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A word from our  
Editor

About the Editor
Professor Sonia Blandford 
is Founder and CEO of 
Achievement for All and one of 
the UK’s leading practitioners of 
education.  Sonia is passionate 
about raising the aspirations 
and improving the attainment 
of all children and young 
people regardless of their 
background or needs. This year, 
she was named in Debrett’s list 
of the Top 500 Most Influential 
People in the UK.

Why Mutuality is the 
Answer to Social Mobility
“In a more socially mobile society, everyone should have a choice, be 
aware of that choice and be able to exercise it. From birth people should 
have equal opportunities whether at home, school, further education (FE) 
college, university or in training…Everyone should be recruited on merit 
no matter which school or university they attended. The old boys’ network 
must no longer be a passport to success…those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds should not be held back because they don’t fit in.” UK 
Government’s Social Mobility Commission (2019) Strategy 2019. p.4 
(Social Mobility Commission, 2019)

I
f we were to shine a light on every pupil, how many would not be able to 
make progress? Blandford (2011)

‘The continuance of social evils is not due to the fact that we do not 
know what is right, but that we prefer to continue doing what is wrong. 

Those who have the power to remove them do not have the will, and those 
who have the will have not, as yet, the power.’ R H Tawney (1912)

These comments highlight issues covered in depth in my publications 
“Born to Fail? A working class view” (Blandford, 2017) and ‘’Social Mobility, 
Chance or Choice? (Blandford, 2019).

The world, as we would like it to be, is a one where every child knows that 
with passion and focus and hard work, they can be whoever they want to be. 
Unfortunately, we do not live in that world. 

In 2018, the OECD PISA Equity report, Equity in Education: Breaking Down 
Barriers to Social Mobility underlined what few would challenge: that every 
child, every human being, deserves the same opportunities (chance) to gain 
skills and progress through society regardless of gender, sexuality, disability 
or socio-economic, ethnic or cultural background (choice). The report makes 
for sober reading, pointing out in the UK that while educational attainment 
has increased, inequalities remain entrenched. However, those children and 
young people that are supported to make progress can accumulate collateral 
throughout life, both in education and later in the labour market that will 
drive their future social mobility. 

The OECD report also shows that the impact of inequality extends much 
farther than economic wealth: it ripples out to all aspects of society such as 
poorer health, in a climate of violence or social unrest (Timpson, 2019). The 
context for the discussion is England, which has longstanding class divisions. 

We used to think that meritocracy – the idea that talent and capacity 
would overcome socio-economic barriers - was the key. This has been the 
mantra of successive governments. Meritocracy remains part of the social 
mobility conversation, but clings to the idea that if you have talent (and I add 
here that everyone has some talent) – you can improve your circumstances 
by hard work. 
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This clearly is no longer true (or is not working). Too many hard-working people 
now feel left behind or just about managing or worse, and that they have failed and 
have no value. This includes working-class young people who have played by the 
rules and worked hard to enter university (the most popular and publicised national 
test for working-class social mobility) and not been able to manage for a number of 
reasons. 

Those reasons include not having enjoyed the same educational preparation 
as their better-off peers; not having the same practical or financial support as their 
peers; or simply not having access to work after graduating from university. This is not 
likely to get better any time soon. We know millions of young people fail at the point 
of GCSE assessment (over 30% of our school population, and more than over 50% of 
pupils on free school meals) and who get stuck in an unproductive cycle of retaking 
GCSEs. The actual and real talents of these children and young people are too easily 
and frequently ignored, and possibly never even discovered (Blandford, 2019). 

Definition: Social Mobility
I need to set out my definition of social mobility: 

Social mobility is achieving positive change in socio-economic status, and more widely, 
building better futures for all, in terms of wellbeing, health, and engagement with all 
that life has to offer. 

To support social mobility, we must provide children and young people with real 
chances and choices. Chances and choices that are not determined by class, but 
by heritage, location and self-efficacy. Chances and choices that are respectful 
of individuals. Chances and choices that are non-judgmental, and not defined 
by movement between classes or location. Chances and choices that provide 
opportunities for everyone to be included, and to belong. Chances and choices that 
prepare the way for everyone to succeed in life, in education, health, employment and 
housing. 

Is Equality of Opportunity a Core British value?
If confronted with a television camera recording their views for broadcast, probably 
few people in England would say there should not be equal access to education 
and the most prestigious jobs in the country and the will to act certainly exists in 
some quarters (See the section: Government Commissions and the Need for Action). 
So why is progress not being made as explained by the Gini coefficient research 
(Investopedia, 2019).

Do we, as a society, really care enough about equality of opportunity for all, to 
change? 

Is the traditional national measure of educational achievement – maximised 
university entrance useful for, or even relevant to, working-class children and young 
people and children facing disadvantage whose priorities may be supporting 
themselves- so a job and a home? If we are serious about unleashing the talent of all 
children and young people, regardless of their background, challenges or needs, we 
must consider new and innovative approaches to post-14 education. 

Do We Dare To? 
In my books and published papers, I argue that we can only offer real chances and 
choices through mutuality, where everyone is valued regardless of their background, 
challenges or needs. 
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 n By chances, I mean opportunities in an equal and mutual context where everyone is 
valued in education, training and the workplace. 

 n By choices, I mean giving children and young people real agency in securing 
positive options for their future in terms of their: overall life-course; employment / 
career; and better health, wellbeing, security, happiness, and engagement in society. 
In short - true social mobility. 

If we are in a place and at a time when we are embracing new thinking, we must 
recognise the great things that have been achieved by recent initiatives in health, social 
care and education but also acknowledge, accept and address what has not worked 
and what is not working.

Editor
Professor Sonia Blandford
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James Bowen analyses what went wrong  with one of the most ambitious pieces of 
legislation for children with special needs in a quarter of a century.

Can The 2014 Vision of  the 
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A
lmost six years on from the 2014 Children and Families Bill, there is a 
strong sense that the ambitious plans outlined in the legislation have yet 
to translate into the sort of transformational change that was envisaged 
for young people with SEND. 

In 2014 it was hard to find any education professionals who did not support the 
overarching aims and content of the legislation. Whilst there were some who felt 
the bill was not ambitious enough, rarely has a government policy been so widely 
welcomed across the education sector.

At the heart of the policy was a renewed emphasis on partnership working 
across different sectors for the benefit of pupils and young people with SEND. A lack 
of connection and co-ordination between education, health and social care had 
long been a source of frustration for both parents and professionals alike, and so a 
genuine attempt to tackle this issue was widely seen as a positive step.

Stronger Voice

Similarly, few disagreed with proposals to give young people and their families 
a stronger voice. Families had become immensely frustrated at the bureaucracy 
surrounding SEND provision and the need to repeatedly tell their story over 
and over again to different agencies. The government rightly identified this as 
a significant problem within the system and pledged to address it through the 
reforms.

The idea that every teacher should be responsible for the progress of pupils 
with SEND that they taught equally caused little controversy. Whilst not an entirely 
new concept, the important principle was reiterated that every teacher is a 
teacher of pupils with SEND. It was made clear that this responsibility and ultimate 
accountability could and should never be passed over to the Special Educational 
Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) or outsourced to other professionals in the school. 

Plans to extend provision to the age of 25, a clearer focus on pupil outcomes, 
and shorter timescales for Education and Healthcare Plans (formerly Statements of 
Special Educational Needs) all seemed sensible developments too.

Overall, there was genuine hope that these changes would make a significant 
and positive difference for young people with SEND.

However, there is now a growing sense that these reforms have failed to have 
anything like the desired impact. 

Parents and families of pupils with SEND appear to remain as frustrated as ever. 
SEND tribunals have grown at an alarming and apparently inexorable rate, rising 
from just over 3,000 registered appeals in England in 2015 to just over 6,000 in 
2018.1 

At the same time we have seen an increase in pupils with SEND being 
permanently excluded and the average Progress 8 score for pupils with SEND has 
actually slightly declined since 2014/15.2  Whilst metrics such as these can never tell 
you the full story, such a scenario cannot be what the then ministers had in mind as 
they took the legislation through parliament.

