN children needed specific support.   I therefore 

decided to focus on my middle and higher attainers.  I felt 

strongly that giving the children the opportunity to talk 

about their learning would elicit their understanding most 

effectively: as Peacock suggests ‘Often, through dialogue, 

we gain insight into the children’s emerging understanding 

in a way that cannot possibly be substituted through passive 

post-learning activity such as scrutinizing children’s exercise 

books.’  

Introducing the children to subject specific vocabulary was 

also going to be very important, otherwise they were going 

to be unable to express their understanding in writing.  

We built in time to pre-teach topic vocabulary to the SEN 

children, and defined vocabulary words at the start of each 

week’s learning to ensure they understood them when they 

encountered them in the lessons.  It was great to see them 

transferring the new words they had learned to their writing.

Framing the history curriculum as a narrative was important 

to the school, – as Willingham argues, ‘humans are hard 

wired for stories’ - and it was clear that specific facts 

about the Georgian era would not help make meaning or 

retention without a narrative to help pupil make connections 

and deepen their understanding and ability to recall – 

‘knowledge pays off when facts are related to one another’ 

(Willingham).  We had already made the decision when 

introducing it that the history would be taught broadly 

chronologically, which enabled us to do this effectively.

THE PROC ESS: 

Newspaper reports were an obvious starting point as the 

children knew how they were structured from Literacy 

lessons and we found that this style might help the children 

to recall of key events. The children enjoyed writing 

newspaper reports as ‘we can apply the facts that we 

have learned’.  Writing in role was another obvious way 

of engaging the children:  the first piece of writing we did 

was as an agony aunt advising Queen Anne on who her 

successor should be, setting out the evidence for each 

candidate and drawing their own conclusions as to which 

was the most suitable.  This did need to be quite heavily 

scaffolded, but it was interesting to see the children come 

to different conclusions and be able to justify their choice, 

albeit in a fairly simplistic way.  We later wrote in role as 

Napoleon stranded on Elba, and as a sailor at the Battle of 

Trafalgar – these pieces were less scaffolded and some of 

the children showed good recall of the events and how their 

character might have felt.  (see Appendix 1)

However, I became increasingly uncomfortable with writing 

in role as it is hard for a child of 9 or 10 (or indeed any age) 

to fully understand the lived experience of historical figures. 

I knew that a unit on the abolition of slavery was coming 

HOW CAN CHILDREN DEMONSTRATE THEIR 
KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING OF HISTORICAL 
EVENTS THROUGH WRITTEN OUTCOMES?

An enquiry by Philippa Leah, Loseley Fields Primary School.
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up and it made me uncomfortable to think of children being 

asked to write in role as a slave, which I was not prepared 

to let them do. Writing in role, though, was chosen by the 

children as one of the types of writing they most enjoyed 

doing.  I think the agony aunt letter was a successful 

example because they did not have to embody a historical 

character – just to set out the facts.

One of the issues with developing written outcomes was 

the time constraints:  in a 1.5hr lesson, there was a lot 

of knowledge being introduced to the children before we 

could assimilate that in writing.  One of the ways I found 

to elicit written responses was to give the children primary 

sources, usually paintings, and ask them to annotate what 

they thought the painting showed and write some questions 

that they might have (see Appendix 2). Initially the quality 

of these responses was poor – ‘There is a dog’ ‘Why is 

there a dog?’ I therefore did some work on questioning, 

through both our guided reading sessions and in history 

lessons.  I gave groups of children a question matrix to help 

them formulate better questions – starting with the simplest 

‘What is…?’ questions and graduating to higher level ‘How 

might…?’ questions.  (see Appendix 3)

If we had not had to cut the year short due to lockdown, I 

would have developed the use of different types of writing 

to include more ‘writing like a historian’ and ‘writing like 

a geographer’ (we had only just started our geography 

topic when we locked down, so I had done very little 

writing in the subject).  We had a School Improvement 

Partner (SiP) visit in March where our SiP undertook 

‘deep dive’ interviews with subject leaders. I stood in for 

our Humanities leader and talked about the work we had 

done on linking history and writing in Year 5.  She said in 

her report ‘Year 5 planning, teaching and outcomes are a 

model of good practice as a result of a great deal of teacher 

research behind lessons. This is enabling teachers to ensure 

that children’s understanding of events is clear. Children’s 

responses to history have led to some deep discussion and 

a much greater level of curiosity’ and ‘The Subject Leader 

is working with NFER on a research project in Y5.  This is 

demonstrating two important aspects of children’s learning 

in history:

I. Children are now making links between historical events.

II. Their understanding of cause and effect is developing at 

a faster rate owing to the sequence of learning.’

She had talked about the idea of ‘writing like a historian’ but 

I didn’t really have time to develop this.  I wanted to develop 

the use of summary, compare & contrast and possibly 

longer written pieces as an end of topic assessment.  This 

is definitely something I will develop next year. 

FINDINGS:

I interviewed the focus group towards the end of the 

Autumn Term and started by asking them what they 

remembered about the history and geography they had 

studied last year in Year 4.  Their answers were vague – 

Americans, volcanoes, electricity.  When I asked them to 

recall their learning from this year so far, with the obvious 

caveat that it was far more recent, their answers were 

much more detailed – 

l The rise of Napoleon

l The Battles of Waterloo and Trafalgar where Napoleon 

was defeated by Wellington & Nelson

l How King George 1 was the best successor to Queen 

Anne

l the Jacobite rebellion.  

Child A said ‘We’re not even halfway through this year and I 

feel we’ve already learnt more than in the whole of Year 4’, 

Child B said ‘the history challenges me more’ and Child C 

said ‘I’m learning to add more detail to my writing’.  Child D 

said ‘Learning-wise, I prefer Year 5.’

After our second topic - the French Revolution and the rise 

of Napoleon - I put the pupils into 2 groups of three and 

gave them a sheet of paper asking ‘Why was the French 

Revolution important?’ (see Appendix 3).  I recorded their 

discussions on video, which were fascinating – watching 

them make links between events and explain the causes 

of the French Revolution was really interesting, and they 

also built upon each other’s knowledge as they recalled the 

events.  I also gave them a cartoon from the time and asked 

them to use the question matrix to generate questions. (see 

Appendix 3)

I interviewed the same focus group again in the Spring 

Term after our Rule Britannia topic.  We had used a 

textbook about the Georgians in our reading sessions in 

order to give the children more information on daily life in 

the Georgian era, which had not been included in our Core 

Knowledge curriculum.  Their answers showed even more 

detail that the previous time I had spoken to them:  example 

comments were

l There were turnpikes on roads and you had to pay tolls to 

travel

l The turnpikes were hated by drovers

l 6yr olds worked in coal mines

l Cheap cotton was imported from India & sugar from the 

West Indies. 

They told me that they enjoyed writing letters & newspaper 

reports; they liked making notes on the videos we watched; 

they enjoyed looking at paintings from the time to find 

clues.
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part.  The enthusiasm for the Georgian era was encouraging 

to see – the focus group were always really excited to talk 

to me about their learning in history.  

The lack of age-appropriate resources was challenging at 

the start but it encouraged me to use more primary sources 

such as the paintings and documents from the national 

archives website.  The children were fascinated by them, 

particularly when we spotted anomalies, such as different 

flags in two versions of the same painting.  

NE X T ST EP S:

l Although I am moving into a different year group next 

year, my aim is to continue to develop the quality of the 

written outcomes in different genres – I aim to move 

away from writing in role and more towards summaries 

of events, cause & effect narratives and comparing & 

contrasting events/places.  

l I have observed some beautiful end of topic work 

presented as double page spreads, and am keen to use 

this as an end of unit assessment tool. 

l I will lead some staff training on using a range of written 

outcomes so that the whole school use this approach.

l The development of writing frames to support the 

lower attainers is something to work on, and possibly to 

approach children’s learning in a slightly different way, 

with more work on spacing and retrieval.  

l I would also develop the children’s understanding of 

primary and secondary sources further.  

l I will continue to use the ‘placemat’ activity either at the 

end of a unit or the start of the next one.

l I am going to ensure that all classes have a timeline 

specific to the era they are studying that can be added 

to throughout the year, as this was hugely helpful in 

embedding children’s chronological understanding and 

how events were linked. 
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This time, I also posed the question ‘What helps you 

remember in History?’ and their responses were very 

interesting.  Almost all the children referenced the timeline 

that we had added to since the first topic, writing up 

the dates of significant events as we proceeded through 

each history topic.  This enabled them to reference 

the chronological context of new events as they were 

introduced, which also led to my year group partner and I to 

re-arrange the topics for the following year so that it was in 

a more chronological order.  

Several of the children were able to recall key dates, even 

though I interviewed them in a different room and they did 

not have the visual time line in front of them.  Most also 

referenced using pictures to find information was helpful, 

and referred to going back to the pictures if they got stuck.  

The use of maps was also noted by several children, as they 

reported that maps gave them a good idea of how far the 

British Empire had spread.  We had large maps from the 

time on display in our year group block throughout the year, 

and it was common to see the children studying this as 

they waited to go into the cloakroom.  This sense of being 

surrounded by the history we were studying throughout 

the year, has contributed to their recall of key events and 

information.

As part of the interview, I looked through their books with 

them and children were very excited to tell me what they 

remembered about each topic.  Their recall of events from 

the first topic was much better than I expected. They 

could still talk about the reasons that James Stuart and 

Sophia of Hanover were unsuitable candidates to succeed 

Queen Anne, without reading what they had written.  Their 

enthusiasm for the history they had learned was clear.  

They made connections between events, they made links 

between the Jacobites and the Third Estate in France 

before the revolution, and could say why they both wanted 

to overthrow the monarch.  They also noted that both were 

Catholic, and why that was an issue in England.  

CONCLUSIONS:

Using a wide variety of written outcomes gave the children 

scope to express their knowledge and understanding in 

different ways.  The focus group particularly enjoyed the 

‘placemat’ activity to recall why the French Revolution was 

important. Writing in role was also popular, despite my 

reservations about it.  As this was the first year of using 

the new curriculum, each lesson took a longer time to 

research and plan, but the attention to detail resulted in a 

very good understanding of the events from the majority 

of the class. As I mentioned at the start, I should not have 

underestimated their ability.  

The individual written outcomes from the children generally 

showed good knowledge and understanding. The fact that 

they could recall so much after 5 months indicated that the 

learning of key information was embedded for the most 
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A PPENDIC ES: 

Appendix 1 - Photographs of children’s writing
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Appendix 2 - Use of primary sources
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Appendix 3 - Development of questioning & ‘Placemat’ assessment activity
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ABSTR AC T

DIRT (Directed Improvement and Reflection Time) was 

introduced at Freemen’s School in September 2019 as part 

of a review to our marking policy so that pupils would spend 

time at the start of a lesson reading and responding to the 

teachers’ feedback. However, this could be negative for 

the student to be regularly improving work they deemed 

as complete. In a department meeting, we discussed ways 

round this and agreed that we would ask students at A 

Level to rewrite the teacher target from the last essay at 

the top of the next essay and they would need to highlight 

where it had been actioned. The assumption was that this 

would lead students to action our feedback and targets set 

in order to improve their next essay.

Piaget (1967) referred to disequilibrium between what we 

know and what we do not know, and he suggested that 

pupils could respond negatively or positively depending 

on the circumstances. Teachers have the magic wand to 

ensure that pupils engage with the feedback and respond 

positively. When feedback is given there is “an opportunity 

to learn and embrace” according to Hattie (2012). If pupils 

are engaged with the feedback and see it as a challenge 

rather than a struggle there is a crucial opportunity for 

learning that must be actioned on. This opportunity is one 

that no teacher can afford to miss.

Hattie and Clarke (2019) refer to levels of feedback, 

and level 3 is the one we aimed to achieve to support A 

Level students gaining ownership of their learning, where 

students take more control. Not only did we want them to 

engage with the feedback, but we also wanted them to gain 

ownership of their learning. They state that “In order for 

feedback to be constructive it needs to identify what has 

been done well as much as what still needs improving with 

guidance on helping the student achieve that improvement” 

(Hattie and Clarke 2019, p. 78). Feedback to feedforward 

aims to do this, taking it further by helping students to set 

their own improvement targets through teacher guidance.

CONT E X T

Wiliam recognises the complexity of feedback in his book 

Embedded Formative Assessment (2018) and one of his 

conclusions is that in order for feedback to be formative 

the student needs to be able to use it to improve in the 

future. He suggests that “the secret of effective feedback 

is that saying what’s wrong is not enough; to be effective, 

feedback must provide a recipe for future action” (Wiliam 

2018, p. 139). DIRT tried to establish this, allowing time 

at the start of the lesson for pupils to respond. During this 

project, it became clear that there are many ingredients 

needed to ensure that feedback has the “learning” 

effects for each individual student to grow in their learning 

journey and cause them to THINK rather than just see it 

as an action or improvement of a piece of work they have 

submitted. Wiliam suggests that part of the feedback 

recipe has to have steps of progression and being able to 

break down the learning journey for each individual pupil is 

a complex skill that may take years to accomplish (Wiliam 

2018). A significant limitation is that we need to consider 

metacognition, including all other ingredients needed to 

create the ideal environment for the student to engage 

positively in their new feedback challenge.

According to Flavell, “Metacognition refers to one’s 

knowledge concerning one’s own cognitive processes and 

products, or anything related to them” (Flavell 1976, p. 232). 

Increasingly research suggests, “That the most effective 

learners are self-regulating” (Butler and Winne 1995, p. 245) 

and more important that teaching student’s metacognition 

raises their performance and allows them to apply their 

learning to new concepts. One of the areas in this project 

that proved to make a huge difference was the motivation 

of the students. The drive especially with our U6 to access 

their full potential for their A Level was so palpable that 

it led them to be open-minded and ready to engage with 

feedback and their own learning confidently. 

 

Figure 1. Target written by a student from teacher feedback

INT ERV ENTION  

In September 2019, we introduced the “feedback/target” 

idea to our U6 students. When the students submitted an 

essay the teacher would write a target and the students 

would need to rewrite that target at the start of their next 

essay and highlight where it had been actioned. This, 

however, was only applicable for generic evaluating/linking 

it back to the question targets. Sometimes more than one 

target was set, for example a generic essay target and a 

content specific target. Most students responded well to 

FEEDBACK TO FEEDFORWARD 
HOW CAN WE EMPOWER STUDENTS TO SELF-SET TARGETS FROM 
TEACHER FEEDBACK?

An enquiry by Ofelia Bueno Lopez, Head of Geography at City of London Freemen’s School.
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this, but some needed reminding to take it on board. After 

a couple of returned unmarked essays with the comment 

“where is the evidence of your feedback action? Please 

resubmit once completed” students were very much on 

board and ready to respond. Overall, it was extremely 

successful with a positive response from the students and 

immediate results in actioning teacher feedback. It felt like 

a dream come true with minimal effort to get students 

engaged with our feedback comments. 

Figure 2. Teacher target rewritten, actioned and highlighted 

by student and agreed by teacher.

The result was so immediate that we decided to implement 

it with our GCSE sets midterm. 

Year 10 was about to embark on writing extended answers 

on 9-mark questions around half term. After the first one, 

we gave them feedback with a target and made them 

rewrite it at the top of the next essay. It was crucial to 

devise a set of lessons to help them understand the 

requirements of writing an excellent 9-mark question. First, 

there was a lesson going through the mark scheme and 

explaining the breakdown of the assessment objectives so 

that the pupils could understand how to access top marks. 

In another lesson, a WAGOLL (what a good one looks like) 

was handed out and marked as a group acknowledging 

how it had gained full marks. The effect of this was two-

fold. It reinforced the understanding of the mark scheme 

and the assessment objectives previously taught, and it 

gave them the confidence that they could produce work 

of that level and easily achieve top marks. These lessons 

were strategically set towards the end of a topic where 

the subject knowledge had been completed. In a way it 

modelled Hattie and Clarke’s and Wiliam’s scaffolding 

techniques of using several steps in order for the pupils to 

be able to understand other vital elements of their GCSE 

such as crucial details of the assessment objectives and, 

most important, to understand some of our feedback 

comments on how to progress in their learning journey 

through their GCSE. 

 

Figure 3. Samples of the work completed with Year 10 at 

different stages of the project.

 

Figure 4. Targets rewritten and actioned by a student.

At the same time that this work was going on, our A Level 

cohort was quite happy rewriting the teacher target from 

the feedback on the last essay. We felt this was going well, 

but how could we make the students more engaged and 

have greater ownership of their learning? Wiliam suggested 

that creating self-learners was vital to develop learning 

further, and concludes in his book, “If we want to harness 

the power of feedback to increase the student learning, then 

we need to ensure that feedback causes a cognitive reaction 

rather than an emotional reaction” (Wiliam 2018, p. 152). 

Whilst going through their January mocks, one student 

with top marks revealed that she had read all her targets 

set that term and spotted a pattern where she had regularly 

been asked to link her evaluative comments back to the 

question. She took this opportunity the next day in her 
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mock to address it and she wrote her best essay under 

examined conditions. She was able to explain to her peers 

what she did and why, and how clear it became for her how 

to improve and action the feedback. The most successful 

element was the ownership of the task, and the self-

awareness of her learning. She was motivated and keen 

to improve her essays and be proactive about her own 

learning, leading to self-empowerment and motivation. 

I wish I had recorded her explanation to her peers. The 

passion with which she explained how to engage with the 

teacher feedback and the targets we had been setting her. 

It was a huge milestone in the project.

Emotional 

Development

Empowerment/

Self awareness
Metacognition

As a result, all students were asked to do the same. They 

were given a table where they could write all their targets 

set that term and what they had done to action them. Many 

students found this helpful. We discussed their individual 

targets at length and on their following essays students 

were asked to set themselves a target and highlight where 

this had been actioned. Wiliam suggests, “Feedback should 

be focused and it should be more work for the recipient, 

and therefore, it should increase the extent to which the 

students are owners of their own learning” (Wiliam 2018, p. 

153). Finally, we felt we were moving into a different level: 

our feedback was not only being read and actioned, but 

students were starting to have ownership of their learning. 

As a department, we decided to take it further and from 

around February half term we asked students to use 

previous teacher feedback to set their own target for their 

essays. The aim of this was to scaffold students to self-

learning. Could they have more ownership of their learning 

and, therefore, empower themselves with how they were 

learning? At this point, we were close to completing the 

specification and students were highly motivated, mature 

enough to engage with their learning journey and were 

feeling the pressure of their imminent A Level exams. 

FINDINGS

A survey was given to three sets of Year 10 using 

Mentimeter. We had aimed to get them more involved and 

try to get the students to eventually become independent 

self-learners and aim to set their own targets. The 

responses of the three sets separately were very similar. 

They much preferred teacher targets than setting their own. 

They thought all the work we had done with them on the 

assessment objectives was beneficial, but overall, nearly 

70% felt that teacher feedback together with marking a 

model answer were the most significant. Less than 5% 

thought that setting their own target was useful to develop 

their own learning. 

Figure 5. Results from survey conducted on Mentimeter 

with year 10

The work completed with Year 10 was significantly 

interrupted with the school closure due to Covid-19 and 

this continues to be an area we want to keep working on. 

The result of the survey above was disappointing as it 

reflected a strong spoon-fed culture that needs long term 

work to change it. The fact that the three sets separately 

had own target setting as the lowest score reflected that 

they were still not prepared to engage with their self-

learning, and most important that they didn’t value their 

own self-learning. This is significant and clearly showed that 

metacognition needs to be addressed and scaffolded into 

the student body from earlier years. 

The feedback and response from the A Level students was 

more positive. They were more engaged and ready to be 

proactive about their learning. Most A Level students were 

more motivated as they had their exams coming up which 

meant they were more willing to take action. They had seen 

the improvement and positive feedback from a reliable peer 

and this had a significant effect. It was unfortunate that due 

to Covid-19 and the school closure we were not to be able 

to continue with this project up to their exams and be able 

to measure the true impact. It is, however, a strategy that 

we will continue to embrace in Geography A Level as we 

believe that getting them to have ownership of their learning 

is a lifelong skill. 

REFLEC T IONS AND NE X T ST EP S

Despite not being able to see and measure the impact of 

the project on the students’ results and specifically on their 
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essay scores, we know it made a difference to them and 

we know the students can take with them all their learning 

on being reflective and proactive learners. One clear 

outcome from the project was the importance of giving the 

learner more control. This was also supported with ample 

research from Hattie and Clarke as well as Wiliam. Having 

students explain to each other their targets, how they go 

about to achieve and action them to improve their work 

clearly reflected that student modelling is best practice. 

Another significant outcome was the improved relationship 

with the students as they felt we collaborated in helping 

them achieve a better understanding of their learning. 

Wiliam suggests that “although there is still research to 

be done on the most effective learning environments, the 

existing research on metacognition and motivation provides 

clear and strong evidence that activating students as 

owners of their own learning is an essential component” 

(Wiliam 2018, p. 178). He concludes that ideally one should 

consider the following five steps:

1) Share learning goals with the students

2) Promote the belief that ability is incremental rather than 

fixed

3) Make it more difficult for students to compare with each 

other

4) Provide feedback that contains a recipe for future action

5) Use every opportunity to transfer control to the student.

Indirectly at some point, we covered these steps and were 

able to briefly touch step five. Applying all of this is difficult 

and, most importantly, will take a long time; however, the 

outcome will be independent learners in charge of their 

learning. This project showed that student modelling was 

the best practice, and when the opportunity arises, we 

must give the chance to transfer control to the student.

Upon return, we will continue to work on this with our 

GCSE and A Level cohorts. A next step will be to devise 

a way to introduce it lower down the school. It is possible 

to get Year 7s to set their own criteria for a piece of work. 

However, it requires time first to discuss what makes good 

criteria, and then let them THINK and REFLECT. A clear 

outcome from this project is that feedback to feedforward 

has positive impacts and can and should be applied with all 

students to empower them on their learning journey.
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INTRODUC TION

Although Freemen’s is an academically selective school, 

and the majority of pupils achieve very strong examination 

results1, there is a clear correlation between boys and 

underachievement – an issue that is reflected on a 

national scale (Pinkett and Roberts, 2019; Younger et. al, 

1999). Whilst there are obviously large numbers of very 

high achieving boys too, and the majority of our pupils 

do extremely well academically, it is notable that when 

comparing our pupil MidYIS2 scores with overall pupil 

attainment across subjects, in almost every year group, 

the group of pupils with the largest difference between 

scores almost always tends to be predominantly male. 

We set out to identify the factors leading to male pupils’ 

underachievement in our own school context, with the 

hope of understanding how best to support these pupils 

and reduce ‘under’ achievement, asking: ‘How can we best 

tackle issues relating to gender and underachievement at 

Freemen’s?’

THE L IT ER ATURE

Before setting on a specific methodology, we firstly 

explored the existing literature on the correlation between 

boys and underachievement, which confirmed that this is 

a common yet very complex issue – locally, nationally, and 

even, to some extent, globally. The following summarises 

the thematic strands that arose from our reading of the 

literature, and which therefore helped to shape the direction 

of our project:

- Boys’ underachievement – The issue is made clear by 

Carrington and McPhee (2008), Francis (2006), Holland 

(1998), Jones and Myhill (2004), Van Houtte (2004) 

and Younger et al. (2002), all of whom demonstrate a 

link between boys and academic underachievement. 

The most commonly cited subject in relation to this 

is English, and, by extension, subjects that require a 

greater emphasis upon written work. Weaker levels 

of literacy are noted by Sullivan (2012) and Pinkett and 

Roberts (2019), and Medwell and Wray (2008) suggest 

that poorer handwriting skills might play a part in boys’ 

weaker writing skills from a young age. 

- Masculinity – Exploration of the impacts of social 

constructs of masculinity upon male pupils’ levels of 

academic achievement is prevalent in the literature, with 

a repeated claim that ‘‘‘laddishness’ or ‘macho’ cultures 

may be impeding boys’ progress at school” (Jackson, 

2002). Existing research suggests that within male peer 

groups, there is heavy peer pressure to disengage from 

academics, and so male pupils often feel they must at 

least ‘appear to avoid academic work’ (Jackson, 2002, 

p.40). This pressure seems to increase as a male pupil 

ages: Myhill (2002) states that, as a boy gets older 

(from around Year 8), he will struggle in ‘response to 

constructions of masculinity and peer group pressure to 

maintain an appropriate masculinity by not appearing too 

eager or enthusiastic’ about academics. Likewise, Pinkett 

and Roberts (2019) assert that masculine peer pressure 

leads to an ‘anti-academic ethos’. This discourse 

suggests, then, that male underachievement may be 

a result of some form of male pupil ‘resistance’ to 

academics, due to trying to live up to a male stereotype 

as enforced by peer group (Francis, 2006, p.189).

- Gender bias – However, more recently there seems to 

be a shift away from focus on internal peer groups and 

‘laddishness’ to more external influences. A number 

of studies explore how teachers interact with pupils of 

different genders, and suggest that teacher expectations 

of girls may (consciously or unconsciously) differ from 

teacher expectations of boys (Pinkett and Roberts, 

2019; Jones and Myhill, 2004; Myhill and Jones, 2006; 

Younger et al., 1999). Myhill and Jones (2006, p.101) 

note that ‘evidence has tended to note teachers’ low 

expectations of boys’ potential for academic attainment’. 

As a result, they say, ‘teacher expectations of academic 

achievement might contribute to differential educational 

outcomes for boys and girls’. Along with these ‘low 

expectations’, research suggests that boys are treated 

more harshly in the classroom environment than 

girls – Younger et al. (1999, p.337) found that ‘90% 

of reprimands in the selective schools and 70% of 

reprimands in the comprehensive schools were given 

to boys’, and Beaman et al. (2006, p.362) suggests that 

there is a link between negative teacher attention and 

underachievement of boys. 

IS IT REALLY ‘JUST BOYS BEING BOYS’? 
GENDER AND UNDERACHIEVEMENT

An enquiry by Charlotte Unsworth-Hughes and Frankie Paul, City of London Freemen’s School.

1 86% A*-B at A Level, and 83% A* & A or 7, 8 or 9 grades in 2019, according to: hiips://www freemens org/examresults

2 MidYIS is an assessment that helps predict how pupils are likely to perform at (I)GCSE: hiips://www cem org/midyis
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D EFINING UND ER ACHIEV EMENT 

Interestingly, it was rare for any of the research we read 

to explicitly define the term ‘underachievement’, and there 

is therefore a danger of it becoming confused with ‘low 

achievement’. A study by Jones and Myhill (2004), however, 

did attempt to clarify this distinction, and defined an 

underachiever as: ‘A child who is not achieving in academic 

tests but who: has oral abilities that are better than their 

reading or writing; has good general knowledge; grasps 

ideas and principles quickly; challenges viewpoints or sees 

things differently from others; or seems unmotivated but 

capable.’ One could argue, however, that this is still a vague 

and very subjective view, and that is it difficult to identify 

those pupils who are most underachieving without a good 

overview of the entire cohort. Others, such as Younger et al. 

(2002) situate ‘underachievement’ of boys as comparative 

to the achievement of girls; that is, referring to the ‘gender 

gap’. We also felt the gender gap isn’t necessarily indicative 

of underachievement.

Therefore, for the purpose of our study, we used a different 

definition of underachievement, based upon pupil data 

helpfully provided by our Director of Learning, Teaching and 

Innovation that was generated as follows:

- Each pupil’s ‘core’ subjects’ exam grades were averaged 

to create a ‘core average’.

- A ‘test index’ was then created: core average – median 

score / standard deviation total

- Finally, a ‘performance’ score was generated: Test index 

– MidYIS index

The data produced was essentially the comparison 

between MidYIS performance with average core subject 

performance. If the Performance Score was negative, then 

the larger the gap, the larger the level of underachievement 

(gap between achievement and academic potential). We 

found this a useful approach later in our project when 

selecting pupils with which to trial an intervention.

PUPIL  VOIC E

Before trialling an intervention, we wanted input from the 

pupils themselves. Using survey methodology, we sent all 

pupils in Years 7-11, male and female, a questionnaire. 

We explained the purpose of the questionnaire in pupil 

assemblies and sent the pupils four reminder emails. The 

questionnaire consisted of 22 questions, most of them 

multiple choice or rank order questions, and one ‘written’ 

follow-up question.

Pupil gender Number of responses

Male 108

Female 167

Prefer not to say 9

Total 284

The findings from the questionnaire were fascinating and 

multifaceted. Most of the data collected was interesting and 

useful to our school, but the key findings, in relation to our 

research question and our aims, are outlined below:

Subjects and classroom pedagogy – when asked what their 

favourite subjects are, it was unexpected that not one single 

male pupil, from Years 7 to 11, out of the 108 pupils that 

responded to the questionnaire, selected English – whilst 

it was the fourth most common favourite subject for girls 

(see Fig. 1). This is quite striking, and perhaps feeds into 

the emphasis upon underachievement in English raised 

in the literature. This perhaps relates to the girls and boys 

differing in their preferences for type of work completed 

in class: whilst ‘practical work’ is preferred by male and 

female pupils alike, it is perhaps significant that 23% of 

girls’ favour ‘listening to the teacher talking and making 

notes’ compared with just 11% of boys – less than half. 

With the boys massively favouring practical work and 

group work rather than listening and writing, this is again 

supported by Smith’s (2005) findings of boys’ favourite 

subjects being ‘anything you don’t have to write in.’ This, 

combined with not one single boy selecting English as his 

favourite subject, requires deeper consideration; why do 

girls favour writing more than boys, and what steps can 

teachers take to address this disparity? Might this feed into 

boys’ underachievement? 

Fig. 1: Female and Male Perspective on Favourite Subjects 

(in %)

Confidence levels – Pupils were asked how well they 

thought they were doing in school at the moment overall 

(with regard to academic subjects), on a scale of 1 to 10. 

Results from this question suggest that boys, on the whole, 
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seem to have more confidence in their attainment than 

girls. 83.3% of boys awarded themselves a 7 or above 

when rating how well they thought they are currently doing 

in academic schoolwork, in comparison to 67.7% of girls 

(see Fig. 2). This doesn’t appear to correlate with looking at 

pupil attainment grades in rank order by gender. So why do 

boys rate themselves more highly? Is it intrinsic or extrinsic 

– are boys more confident in their abilities, or are they led 

to believe that they are doing better than they are, through, 

for instance, ‘positive praise’ in feedback? Likewise, why 

are girls more hesitant to rate themselves highly? Do they 

feel under greater pressure to excel? Are they less willing 

than boys to accept lower results? Holland (1998) argues 

that boys seem to have a distorted belief in their own 

success, and think they are doing better than they are. She 

suggests that ‘their unrealistic view of their performance 

could be contributing to a sense of complacency and an 

opinion that they do not need to improve’. From this, it 

might not be such a leap to suggest that female pupils may 

underestimate how well they are doing, and therefore drive 

themselves harder. It is a pity that we cannot compare 

these data with the actual current attainment levels of 

these individual pupils, but we felt anonymity especially 

important in this type of questionnaire. A related question 

we asked was: ‘If you were underachieving/not achieving 

your full potential, to what extent would knowing this 

be motivational?’ and pupils were asked to answer on 

a scale of 1 (extremely demotivational) to 5 (extremely 

motivational). A large proportion of all pupils feel that it 

would be motivational to be aware of the fact that they 

were underachieving. This appears to be more the case for 

male pupils than female pupils, which is interesting given 

that the vast majority of our most underachieving pupils are 

male. It may be that pupils, male pupils in particular, would 

benefit from being aware that they are underachieving, 

especially given Fig. 2’s finding that male pupils may be 

more likely to think themselves doing better in school – 

which may not always necessarily be the case. Holland 

(1998, p.177) suggests that parents, as well as pupils, may 

have a distorted view of how they are doing. However, 

care over this has to be taken, as it is important to note 

that more than 10% of girls, and almost 10% of boys, 

believe that they would find this knowledge ‘extremely 

demotivational’, and we do not know if there is a correlation 

between the pupils that would see this as demotivational 

and their current attainment – this may be worth further 

investigation and consideration.