■Frustration

SENCos too have reported a growing sense of frustration with the system they 
operate in. Many have spent a disproportionate amount of their time in recent years 
dealing with bureaucracy. This was especially true during the transition period as 
Statements became EHCPs, but even now there is still a sense that the paperwork 
detracts from their ability to actually improve provision and outcomes for pupils. 
They are equally frustrated that they cannot get timely access to the external 
support their pupils desperately need. Speech and language therapists, educational 
psychologists and CAMHs appointments are all in high demand and short supply. 
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Arguably, the scrapping of the School Action+ category also seems to have confused 
matters with some parents (and some professionals) now believing that the only way to 
access external support is by having an EHCP. It’s hardly surprising that, in this context, we 
have seen an explosion in the number of EHCPs since the reforms were introduced.

In schools there is a strong sense that nothing is really that different to before and in 
many cases the challenge has actually grown.

This is not to say that SEND provision is universally poor or that the reforms have failed 
entirely. Nor is this a criticism of the dedicated professionals working within the system. 
There are countless dedicated professionals going above and beyond every day to support 
young people with additional needs who are succeeding daily against the odds. However, 
these reforms were supposed to improve those odds. 

There are a multitude of reasons why the ambitions of 2014 have failed to have the 
impact so many hoped they would. However, three interesting factors stand out as being 
worthy of further exploration, particularly as they serve as salutary lessons for policy 
makers. 

Firstly, there is the inescapable issue of funding. Achieving these ambitious aims was 
always going to be a difficult task but to do so during a period of sustained public sector 
spending cuts has made it almost impossible. The IFS have clearly shown that schools have 
experienced significant cuts since 2015.1 The High Needs budget, designed to fund support 
for pupils with the most significant needs, has come under enormous pressure too. Cuts 
to Local Authority budgets and pressures on health funding have also had a significant 
impact, meaning that schools struggle to access the additional help their pupils need and 
thus preventing any real sense of genuine partnership between the different sectors. The 
first lesson is simple: ambitious policy change requires sufficient funding. 

A second lesson is that schools and other public services can only cope with so much 
policy change at once. It is worth remembering that these reforms were introduced 
alongside some of the most seismic and fundamental changes to curriculum, assessment 
and school structures that schools had seen for decades. The pace of change has continued 
in recent times with schools now being asked to adapt to an entirely new Ofsted 
inspection framework. If these reforms were really a priority for government, schools 
should have been given the time and space to implement them properly. 

Vol 8.1 n www.teachingtimes.com

Take the LeadEvery Child Journal

8



A third lesson is that any significant change requires support 
and training for those being tasked with implementing it. 
As explored above, one of the core messages within the 
new Code of Practice was that all teachers should be 
responsible for the progress of pupils with SEND. 
This was a laudable goal. However, simply assigning 
responsibility is not enough. 

The government should have given greater 
consideration to what support and training all 
teachers would need to feel confident in meeting 
these responsibilities. Ultimately, there remains a 
lack of consistent, easily-accessible, high quality 
training and support for teachers when it comes to 
SEND. Too many teachers still enter the classroom 
with little in the way of specific SEND expertise and 
too few receive SEND-specific CPD during their career. 
Simply expecting the SENCo to be responsible for this 
is not the answer. SENCos do an incredible job but they 
alone cannot be expected to be the font of all knowledge 
when it comes to meeting the needs of pupils with SEND and, 
even if they could, most simply do not have enough time.

Whilst it is important to understand why we find ourselves in this 
position, constantly looking backwards will achieve little. It is certainly important to learn 
from past mistakes, but endless hand-wringing will take us no further forwards and will only 
serve to entrench the existing problems we face. Now is the time for looking forwards and 
finding solutions.

It is therefore reassuring to see that the government have recognised that maintaining 
the status quo is not a realistic option. The review of SEND that the government is currently 
undertaking is welcome, even if it is somewhat frustrating that it has become necessary so 
relatively soon after the reforms were launched.

What is now essential is that the government holds its nerve. As the education 
committee correctly noted, “The reforms were the right ones. But their implementation has 
been badly hampered by poor administration and a challenging funding environment in 
which local authorities and schools have lacked the ability to make transformative change.”2 

The government should not be tempted to abandon the aims of The Children and 
Families Bill, nor look for the quickest and cheapest solutions.

Investment

There are a number of things the government could consider. Firstly, there needs to be a 
realistic conversation about the level of investment required to make the reforms work. 
Clearly the High Needs budget is insufficient and current plans to add an additional 
£700m will not address the £1.2billion projected deficit for 2020/21 identified by the Local 
Government Association.3 There is no escaping form the fact that if the government is 
genuinely committed to making the reforms work, further investment will be required. This 
investment is not just limited to schools. Local Authorities need the resources to fulfil their 
role and genuine partnership working between sectors will only occur if there are enough 
health and social care professionals in post with the capacity to support schools and young 
people.

Whilst funding is clearly important, it is not the only answer. When it comes to 
partnership working there is still a lack of clarity over the level of involvement that is 
expected of different sectors and professionals. This needs to be made far clearer so 
everyone involved knows what to expect and what their role is. There also needs to be 
stronger mechanisms for ensuring genuine partnership work actually happens and the 
ability to challenge when it does not.
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It is worth revisiting some of the more specific aspects of the reforms too. One 
important question to consider is whether the label of ‘School Support’ is working as 
intended and whether it has been an improvement on the previous system of School 
Action and School Action+. There is a strong argument to suggest that this change 
has inadvertently played some part in the surge in requests for Education, Health 
and Care Needs Assessments and in-turn the rapid rise in EHCPs. This in itself may not 
necessarily be a bad thing, but it does have significant implications and is certainly worth 
considering.

There are also a number of potentially quite quick and easy wins which, whilst not 
transformational, would help. An obvious example of this would be to move to a single 
national template for EHCPs to reduce the complexity of bureaucracy within the system. 
A simple move like this might be no more than a slight incremental gain, but it would be 
a gain nonetheless. 

2020 could be a pivotal year when it comes to SEND. The government could choose 
to abandon the reforms entirely or to pay lip-service to the principles whilst continuing 
to bury its head in the sand when it comes to the reality. Alternatively, it could choose 
to fully engage with the education, health and social care sectors to try and find ways to 
finally make the vision of 2014 a reality. 

James Bowen is Director of policy at NAHT and Director of NAHT Edge.

1. https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/tribunal-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2019 
2. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/804374/

Special_educational_needs_May_19.pdf
3. https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14369 
4. https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmeduc/20/20.pdf
5. https://www.local.gov.uk/about/campaigns/bright-futures/bright-futures-childrens-services/bright-futures-send-

funding

Notes
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Are you making the most of your technology? Peter Boucher explores.
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W
e are all dependent on technology for 
almost every aspect of our lives, from 
Smartphones and PCs to using the Cloud 
for managing, streaming and storing much 

of what do in our home and work lives.  It is no different 
for schools and colleges.  Having good IT is recognised 
as a key pillar in the smooth running of any school at an 
administration level and as a powerful tool in delivering 
the curriculum and learning support.

Head teachers are aware of this, but, building a great 
technology base is not always straightforward.  It’s a 
fine balancing act between increasing tech demands 
from pupils, not enough budget and sometimes, simply 
too much choice.  This year’s BETT Show had over 900 
exhibitors displaying the very latest in hardware, software 
and content.  With so much exciting and attractive ICT 
out there, it can be hard to navigate what products are 
best for your campus.

Those schools that have made a significant 
investment in technology, can also still find it a challenge 
to reap the benefits it should bring.  We regularly see 
schools who have invested in top of the range hardware, 
new class lap-tops for instance, but can’t use them fully 
because of slow internet speeds or the fear of running up 
high internet access costs. 

Fixing the Basics

Making sure you have good IT can often be as simple as making sure you are using what 
you already have, well.  Only when things are up and running efficiently can you work out 
what’s truly needed to meet a schools specific requirements.  

For example, making sure a network is running to full capacity and that internet speeds 
are fast, can drive a big change in how technology is used.  If teachers know they can 
rely on accessing material or fun apps in class, when and where they need it, they’ll use it 
more.  In turn, students gain from a more interactive learning experience and won’t play up 
during a lengthy download!

Specific ICT basics under the spotlight should include:

 n Run an audit of your IT system, so you know what you have 
 n Create an asset register of all ICT equipment and reconcile with what has been supplied
 n Ensure your network wiring and hardware is in good repair
 n Check internet speeds are fast, reliable and cost effective 
 n Check up to date security filters and safeguarding is in place for email/web and security
 n Set up a ticketing system to analyse IT issues that occur to frame an effective 

maintenance schedule

The holiday period provides a good opportunity for schools and colleges to look beyond 
these basics and review systems more thoroughly as part of a longer term planning 
process. 

Planning Ahead  

Schools and colleges have granular development plans for pupils and the curriculum.  
Going forward, I see head teachers and governors wanting plans with a similar level of 
thought and detail for ICT.
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With basics sorted and a good analysis of what ICT is actually needed, a school and its 
tech provider are in a position to plan ahead with clear educational goals in mind.  With 
so many specialist vendors trying to “sell” to schools, an agreed plan provides focus on 
what equipment and applications should be purchased, subscribed to or rented, within 
budget.  A plan should incorporate:

 n Understanding of budget parameters
 n Operational and Capital expenditure plans that drive ICT and school development 
 n Stakeholder support initiative - plan for gaining and maintaining support from 

Governors and teachers through to students, parents and guardians
 n Constant monitoring of supplier costs to drive supplier savings
 n Creation of investment fund
 n Quarterly Review of current ICT strategy and implementation and Service Level 

Agreements.  Feedback from this process will give a clear indication of what is 
working and what needs improvement

A good ICT plan will support a schools wider curriculum and students goals and, 
hopefully, reduce the stress factor often associated with IT projects and management.

Engaging Teachers

Tech brings major benefits to teaching staff and it’s important to get them on board fast 
when a new platform or equipment is introduced.  It doesn’t have to be complicated and 
can be achieved by standardising IT architecture, for example committing to Microsoft or 
Google paths.  

Keeping staff up to date on any planned changes to technology or systems is also 
recommended.  During the set-up phase of any project, regular feedback from teachers 
on the front line back to the school IT manager or IT provider is incredibly useful when 
trying to get things working well.  It will also ensure their buy-in to the new system. 
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Teachers who are early adopters of any new tech need support.   Prompt training 
and a responsive help desk are all part of this.  Schools can also encourage greater 
teacher engagement in adopting new technology by including ICT proficiency as 
part of Continuous Professional Development.

Moving the curriculum and content on-line is a huge step change 
in education as a whole, for classroom and remote learners.  It gives  
educators the ability to deliver a wider, more relevant, pupil focused 
curriculum. It also supports efficient information management, such 
as; setting tasks or homework and receiving completed work back, 
monitoring a pupil’s academic progress and facilitating accurate 
report writing.  Students can no longer claim that they didn’t 
know what their homework was or that they have left their 
book at home!

For SEND pupils in particular, new apps that facilitate more 
bespoke learning, give teachers the ability to teach students 
of varying abilities in one class.  For example, an immersive 
reading application can be set to support a particular 
individual’s needs when reviewing text or writing answers.  It 
can highlight and explain words as they read along and prompt 
them when making spelling or grammatical errors.  This gives 
students the freedom to concentrate on curriculum content and 
ideas, encourage greater class participation and build their overall confidence.  
They can learn and not worry about spelling mistakes.

Tech and SEND

Specialist SEND schools and those schools with special needs students face a wider range 
of challenges which include; students with physical disabilities, limited communications 
between teacher and pupil and between pupils and those with attention disorders.  The right 
tech for these students and teachers can be game changing.  

Rather than relying on the work of a few hardworking teachers, technology has driven the 
ability to pool the creativity and resources of the global educational world.  With the backing 
of today’s tech giants and specialist app developers, the opportunity for tailored learning 
for SEND pupils is enormous.  Education applications can be set to go at the right speed for 
individual pupils or disturbing elements, such as flashing lights or loud noises, removed. This 
level of content control can make a huge difference to classroom wellbeing.

The right hardware can have an equally effective impact on class inclusion and 
participation.  We work with a specialist SEND primary school where they have installed 
interactive mobile whiteboards in every classroom.  These can be used vertically or as a table 
so every child can see it, or use it and respond to it, as they are physically able.

Affordable and more robust tablets have been revolutionary in the SEND classroom.  
While tablets have long been used for children with dyslexia, their value is now recognised in 
helping those pupils, who are unable to read or write, develop stronger listening and speech 
skills.  Using specialist apps, children can respond to what is being said by the teacher, specific 
sounds or pictures, by giving their ‘answer’ via their tablet – often using a colour based 
response system.  Teachers can then see how pupils react to specific words or prompts and 
recognise individual achievement or lack of understanding.  This promotes a more interactive 
environment in the classroom and reduces the potential for pupil frustration. 

Next Gen IT

As I have stated previously, we are using technology for almost everything we do at work and 
at home.  What isn’t clear is how much the users of technology, particularly children and the 
youth, understand what is under the bonnet or in the Cloud.  Are they interested in taking 
what we already have and making it better?  
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There are many techies working on the tech of tomorrow, but we need to inspire today’s 
students and help them understand that nearly every job will be profoundly affected by 
technology.  Whether they are doctors, carers, car mechanics or work in retail. 

IT resources and knowledgeable teachers permitting, children are learning to code, create 
basic apps and how to make and programme Robots. But, it’s not universal.  If you don’t 
choose computer science at GCSE, a child is likely to receive no computer training after the 
age of 14.  

We need to get all pupils, at primary and secondary level, thinking about technology 
and see that it’s integral to a great learning experience and future work possibilities. A 
school or college with a forward thinking ICT programme that includes immersive discovery 
capabilities, is well positioned to kick-start the process:

Virtual Reality gives pupils, whatever their circumstances, financial, physical or 
geographical, the opportunity to visit new places or try out new things, that would otherwise 
be near impossible for them to access. They can go on far-flung field trips, fly a jet plane 
simulator or even learn to play a new sport.  Imagine virtually exploring the Grand Canyon as 
part of a Great Rivers project or seeing and hearing an orchestra play your own music. 

Technical challenges and Hackathons allow children pick up skills they don’t even realise 
they are learning.  They enjoy the problem solving and competition elements.

We are at an exciting juncture for tech in education.  With the right educational leadership 
and support from the technical community, schools should be able to implement the ‘good 
tech’ they need to equip students with the skills needed to adapt and drive technology 
innovations.  

A school with a reliable and effective IT system and forward looking plan is a good place 
to start.

Peter Boucher, CEO Techs4Education.
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Panagiota Letsou describes a unique project to engage children 
from disadvantaged communities in science and technology.

STEM: 
How to Bridge the Attainment 
Gap for Disadvantaged Pupils

O
ur society is becoming increasingly 
dependent on science, technology, 
engineering and maths (STEM). From 
climate change to our reliance on the latest 

technologies, we are undeniably living in a world that 
is dominated by STEM-based issues and is destined to 
grow ever more so. As such, it is not a leap 
to suggest that those who build a solid 
foundation in STEM subjects and 
learning throughout their studies will 
not only be more employable in the future, but in fact 
more equipped for the future in general. 

Unfortunately, there is a significant attainment 
gap between young people from more advantaged 
backgrounds compared to disadvantaged backgrounds 
when it comes to STEM subjects. In recent years this 
attainment gap has consistently been around 20 per 
cent. There is also a noticeable divide between those that 
elect to take STEM subjects on at a higher level – with 
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds being 
less likely to choose science either at sixth form or at 
degree stage. 