Fig. 2: Female and Male perspective on how well they think 

they are doing in school at the moment (in %)

Peer groups and constructs of masculinity – much of 

the literature we had read had suggested that male peer 

groups are often a key factor in male underachievement, 

and that peer pressure, social constructs of masculinity 

and associated stereotypes are often linked to challenging 

male behaviour in the classroom setting (Pinkett and 

Roberts, 2019). However, this was not our finding in our 

school context. According to our data, most pupils, male 

and female, see their friends as having a more positive than 

negative impact upon their schoolwork. It is interesting 

that a larger proportion of female pupils see their friends 

as having a negative (or in a tiny minority of cases, very 

negative!) impact upon their schoolwork than male pupils. 

Pupils were also asked what personal attribute they care 

about the most (see Fig. 3). Whilst the vast majority of 

male and female pupils alike selected ‘personality’, the next 

priority for both male and female pupils was ‘academic 

success’, with at least twenty percent of both male and 

female pupils alike stating that they care about this the 

most. Whilst the proportions are fairly even, it is interesting 

to note that a slightly higher proportion of male pupils 

prioritise the value of academic success than female pupils, 

despite Pinkett and Roberts’ (2019, p.48) links between 

masculinity and ‘an anti-academic ethos’, far more than they 

value sporting ability. Interestingly, when pupils were asked 

what attributes they thought their peers valued most, with 

the same multiple-choice options, ‘academic success’ was 

once again the second most popular answer for male pupils 

(although, perhaps surprisingly, the third most popular 

answer for girls, after sporting ability) (see Fig. 4). From 

these findings, it can be suggested that male pupils do 

not consider their peer groups to have a negative impact 

upon their academic success – if there is peer pressure 

of an ‘anti-academic ethos’, pupils are either unaware 

of it, or unwilling to admit to it, even in an anonymous 

questionnaire. We therefore felt that other factors might be 

more significant.
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Fig. 3: Female and male perspective on the impact their 

friends have on their schoolwork (in %)

 

Fig 4: Female and male perspective on what they think their 

peers value the most (in %)

Gender stereotypes and unconscious bias – In fact, one 

very significant factor appeared to be pupil perceptions 

of gender dynamics in the classroom. Of all the pupils 

that responded to the questionnaire, approximately half 

of all pupils answered ‘yes’ or ‘sometimes’ when asked 

‘do you feel that boys and girls are treated differently in 

class?’ When looking at the boy/girl split, it seems that 

male pupils are very slightly more likely to feel that boys 

and girls are treated differently in class than female pupils, 

which is likely due to the perception that male pupils are 

more harshly treated, as evident in their accompanying 

written explanations. Cullingford (1993) argues that boys 

‘do less well academically, are more punished, have 

fewer privileges, and are “picked on” far more’, and this 

is certainly the perception of a number of our pupils. Both 

male and female pupils highlight instances where girls 

and boys may act in the same way, but boys will suffer 

harsher treatment, with repeated claims such as: ‘girls get 

away with more’, ‘girls get more privileges’, or ‘Boys are 

punished more harshly and get more frequent detentions 

for the same thing a girl has done, but the girl won’t get 

a detention for it.’ Younger et al.’s (1999, p.332) study 

finds that it is predominantly boys that claim that their 

treatment is unfair, whereas their female counterparts 

‘often felt that this was justified’. It is significant, therefore, 

that in our case, male and female pupils alike have strong 

feelings that boys are being treated unfairly by teachers. 

Whether or not there actually is a disparity between the 

treatment of girls and boys, this perception of such is, in 

itself, potentially damaging, especially as research suggests 

that there is a link between negative teacher attention and 

underachievement of boys (Beaman et. al, 2006, p.362) and 

a sense of frustration appears evident in many responses, 

as shown by one female pupil who notes: ‘Boys are not the 

cause of every bad thing to ever happen, and this is coming 

from a girl. I wouldn’t be surprised if they got a detention 

for breathing too loudly.’ For most part, gender stereotyping 

was seen by pupils to have an unfair impact upon boys. One 

male pupil notes that: ‘The girls are usually praised more for 

their work than the boys, which is usually because it is more 

neat, which is a trait seen more in girls than boys, even if 

the boys’ work is better than that of the girls.’ This supports 

Pinkett and Roberts’ (2019, p.84) claims that teachers can 

suffer from ‘unconscious bias’ as a result of societal gender 

expectations, which in turn can lead to unequal treatment 

of girls and boys, and possibly even lower expectations 

of male pupils. One pupil claims that due to the ‘higher 

expectations held for girls, perhaps because of maturity 

levels’, ... ‘boys are excused more from missing deadlines’, 

and others state that ‘girls are expected to do better’ and 

that teachers ‘expect more from girls in certain subjects’. If 

this is the perception of pupils, then it is possible that this 

influences pupils’ expectations of themselves. This is clearly 

a widespread issue nationally: Myhill and Jones (2006, 

p.101) note that research repeatedly finds that ‘teachers 

may have differing and inequitable expectations of girls and 

boys’ and that ‘evidence has tended to note teachers’ low 

expectations of boys’ potential for academic attainment’. 

As a result, ‘teacher expectations of academic achievement 

might contribute to differential educational outcomes for 

boys and girls’.

INT ERV ENTION:  COACHING

The data gleaned from the questionnaires, as well as 

our reading of the existing literature, suggested that 

underachievement is both a pastoral and academic issue, 

with lots of complex factors, and which is unlikely to have 

a simple, one-size-fits-all solution. Several solutions for 

male pupil underachievement are suggested in the existing 

literature. Younger et al. (2002) highlight the benefits of 

increased support from staff, and pupil ‘support groups’ 

and mentoring sessions, along with a detailed target-

setting strategy where pupil and teacher work together. 

Likewise, Holland (1998, p.178) feels that teachers working 

closely with underachieving pupils ‘step-by-step’ can be 

particularly helpful, and that, alongside this support, ‘pupils 

could be encouraged to monitor their own study and 

progress periodically in all curriculum areas.’ She asserts 

that underachieving pupils therefore need to be ‘identified’ 

and made known to all staff for support, with ‘accurate and 
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frank’ feedback to pupils, and involvement of parents. She 

also calls for whole-school INSET to ‘raise awareness of the 

problem of underachievement’, with a school coordinator 

appointed, along with departmental representatives. Among 

many other suggestions, Pinkett and Roberts (2019) 

encourage teachers to tackle gender stereotyping both 

within and outside the classroom, but argue that in order 

to do this effectively, they need to be self-reflective about 

themselves and their own understanding of gender bias. 

They suggest a self-audit to be undertaken by teachers, 

perhaps as part of INSET. There are clearly a lot of potential 

solutions here, a number of which are already practised 

by our school. However, if there was a simple, one-size-

fits-all solution, male pupil underachievement wouldn’t be 

such a widespread issue, with decades’ worth of literature 

exploring it. We wanted to explore the issue in our own 

school context, and to listen to the voices of our pupils by 

linking our intervention to our questionnaire findings. We 

were also very aware, however, of the finite amount of 

time we had available for this project, and mindful that we 

needed a manageable, short-term intervention over just a 

few months, with the hope of rolling out longer term, larger 

scale interventions in the years following. We felt that it 

would be essential to explore gender stereotyping and 

unconscious bias, but that this would be a much longer-

term intervention than our project could afford, and would 

be rushed in our time frame. Therefore, we decided to 

explore our findings regarding classroom pedagogy and 

confidence, and to tie this in with the repeated references 

in the literature to the benefits of individual pupil support 

and mentoring strategies. We felt a small-scale initiative 

focusing on specific underachieving pupils would be 

manageable yet potentially very effective.

We decided to implement a coaching intervention with a 

select group of pupils who were, according to their MidYIS 

data, very academically capable, yet attaining significantly 

lower academic results than one might therefore expect. 

We focused on Year 11 pupils as this year group would, we 

thought, be able to provide us with GCSE examination data 

at the end of it (we did not anticipate Covid-19), and we felt 

we could provide valuable support for these pupils in the 

run-up to their examinations. We included both girls and 

boys in our sample, as our research of the literature, as well 

as our questionnaire findings, were starting to show us that 

relating underachievement specifically to boys may actually 

reinforce the correlation, and that it is more effective to 

tackle underachievement broadly, rather than by targeting 

one gender.

Using Beere and Brougton’s (2013) ‘ISTRIDE’3 approach 

to coaching, we formulated questions to ask the pupils, 

and set up weekly Friday morning breakfast club sessions 

before school. We invited the five pupils to attend, and 

also informed the parents. Two pupils declined, and 

three pupils agreed. Only two of these pupils did end up 

attending: one girl and one boy. Sessions took place in 

an English classroom between 8 and 8:30am on Friday 

mornings, and consisted of each of us having a general 

chat together with the pupils, then splitting off into two 

separate conversations. We provided pastries and juice, 

and tried to create a friendly, informal, supportive and pupil-

led environment. We took brief notes throughout, which 

we summarised after each session, to ensure continuity 

between sessions.

Unfortunately, the outbreak of Covid-19 interrupted our 

coaching sessions so we only ran three sessions, and 

cannot tell how progress may have been made if the 

sessions had continued. We also cannot tell if it had any 

impact upon the pupils’ GCSE examinations, a) because 

there are too many variables at play to suggest that one 

intervention may have affected these pupils grades, and b) 

because their GCSE examinations were cancelled due to 

Covid-19. However, from the discussions that took place, 

we can see how coaching could potentially be of great 

benefit to the pupils. Pupils were given the chance to talk 

about themselves, guided by our questions, and come 

up with their own actions, which they took ownership of. 

Each week was an opportunity to reflect on their actions. 

We also identified some issues these pupils were having 

which might be shared by multiple pupils, and maybe worth 

looking into further.

Pupil 1 – This male pupil placed a great deal of importance 

on football, which keeps him extremely busy, but this 

leads to him struggling to find time to revise. He has good 

intentions to revise around football training and matches, 

but finds he is emotionally affected by his success or 

failure in football, and that this impacts upon his academic 

motivation. In these instances, he chooses to watch 

TV or play games rather than complete academic work, 

which then leads to further feelings of guilt and anger. He 

recognises this as an obstacle to attaining the GCSE grades 

he is aiming for, so decided to schedule specific relaxation 

time and revision time so that the time doesn’t ‘blur into 

one’, and enlist a family member’s help in sticking to this. 

Pupil 2 – This female pupil also struggles with balancing 

co-curricular commitments with academics, but is highly 

motivated to work in her spare time, and spends hours 

‘revising’. However, she explained that her revision consists 

largely of making the ‘perfect’ revision timetable, which 

she admitted is quite unrealistic and puts a lot of pressure 

on her; she explained that if she misses one slot, it ‘ruins’ 

her week’s plan and she feels she needs to ‘catch up’. 

She also said that her main method of revision is simply 

to ‘re-read [her] notes’ but that it doesn’t always help her 

3 A questioning approach to use in coaching sessions. ISTRIDE: Information gathering; Strengths; Target/goal-setting; Resources/
reality; Ideas/strategies; Decisions; Evaluation.
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to understand the work any better – it just feels good to 

be ‘doing something’. She recognised that this might not 

be the most effective approach for her, so decided a) to 

rework her revision timetable to something that she could 

more comfortably manage, and b) to use a wider variety of 

revision techniques, which were discussed in more detail.

From this short trial, we feel that coaching could potentially 

be very useful indeed for all pupils, but especially those who 

are underachieving. The main benefit was that pupils were 

able to come up with solutions themselves, and therefore 

take ownership of their actions and progress. Potentially, 

in the future, staff members could perhaps receive training 

on coaching, with a coaching system implemented – in 

particular for our underachieving pupils, but ultimately all 

pupils could benefit from this.

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLEC T IONS

Our findings overall are broad, varied and numerous, but 

there are two key areas that appear particularly significant. 

Firstly, the data generated by the pupil questionnaire has 

made clear that for at least half of the pupils that responded, 

gender is an issue in the classroom, as they perceive 

teachers to treat girls and boys differently. This may or may 

not actually be the case, but a) the pupils’ perception of this 

is surely of concern, and b) it is reasonable to suggest that 

teachers may benefit from being self-reflective about their 

interactions with pupils from different genders, and aim to 

see these from the pupils’ perspective. With hindsight, if we 

could have done anything differently, we might have asked 

for more pupil information when collecting our questionnaire 

data. It would have been useful to have known year group 

of pupils, for instance, although this would, of course, have 

had to have been balanced with risk to pupil anonymity.

Secondly, whilst we do acknowledge that our coaching trial 

was limited by such a small sample and by the fact that 

the initiative was unfortunately interrupted by Covid-19, we 

feel that we have established the potential for successful 

coaching of underachieving pupils. The underachieving 

pupils we trialled the coaching with responded really well 

to their sessions and readily took ownership of their own 

actions and progress. They appeared to really appreciate the 

opportunity for personalised support and we felt that the 

individual interactions we had with the pupils showed them 

that they are valued. As a result, we would like to see this 

rolled out on a larger scale.

In asking: ‘How can we best tackle issues relating to 

gender and underachievement at Freemen’s?’, we set out 

to explore the link between boys and underachievement. 

Although there is a clear correlation, we wonder how 

much of the issue is actually reinforced by labelling it as 

a ‘problem’, and this concern is shared by Younger et al. 

(1999, p.326) who warn of the risks in ‘focusing’ on this 

issue, and Jones and Myhill (2002, p.560) who say it has 

taken on ‘an identity of its own’. We feel that we have 

actually been tackling two separate (although undeniably 

related) issues: a) general pupil underachievement, and b) 

gender issues, perceptions and stereotypes. Whilst these 

issues are likely interrelated, we feel that by approaching 

them separately we are helping to move away from 

reinforcing the idea of boys as underachievers. Research 

suggests that boys’ underachievement can be best raised 

by tackling underachievement in general (Jones and Myhill, 

2002, p.560), and reminds us that the ‘underachieving 

girl’ should not ignored, and we feel that this is a vitally 

important approach in taking our work forward to its next 

steps.

NE X T ST EP S

We are delighted that our research is going to be taken 

forward next year, and that it will feed into the school’s 

plans in regard to tackling gender issues:

l Our findings will be shared at INSET next term, as 

well as potentially as part of the school’s Twilight CPD 

programme, to raise awareness of these issues among 

the teaching staff. 

l A Working Party on gender issues, using our findings as 

a starting point, has also been approved in principle. 

l We also hope for a coaching initiative to be implemented 

in the near future, to provide individual support for 

underachieving pupils, both male and female. 

We hope, eventually, to see whole-school positive change 

stemming from our project, with regard to both gender 

and underachievement.

FINAL REFLEC T ION

We have thoroughly enjoyed working on this project, and 

feel that it has made us more self-reflective as practitioners. 

Although we are immersed in the classroom all day every 

day, we do not spend enough time reflecting on our own 

teaching practice, and this project enabled us to do this.

We very much enjoyed the collaborative nature of the 

project and greatly benefitted from working together; as an 

English and a PE teacher, we brought very different skills, 

experiences, perspectives and ideas to our partnership.

Our work on the Enquiring Teacher Programme has also 

helped to reinforce future career paths and we are both 

considering taking research further as a result. We are very 

grateful to those who guided and supported us throughout 

the ETP and are very glad to have been a part of it. 
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INTRODUC TION

As a father of a Special Educational Needs and Disability 

(SEND) student, I had noticed the difference in progress 

and outcomes made by teachers who understood SEND and 

made appropriate accommodations. This led me to consider 

my own teaching and my work as a Housemaster of a large 

day boys’ House. I had found that many of the boys missing 

their targets academically were SEND students, the value 

added (VA) for SEND students was significantly under that 

of the other students, and anecdotal feedback from staff 

regarding the boys who had SEND issues was usually less 

than positive and showed a degree of frustration from pupil 

and staff alike. This prompted me to undertake several 

online training courses which substantially enhanced my 

knowledge of SEND issues and strategies for teaching SEND 

students. Through my role as Chair of Governors and SEND 

Governor at a local primary school I began to network with 

other schools and became aware of the variety of systems 

that were possible and could be adapted to work within the 

Epsom framework. These insights gave the initial impetus 

to develop a better system at Epsom which would enhance 

the learning of this key group of pupils. By considering data 

from the school (Figure 1), Local Authority (LA) and nationally 

(Figure 2), I was able to see that Epsom sat comfortably in 

the middle of the attainment gap between SEND and non-

SEND students.