This is in part due to young people’s perceptions and 
attitudes towards science. Many young people regard 
STEM topics as more academic and therefore harder to 
achieve in compared to other subjects. There is also 
significant evidence to suggest that 
although young people see the 
benefits of studying science at a 
higher level, many don’t believe they 
are able to or capable of continuing 
with STEM. Arguably, this is also in large 
part to do with the lack of diverse role models 
within the STEM industry. The lack of representation 
further creates a barrier to aspiration within the 
sector. It is understandably harder for young people to 
envision themselves in these career paths when they do 
not see people like themselves in these roles. 
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It is critical that students of all backgrounds and all abilities 
are engaged with STEM subjects, given the large role it will 
play in both their personal and professional lives. Therefore, the 
question arises, how do we change the current attitudes and 
disparities within STEM learning and create opportunities that 
benefit all young people – not just those who will go on to have a 
career in science?

At the British Science Association (BSA), we believe that 
the experiences that young people have at school need to go 
beyond curriculum-based learning. School learning should be 
geared towards equipping all young people with the skills and 
knowledge necessary for a fulfilled life after school – and science 
should be a part of that experience. It is unlikely that all young 
people will want to pursue a career in STEM; balance will always 
be key and we do not want to lose the diversity of interests and 
career paths that students take. However, the proven benefits of 
being offered the opportunity to think and behave like a scientist 
and engineer whilst at school are undoubtable. 

The BSA’s flagship education programme, the CREST Awards, 
has this principal at its core. By participating in a project-based 
learning (PBL) programme, students’ engagement in STEM is 
boosted, while developing their teamwork, communication and 
project management skills. PBL encourages interdisciplinary and 
student-led learning, allowing for students to personalise their 
own projects so that they can feel greater ownership over the 
learning process. 

Designing a Skateboard

For example, if a student were more inclined towards the arts, they might incorporate 
more design techniques – or alternatively, if a student was far more interested in skating 
than they were in their science, they could undertake a CREST project to design the 
perfect skateboard. It is both understandable and important that all students have 
different interests and perspectives, and it is vital that we do not attempt to try and make 
these fit a one size fits all mould – we  can harness these different perspectives and show 
them how STEM learning fits into their aspirations and interests. 

PBL, and CREST in particular, helps facilitate this, as students get to take ownership 
of their project from start to finish – which is a far more effective means of ensuring 
students engage with a subject effectively, as they can adopt a sense of responsibility 
over their own learning. It also enables young people to see first-hand how STEM learning 
relates to their wider interests and day to day lives, helping breakdown the perception of 
STEM subjects as overly academic. Through bolstering engagement in a subject, you can 
also bolster attainment; if a student is more interested in a subject, they are likely to do 
better. 

At the BSA, we ran a study to see if our awards programme truly did make the 
difference in attainment that we believed it would. We have evaluated whether taking 
part in the CREST Awards bolsters attainment and engagement in students who are 
eligible for Free School Meals (FSM). We found that students who do CREST achieved 
better across their studies and were more likely to take STEM subjects on at A Level and 
beyond. In fact, when measured against their peers who were non-FSM, students who 
had taken part in CREST and were eligible for free school meals at any point in the six 
years before their GCSEs had a larger difference in their highest science GCSE points score 
(4.2 points) than those CREST students who had not been eligible for free school meals 
(3.2). This demonstrated that student-led, project-based STEM learning can make a real 
difference for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
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Pedagogical techniques to improve engagement and attainment in children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are beneficial but it certainly cannot tackle the problem 
alone. Vitally, there needs to be active measures taken to help students from less affluent 
backgrounds gain the same access to STEM learning and activities that their peers do. 
At CREST we have given over £100K to groups in challenging circumstances in the last 
three years and we will continue to offer these grants to all schools that have students 
that require them, not just a select few. It is important that these measures aren’t 
simply taken for the highest achieving disadvantaged students. It is not our goal for the 
brightest disadvantaged kids to go to top Universities. We want kids from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to be excited about science and become active, knowledgeable citizens – 
whether they follow a career in STEM or not. This means, making an active effort to raise 
awareness to the funding available to schemes such as the CREST Awards and opening 
up access to even more schemes.  

Arguably, we are facing a future that will be hard to navigate or even participate 
in efficiently without a solid foundation in STEM subjects. As such it is vital that young 
people from all backgrounds are engaged in STEM subjects – not just because it will 
inevitably play a large role in their futures, but also because we are in need of diverse 
minds and skillsets within STEM industries and beyond. Therefore, it is crucial that we are 
doing everything possible within the education sector to ensure that we are bridging the 
STEM attainment gap for students from less advantaged backgrounds. The CREST awards 
are just one method we can employ in tackling this. 

Panagiota Letsou is CREST Product Manager within the Education Team of the 
British Science Association.
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Andrew Christie and Paul Keenleyside review the role 
independent schools have played in supporting children from less 
privileged backgrounds.

Has The Relationship  
Between State And  Private 
Schools Really  Been Useful?

O
f the 1364 schools which are members of the 
Independent Schools Council, 84% were involved in 
partnerships with maintained schools in 2019. 

The rise in partnership work in recent 
years is sometimes viewed with suspicion as a marketing 
strategy, patronising or as  a cynical ploy to retain tax breaks. 
Independent schools on the other hand  profess a genuine 
desire to see as many pupils as possible have the experiences 
and opportunities that the sector provides. They believe that ,by 
giving disadvantaged children access to subjects and activities 
they can  build the skills, knowledge, character and confidence 
that ultimately lead to social mobility. 

One of these schools is Streatham & Clapham High School 
GDST (Girls Day School Trust) in South London, which appointed 
an Assistant Head Master in charge 
of partnerships 4 years ago to 
share resources and expertise 
with local primary and 
secondary schools and 
collaborate in a range of 
academic and co-curricular 
activities. 

When the  Department 
for Education (DfE) 
opened its System 
Partnerships Unit in 
2017. It  identified 3 
main aims of cross-
sector partnerships:

 ■ are sustainable
 ■ have impact
 ■ are mutually 

beneficial to all 
partners
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Despite the majority of independent schools being engaged in partnership work, 
determining the level of impact has sometimes remained an open question and 
partnership coordinators are often unsure how to make such assessments. 

It was this issue that led Streatham & Clapham High School (SCHS) to become 
involved with the Counterpoint a project developed by Achievement for All and City of 
London Freemen’s School.

Counterpoint is a pilot project bringing together independent and maintained schools 
with Achievement for All with the aim of:  

 
 ■ Developing inclusive practice and increasing social mobility involving leaders, 

teachers, parents and carers and pupils 
 ■ Engaging in local partnership activities within community, business and schools 

Transformative Rather Than Transactional

The partners in the project wanted to learn about what was already happening 
in the area of cross-sector partnerships…. to discover how this could be harnessed 
to raise the attainment of those most vulnerable to under achievement and support 
transformational, rather than transactional, conversations and relationships between 
settings.

The areas where it was considered that the pilot would support change were: 

1. Co-creating and co-delivering teaching and learning experiences 
2. Widening experiences and opportunities available to all children and young people 
3. Influencing and informing inclusive leadership practice 
4. Fostering engagement with adults including parents and carers 
5. Establishing links with the local community, third sector and businesses to increase 

opportunities to develop skills for employability 
6. Expanding the evidence base for the partnership activity to encompass improvement 

measures including leaders and teachers, parents and carers, children and young 
people and the wider business and civil communities.

The starting point for the pilot was a needs analysis informed by of the  Achievement 
for All ‘Achieving Schools’ modular programme.  After completing a school specific needs 
analysis and partnership contextual analysis with the schools involved in the pilot, it 
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became clear very soon that Counterpoint work was absolutely context dependent and 
that a bespoke approach to each area was needed.   

In the case of Streatham & Clapham High School, it was clear the inclusive leadership 
practice module which aims to enhance parent and carer engagement (through 
structured conversations) was not suitable at the present time.  The school had recently 
moved to a new pastoral system based on houses which was still being embedded.  
However, the area where SCHS could move forward was the mutual activities module.

With its strong Classics department, SCHS had already made a start in delivering 
curriculum opportunities for those from neighbouring schools, such as primary Latin 
lessons . These were welcomed by the schools to support literacy and increase cultural 
capital.  The department had also been inspired by the campaign of Advocating Classics 
Education (aceclassics.org.uk) to extend access to qualifications in Classical Civilisation 
and Ancient History in the maintained sector. 

While the independent sector educates only 7% of pupils in England, only 44% for 
GCSE Classical Civilisation came from state schools in 2017. Keen to do something about 
this, SCHS began to offer twilight GCSE Classical Civilisation lessons to over 30 pupils from 
nearby secondary schools.  

The school  also started to offer ‘one-off’ subject days such as a recent ‘Roman Day’ 
to provide a greater access to Classics and by working with the charity ‘Classics for All’ to 
encourage teachers to offer Latin in their own primary schools and ensure that Latin is a 
sustainabler in Lambeth schools. 

Counterpoint has been valuable by supporting SCHS to widen the offer of 
enrichment activities , such as providing specialist STEM teaching, increasing the sharing 
of facilities for joint events and competitions and providing access to high quality sports 
coaching. 

Measuring the Impact

The impact and the research module of ‘Achieving Schools’ was most important to 
Streatham & Clapham High School to ensure that the partnership work in which it 
engaged was effective, useful and worthwhile. 
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Data Collection
Counterpoint has helped to improve data collection through the development of 
materials to capture consistently the impact on learners and staff that have engaged in 
the partnership work. This especially  related to improvement in those areas that positively 
influence resilience and social confidence.   For example, a sample of 18 pupils in the first 
GCSE Classical Civilisation cohort showed that: 

 ■ 88% of the cohort enjoyed the classes 
 ■ 83% felt they were going to make good progress in the subject and a third reported 

that it was having a positive impact on their other GCSEs 
 ■ 50% reported that they felt more confident in group activities and 56% that they had 

gained confidence in supporting their peers.

It was also interesting to note the impact of ‘one-off’ days such as the Roman Day and the 
high level of value and engagement experience by the pupils. The responses from a cohort 
of 64 Year 3 pupils from two primary schools in challenging social contexts showed: 

 ■ 86% of the cohort enjoyed the workshops  
 ■ 70% felt they were able to work better with pupils from other schools following the 

day 
 ■ 82% reported gaining new skills and understanding 
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 ■ 77% were clear that they had gained confidence with 
peers and adults 

 ■ 72% of the group also felt a marked improvement in 
their ability to contribute to group activities 

Feedback from these initial data collections has led to 
a simplification of the feedback forms. This has been 
important to ensure that the forms are user-friendly and 
minimise the extra workload caused by gathering data.  

Counterpoint has also been of immense value in seeking 
out the key curriculum teams to get engaged in research 
on the impact of their partnership work – important in such 
areas as engaging the physical education department as 
well as key subject specialists, such as in science. 

Improved Outcomes

This data has been very important for the school champions 
of partnership, enabling them to have a clear understanding 
of how the projects are improving outcomes for pupils. This 
can then be   communicated to their teacher colleagues and 
enthuse them to become involved. It has also helped the 
school champion to prove delivery o outcomes and manage 
internal stakeholders such as the Senior Leadership Team. 

Most importantly, the data retains the focus on 
outcomes for identified groups, ensuring sustainability and 
long-term relationships with the maintained sector. 

As Streatham & Clapham High School comes to the 
end of its participation in the 2-year pilot of Counterpoint, 
collecting data from all the activity is now the key task 
so that the evidence base on measurable impact can be 
developed. 

Completing the second year will allow the project to 
have clarity about what success really looks like when full 
sets of metrics are in.  , Aong with lessons learned from the 
other pilot schools will enable Achievement for All to have 
informed discussions with the Department for Education to 
further develop the impact model.

If the work of the Counterpoint project can help to 
break down the misunderstanding and prejudice between 
both sides of the cross-sector divide and enable all parties 
to work productively together, then deep and lasting 
partnerships based on mutuality and need can be forme.. 

Effective data collection and the tailoring of activities to 
maximise impact will show that the independent sector is 
truly interested in partnership and not patronage leading 
to increased collaboration rather than conflict between 
sectors. 

Andrew Christie is Assistant Head Master (Co-curricular 
and Partnerships) at Streatham and Clapham High 
School, London.

Paul Keenleyside is an Achievement Coach with 
Achievement for All.
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Paddy McCaffrey, Achievement for All Coach, provides some 
strategies for making more of the home environment.

Extending Learning 
with Games, Skills and 
Communication
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response was to tackle all three, head-on. The outcome was to 
design and create a ‘Games Workshop’. 

So, why games? Firstly, I began to think about activities 
which would support the learning that the majority of these 
children needed, but being careful not to present it as MORE 
homework for the child/parents to tackle and not generating 
MORE marking for teachers. In the majority of cases, the skills 
and knowledge the child needs to build on/practice, are basic 
skills; either in numeracy or in English. I therefore began to 
focus on activities that we could share with parents, which 
would easily support the development and practice of these 
basic skills. 

Secondly, I have drawn a lot from my life experiences. I have 
always used games to support my young son’s learning and to 
engage him in activities that he was previously reluctant to . 
Reflecting on this, I wondered whether this could be a vehicle 
to help other parents support their children with learning. After 
all, children love playing games. But not all games are equal. 
Reflecting upon my own experience as a child, I recall certain 
games that had a clear literacy bent were not fun, whereas 
strategy/numeracy games were extremely enjoyable. Bearing 
that in mind, I began to unpick what aspects of learning that 
games supported and made a list. Here are some examples: 

 n ‘Guess Who’ is brilliant for helping to model the formulation 
of appropriate questions. 

 n In ‘Connect 4’, players need to be strategic in where they 
place their pieces. 

 n With ‘Snakes & Ladders’, mathematical knowledge can be 
developed.

 n ‘Monopoly’ is a great game to support strategic thinking, 
counting, reading and develop negotiation and 
communication skills.  

 n ‘Cludo’ develops strategic thought, inference and 
deduction, maths (dice) and most importantly, I think, 
questioning skills.

 n ‘Don’t Scramble the Egg’ supports memory, recall, 
categorisation and building vocabulary.

All these games, and more, require different skills – personal, 
technical and creative - that children need for learning in all 
aspects of their lives. Having chosen the use of games as a 
learning strategy, I then had to decide on how best to use them 
to address the three core questions, mentioned above. Two 
factors underpinned my approach. Firstly, using the principle of 
‘good learning’ of “study, study, practice, practice, practice.” (Cole 
Andrew, AfA), I viewed games as the source of the practice 
opportunities. Secondly, as a parent who often struggles to find 
quality learning time with my child, I saw games as a method 
to allow a child and parent/carer to get some regular learning 
time together, but I also understood that the use of games 
needs to fits both their lifestyles. 

To begin with, I created a bank of ideas to share with 
parents. Typically, these ideas were put into three different 
categories:

M
y job allows me the opportunity to 
support and help develop schools’ 
strategies and aims. Increasingly, I have 
been asked three common questions 

which, taken together, form the inspiration for the 
Games Workshop that I have since designed and 
introduced to schools, delivering them to parents/
carers and teachers alike:

 n How can we expand the learning for children 
beyond the classroom? 

 n How can we help parents/carers help with their 
children’s learning more?

 n And how can we, as a school, engage with ‘hard-
to-reach’ parents?

All three of these questions share the same strategic 
aim, which is to improve children’s learning. My 
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The Journey to and From Home

On the way to and from the home - either in the car or walking, or in more normal times, via 
public transport - there is normally a 5, 10 or 20-minute opportunity to practice a piece of 
learning that is fun and engaging for the child. A child could, for example, be encouraged 
to shout out number bonds to 10 or the seven-times tables while skipping, playing I-Spy or 
Hopscotch. To extend this, I suggest that once the child is secure with the pattern they then shout 
out every third one. Another extension could be to recite the number pattern backwards.