Year VA - SEN VA - Non SEN % on SEN 
register in 
year group

U6 (13) 0.32 0.49 9.8

L6 (12) 0.14 0.21 15.0

5th Form (10) –0.09 0.58 21.2

GCSE - actuals –0.05 0.27

U4 (9) –0.07 0.42 20.0

Figure 1: Value Added data for Epsom pupils across different 

year groups.

National data show average Independent schools have 

15.6% of their population listed as SEN; however, the trend 

at Epsom is above average and growing. Selective schools 

often follow English Baccalaureate which meant no progress 

data was available, but attainment showed 73% achieved 

the baccalaureate whilst 50% of SEN students do. The VA 

data are reflected nationally1; although the figures are not 

strictly comparable, progress data nationally (Department for 

Education, 2019) shows:

SEN Non-SEN

National –0.43 0.08

Surrey –0.38 0.3

Figure 2: Value Added data for pupils in England and Surrey

The national data include schools in deprived areas and far 

more challenging circumstances, averaged out with grammar 

schools and those that are performing well. Broadly speaking, 

Epsom matches average national data; however, being well-

resourced and through comparison with selective schools 

it could be argued that this is a group that with targeted 

interventions and a school wide strategy could be greatly 

improved. My aim was to develop a system that would help 

ensure this target was met and see the VA and attainment 

data for SEND students rise.

Any successful system would need to incorporate the 

teaching staff, Academic Support department and the pupils, 

focussing on their motivation and desire to overcome some 

long-standing habits and attitudes to school. Starting with 

the pupils, I began to create a bespoke SEND plan, which 

not only passed on the information regarding the difficulties 

the pupil was having and the strategies Academic Support 

had identified to help, but a personal note as well, giving 

their view on school, learning and their difficulties. These 

statements were positively received by staff who found 

them illuminating and enabled them to make improved 

accommodations.

Giving the pupils a voice and opportunity to speak to their 

teachers, albeit indirectly, seemed an incredibly powerful tool 

with many of the pupils responding well, and a general rise in 

effort grades was seen from many of the students with the 

new plans over the term. Sustaining this improved motivation 

would be a challenge that needed whole staff commitment 

and potentially bespoke targeted training. 

CREATING A MORE EFFECTIVE SYSTEM FOR SEND 
STUDENTS 
CREATING A MORE EFFECTIVE SYSTEM FOR SEND STUDENTS AT 
EPSOM COLLEGE

An enquiry by Lawrence Matthews, Housemaster and teacher of Chemistry at Epsom College.
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‘It’s very much the detail that doesn’t always get 
communicated as it should, and I think they will be 
incredibly helpful in understanding behaviours.’ 

 email from colleague

BASELINE SURV E Y

A questionnaire was sent to all staff to get a baseline 

regarding the confidence and knowledge of the staff body. 

As well as giving a rating system, the questionnaire allowed 

comments for the teachers which would help to guide the 

future INSET.

Figure 3: Question 10 from SEND staff survey

I understand what is communicated - I don’t always 
know what to do with the information sent. 
More reference to specific pupils/individual needs 
might be useful where appropriate

questionnaire comments

Whilst the emailed register is useful, it does not 
appear to coincide with ISAMS which is the source 
of set lists etc. Also, more information around how 
to support specific needs or individuals would be 
appreciated.

questionnaire comments

These comments, such as the ones in Figure 3, put the data 

in context, suggesting that whilst staff were aware of the 

various SEND issues and what they entailed, there was less 

knowledge regarding how to accommodate these learners in 

specific subjects and which strategies had been shown to be 

most effective. Teachers had also found it difficult to gather 

all the necessary information as it was held in multiple places 

and forms.  

INT ERV ENTIONS

The easiest part of the problem to solve was the 

communication between Academic Support and teachers. 

A new spreadsheet was formed which could be emailed 

directly to the teachers of SEND students. The emails would 

contain only the data regarding the students they teach, 

allowing much more efficient communication of information.

Working from the data, I then began a series of INSET 

sessions designed to develop awareness of the learners’ 

needs and foster a sense of empathy with the struggles 

some of them faced. I trialled the sessions with a single 

department, I then running them as twilight sessions to build 

a core group, who I worked with individually. I could then 

develop strategies that worked with typical SEND students at 

Epsom before presenting a whole school INSET in January at 

the start of term. The initial sessions focussed on developing 

empathy with the SEND student, why they had developed 

the attitudes they had and how to get alongside them and 

develop relationships. Once a more positive attitude and 

relationship were formed within the classroom, the strategies 

to aid learning would then become increasingly effective and 

well received.

INSETs have been useful in sharing strategies 
for supporting SEND pupils and giving a greater 
awareness understanding of the struggles these 
pupils face.

The major impact has been on planning my 
communication and learning environment more 
effectively.

questionnaire comments

As the sessions developed it became clear that a successful 

system needed to work alongside the systems already in 

place regarding teaching and learning in the College. Lessons 

are based on the 6 principles in Allison and Tharby’s book 

Making every lesson count (2015). Using umbrella terms 

such as cognition and processing to describe difficulties 

learners had rather than labels such as dyslexia allowed me to 

find strategies that would cater for learners more efficiently. 

No two dyslexics are the same and some traits of one SEND 

need may overlap with a completely different difficulty. 

The grid (Figure 4) worked so that a teacher could consider 

the type of activity they were planning, look at the kind of 

behaviours and challenges that might occur and pre-empt 

these with a list of suggestions which would help scaffold 

the activity for the teacher.
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Figure 4: SEND Grid – Epsom College 

Working alongside Academic Support and using my own 

experience and training, I drew up a list of typical challenging 

behaviours students may display when they were unable to 

complete a task or the task given had been pitched without 

enough scaffolding. Possible strategies for overcoming these 

difficulties were then tested either in a classroom by myself 

or the department I was working with. Feedback was given 

so that I could see if the behaviours displayed resolved and 

the pupil was better able to make progress. The strategies 

tested were not done under true scientific control; however, 

the anecdotal evidence that pupils were enjoying the lessons 

more and felt that they were making good progress alongside 

teacher perceptions of progress and behaviour was strong.

Having given the INSET time to embed, I followed up by 

sending a questionnaire looking at the response to the 

sessions and the changes, if any, teachers had made to 

their practice. The results, as illustrated in Figure 5, were 

incredibly gratifying, showing a significant change in the skills, 

confidence and knowledge of the teaching body. Substantial 

improvements were seen in the ability to support pupils with 

ADHD and in the use of the umbrella terms used on the 

grid. Many of the comments were reflective, showing that 

the gap between knowing the issue and working with it in a 

classroom with specific strategies had been closed. General 

confidence in dealing with SEND students had improved as 

well as raising the awareness of this key group. The data 

showed that whilst improvements had been made to aiding 

students with cognition, processing or memory issues, aiding 

dyspraxic students was still an area for development.

A really easy to read grid was given, giving tips to 
manage to explain different SEND. 

The advice was largely practical and I have tried to 
implement some strategies/the INSET confirmed 
some of the strategies I was using are the right 
ones. 

I have already used the grid in planning. Given far 
more worked examples alongside prep, and made 
sure to chunk instructions into smaller sections 
which students can access multiple times, either on 
the board or on a sheet.  

questionnaire comments

  Cognition Processing Memory Focus 
Challenge 

  
SEND students with cognition 
issues will take longer to work 
through their thought process. 

More complicated examples with 
a large sequence of steps can be 

muddled. 

Poor recall can affect knowledge-based tasks 
and become overwhelming. 

SEND pupils are likely to deflect and behaviour    
issues can arise if the task is too challenging and 

they feel defeated. 
Allow more time for pupils 

Add notes to the back of a work 
sheet for reference. 

Give a crib sheet or exemplar, 
printed on the back. 

Limit the number of items or give small key 
words on the back to aid if necessary. 

Classroom atmosphere: 
Remove a fear of failure and build confidence. 

1-2-1 conversations are key. 
Explanation 

  
SEND students can take material 

at face value or very literally. 
Explanations with a large number 

of steps can be easily confused 
and miss-ordered. 

Factual content can be overwhelming and 
needs to be broken down into manageable 

chunks. 

If the explanation becomes too long the student 
may loses focus and this can lead to poor           

behaviour. 
Use real world analogies and    

examples. 
Use simple language. 

Keep explanation steps short and 
as simple as possible. Repeat as 

much as possible. 

Give aid-memoire on the reverse of a sheet. 
Simple note taking exercises. 

Give students fewer items. Revisit material   
frequently. 

Use quick closed questions to check                   
comprehension and understanding. 

Modelling 
  

Pupils don’t recognise how to structure or even begin their answers. 
Ideas are jumbled. 

Check for key points and under-
standing 

Highlight in model answer. 

Sentence openers. 
Essay plans. 
Next steps. 

Closed questions to remember key points / 
structure in model answer. 

  

The use of a model or template gives students  
something to focus on and can help increase     

attention span. 
Practice Poor cognition can lead to the 

need to take a longer time to fully 
understand and adapt    material 

into their mental picture. 

SEND students need additional 
time and may make slower    

progress when remembering 
sequences. 

SEND students need additional time and may 
make slower progress when remembering   

information. 

If the practise becomes too difficult or is                   
uninterrupted for a long period of time the          

students focus may wander. 

SEND students may well need 
more time to complete tasks. 

Build this in to the lesson plan and 
homework. 

Revisit material multiple times 
and interleave different styles of 

questions. 
Give additional practise. 

Give additional thinking time. 

SEND students may well need more time to 
complete tasks. Build this in to the lesson plan 

and homework. 
Colour code important information. 

Break up the time frame by: 
In building checks. 

Going through answers. 
1-2-1 conversations wherever possible. 

Questioning 
  

To interpret the question,       
contemplate the material and 
produce a response can take 

longer for SEND students. 

SEND students may find it hard to 
put together a chain of             

reasoning. 

SEND students may not have memorised the full 
amount of knowledge and therefore struggle to 

answer questions. 

SEND students may lose focus if they do not         
understand the line of questioning or are not     

involved. 

Allow a longer response time and 
don’t be put off by the   awkward 

silence. 
Scaffold questioning. 

Give prompts to reach the next 
point, ‘therefore or so’. 

Start with simple closed questions to build confi-
dence. Key words and definitions at the back of 

their books / on the board. 

Frequently use short closed questions to keep    
attention. 

Alternate questions with other students. 
Student can paraphrase longer answer. 

Address student by name. 
Feedback Students will need time to consider feedback and act on it 

Allow more DIRT time and if possible ask the student verbally what they learnt from the exercise. 1-2-1 conversations can make significant improvements in many of the sections    
covered. 

SEND Grid 
All Students are unique and no two students with SEND issues are the same.  The following grid highlights the most common issues facing 
teachers and students in the classroom and can be used to aid planning. The most common issues at Epsom are highlighted with potential   
strategies underneath. This list is not exhaustive or subject specific but should give general guidance for most issues. 

For more student specific details consult their learner profile: S:\Public\Academic\Academic Support\Learning Profiles 2019-20  
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Figure 5: Question 12 from SEND staff survey

CONCLUSION

The system now has efficient transfer of detail from a database 

emailed directly to teachers containing the information 

regarding only the students they teach, eliminating the need 

to search for the data. These data include not only the relevant 

medical information, but also a personalised comment from 

the student, which, in the future, will be created with the 

student and their tutor. This will give the tutor even more 

bespoke training, as they will speak to their SEND tutees 

about their challenges and therefore learn more about 

strategies and accommodations that make a difference. The 

information can then be used by an upskilled staff body who 

feel more confident in dealing with the challenges SEND can 

provide in a classroom. It is my hope to continue this journey 

over the coming years and ultimately see a significant rise in 

VA for SEND students and better exam results.

During the project, I had the opportunity to collaborate with a 

wide range of colleagues and take into consideration subjects 

outside my own science base. This enhanced my knowledge 

of different pedagogies and made me consider my own 

teaching style, making refinements in the way I approach 

certain tasks, not only for SEND students but to stretch the 

more able as well. The project has reinforced my belief in 

continuous development; since this journey has started it is 

important the refinements are made and the knowledge of 

how to aid SEND students is continuously shared amongst 

staff and not just within the Academic Support department. 

One of the most gratifying aspects of the project has been 

the conversation between colleagues looking to share tips 

and support SEND students within their classroom. It is my 

aspiration that this ‘buzz’ will continue and allow all learners 

to reach their true potential.
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INTRODUC TION

Epsom College is a co-educational independent school with 

1025 pupils (704 day, 321 boarding) from Year 7 (3rd Form) 

to Year 13 (Upper Sixth) and, like many schools across the 

country, we strive to create a culture whereby our students 

develop a passion for reading (and read more than they 

currently do!). With increasing expectations on students to 

take part in co-curricular activities and stay on top of their 

academic studies, there is less and less free time during the 

school day for them to read. Coupled with the ever-increasing 

distractions they face from social media and electronic 

devices, achieving this honourable aim is no easy task. In 

September 2019 we piloted a ‘book at bedtime’ initiative in 

the boarding houses, whereby Year 9 and 10 pupils had 15 

minutes of dedicated reading time before bed.

At the end of the academic year we interviewed a sample 

of students and the Housemasters/Housemistresses to 

measure the impact on frequency and enjoyment of reading 

for pleasure.

L IT ER ATURE REVIE W

Research has shown that reading for pleasure has a number of 

benefits for students, both academically and for maintaining 

positive mental health and wellbeing. 

Evidence from studies by the OECD (2000), Clark & Rumbold 

(2006), Sullivan & Brown (2013) and Whitten et al (2016) 

have shown that reading for pleasure is correlated with 

better educational outcomes, including increased breadth 

of vocabulary, writing ability, and English and Mathematics 

scores. Billington (2015) showed that those who read for 

pleasure reported fewer feelings of stress and depression, 

and Paterson (2009) found that those who read for pleasure 

at the age of 14 years grow into adults who vote more, 

volunteer more and play an active role in their communities. 

BASELINE

In March 2019, 715 pupils from Year 7 to 13 took part in a 

reading survey. One of the main findings was the decline in 

enjoyment and frequency of reading for pleasure after Year 8 

(L4) as shown in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1: Pupil’s response to ‘How much do you enjoy 

reading?’

Figure 2: Pupil’s response to ‘How often do you read in you 

free time?’

The rate of decline in enjoyment and frequency was most 

significant between Year 9 (M4) and Year 10 (U4). This is 

similar to findings in the National Literacy Trust Survey (2019) 

(Figure 3):

Source: Clark, C. and Teravainen-Goff, A. (2020).

Figure 3: Enjoying reading either very much or quite a lot in 

2019 by gender, age group and free school meal uptake

DEDICATED SILENT READING TIME – IS IT WORTH IT?

MEASURING THE IMPACT OF DEDICATED SILENT READING TIME.

An enquiry by Oliver Fernie, Director of Learning & Innovation at Epsom College.
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Two of the main reasons for this decline were identified in 

the survey:

l Lack of Protected Time – in a very busy school, there is 

very little curriculum time to allocate specifically towards 

reading for pleasure. 

l Distractions of Social Media and Technology – 

adolescents have a preference for socialising and the 

addictive nature of social media providing that instant 

dopamine hit has led to them preferring to spend time on 

their phones rather than pick up a book.

INT ERV ENTION

One aim of the school’s Literacy Committee is to foster 

a reading culture. In recent years a number of schools, 

including Michaela Academy in Brent and St Mary’s Catholic 

Academy in Blackpool (Quigley, 2020), have incorporated 

into the school week some dedicated time for reading, 

usually during form period. Similarly, I wanted to investigate 

whether we could find some time at Epsom to do the same. 

With tutor periods being used for important 1-2-1 pastoral 

meetings, PSHE sessions and assemblies, it was felt that the 

most suitable time to trial a silent reading initiative was in the 

boarding houses before bed.

Prior to implementation, the details of how the intervention 

would work in practice was discussed at the school’s Literacy 

Committee and with Housemaster/Housemistress (HMMs). 