Phonetically, the journey home is littered with opportunities, in the form of street signs, 
number plates, shop fronts to name a few. The sequence of progression/extension could be 
looking for letters at the beginning of words, at the end then in the middle linking it with 
encouragement of sentence construction e.g. “think of a word with this sound, now put it in a 
sentence.” Giving the parents the knowledge of how to extend these practice opportunities by 
small steps helps boost their confidence. 

While in a shop, a parent/carer can encourage their child to be involved in a managed way. 
For example, they pick an item – a litre of milk, a tin of beans, some bread – and the parent 
encourages their child to count: “If this is 7p, and we need 3 of these, how much will that be in our 
basket?” The numbers chosen, of course, are the ones that the school and parent/carer want the 
child to practice.

By the time the parent has reached home, they can say to themselves, “Well done me. I’ve just 
helped my child practice a skill,” with no pressure and/or guilt. 

Home Activities

Cooking presents a fantastic opportunity, for a parent/carer to encourage their child to read, 
following instructions, measure and calculate and, all the while, spending quality time with their 
child.

When setting the table for dinner, a parent/carer can use the opportunity to ask questions: 
“How many people are coming for tea today? How many forks will we need… knives…spoons”? 
“So, we have 3 forks and 3 knives. How many is that altogether? Can you show me in a number 
sentence like you do in school?” And, of course, the parent can also use the chance to credit their 
child: “You are a good teacher. Thank you.”
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Playing Games Together

I focused on using everyday games that I believed they 
would be most likely to have in their home, which could be 
used to support learning and most importantly develop 
opportunities for discussion and communication. It is 
important to inform parents that if they start a game like 
monopoly, which is far too long for both young children and 
parents, they do not have to play to the end. Instead, game 
playing has to be manageable and fit into the parent/child 
lifestyles. 

Based upon strategies that are used in school to engage 
children in learning, the one that sprang to mind that I think 
best fits this situation, is ‘little and often’. For example, with 
long-playing games, I share the following strategy with 
parents: Firstly, agree a timetable of when they, and their 
child, have 40 minutes free in the week to sit down and play. 
They should then put the timetable somewhere visible, 
such as on the fridge, so that everybody is reminded when 
play time is; secondly, when the agreed time comes to play, 
I encourage the parent to put a timer on, for approximately 
15/20 minutes and then begin. If, when the timer goes off, 
parent and child are still enjoying themselves, the child might 
ask if s/he can have 5 more minutes. If everyone agrees, then 
put the timer back on and play for 5 more minutes. Another 
useful tip I share, is the use of an empty box. When the final timer goes off, put the box 
over the board game and push it underneath a table or seat, so that the child knows the 
game can be continued later. Even though the game has not reached a conclusion the 
most important thing to remember is that everyone has spent quality time together 
having fun but also talking - about the game yes, but also about other things.

Adapt a Game

We can also adapt games to support a piece of learning we want a child to practice, 
through incentivising. Take, for example, ‘Snakes and Ladders’: using one or two ‘Sticky 
Notes’, put a word from the child’s spelling list for that week, on a square without a snake 
or a ladder. If/when the child lands on this square, they are offered three attempts to 
spell the word correctly, with an incentive to try and do the task. If spelt correctly on 
the first attempt, the child gets to move forward five extra jumps. If they get it correct 
on the second attempt, they move three extra jumps and, on the third attempt, they 
move forward one space if correct. A different coloured sticky note can be used for 
mathematical calculations. This strategy can be used in many different games e.g 
‘Connect 4’ could have several sticky dots of different colours, that equate to a spelling or 
a maths challenge. If they get the spelling right/calculation correct they can put 3, 2 or 1 
extra disc into the frame, thus building in a reason for our reluctant learner to want to try 
to practice these skills. The ‘Don’t Scramble the Egg’ game can be played with a favourite 
toy (Mr Potato Head, one of my personal favourites, works well), a timer and some sticky 
notes to write the categories you want the child to practice. 

With ideas, games and incentives in place, one big problem still remained: how to 
get parents to come into, and engage with, the school? I thought about how I would feel 
if my time at school didn’t work for me or wasn’t a pleasant experience, or if teachers 
are always telling me my child’s behaviour is not good and so on. If every time a parent 
comes into school it’s a negative experience, why would they come? I had to find a way 
to approach these ‘hard-to-reach’ parents and I recalled something that my husband told 
me he tells his film students when they are making a film i.e. 
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And I took that mantra and applied it in 
this situation. My immediate thought was 
that we need to present the invitation in a 
different way. Instead of sending out a letter 
on school-headed paper, I send a flyer out 
to parents, which explains the fun and the 
learning to be gained from playing games 
or activities. The key was for the invitation 
not to look like an official school letter, very 
often associated with poor behaviour or 
attendance. 

The games workshop is one hour long. In 
some schools the workshop is delivered just 
to the parents. In others, it is presented to 
the parents for the first 30/40 minutes or so, 
to discuss the games and strategies, and for 
the last 20 to 30 minutes, their children are 
invited in and they play together. 

Another part of my games strategy, 
was to devise the concept of a ‘Freebies’ or 
‘Goodie Bag’. Bearing costs in mind, I suggest 
a selection of items, which schools are most 
likely to have in their store cupboard, to 
go into a goodie bag and parents/carers 
receive these on leaving a games workshop. 
These items can include, for example, a 
pack of playing cards, dice, several packs of 
different coloured sticky notes and a colour 
photocopied/laminated board game, like 
Snakes and Ladders, as a starting point for 
the parents.

Schools who had previously commented 
that they just could not get parents to come 
to any of their training sessions, then sent 
out the flyer. The response was noticeably 
different. Those same schools often state that 
their games workshop ‘has been the best 
attended workshop we have run’. One school, 
for example, went from having no parents 
attending workshops to one hundred and 
thirty. Some schools have even taken this 
format and are using it to run other types of 
sessions for parents. Another school created 
a booklet of ideas to give to parents.

Source: Rosh Pinah Primary school

“You must think about 
your audience and 
how they will view 
what you are doing or 
planning to do.”
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In essence, the aim of the games Workshop is to empower parents to feel 
confident and to believe that they really do already have the skills to help their 
child learn. To summarise, its aims are: 

 n To help remove the FEAR of school  
When education did not work for the parents this workshop helps them 
understand they can build opportunities to support their children with their 
learning, in a fun way, in a safe welcoming environment. 

 n To introduce/understand the value of playing to support learning
To reintroduce or introduce the skills and educational knowledge that is practiced 
when playing games. 

 n To build self-confidence  
To help children and parents understand that winning and losing is part of life. To 
build resilience and develop the ability to deal with losing. 

 n To introduce speaking and listening/communication opportunities in a busy 
life  
To support communication skills through turn taking, developing question 
formation skills and to support giving complete answers. 

 n De-mystifying education  
To challenge the statement “I can't help because I can't do the maths the way it's 
done in school today. 

Quote from Camrose Primary School Champion

We are in the second year of the Achievement for All programme. One thing that came 
out of the initial analysis was the ability to support children with communication 
difficulties more effectively in the classroom. We also felt that the parents would benefit 
from additional input about supporting the development of their child’s communication 
skills through games.

Paddy, our AfA coach, ran a Games Workshop for parents with their children. She 
went through the benefits of using games for all sorts of different reasons and making 
these interactions fun whilst supporting communication development and learning. 
The workshop was really well received with a great deal of positive feedback about 
how it had made the parents think in a way they hadn’t before. Paddy also ran an INSET 
session for our staff about the use of games. Again this was well received and allowed our 
teachers and teaching assistants the time to reflect on how the games can be used more 
effectively to stimulate conversation and develop children’s communication skills.

What the parents say: 

“Great session. This has given me some great ideas like the scramble the Egg and will try some 
cooking books with my son.” – Year 3

“Very helpful tips on how to organize my time with my daughter. Thank you for this time.” – 
Year 1

“A wake-up call. Being a busy, single mum. Very good. Love the post-it idea for Maths.” –Year 4

“I have learnt a great deal to de-stress, have fun and learn with my kids.”  – Year 3

“”
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Quote from Holwell Primary School

At our school we have 33% pupil premium and parental engagement is a concern.  
Working together as the educators, with the parents and carers, is vital to ensure the best 
possible provision for the children.  When all stakeholders are involved in the education, 
the outcomes for the young people are improved.  We have previously had some poor 
engagement from parents, with teacher meetings missed, Family support worker 
meetings missed and events at school not attended well – especially higher up the 
school.  We have worked hard at varying the times of such events to meet the needs of 
parents who work, as well as those who don’t, giving plenty of notice so that plans could 
be made.  We still felt that parental engagement was an issue though.

Using our pupil premium funding and sports funding, we have bought into the 
Achievement for All programme, making one of our key foci – Parental Engagement.  Our 
nominated coach (Paddy) delivered a workshop to staff and then to parents.  This was 
attended by sixty-one parents - a fantastic turnout for our school.  Paddy talked to the 
adults about the benefits of using board games to encourage learning at home and then 
the children came and joined their parents to try out the techniques.  The feedback was 
fantastic.  All parents were keen to try the methods out and they also liked the free goody 
bags containing dice, counters, post-it-notes and a pack of playing cards.

The staff have also been able to share the ideas with focus parents at meetings 
for specific children as well as other parents during consultation evenings.  The use of 
learning and reinforcing skills through games in seen as non-threatening by both adults 
and children and reinforces their relationship as well as strengthening learning.

A great success for the school!

Source: Holwell Primary School
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curriculum? Professor Dominic Wyse suggests a way 
to look at the issue.



T
he curricula that teachers and pupils enact in classrooms, and the curricula 
that schools pursue, are influenced to varying degrees in different countries by 
their national curricula. The strength of this influence depends on how national 
curricula are conceived and written but also by the ways in which schools 

interpret them. 

Research Into Practice Reflection
Does England’s national curriculum and assessment system dominate and drive your 
curriculum or are you encouraged to act as professionals to create your curriculum 
then map this against statutory requirements?

In recent years the influence on education policy makers 
of international comparative assessments, such as the 
Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS – organised 
by the International Association for the Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement) and Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA – run by the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
OECD) has grown. Another influence and context for the 
enactment and academic study of curriculum is more 
longstanding: knowledge in the curriculum. This article 
focuses on the place of knowledge in the context of 
curricula internationally, nationally, and makes some links 
with enactment of curriculum in schools. 

I recently carried out some work for Ireland’s 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (with 
my colleague Yana Manyukhina) to do an analysis of 
knowledge in the curricula of a selection of countries 
that were relatively high performing in international 
comparative assessments. In addition to being high 
ranking the countries to be selected were to have some 
other similarities with the context for education in Ireland 
(for more details see our paper: Manyukhina and Wyse, 
2019). The overall purpose of the work was to recommend how knowledge might be 
defined and articulated, as part of wider work that Ireland was doing on a redeveloped 
primary curriculum. Ireland’s primary curriculum had remained largely unchanged since 
1999, and Ireland has consistently performed well in the international assessments. There 
are perhaps lessons for England here in terms of the frequency of changes made to its 
national curricula, and the approach taken to such changes.  

Research Into Practice Reflection
Knowledge in the curriculum has become an issue again. Some people talk about 
powerful knowledge, which is knowledge that schools enable pupils to access and 
which they are not likely to access at home. Other people emphasise the importance 
of understanding and valuing the knowledge that children acquire at home, and 
building on this. Where do you stand on knowledge?

The four countries/regions selected for our analysis can be seen in Table 1. All four 
countries were performing above the average in PISA and PIRLS, and Hong Kong was 
notable for its particularly high ranking in both PIRLS and PISA assessments. 
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Data/Country 
Selection

Rank PIRLS 
(pupils age 10)

Rank PISA 
(pupils age 15)

Average Scale 
Score PIRLS 

Mean Score 
PISA

Standard Error 
PIRLS

Hong Kong SAR 3 2 569 527 2.7

England 
(PIRLS)/UK 

(PISA)
10 22 559 498 1.9

Australia 21 16 544 503 2.5

Canada Ontario 23 3 543 527 1.8

Table 1: Outcomes of PIRLS and PISA for four countries

PIRLS - Reading Literacy 2016 (Countries significantly higher than centre of scale). Children Tested at Age 10. 
PISA - Reading Performance 2016 (Significantly above OECD average). Children Tested at age 15. 
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Our research included a content analysis and discourse analysis (quantitative and qualitative analysis of words 
in texts) to identify the ways in which the four countries conceptualised knowledge in their curricula, and the 
way knowledge was defined and emphasised. The national curriculum texts selected for analysis were these:

 n Australia (AC): The Australian Curriculum: Learning Areas; The Australian Curriculum: General Capabilities; 
The Australian Curriculum: Cross-Curriculum Priorities.

 n Canada (Ontario) (OC): The Ontario curriculum subject guides.
 n Hong-Kong (BECG): The Basic Education Curriculum Guide.
 n England (NCE): The National Curriculum in England: Framework Document. 

One of the outcomes of the research was to identify three different models of national curriculum 
organisation:

 n Knowledge-based (e.g. England): Knowledge is the dominant organisational emphasis across the 
curriculum as a whole.

 n Skills-oriented (e.g. Australia and Ontario): skills are an important consideration, particularly in relation 
to applying knowledge, which remains an important element.

 n Learner-oriented (e.g. Hong Kong): the dominant organising emphasis is on the learner, including 
whole-person development and lifelong learning. This was accompanied by an explicit recognition that a 
bias towards an emphasis on knowledge is undesirable.

A key implication of the findings of our research was that in spite of quite different curriculum models all four 
countries were relatively successful in the international comparative tests. The models included the learner-
oriented curriculum of Hong Kong:  to some people it may have come as a surprise that a learner-oriented 
curriculum could be so successful. 

Research Into Practice Reflection

Some people suggest that learner-centred or child-centred curricula are not feasible and not effective. 
Our research suggested otherwise. If you were to increase the agency of the pupils in your school how 
might your curriculum change?

At the time as we carried out the research, Ofsted had posted a piece that identified some possible models 
that schools might wish to think about. This came in light of Ofsted encouragement for schools to think more 
about whole curriculum after more than a decade of over-riding focus on English and mathematics, including 
through the pressures of statutory national assessments linked to school assessments. We compared Ofsted’s 
models with ours (Figure 1).

Figure 1: 
A comparison 
of possible 
curriculum 
models
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As can be seen in figure 1 a child-centred model of curriculum was not suggested by Ofsted. This 
is perhaps a legacy of the history of critiques of child-centred education in England. Successive 
national curriculum policies of governments in England since 1988, enforced by Ofsted, have over 
time, diminished the influence of elements such as pupil choices, pupil voice, and pupil agency in 
their curricula. Children’s right to participate in all matters that affect them, that is enshrined in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, does not seem to have been applied to the development of the 
national curriculum. 

Research Into Practice Reflection
Do the children, teachers and all people in your school know about the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child? How might your curriculum change if you put into practice the ‘articles’ of the 
convention?

The proposal for national curricula to be child-centred can sometimes be met with incredulity, and even 
a doubt that it is possible to articulate a child-centred national curriculum. As you saw above, Hong Kong 
clearly found a way to do this. But there are also examples much closer to home. For example, as you can 
see in Figure 2, Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence explicitly places the child and their voice as a central 
feature of the curriculum. 

Figure 2: An extract from Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence

Even the two words “Enjoyment and Choice”, that are part of the requirements across all the areas and 
subjects of the whole curriculum, seem revolutionary when compared with England’s 2014 national 
curriculum. And Enjoyment and Choice are not just brief rhetorical flourishes as part of the opening 
remarks about a subject area. Enjoyment and choice is a theme that runs through the programmes 
of study in Curriculum for Excellence. In the context of what is perhaps one of the most contested 
areas of the curriculum, literacy, note also the emphasis on pupils, “creating texts of my choice” and the 
requirement to “regularly select subject, purpose, format and resources”.
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Research Into Practice Reflection
Within the constraints of England’s knowledge-based curriculum it is entirely possible to offer choices 
to children. If you wanted to offer more choice to children in relation to their writing what approaches 
might you use?