This was done to obtain buy-in and to provide an opportunity 

for feedback. 

Following the consultation period it was agreed that all 

boarders in Year 9 (M4) and Year 10 (U4) would be expected 

to read a book of their choice for 15 minutes before lights out. 

Pupils would go to bed 15 minutes earlier to allow for this 

and to prevent lights out being pushed back any later. Year 13 

(Upper Sixth) prefects would act as role models and support 

HMMs in enforcing these expectations. 

M4 and U4 pupils groups were identified as the year groups 

within which the frequency and enjoyment from reading 

tends to drop off, so to reignite the interest in reading and 

protect some time for pupils to read, it was felt that these 

would be the two year groups that would benefit most.

The ‘book at bedtime’ initiative was launched in September 

2019.

H Y POTHESIS AND METHOD

The hypothesis was that by ring-fencing time for reading 

for pleasure, students will increase their frequency and 

enjoyment of reading for pleasure and realise the benefits, as 

outlined in the literature review.

To obtain evidence of the impact of the intervention, a sample 

of pupils from each boarding house were interviewed, in 

addition to the HMM. It was felt that an interview would 

preferable to an online survey, as questions could be adjusted 

based on the response to a previous question and more 

in-depth qualitative data could be collected.

Three pupils from each year group (M4 and U4), in each 

house were selected using MidYIS1 data, one of the school’s 

preferred baseline measures of academic potential; one pupil 

with a MidYIS of 110+, one pupil 100-105 and one below 95. 

 Unfortunately, due to the national lockdown between May 

and June 2020, these interviews had to take place online 

via Microsoft Teams. Consequently, only 18 interviews were 

conducted, compared to an expected 34.

To provide further evidence, pupils from across the school 

completed a reading survey in June 2020, the results of 

which were compared to the survey conducted in March 

2019 (pre-intervention).

SUMMA RY OF F INDINGS

Frequency of reading

Despite some pupils being resistant at the start of the ‘book 

at bedtime’ initiative, they all thought the initiative was a good 

idea at the time the interviews took place. HMMs also stated 

that pupils are reading more (visibly) than before. All HMMs 

and pupils felt that the initiative should continue.

“Pupils are definitely reading more, which is great. It 
has got those who weren’t reading before, reading.” 

HMM, Holman House

During the interviews, all pupils showed an awareness of 

the benefits of reading for pleasure, especially for improving 

vocabulary and helping sleep. Pupils identified the biggest 

barriers to reading more were a lack of time, distractions of 

social media and finding the right book. 

HMMs reported that the most reluctant readers still find 

it hard to motivate themselves to find the right book and 

engage with it. However, these students also struggle to 

motivate themselves to complete academic work.

1 MidYIS is a computer-adaptive assessment, devised by the Centre for Evaluation & Monitoring at Durham University, which 
provides information on a pupil’s strengths and weaknesses in vocabulary, numeracy and non-verbal ability, as well as predict 
likely outcomes at GCSE. 
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Enjoyment from reading

One of the most significant findings was that pupils with a 

MidYIS of 105 or below stated that they enjoy reading more 

now than before, whereas those students with a higher 

MidYIS (and those that have always read more) felt there 

had been no change in their enjoyment of reading. This was 

pleasing to see and showed that those pupils with a weaker 

academic profile, who are more likely to be more reluctant 

readers, will tend to choose to spend their free time doing 

other activities, rather than reading for pleasure. They, 

therefore, haven’t experienced the benefits from reading as 

much as those pupils with a stronger academic profile. 

Compulsory nature of ‘book at bedtime’

Boys (more than girls) felt the initiative should be compulsory, 

as otherwise they would not do it. This is supported by the 

school reading survey (Figure 4) and the Literacy Trust 

national survey (2019) (Figure 5), which found that girls read 

more regularly outside the classroom.

Figure 4: Pupil’s response to ‘How often do you read in your 

free time?’

U4 girls were most resistant to the compulsory nature of the 

initiative, as they felt it eroded their (previously) free time 

and a chance to speak to friends and parents before bed. The 

majority of pupils felt that it should be voluntary for Year 11 

and above, as they need to learn to manage own time and will 

also have other pressures, such as GCSEs/A Levels. 

Source: Clark, C. and Teravainen-Goff, A. (2020).

Figure 5: Percentage of children and young people who read 

daily outside class in 2019 by gender, age group and free 

school meal uptake

Length of protected reading time

All staff felt 15 minutes was an optimum length in the 

context of the boarding house day. After this length of time 

pupils were tired and ready for bed. If it was any longer, then 

bedtimes would have to be brought forward earlier, eating 

into important downtime for pupils.

Four out of five of the HMMs interviewed felt that before bed 

was the most feasible time to have protected reading time, 

with the added benefit of developing healthy habits for pupil 

wellbeing in having time away from screens before bed.

Finding reading recommendations

In response to the question about where students get their 

inspiration of what to read next, the more willing readers get 

their recommendations from parents or family members, in 

contrast to the more reluctant readers who ask friends or go 

to the library. This highlights the importance of positive role 

models at home when it comes to reading a wide variety of 

books and more regularly. This finding is supported by Evans 

et al (2010), who found that children growing up in homes with 

many books get 3 years more schooling than those without.

Additional benefits from the initiative

HMMs stated that it made bedtimes calmer and helps pupils 

relax and have time away from screens. With pupils stating 

that the distraction of social media is a barrier to reading, the 

implementation of the initiative was made easier by pupils 

being required to hand in their phones before bed.

Policing the initiative 

Two HMMs stated that it was hard for boarding tutors to police 

the reading time with bedtimes staggered in the house. They 

suggested creating a House Prefect role for reading. They 

would be responsible for stocking the house library with an 

allocated budget, help tutors with monitoring younger pupils 

at bedtime and be a reading mentor – someone who pupils 

can go to, to receive book recommendations.

CONCLUSION 

These findings show that designated reading time does 

increase the amount that pupils read each week, especially 

for more reluctant readers. This is becoming increasingly 

important with the number of distractions that pupils of this 

generation face. Whether this initiative increases enjoyment 

of reading is more difficult to measure, but on this evidence, 

it does seem to have had a positive impact of the more 

reluctant readers, who have a weaker academic profile. 

Fostering a culture of reading that doesn’t require policing by 

parents and staff will continue to be a challenge, but these 

finding do suggest that having parents who read regularly can 

inspire their children to the same and does have an impact on 

pupils’ attitudes towards reading. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND NE X T 
ST EP S

In light of the findings from this enquiry, I would recommend 

that the initiative continue with the same 15 minutes silent 

reading time before bed. It should remain mandatory for 

M4 (Year 9) and U4 (Year 10), and could be made voluntary 

for Year 11 and above. It will be interesting to see if the 5th 

Form (Year 11) pupils will continue to read when it is no 

longer made compulsory. Continuing with the initiate will 

help develop a stronger culture around reading and help 

pupils realise the benefits that reading can bring from both 

an academic and wellbeing perspective.

I would also recommend that houses create a Prefect role for 

reading and more opportunities are provided to encourage 

pupil voice. This could be in tutor group discussions and 

assemblies, during which pupils share the benefits they have 

gained from reading and book recommendations.

One of the biggest challenges going forward will be 

developing ways in which day pupils can realise the benefits 

of reading for pleasure, because ensuring all pupils read 

before bed is out of the school’s control. This enquiry was 

focused on measuring the impact of designated reading 

time in boarding houses, so the next step would be to share 

the findings with parents of day pupils in order to prevent a 

disparity developing in the frequency that boarders and day 

pupils read for pleasure. To guarantee that all pupils fully 

benefit there would need to be some designated reading 

time during the school day. 

Whilst silent reading time has its benefits, there are some 

disadvantages. Didau (2014) is highly sceptical of silent 

reading time, suggesting that it is a much more positive 

experience for the more able readers stating…”silent reading 

is a lovely experience for the word rich – they can pick up their 

current read and crack on. For the word poor it becomes an 

exercise in trying to disguise the fact that they’re holding the 

book upside down. The role of the teacher becomes that of 

Reading Police, penalising poor readers for non-compliance.” 

(Didau, 2014, p136). He puts forward a strong argument for 

teachers to read aloud to pupils and make reading exciting 

and interactive. Evidence from a study by Westbrook et al 

(2019) showed the positive impact on reading aloud to pupils 

in raising enabling readers to make between 8 and 16 months 

progress on standardised tests of reading comprehension. 

These findings provide scope for future enquiries into the 

impact of reading aloud to pupils in designated reading time 

and not just allocate the time to silent reading.
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INTRODUC TION

From 2010 to 2018 I worked in a secondary ‘start up’ 

academy in East London. I loved it. Our slightly controversial 

feature as a school? We issued detentions. Lots of them. 

Why? Because for the eight years I was there, it worked. 

Our mantra: ‘Behaviour for learning’. Quite simply, if 

students behave well then they and those around them are 

more likely to learn well.

So why am I telling you this? Well, it leads on to how I 

came to take on this project. 

I was actually pitched the idea of doing this enquiry by 

a colleague. The teacher in question was about to go on 

maternity leave and very much wanted someone to look 

into this on behalf of the RGS. 

Restorative practice in schools? I was not convinced. I was 

however intrigued. It was so at odds with what I thought 

was my ‘normal practice’, I agreed to take on the project. 

Next, like any self-respecting teacher, I booked myself on to 

a course.

RESTOR ATIV E PR AC TIC E IN SCHOOLS

“A restorative school is one which takes a 
restorative approach to resolving conflict and 
preventing harm.” 

Restorative Justice Council

Not clear? Try this one.

 

Social discipline window. Wachtel, 2000.

RP in schools, as in the penal system, centres around the 

relationships of the individuals involved.

“Restorative justice means that the harm done to 
people and relationships needs to be explored and 
that harm needs to be repaired.”

Lisa Cameron and Margaret Thorsborne, 2001

Within this enquiry I intend to outline ‘the basics’ of the RP 

process and whether it would be of any benefit to the RGS.

My enquiry will take the following form:

1. Collection of baseline data (qualitative and quantitative).

2. Presentation of this data to the relevant pastoral leaders 

at the RGS.

3. Collaborative formulation of a plan of implementation. 

This will be based around the perceived need for RP at 

the RGS.

THE THEORY 

This is a complex skill. In my experience, done well it is 

astonishingly effective. Done poorly it is nothing short of 

catastrophic for the relationships involved.

Despite being generally thought of as a behavioural tool in 

schools, RP is not exclusively for use with the students. 

It is equally plausible to implement this system when 

repairing relationships between any members of the 

school community, be they student, staff or parent. I must 

emphasise however that the necessary skill required to 

repair adult-adult or adult-student relationships is often far 

greater.

The idea behind the process of RP is that the facilitator 

(normally a teacher in a school setting), will help the 

participants appreciate the reality of the situation from both 

sides of the conflict. If the participants can reach that point, 

when blame has stopped being apportioned and shame has 

been accepted, from there their relationship can then move 

forward.

THE PROC ESS

For simplicity let’s use an example to outline the process. 

Throughout this section I will pose some generic questions 

IS RESTORATIVE PRACTICE (RP) NEEDED AT THE RGS?
“OUT BEYOND IDEAS OF WRONGDOING AND RIGHTDOING, THERE IS 
A FIELD. I WILL MEET YOU THERE.” RUMI

An enquiry by Jaime Lythgoe, Head of Academic Physical Education at the Royal Grammar School Guildford.
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that are not exclusively related to the example used, 

however should/could be considered/used at that point in 

the process.

The following is by no means a conclusive tutorial on the 

restorative process. It is merely a brief outline of the five 

stages involved.

Assess – Enquire – Assess – Encounter – Follow-up

The situation: Two First Form students (students A and 

B) are having friendship issues. Due to this, Student A is 

encouraging their wider friendship group to exclude Student 

B from their games at break time.

Assess:

Respond, don’t react. First reflect on the situation 

presented.

Is it useful for me to speak to them?

What are their existing relationships?

Enquire:

Individual meetings are set up with students A and B. 

Student B is interviewed first as he is the perceived ‘victim’. 

Upon conclusion of each meeting, ask whether the student 

would be willing to meet their counterpart and agree the 

minutes taken.

What are your thoughts / feelings on the matter?

What was the impact on you?

What do you now need from the other student?

What have you learned?

Assess:

Reassess your options at this point. Have students A and 

B agreed to meet? If the answer is no, the process stops 

(for now). If this is the case you may need to rely on other 

behaviour systems available within the school. It is very 

important that students are not forced into the next phase 

of the process. If they are, it is very unlikely to work.

Encounter:

In the presence of both students A and B, feed back what 

each has said in response to the questions in their initial 

meeting with you. If you feel they are capable, you can 

re-ask these questions in the presence of the other student. 

Done well this often helps promote empathy between the 

pair.

You then proceed with the ‘encounter’.

How do you feel now?

How do we move forward?

The ideal scenario at this point is as follows:

1. That both students empathise with the feelings of the 

other. 

2. That they each feel that they have received an adequate 

‘response’ from the other. Be that in the form of an 

apology or an explanation of why they did what they did.

3. That an agreed plan is outlined of how they are to move 

their relationship forward.

Follow-up:

This can be done as individual meetings or as a group 

encounter. It is important to be rigorous when following up 

these conflicts, to ensure that the relationship has actually 

been repaired or is on its way to being so.

Further follow-ups may be necessary, however this is 

situation specific.

BASELINE ENQUIRIES

Qualitative data

During the Summer term of 2019 I held interviews with the 

Deputy Head (Pupils), the Heads of Section and each of 

the Heads of Year (HOYs). All our discussions were based 

around the following questions:

1. To what extent are you aware of RP in schools?

2. If you are aware of this practice, have you used it at the 

RGS / in previous schools?

3. Do you think the RGS would benefit from the 

implementation of RP as a formal whole school pastoral 

practice?

Lower school

All pastoral leaders, and anecdotally some form tutors, saw 

it as a useful tool for tackling “everyday issues”. They did 

however note that the time constraints on attempting to use 

this practice on a regular basis were a significant barrier. 

They also noted that if RP was not implemented soon 

after the ‘conflict’ then the effect of such a practice was 

negligible. 

Regarding the process itself, the majority of Lower school 

HOYs championed the use of the one to one meetings to 

enable them to get “stories straight”. Some also noted the 

need to give parents prior notification that these meetings 

were going to take place, however, this invariably prolonged 

an already lengthy process.

Interestingly when interviewing one of the Third Form 

tutors, I found that they had adjusted the questioning to 

suit their specific situation. This was on the basis that the 

students concerned were both on the autistic spectrum. 

The teacher therefore believed that to engage the students 

fully in the process the questions needed to be more 

objective and less emotive.

“What were you thinking?”, instead of “What were you 

feeling?”
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Middle school

The HOYs in the Middle school reported that RP was 

occasionally attempted; however, its use through to 

conclusion was infrequent.

This was predominantly put down to two factors:

1. The unwillingness of the ‘victim’ to join the ‘encounter’. 

These cases often centred around bullying.

2. The poor outcome of meetings due to students being 

unable to control their emotions. It was suggested this 

could be linked to hormonal change in this age group.

There was some mention of successful  student-staff 

RP meetings. However, the HOY in question felt that the 

success of these was far more due to the empathy of the 

staff member involved, as opposed to the structure or 

nature of the system itself.

Upper school

Unlike the Lower and Middle school, very few incidents of 

bullying or friendship strains are reported in the Sixth Form. 

Of course this does not necessarily mean that these issues 

are not present in this age group.

Despite the apparent opportunity for RP use not being 

common at this age group, it is worth noting the following. 

I was informed by the HOYs, that when conflicts do tend 

to happen in the Upper school they are normally “big”. 

This scale particularly tends to describe the complexity or 

longevity of these problems. Thus, as mentioned at the 

start of the ‘process’ section, the skill to guide these ‘young 

adults’ successfully through an RP process is significant. 

I therefore venture that its use would not be appropriate 

in Upper school unless the staff involved were specifically 

trained in such techniques.

Head of Mentoring 

In addition to the pastoral leaders, I interviewed the Head 

of Mentoring. This was to ascertain the potential positives 

and negatives of using our Senior Mentors to deliver RP to 

members of the Lower school.

Positives:

Lower school students may feel more comfortable being 

honest with a member of the student body.

There is an existing mentorship programme and therefore a 

platform on which to deliver RP.

Negatives:

We did have some concerns. None more so than the 

potentially delicate nature of some of these cases, and the 

responsibility that would then place on one of our Senior 

Mentors. 

Quantitative data

At the start of the Autumn term 2019, to further my 

evidence on the ‘need’ for RP at the RGS, I tackled the 

quantitative data. 

My thoughts were that as RP looks at fixing relationships, 

potentially over a period of time, then evidence of broken 

relationships could be evident within our Schoolbase 

system. 

I decided to focus on those students who had been issued 

with four or more negative Schoolbase entries in the past 

year (Sept. 2018 to Sept. 2019). My results were as follows:

First Form – 0

Second Form – 0

Third Form – 4

Fourth Form – 5

Fifth Form – 0

Lower Sixth Form – 1 

Upper Sixth Form – 1

As you can see from the data, the bulk of these students 

were from our Third and Fourth Forms. 

Referring to my initial meeting with HOYs, the Third 

Form HOY had specified a need for it and championed its 

successful use at the RGS. In terms of this as raw data, it 

would certainly verify a potential need for RP in that year 

group. 

Regarding the Fourth Form however, the HOY (and that of 

the Fifth Form) had supported the potential use of RP, but 

had experienced limited success with it. Both HOYs had 

suggested that the Middle school boys often struggled to 

contain their emotions throughout such meetings. Both 

these comments and the quantitative data could suggest 

RP is needed for this age group, however, further training 

on how to facilitate it successfully would be beneficial. As I 

previously stated, often the older the participants the harder 

it is to facilitate RP.

To delve further, I then investigated the specific ‘offences’, 

for which these negative entries were issued.
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Offence Third- 
Form
(%)

Fourth- 
Form
(%)

Average across 
both year groups

(%)

Incomplete 

CW/HW

48 33 40.5

Disruptive 

behaviour

20 28 24

Truancy/ 

punctuality

11 24 17.5

Incorrect 

equipment

15 5 10

Vandalism 3 5 4

Bullying 3 5 4

As can be seen, the results show incomplete classwork and 

homework (this was mainly homework) as the overriding 

cause for issuing negative Schoolbase entries to both these 

year groups. The data then show a sharp decrease in this as 

the students enter the first year of their GCSEs.

Potentially, as expected at these age groups, disruptive 

behaviour, punctuality/truancy and incorrect equipment, are 

the other main contributors to negative behaviour. Incorrect 

equipment, as with incomplete classwork/homework, drops 

off markedly as they enter the Fourth Form. 

Occurrences of vandalism and bullying remain rare 

throughout both year groups.

There is however a considerable increase from Third to 

Fourth Form, in the prevalence of disruptive behaviour and 

truancy/punctuality.

In terms of the need for RP, this may suggest that the 

relationships between students are quite stable at this 

point, as very few bullying/friendship issues are noted. The 

relationship between the students and the staff however 

may potentially be more of an issue within these year 

groups. 

Of course, not completing work, being disruptive and 

showing tardiness could be assigned to “being teenagers”. 

I would suggest however that they are also potential 

indicators of a lack of respect from those students towards 

the staff involved. I felt this to be of note, as respect is one 

of our six School Values at the RGS. 

These quantitative findings are obviously caveated by the 

following limitations:

1. A small sample of students.

2. Data integrity. This relies on all staff entering all negative 

entries into Schoolbase on a consistent basis.

THE E XPERT ’S OPINION

Having collated information from within the walls of the 

RGS, I then decided to seek an external opinion on the 

matter. For this I decided to invite the tutor from my RP 

course to visit the RGS. We agreed on a half day visit and I 

posed a simple yet potentially challenging question for him 

to answer.

“Do we need RP at the RGS, and if so, how would we 

implement it?”

I asked him to mainly focus on the issue of implementation 

rather than need, as I thought it would be very difficult for 

him to fully ascertain the need after just a half day visit.

To aid his decision making, his visit included a lengthy tour 

of the school, a meeting with myself and then a meeting 

with the Deputy Head (Pupils).

In his opinion, he found the RGS not to be in need of a 

formally embedded whole school RP system. Instead he 

suggested that pastoral leaders and other interested parties 

could be trained in RP, in order to use it in specific cases 

where they felt it may be of use.

His most novel proposal, however, was that we looked to 

deliver lessons to the students on ‘Conflict Resolution’ – the 

core aim of RP. The theory being that as opposed to using 

RP with the boys to solve specific conflicts, we would be 

equipping them with the tools to solve them themselves. 

This is on the premise that they understand the theory of 

conflict. If they do, then they will be able to see conflict as 

an opportunity to be open, and thus move forward more 

cohesively, as opposed to a hindrance to their relationships. 

We would be equipping them with a life skill.

CRE ATING A PL AN

The next stage of my enquiry was to go back to the pastoral 

leaders at the RGS. I therefore requested an audience at 

one of the HOY meetings, where all relevant personnel 

would be present.

Following my presentation in February 2020, the following 

points were agreed upon as accepted principles for moving 

forward.

1. All pastoral leaders were interested in attending the 

necessary RP course, in order to facilitate the process 

effectively. It would be used on a case by case basis and 

not as part of a whole school behaviour system.

2. The idea of presenting Conflict Resolution as a life skill 

to our students was very much supported. There was 

however ongoing debate regarding in which year group/s 

this delivery would be most effective. 

3. Delivery of RP by Senior Mentors was seen as too risky 

at this point, with the school so naïve in the process and 

its implications. 
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IMPLEMENTATION

With the support of the Head of Religion and Philosophy 

and his department, it was proposed that as of academic 

year 2020/21, Conflict Resolution could be delivered 

through the General Religious Education programme to the 

Upper Sixth Form.  Prior to rolling out this scheme of work 

to an entire year group, we thought it prudent to set up a 

trial run. As we were both Lower Sixth tutors, we decided 

to deliver this material over six 20-minute sessions during 

morning form time. 

Unfortunately, the coronavirus arrived.

Unsurprisingly, this has halted implementation. Our school 

has gone online, but for now RP has not. This is why. 

One of the most poignant elements you pick up on when 

learning the practice of RP is ‘the feeling in the room’ when 

you are speaking to an individual or a group. Although the 

theory could be conveyed to students online, I fear that 

without real face to face interaction, this is skill is almost 

impossible to fully appreciate and indeed master. I therefore 

decided that the proposed implementations were not worth 

pursuing in the current climate.

CONCLUSION

Is restorative practice (RP) needed at the RGS?

Definition of need:

Require (something) because it is essential or very 

important rather than just desirable.

I remain unconvinced that RP is essential to the RGS; 

however, I am far more swayed by the notion that it could 

be very important.

REFLEC T ION

Despite this enquiry remaining inconclusive, its undertaking 

has deepened my understanding of RP use in all schools 

and its potential role in the RGS. It has also given me a 

basis to design and implement a process for leading and 

managing change within the school. For these opportunities 

I am very grateful.

With a thoroughly considered plan of implementation in 

place, I look forward to further exploring the suitability of RP 

at the RGS in the near future.
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Pearson’s correlation coefficients are calculated between 

MidYIS scores and a selection of academic data for one year 

group at the RGS. Some correlation is seen between the 

Maths component sore and achievement in Mathematics 

and, to a lesser extent, Chemistry. MidYIS scores do not 

correlate with academic performance in English.

INTRODUC TION AND BACKGROUND

MisYIS MidYIS tests, produced by the Centre for 

Evaluation and Monitoring or (CEM), are used nationally to 

benchmark pupils in both state and independent schools 

in four cognitive areas: Vocabulary, Mathematics, Non-

verbal and Skills. In addition, a total score is produced 

that is a combination of the four component areas. While 

Vocabulary, Mathematics and Non-verbal are reasonably 

self-explanatory, the Skills component is based a range of 

attributes, including reading comprehension, proofreading, 

and perceptual speed and accuracy1. Data is are normalised 

across both sexes and, in the case of the data used in this 

paper, normalised to pupils in independent schools only.

Boys at RGS are tested twice, near the start of both year 

7 and 9. The mean scores for the last five cohorts at the 

RGS (years 9-13 for the academic year 2019/20) are given 

in table Table 1. A certain amount of variation is seen in all 

year groups between their performance at age 11 and 13, 

but two clear trends emerge: in each set of MidYIS results 

the Skills component scores are usually the lowest, while 

the Maths component is almost always the highest. 

CEM finds that, nationally, girls outperform boys in the Skills 

component; in independent schools the average difference 

in standardised score between girls and boys in year 7 is 

3.0 and in year 9 is 5.62. Therefore, we should expect an 

average Skills score that is 2-3 points lower, whereas the 

difference in the RGS data is usually considerably larger. 

The trends in these scores raises a number of important 

questions, including:

l Are the attributes that contribute to a high Skills score 

important to a pupil’s successful academic progress? 

l Does the way in which the RGS selects pupils favour 

ability in mathematics over the attributes that contribute 

to a high Skills score? 

l Does the school do enough to develop the attributes or 

learning habits that contribute to a high Skills score?

Clearly, it is the first of these questions that is the most 

important, as it underpins the others, and a better 

understanding of how different MidYIS scores predict 

academic progress through the school would help to clarify 

whether these are important issues that need further study. 

For example, if there is a positive correlation between Skills 

scores and the academic progress of boys at the RGS then 

the MidYIS data would suggest that many of our pupils start 

their school career at a disadvantage academically. If Skills 

scores are not a strong predictor of academic progress, then 

these questions can probably be left unresolved.

DOES THE ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE OF PUPILS 
CORRELATE WITH THEIR MIDYIS SCORES? 

An enquiry by Spencer Braithwaite, the Royal Grammar School Guildford

Mean MidYIS Score across each year group 2019/20

Current year group Year when tested Vocab Maths Non-verbal Skills Total

9 7 116.2 117.7 113.9 109.7 119.7

9*

10 7 112.6 118.1 119.3 108.3 118.0

9 112.8 116.6 113.0 105.2 117.1

11 7 112.8 123.3 110.4 110.5 120.3

9 112.3 116.7 113.3 108.8 117.0

12 7 111.6 123.0 110.9 107.5 119.5

9 113.2 121.9 117.1 104.0 120.9

13 7 110.1 118.8 111.5 104.6 116.7

9 111.0 114.9 104.9 108.8 115.1

Table 1: Mean MidYIS scores for years 9 to 13 at RGS in academic year 2019/20. Each year group is tested in year 7 and 

again in year 9. *Data for year 9 tested in 2019 was were not yet available.
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METHODOLOGY

Correlation between two sets of data indicates that there 

is a statistical relationship between them, although it says 

nothing about causation. Correlation can be positive, so that 

as one set of data increases the second also has a tendency 

to increase, or negative, where an increase in one set is 

matched by a tendency to decrease in the other. In this 

paper, Pearson’s correlation coefficients, r, have been used 

as a measure of the correlation between MidYIS scores 

and various academic measures3. It has a value between 

+1 and –1, where values of +1 and –1 indicate there is exact 

correlation or there is a linear relationship between the 

data (if the two data sets were plotted against each other, 

they would give a straight line; a value of +1 indicates this 

line would have a positive gradient, –1 indicates a negative 

gradient), while a value of 0 indicates there is no correlation 

between the data sets.

This brief study will examine any obvious correlation 

between the four MidYIS scores at year 9 and academic 

progress through the school from year 9 to GCSE. 

Therefore, there is no attempt to directly address the 

issues above, but it will establish whether there is a need 

to address them. This paper, for reasons of brevity, will be 

limited to tracking the progress of year 12 in academic year 

2019/2020 in three compulsory subjects that provide some 

contrast across the GCSE curriculum: Mathematics, English 

Language, and Chemistry. The MidYIS data measured at 

year 9 has have been selected as it they represents a larger 

sample and so improves the significance of the results. 

All of the data for this paper was were available within the 

school. MidYIS data for the selected year group has have 

been correlated against two types of academic data: 

l measures Measures of academic performance as the 

cohort has progressed through the school: end of year 

exam scores in year 9 and 10, overall mock results in 

year 11 and final GCSE exam scores in year 11. 

l measures Measures of academic progress by calculating 

a score that represents the change in a pupil’s rank 

position in an exam compared to the previous exam i.e. 

the change from year 9 to 10, ∆9,10, the change from year 

10 to year 11 mock, ∆10,mock, and the change from year 11 

mock to GCSE, ∆mock,GCSE.

One boy was removed from the data as he joined the 

school in year 10 so no MidYIS scores were available for 

him, which leaves 147 boys in the data sets. Two boys 

missed the year 11 mocks and one boy missed the final 

exam in year 10, so coefficients have been calculated 

without these boys for those years.

Formal test scores are, or course, a very narrow and far 

from satisfactory measure of academic progress, but for 

this brief study have the advantage of being a consistent 

measure across the year group, performed at the same time 

under very similar conditions; individual performances will 

of course depend on many factors that cannot be accounted 

for here. The statistical significance of Pearson’s correlation 

coefficients depends on a number of properties of the 

data sets; in this paper, we are sampling a set of around 

150 boys, which is typically considered large enough to 

accurately represent the overall population. Unfortunately, 

the relatively small variability of the sample (nationally, all 

RGS boys have both strong MidYIS scores and are highly 

academic) suggests that some caution is needed when 

drawing detailed conclusions. Typically, correlation where 

|r| > 0.7 would suggest a strong degree of correlation, 

whereas 0.4 < |r| < 0.7 suggests a weak to moderate 

degree of correlation. Values of |r| < 0.4 suggest very weak 

to no correlation at all4. 

In detail, the data was were processed as follows:

1. The mean, µ, and the standard deviation, σ, for each set 

of raw exam data was calculated.

2. All raw exam data was were converted into standardised 

scores (or Z-scores). For raw mark x, a standardised 

score is calculated as follows:

z=(x-µ)

   σ

3. Standardised scores have been used to calculate the 

change in a pupil’s performance relative to their peers 

from one set of exams to the next. For example, the 

change on a given pupil’s academic performance 

between year 9 and 10, ∆9,10 , is calculated from their 

standardised scores from year 9, z9, and year 10, z10, as 

follows:

∆9,10=z10-z9

A positive ∆ value will represent an improvement in 

their position within the year, whereas a negative value 

indicates a drop in their performance relative to their 

peers. 

4. To make a comparison between a set of exam data, 

X, containing n marks x1, x2 to xn and a set of MidYIS 

scores, Y, containing n scores y1, y2 to yn, Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient, rX,Y, is calculated as follows3,4:

rX,Y=
      ∑n

i=1(xi - µX ) (yi - µY )

               ∑n
i=1(xi - µX )

2 ∑n
i=1(yi - µY ) 

2

Where µx and µY are the arithmetic mean of exam and 

MidYIS data respectively.

RESULTS - MIDY IS AND ACA D EMIC 
PERFORMANC E

The following tables show correlation coefficients between 

the four MidYIS scores and the four exam marks that are 

used as academic measures for each selected subject. 
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RESULTS –  MIDY IS AND CHANGE IN 
ACA D EMIC PERFORMANC E

Mathematics academic measures

Year 9 
end of year

Year 10 
end of year Year 11 Mock GCSE/IGCSE 

exam

MidYIS scores

Vocab 0.05 0.10 0.02 0.05

Maths 0.51 0.31 0.54 0.51

Non-Verb 0.08 0.32 0.23 0.24

Skills 0.12 0.07 0.13 0.12

Total 0.37 0.28 0.38 0.37

Table 2: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and various measures of academic performance for year 12 

in 2019/2020 in Mathematics.

Mathematics ∆ values

∆9,10 ∆10,mock ∆mock,GCSE

MidYIS scores

Vocab 0.04 -0.07 0.05

Maths -0.15 0.21 -0.05

Non-Verb 0.18 -0.08 0.02

Skills -0.05 0.06 -0.02

Total -0.07 0.09 0.00

Table 5: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and a measure of change in academic performance for 

year 12 in 2019/2020 in Mathematics.

Chemistry academic measures

Year 9 
end of year

Year 10 
end of year Year 11 Mock GCSE/IGCSE 

exam

MidYIS scores

Vocab 0.14 0.08 0.19 0.14

Maths 0.44 0.34 0.41 0.33

Non-Verb 0.18 0.15 0.30 0.16

Skills 0.14 0.10 0.10 0.04

Total 0.39 0.29 0.40 0.32

Table 3: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and various measures of academic performance for year 12 

in 2019/2020 in Chemistry.

English academic measures

Year 9 
end of year

Year 10 
end of year Year 11 Mock GCSE/IGCSE 

exam

MidYIS scores

Vocab 0.21 0.19 0.21 0.09

Maths 0.12 0.24 0.14 0.06

Non-Verb 0.07 0.08 –0.03 0.08

Skills 0.15 –0.02 0.12 0.12

Total 0.23 0.29 0.24 0.10

Table 4: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and various measures of academic performance for year 12 

in 2019/2020 in English. IGCSE coefficient is based on exam performance in English Language.
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DISCUSSION

Overall, tables Tables 2 to 4 show that in almost all cases 

there is a positive correlation between MidYIS scores and 

the measures of academic progress selected for this paper, 

although many of these values are too close to zero to be 

statistically significant. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the strongest correlation is seen 

between MisYIS MidYIS Maths scores and academic 

performance in Mathematics (Table 2), although the degree 

of correlation is only moderate at best. The scatter plot for 

this these data, as shown in Figure 1, indicates a degree of 

correlation, as the majority of data points fall in the top-right 

or bottom-left quadrant. It is worth noting that the degree of 

correlation between academic performance in Mathematics 

and the MidYIS Maths scores remains fairly constant 

over time: the size of the coefficient is the same in year 

9 and year 11. There is no significant correlation between 

performance in Mathematics and the other three MidYIS 

scores, including the Skills component. 

Chemistry ∆ values

∆9,10 ∆10,mock ∆mock,GCSE

MidYIS scores

Vocab -0.07 0.16 -0.08

Maths -0.13 0.10 -0.11

Non-Verb -0.05 0.22 -0.21

Skills -0.08 0.00 -0.07

Total -0.14 0.17 -0.13

Table 6: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and a measure of change in academic performance for 

year 12 in 2019/2020 in Chemistry.

English ∆ values

∆9,10 ∆10,mock ∆mock,GCSE

MidYIS scores

Vocab 0.00 0.02 -0.11

Maths 0.10 -0.10 -0.08

Non-Verb 0.00 -0.11 0.10

Skills -0.17 0.14 -0.01

Total 0.06 -0.05 -0.13

Table 7: Pearson’s correlation coefficients between MidYIS scores and a measure of change in academic performance for 

year 12 in 2019/2020 in English. The ∆mock,GCSE coefficient is based on exam performance in English Language.

Fig. 1. Scatter plot of academic performance in Mathematics against MidYIS Maths score.
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Academic performance in Chemistry also shows some 

correlation with the Maths score (Table 3), although 

the relationship is weaker and is less consistent over 

time. There is no correlation between the other MidYIS 

component scores, so the weak correlation with 

the Total total MidYIS score is driven by the Maths 

Componentcomponent. 

Table 4 indicates there is no significant correlation between 

academic performance in English and any of the MidYIS 

component scores. All the coefficients are below 0.3, with 

the Vocab and Maths components having a very weak 

correlation. There is no link between a high Skills score 

and academic performance in English. Figure 2 shows the 

scatter plot for performance in English against the Skills 

component; all four quadrants are well populated.

Finally, Tables 5 to 7 are an attempt to look for any 

correlation between the MisYIS MidYIS data and a simple 

measure of the change in academic performance over 

school years 9 to 11. There is no evidence of correlation 

between MisYIS MidYIS scores and the way pupils have 

progressed relative to their peers in all three subjects 

studied. It is likely that this result is simply due to the 

simplistic approach taken to measure changes in pupil 

progress taken in this paper.

CONCLUSION

The correlation coefficients calculated in this paper suggest 

that there is a relationship between academic performance 

and MidYIS scores in a small number of cases; in particular, 

the MidYIS Maths component score has varying degrees of 

correlation with academic performance in both Mathematics 

and Chemistry. It is notable that performance in English 

does not correlate with any MidYIS data. Most importantly, 

there is no suggestion that poor academic performance 

(or progress from year to year) has any correlation with 

the MidYIS Skills score. Therefore, the fact that the RGS 

appears to select boys with a slight bias towards ability in 

maths over other areas does not have a negative effect on 

their academic performance or progress through the school 

up to year 11. In addition, the deficit in abilities measured 

by the MidYIS Skills score does not appear to have a 

detrimental effect on the academic progress of the pupils in 

all subjects included in this paper. 
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Fig. 2. Scatter plot of academic performance in English against MidYIS Skills score.
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ABSTR AC T

In this ETP, we explore what metacognition is and how it 

can impact the teaching and learning of students at the 

RGS. 

Metacognition is understanding how you learn and how to 

choose the best way to approach a task. It encompasses 

the biological basis of memory formation and the practical 

aspect of how to utilise that to form and retrieve memories 

(1). In the classroom it asks students to plan, monitor, 

reflect and evaluate their thinking. 

There is a huge contrast in views about education when you 

compare staff and students, as these two quotes show. “I 

genuinely believe that education is worth little if it teaches 

only how to make a living rather than how to make a life.” 

(JMC, Headmaster RGSG, 2019) “What do you learn in 

school? Stuff for exams” (RGS 5th Form student 2019). Our 

challenge and desire was to bring these two contrasting 

views a little closer together. We hoped to do this by 

explicitly teaching students the established research on how 

we learn, hoping to raise attainment, increase enjoyment of 

learning and give students the tactics to know what to do 

when they don’t know what to do. 

Pupils’ change in awareness and use of these strategies 

were recorded through questionnaires and observation. 

With the benefit of hindsight, trying to monitor awareness 

and engagement with questionnaires was not the best 

option. The change in classroom behaviour, whilst infinitely 

harder to measure, was a positive one. Students were more 

willing to reflect and approach new problems positively.

Our main finding was that by the end of the study, the vast 

majority of students knew what metacognition was and 

how to apply it to their own practice. Also, when asked the 

question ‘What do you learn in school?’, students began 

to see the big picture and shifted their responses from 

regarding school simply as a means to pass exams to an 

opportunity to develop life skills. Lower Sixth and Second 

Form students were especially good at embracing these 

ideas, whilst Fourth Form students were often overly 

focused on their GCSEs. 

The biggest and most unexpected change was for us as 

staff. When reading around the subject we came to realise 

that not only was this ‘nothing new’, but that it made a 

whole host of other teaching strategies and initiatives make 

sense. This led to a re-engagement for us and a much more 

active interest in incorporating a wider range of strategies 

in our lessons, allowing us to direct our students with 

authority towards more effective ways to learn.

INTRODUC TION

The brain is a complex organ capable of more than we can 

understand. If students and teachers are to utilise even a 

fraction of its potential, we need to understand some basics 

of how it works. As teachers, we forget to tell students 

what physically happens in their brain when they learn 

something and how understanding and manipulating this 

process can give them a better chance of succeeding (1). 

Giving them the insight into their own thought processes 

makes what we ask them to do in lessons relevant and 

should improve their learning outcome and motivation (2). 

For example, why does ‘dual coding’ help? It increases the 

neural connections to a memory so allows you more routes 

to access the ‘memory’. The more links or associations 

you can make, the more routes there are for retrieval and 

therefore remembering (3). This is not a new technique, 

but understanding what it does is important to give it value 

as more than another passing educational fad. In a similar 

vein, knowing how the brain learns should make it clear why 

other techniques that students woefully persist with (e.g. 

highlighting) are an inefficient waste of time (4) (5).

We wanted to understand if explaining the basics of 

memory formation and the application of metacognition 

would make a difference to students at the RGS.

METHODOLOGY

Throughout this project we used two applications as a 

backdrop for metacognition. The first was ‘revising for 

exams’ as it provided a framework that the students were 

familiar with. Students already knew that to succeed in 

exams they had to remember information, so we introduced 

our project by teaching the students the biological basis 

of memory, how their brain physically creates a long-term 

memory and how they can strengthen it. This was related 

SHOULD STUDENTS KNOW HOW THEY THINK?
CAN STUDENTS BECOME MORE ENGAGED IN THEIR EDUCATION 
BY UNDERSTANDING WHAT METACOGNITION IS, AND CAN 
THEY IMPROVE THEIR OWN LEARNING AND MEMORY RECALL 
PROCESS? A STUDY TO INVESTIGATE THE EFFECTS OF TEACHING 
METACOGNITION.

An enquiry by Jill Thorpe and Katherine Walker, the Royal Grammar School Guildford.
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back to their learning through a modified cycle of ‘plan, do 

and review’, with the addition of linking new knowledge to 

what was already known. The cycle was designed to give 

students a practical way to apply the theory.

The second example was problem solving. We were 

shocked at how few students think that “what they learn 

in school” is relevant beyond passing their exams. In 

choosing problem solving we hoped that students might 

start to realise that although it is often overlooked, it is a 

skill that is vital for progressing in life. It is assumed by 

most people that we can problem solve. However, by 

explicitly teaching people how to problem solve (using our 

metacognition framework), we can get better at it and avoid 

the blank paper syndrome of not knowing where to start. 

A good outcome would be for RGS students to become 

more confident in their approach, spend less time on the 

task and have reduced anxiety about doing it incorrectly (6) 

(7). We hope that when faced with the problems of life, 

our students will know ‘what to do when they don’t know 

what to do’ and that they start to realise that school is not 

just about curriculum knowledge but acquiring transferable 

learning skills.

W HAT W E D ID

Groups were initially given a questionnaire about 

their learning habits and what they understood about 

metacognition. This invited open-answer questions, 

because we wanted to get an understanding about how 

students felt about learning without influencing their 

language or adding an element of bias once they knew the 

aim of the study. Some students were also asked questions 

using a Likert scale to provide baseline data with which to 

compare the effects of our intervention. The next step was 

to teach the students metacognition and why it is important 

for them (8). This image was then referred to throughout 

the duration of the study to remind students of the key 

metacognitive processes (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. This image was given to the students to remind 

them of the metacognition cycle.

In the months that followed, we embedded metacognitive 

strategies into our teaching. This was done in many ways, 

often by choosing one area of the metacognitive cycle so 

that students could see the relevance. One of the biggest 

changes in our practice was explaining how the activity was 

helping the students and linking it back to the biological 

physiology of the brain.

l Assess and evaluate the task – being told to ‘revise’ isn’t 

helpful unless the students ask the right questions. What 

is the test on? When is it? What kind of questions will be 

asked?

l Planning – how to plan revision so that it is efficient and 

effective.

l Do it – teaching and practising efficient and effective 

revision strategies such as spacing and retrieval practice.

l Do it – collaborative activities, following instructions for a 

practical.

l Reflect – going over a topic test to understand not 

necessarily what the right answers were, but to 

understand the thought processes involved that led to 

errors.

l Reflect – looking back at their preparation for a test, 

could it be improved?

l Linking – what has this lesson got to do with me? Can 

I link this new knowledge to what I already know and 

understand?

l Linking – pointing out when it is spontaneously done in 

class and rewarding/sharing good practice. One student 

beautifully linked movement into and out of cells with the 

Laws of Entropy.

Implementing these strategies proved more difficult 

during lockdown because of the reduced opportunities for 

interaction and reinforcement. However, OneNote pages 

were set up to encourage retrieval practice and time was 

allocated to reinforce the importance of the planning 

element of the metacognition cycle before the Summer 

Consolidation Tasks.

Students were given the learning habits questionnaire again 

at the end of the study period, but this time as a Microsoft 

Form.

RESULTS

The students were tested using the Likert questionnaire 

before and after intervention, giving us paired responses 

for each student for each question. The paired samples 

t-test was chosen for statistical analysis (9) to see if 

the differences between the student’s responses were 

significant. It is a two-tailed test. The summary of analysis 

is in Table 1. 

Null hypothesis: There will be no difference between 

student responses before and after intervention

Alternative hypothesis: There will be a difference in student 

responses before and after intervention.
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The analysis suggests that because of the intervention, the 

students now understand what metacognition is (p-value 

= 8.281 × 10-16, highly significant). The other significant 

difference in Likert scores was that the students learned 

that the skills they acquired in Biology could be used in 

other lessons (p-value = 0.007436, highly significant), 

which was especially high with the Second Form. This 

is encouraging, because providing the students with 

transferable skills was one of the aims of this investigation. 

The Lower Sixth scored highly both before and after 

intervention, so there was no significant difference in means 

(p-value = 0.4512, not significant).

It was reassuring that for many questions, students rated 

themselves highly both before and after intervention, hence 

there appears to be very little difference in their scores. This 

was especially true for the following:

l What I learn in school will be relevant to my future

l I read feedback on my work (unfortunately the scores for 

acting on the feedback were not rated quite as highly) 

l Revision improves my performance in tests

l I am good at linking knowledge between different 

subjects 

What was most interesting, however, were the differences 

in the longer written answers to ‘What do you learn in 

school?’ See Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Student responses to the question ‘What do you 

learn in school?’ before and after intervention. There was 

a 27% increase from learning curriculum-only material to 

learning transferable life skills. 

One of our primary objectives was to change the students’ 

perception of what they learn in school. As highlighted 

in the examples below, students not only became more 

open and aware of the importance of education, but 

their responses became more colourful, descriptive and 

enthusiastic.

Box 1 contains some typical responses from the start of the 

study:

Qn Are the 
differences 

in Likert 
Scale scores 
significant to 

p≤0.05?
ALL DATA

Are the 
differences 

in Likert 
Scale scores 
significant to 

p≤0.05?
2nd Form

Are the 
differences 

in Likert 
Scale scores 
significant to 

p≤0.05?
Lower 6th

1 What I learn in school will be relevant to my future No No No

2 I have a reliable memory No No No

3 I can use skills from Biology to help me in other lessons Yes Yes No

4 I feel confident going into tests No No No

5 I use a different revision strategy for each subject No No No

6 I read the feedback on my work No No No

7 I think about and act on the feedback given before I start 
the next piece of work

No No No

8 I am good at judging how well I have done on a piece of 
homework or test before I get my mark back

No No No

9 I am good at linking knowledge between different subjects No No No

10 I feel confident participating in class discussions No No No

11 My revision improves my performance in tests No No No

12 I know what metacognition is Yes Yes Yes

Table 1. Summary of statistical analysis of the student responses before and after intervention.
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What do you learn in school?

“Mostly irrelevant things that will only help me get 
a higher average grade on my GCSEs”. Yingji Fourth 
Form.

“I learn enough to pass the exams and get a decent 
grade to progress in school and Uni and a job.” Henry 
Fourth Form

“I don’t see the point in learning things that aren’t on 
the specification”. Aiden Fourth Form

“Random stuff you will never need to know”. Mahil 
Second Form

Box 1. What do you learn in school? Pre intervention.

After intervention, there was an increased awareness that 

school teaches so much more than the curriculum (see Box 

2).

 

What do you learn in school?

“A lot of content and more importantly skills that can 
be taken and applied to all scenarios e.g. how to learn 
and revise as well as how to improve at something by 
looking at your work critically, listening to feedback and 
applying it to the next piece of work you do.” James 
Lower Sixth.

“How to plan things (like revision); to stay organised; 
how to improve off mistakes.” Stanley Fourth Form

“How to deal with problems in life when I come across 
them, management skills, organisation, expectations, 
learning what’s important in life, etc” Ben Fourth Form

“Alongside the curriculum for each subject, in school 
I learn how to learn in a general sense of how to 
understand and learn new information. In addition, 
school also teaches me curiosity to want to learn and 
understand more and gain a wider understanding 
of subjects. At school I also learn valuable life skills 
through tutor period lessons and engaging with friends 
in sports, extra-curricular activities, team/pair work 
in lessons, and during lunch/break that help build 
team-skills and the ability to work with other people 
constructively when working.” Janek Fourth Form

“I learn how to learn and also how to live life properly. 
In school you learn how to work to a deadline and 
loads of other life skills beyond just learning facts and 
information.” James Second Form

Box 2. What do you learn in school? Post intervention.

REFLEC T IONS/ L IMITAT IONS/
CHALLENGES/ STRENGTHS

The Lower Sixth Biology students enjoyed finding out about 

the theory behind different revision strategies, especially 

when we introduced ideas that seemed counter-intuitive 

to begin with, e.g. spacing (10) (11) or when debunking 

favourite techniques like highlighting and summarising (4) 

(11).

It was more difficult to reinforce metacognition whilst 

teaching remotely via Teams and OneNote. This was due to 

having fewer opportunities for group work and discussion 

and the reduced number of spontaneous casual interactions 

between the students. We used the metacognition cycle 

to solve the problem of ‘how to revise’ because that was 

familiar to the students, but post exams, we wanted 

to widen its use in different applications. That would 

have been interesting, fun and useful for embedding its 

effectiveness and linking it to everyday scenarios.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE RGS

Most people reading this would have been told to learn how 

to do mental maths because “you won’t have a calculator 

in your pocket”. Well that somewhat backfired as most of 

us now have a phone or can just ask whichever AI device 

is around. In the same way our students do not need to 

learn a fact-based curriculum; they can ‘google’ any answer 

they like in seconds. So what is the purpose and value of 

education? Education is about learning how to think in order 

to assimilate and apply factual information to a new situation 

or to solve a problem. We believe that we owe it to our 

students to let them understand how they think and the 

process of learning, so that they can utilise and manipulate 

their brain’s biological capacity to the best of their ability. 

Completing this project has been refreshing as it has 

involved no new strategies or additional things to do in 

lessons. All teachers utilise techniques to work with the 

brain’s physical capacity to learn and remember. It has 

made many of the techniques and interventions make more 

sense and added both value and meaning to the numerous 

strategies that are delivered on training days and described 

in the literature (11) (12).

We used PowerPoint presentation to give our students 

(and teachers) the basic information on how the brain 

works. This is easily delivered in a lesson and covers the 

basic process of learning and memory formation. The 

metacognition cycle is an easy and visual reminder to 

students of the process; this could be linked with the school 

learning habits and displayed. It is our recommendation 

that this, or something similar, is delivered to RGS students 

to allow them to improve their learning and performance 

either as part of the PSHE or study skills curriculum. This 

would also enable staff to refresh their understanding of the 

physical learning process and reconnect with some of the 

classroom strategies.

TAK E AWAY

Students are more accepting of techniques like dual coding, 

spacing, etc., when they understand how and why they 

work.

Learning how we learn will inform and improve your own 

teaching in many subtle ways.
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For a painless way to remind yourself of good practice, we 

recommend The Science of Learning: 77 Studies That Every 

Teacher Needs to Know (Busch and Watson).

FURTHER RE A DING

Bradley Busch and Edward Watson. The Science of 

Learning: 77 Studies That Every Teacher Needs to Know. 

2019 (11)

John Hattie. Visible learning for teachers. Maximising 

impact on learning. 2012 (12)
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INTRODUC TION

Our research question was “Why do different groups (pupils, 

Actions and lives flow from values; a school does not exist 

in a moral vacuum and inevitably holds to some implicit or 

explicit principles. In choosing to establish them explicitly, a 

school is choosing what bearing will be marked as true on 

the students’ moral compasses. The RGS has established 6: 

Inclusivity; Scholarship; Integrity; Respect; Tenacity; Service. 

Education tends to value what is measured, not the other 

way around. Academic performance is rightly subjected, at a 

school and national level, to rigorous analysis. For this reason, 

energy is devoted to matters of curriculum, not matters of 

character. If values are to be worth anything, they are worth 

measuring; this report aims to measure tenacity. 

To place this study in context, it is helpful to consider the 

place that tenacity has held in educational literature over 

time. 

L IT ER ATURE REVIE W

When Samuel Clemens returned from prospecting in the 

Wild West, he found unexpected paydirt writing, as Mark 

Twain, about a boy overcoming hardship. Huckleberry Finn 

demonstrated to Mark Twain that the pen was mightier 

than the shovel and to the great American public that boys 

needed grit (Ethan, 2015). Since then, grit – or tenacity – has 

remained a subject of educational interest. 

Duckworth found that grit was a predictor of long-term 

success in high-pressure environments and this has been 

welcomed by educators and the public alike; her book on 

the subject stayed on The New York Times bestseller list 

for 21 weeks (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 

2007). Subsequent work in a similar vein suggests that 

grit is associated with mental wellbeing, career success, 

goal achievement and academic performance (Duckworth, 

Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Lechner, Danner, & 

Rammstedt, 2019; Karpinski & Alhadabi, 2002; Allen, et al., 

2018). Little wonder that Mark Twain found gold in writing 

about grit. 

Research seeks to home in on precisely which element 

of grit is most desirable (Jachimowicz, Wihler, Bailey, & 

Galinsky, 2018). As a result, numerous elements have 

been established: perseverance, tenacity, grit, self-control, 

self-efficacy, conscientiousness, passion and duty all offer 

benefit. Adopting a broad view of all the aspects of tenacity 

offers better return than defining – and pursuing it – narrowly 

(Crede, Tynan, & Harms, 2017). 

Having established that much of the tenacity is profitable, 

educational research offers little advice on how to develop it. 

Different methods of character education are not rigorously 

analysed; the number of variables may preclude effective 

analysis. Development of goal commitment, rather than 

programs, is recommended (Tang, Wang, & Guo, 2019; 

Crede, 2018). It is interesting to note that pastoral staff 

strongly agree with this finding, favouring a coaching model 

rather than programs; this is discussed later in the report.

It is important, first, to consider the condition of tenacity 

within the boys at the RGS. 

METHODOLOGY 

There are three strands to this research on tenacity at the 

RGS. 

1. Interviews with pastoral staff

2. Interviews with 60 boys

3. School-wide questionnaire 

Interviews with pastoral staff

In the interest of time, especially leading up to the first 

COVID-19 Lockdown, only 4 staff were interviewed: the Head 

of 6th Form, the Head of Lower School, a 6th Form Tutor and 

the Head of Mentoring. These staff see the boys in a wide 

range of contexts across year groups, diverse subjects, 

co-curricular activities, pastoral and academic programs. 

Staff were asked to: evaluate the boys’ tenacity; identify 

where the RGS currently develops tenacity; identify future 

opportunities to develop tenacity. A discursive interview then 

followed, in which key points and common ideas were drawn 

together. 

Pupil interviews

The RGS operates a mentoring scheme, in which senior 

pupils apply for a position, before being trained to mentor 

younger pupils. As part of the application process, boys are 

interviewed to determine whether they have any experience 

(as well as a skill set) that might lend itself to the task in hand. 

One of the questions in the interview asks the boy to identify 

a challenge he has overcome, and strategies he has used to 

do so. The discussion that follows naturally offers insight to 

the boys’ development of tenacity. It is particularly interesting 

to see how many boys identify experiencing a significant 

challenge. 

HAVE WE GOT GRIT? 
AN RGS ETP INTO THE STATE AND PURSUIT OF TENACITY AT THE RGS

An enquiry by Mike Royds, the Royal Grammar School Guildford.
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Boys’ answers were graded on a scale of 1 to 10 to indicate 

the severity of the challenge they had faced. (This does not, 

of course, trivialise the real and present difficulty of any boy’s 

challenge.) The aim of this is to find out, across nearly half 

the Lower Sixth cohort, how many boys have significant 

opportunity to develop tenacity.

Questionnaire: 

The RGS periodically sends a questionnaire out to all boys to 

analyse pupil experience. The Headmaster kindly supported 

a section on Values. These questions are adapted from a 

number of established research tools in an attempt to ensure 

that the questions were pertinent, useful and user-friendly. 

They are based on the Grit Scale (Duckworth et al., 2007), 

the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983), Warwick-

Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (Stewart-Brown et al., 

2009) and the Self-control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004). 

The questions are broadly divided into two categories: the 

pupils’ assessment of their own grit and an assessment of 

how often pupils have an opportunity to build grit. To facilitate 

this, the questions are answered with a standard Likert-type 

scale. 

Limitations include the random spread of pupils from different 

age groups who answered the questionnaire. In interview, 

the questions are naturally subjective in their reading and 

in their answering. Although questions were checked using 

age-appropriate responders, some misunderstandings will 

persist. It is hoped that the relative breadth of study will 

nevertheless offer some insight to the development of 

tenacity at the RGS. 

K E Y F INDINGS 

Interviews with staff

Two common responses to the question “do the boys at the 

RGS have tenacity?” are the measured response of “there is 

a spread” and amusement. As conversation ensued,

Pastoral staff unanimously agreed that

1. Some boys have more than others

2. The great majority of boys need to develop tenacity 

3. This situation is unsurprising in the demographic

4. Assemblies and teaching tenacity out of context will 

accomplish little

5. The school is set up to ensure boys do not encounter 

failure

6. Supported, regular failure was a good idea

Staff generally agreed that

1. The responsibility for the remedy does not rest with the 

pastoral team. Academic staff and tutors are also well 

placed.

2. The boys need to be taught in a context where they have 

a problem and can address it themselves (self-efficacy). 

3. Coaching relationships could offer a valuable pathway for 

this. 

Interviews with boys

Three themes emerge from the interviews with 60 boys. 

The first, shown by Figure 1, is that a relatively large number 

of 16-17 year-old boys at the RGS do not find it easy to 

identify a significant challenge they have encountered. 

Secondly, the majority of severe problems occur at home, 

as shown in Figure 2. Some of this is probably due to the 

classification of problems, but, even accounting for some 

discrepancy, it is evident that problems that demand grit may 

occur outside of school. 

Fig. 1 Severity of pupils’ problems

Fig. 2 Nature of pupils’ problems, by severity of problem

Thirdly, the lack of pupils seeking out staff guidance is 

striking. The pupils often expand on how they overcame 

a problem; input from parents and friends far outweigh 

that from the staff. It is difficult to quantify, due to subtle 

differences in conversation, but staff guidance is perhaps 

present in close to just 10% of pupils’ challenges.

This does not reflect badly on the school. Anecdotal evidence 

from pastoral staff compellingly suggests that boys are 

often willing to work with a staff member on a challenge, 
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even of a fairly personal nature. It seems as if lack of formal 

opportunity, rather than inclination, is the problem. 

School-wide questionnaire

Values in general

The questionnaire was answered by 496 pupils (approximately 

half of the school), with slightly higher numbers in the 1st – 

4th Form and slightly lower numbers in the 5th and 6th Form. 

The first metric of interest is the assessment of each value by 

the pupils. There is good correlation between the age of the 

boys and the number of boys who do not consider the value 

to be upheld within the school community. This may be seen 

from Figure 3 below. 

Fig. 3 Number of students who do not think that values are 

upheld, by age

There are several possible reasons for this trend; increasing 

scepticism, increasing self-awareness and greater awareness 

of wider school life may all play a part. Nevertheless, the 

upward trend is a possible cause for concern. 

The considerable variation between the values is instructive. 

The boys’ estimation of scholarship remains relatively high 

but others, including tenacity, all show significant decrease 

by comparison. This possibly reflects the boys’ awareness of 

academic progress with frequent tests and reports; character 

is less overtly measured. 

Boys’ perception of their tenacity and of 
opportunities to build tenacity

The boys rate their grit reasonably highly and there is not 

huge variation between year groups (Figure 4). They expect 

their parents to think less of their grit, which perhaps 

acknowledges a slight tempering of their own estimates. It 

is worth noting that boys rate their tenacity least in the Fifth 

to Upper Sixth forms, when scope for growing grit peaks 

(Figure 5). This may offer fertile ground for any programs 

and opportunities designed to support the boys in their 

development of tenacity. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Pastoral staff from the RGS and educational researchers 

all agree. Boys need tenacity, encompassing as it does a 

wide range of traits of perseverance, grit, self-control, self-

efficacy, conscientiousness and passion. 

Three recommendations are made. 

1. Encourage Heads of Department and teachers in charge 

of activities to build failure into their curricula as a matter 

of course. To put this on the agenda of meetings is to 

value tenacity. 

2. Boys need one to one meetings with a member of staff. A 

coaching scheme is therefore recommended: 

Fig. 4 Graph showing boys’ estimation of tenacity, by year 

group

Fig. 5 Graph showing boys’ scope for developing tenacity, by 

year group



77

a. Open scheme to boys in Sixth Form

b. Train suitable staff

c. Give time to allow boys to identify goals, problems and 

solutions. 

d. Foster tenacity by teaching it, in context and in a 

coaching relationship. 

3. Assess the reality and development of the other school 

values. Given the marked decrease of the boys’ perception 

of integrity in the school, this might offer a suitable focus. 

CONCLUSIONS

Values matter. Broadly, boys at the RGS indicate that they 

observe the School Values to be less in evidence the older 

they are. It is recommended that this trend, its causes and 

remedy be researched. Literature resonates strongly with the 

RGS value of tenacity, concluding that it is worth developing 

in the context of education. Research persuades that it is 

profitable to assume a broad definition of the concept. 

Having examined tenacity at the RGS, it is found to be 

valued highly by the staff but not abundant in the boys. It is 

instructive that some boys experience little challenge as they 

go through the school; where significant problems do arise, 

they tend to occur in the context of the home. Currently, 

even with excellent pastoral care at the school, boys do not 

often seek staff guidance. This possibly stems from lack of 

perceived formal opportunity.

Literature and pastoral staff agree that there is little merit in 

‘teaching’ tenacity through assembly and PSHME programs. 

There is strong suggestion that boys could profit considerably 

from structured, individual conversations over a period of 

time with suitable members of staff to guide pupils through 

challenge in time of need. Coaching, not curriculum, perhaps 

offers the key.

On a personal note, the challenge of developing pupils’ 

tenacity is striking. Grit offers significant and lasting benefit 

to pupils and yet the best efforts of schools, through 

classroom-based delivery of character education, are unlikely 

to be successful in its development. Much more fruitful 

ground may be found in establishing individual conversations 

with pupils, to offer guidance and a safe environment for 

them to develop their own tenacity. Following this ETP, a 

coaching program is now being developed at the RGS. 
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Great teachers are learners. Great schools preserve tradition whilst evolving 

to stay current. Action-research projects like those you have just read 

approach educational research with that same healthy tension. They seek to 

explore, to test, to find out what works better and why.

This year saw two new schools join the partnership; City of London Freeman’s 

and Epsom College. More schools, across a wider geographical area, sees our 

capacity for cross-pollination of ideas and impact greatly increased; it has felt 

like the partnership has taken a real leap forward this year. 

Whilst a global pandemic sharpened our focus and squeezed our time, the 

record number of enquiring teachers demonstrated remarkable perseverance 

and adaptability in completing their respective projects. 

In this, the fifth edition of the Journal of Enquiring Schools, teachers from 

across the partnership investigated ideas such as: the effects of Mastery 

Learning on deep understanding; factors that affect the gender attainment gap; the impact of quiet reading time; and the 

effects of student metacognition on attainment. The answers to these questions will have a profound impact not only in 

the classrooms of those enquiring teachers, but in the institutions in which they work, and those across the partnership for 

generations to come.

In reflecting upon these projects, I find myself inspired by their motivation for positive change, and by the individual teacher’s 

determination not to accept the status quo but to pursue a solution to their problem. It is precisely teachers like these, who 

are committed to learning and are empowered to improve their practice through action-research, which makes a good school, 

great.  

The Enquiring Schools Partnership continues to be a pioneering independent-state school collaboration where teachers actively 

research questions and share their findings in an open forum, for the collective benefit of all the students across all the schools.  

As we look ahead to the sixth year of the programme, the impact of what has gone before is all too clear: there have been 

significant developments in several institutions who have now embedded the results of previous teacher’s enquires to the great 

benefit of their students. The success of these Enquiring Schools projects is important, and it is evidence of an alternative 

means by which to develop schools: from the classroom-up rather than from the top-down. It shows that one informed, 

passionate and dedicated teacher can affect positive change in their institution.

My sincerest thanks go to all the schools who had the foresight to allow their teachers to engage with the project, without 

whose support these enquires, and the positive change they enact, would not be possible.
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