The current context in England, where thinking about whole school curriculum development is once again 
being encouraged, perhaps gives schools some new opportunities. My colleague Ruth Dann, one of the 
coordinators of the BERA Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment Special Interest Group, emphasises the 
need for schools to take a research-based approach to curriculum broken down into these elements: 1. 
Selecting the problem to address; 2. Identifying issues in relation to your school; 3. Identifying dilemmas 
and possible choices; 4. Making decisions. And I would add, once the decisions have been made and the 
new practice enacted, rigorously evaluating evidence of what worked and what didn’t work. 

Research Into Practice Reflection
Some schools are thinking about these things as they create their curricula:

 n asking children about the curriculum they want;
 n developing overarching principles that might guide a school curriculum;
 n agreeing the most important things children should understand by the time they leave primary 

schools;
 n discussing the pros and cons of thematic planning; 
 n identifying things to be explored that are unique to the needs and interests of the school 

community;
 n being energised by developing material that is additional to the national curriculum in their  

school curriculum.

Some of the issues addressed in this article may seem rather distant from the everyday concerns of 
teachers and schools, yet national curricula, and their associated assessment systems, do have a powerful 
influence on schools. While creating the curriculum for the pupils in any given school is paramount, it is also 
important when the opportunity arises to contribute to moves to improve England’s national curriculum. 
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It’s critical, but hard to pin down. Maureen Hunt, Head of 
Early Years at Achievement for All explains what it is, why its so 
important and some strategies to endow children with it.

What is Cultural Capital in 
The Early Years?
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It made me smile, but it raises a serious point – how do 
you ‘do cultural capital’?  It’s hardly surprising that the term is 
misunderstood, as it is a new term in early years education and is 
arguably open to interpretation. There are even people who are 
now selling cultural capital resources such as subject plans, posters 
and maps and music tapes jumping on what appears to be a brand 
new bandwagon. So, what is this strange new expectation in early 
years practice and how do you deliver it?

Cultural Experiences

To answer this question fully we need to look at the history and 
intent behind the terminology. Pierre Bourdieu (2000) was the 
first to define cultural capital and he talked about it in terms of 
assets, speech, accent, education and hobbies and interests. He 
noted that children from disadvantaged backgrounds were, on the 
whole, achieving less at school and had poorer access to cultural 
opportunities, which in turn affected social mobility, wellbeing and 
life outcomes; In short, he argues culture is a class issue. This fits in 
with the government’s intention to reduce social inequalities and 
ensure all children have access to the same life opportunities. 

We all know that some children have parents who are 
constantly topping up their cultural capital – they go on family trips, 
visit libraries, access sports and clubs and have access to a wide 
variety of cultural experiences. This is not the case for other children 
who live very differently and have limited access to experiences 
beyond the immediate ones that are part of daily life. 

Liz Brooker (2015), describes this as the difference between 
the ‘national’ curriculum and the ‘natural’ curriculum that is offered 
by families. It is easy to see how children who have had many 
experiences in their early years have more ‘hooks’ to hang their 
new knowledge on when they come into school - a greater existing 
cultural capital, which offers them a distinct advantage over the 
others.

The new EIF has an increased focus on what is being delivered, 
how well it is being delivered and and the impact it has on the 
child’s learning.  It states:

T
he New Education Inspection Framework 
(EIF, 2019) has been the subject of debate 
for a while now, because the process has 
been bedding in. Just when you thought 

you had it sorted it’s all change and strange new 
terminology appears – ‘Cultural Capital’ is one of 
those terms.

Listening to two Early Years practitioners 
talking in a setting, I overheard one say ‘they 
expect us to do so much and now we have 
to do cultural capital.’ To which the other one 
responded ‘no we’ll be fine, we’ve got the music 
tapes for that’

“Cultural capital is the essential knowledge 

that children need to prepare them for their 

future success. It is about giving children the 

best possible start to their early education. As 

part of making a judgment about the quality 

of education, inspectors will consider how 

well leaders use the curriculum to enhance 

the experience and opportunities available to 

children, particularly the most disadvantaged […]
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Some practitioners are struggling to see how cultural capital fits in with this as the 
statements in the framework are unclear. Concerns are expressed around what will the 
inspectors expect to see and hear in relation to this. But there is no need to plan for it 
separately as it should seamlessly link to and extend your daily practice. As far as Ofsted 
is concerned you just need to be able to explain why you have chosen your activities and 
how they link to and extend the child’s learning and development.

Awe and Wonder
In an early years setting, cultural capital means that each child arrives with a number 

of experiences, knowledge and ideas based on their own personal circumstances. Early 
years providers should be confident that they are able to demonstrate their knowledge 
of the child and family context and show their provision builds on this, by deepening and 
widening their experiences and knowledge. This needs to involve showing the children 
the “awe and wonder” of the world, so that they become enthusiastic, motivated and 
engaged learners. In order to do this, you need to know about the home life and the 
context they live in and build out from there, developing strong parental partnerships is 
key to this as is taking the time to understand their culture and valuing their role.

Reflecting on your own cultural capital can be helpful here, considering your own 
familial norms and understanding how they influenced you, provides a useful lens to 
consider what do children bring to the setting in terms of their existing capital and how 
can you extend their experiences from this.

It is important to remember that Early Years practice is usually based around the 
children’s interests and their existing knowledge and experience – developing cultural 
capital is no different -it is about extending the child’s world one experience at a 
time. Every child is unique, and that they learn and develop in different ways and the 
experiences that we provide for children need to be relevant to their learning and be 
culturally and developmentally appropriate. 

It is not about choosing cultural activities for their own sake – ‘cultural capital’ 
activities, such as visiting galleries or museums will mean little to the child unless of 
course they link to their interests, rather it is about taking the time to choose activities 
that extend the child’s world and enthuse and motivate them to learn and preparing 
them for what comes next. In short cultural capital is not new, it is basically just good, 
child centered early years practice.

“Some children arrive at an early years 

setting with different experiences 

from others in their learning and 

play. What a setting does, through 

the EYFS curriculum and interactions 

with practitioners, potentially makes 

all the difference to children. It is the 

role of the setting to help the children 

experience the awe and wonder of the 

world in which they live, through the 

seven areas of learning.”
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Top Tips for Developing Cultural Capital

1. A good understanding of the local area is helpful, what is within walking distance that you can visit? Where 
does the bus go? What is of specific interest nearby? 

2. Rather than looking for hidden meaning in the phrase, practitioners should continue to focus on giving 
each child the best start in life and the support that enables them to fulfil their full potential. 

3. Really get to know the family and gain an understanding of the context the child lives in.
4. Plan as many real-life experiences as possible – going to the shops to buy ingredients for baking, taking a 

bus or train to visit local places of interest that link it to the learning or visit the library to choose books that 
link to areas of interest

5. Understand the child’s culture and important events in their life and plan activities around that for others to 
share and understand

6. Listening to relaxing music at nap time
7. Use the ‘capital’ your parents and staff bring – get them to share their culture, knowledge and skills.
8. Take the time to ‘smell the roses’ and walk on the grass barefoot – one of the best things about early years 

practice is being able to really focus on simple activities that bring out the awe and wonder factor!

Case study –Bricks and Bridges

Sunny attends nursery three days a week and is captivated by the large bricks. He is always building bridges. 
The key worker talked to mum who explained that Sunny’s dad is a construction worker – the worker asked if 
Dad could visit and bring some pictures of his bridges in for the children to see. Sunny’s dad provided lots of 
pictures and Sunny spoke about them to the other children. This created an enthusiasm for bridges and the key 
workers took children to see local bridges – a railway bridge, a footbridge and a road bridge over a river. They 
discussed why you needed bridges, what they were for and why they were important. The key worker provided 
books with pictures of bridges and read the children ‘The Three Billy Goats Gruff’ and the story of ‘Pooh Sticks’.  
Luckily there was park nearby where they could play ‘Pooh sticks’ and the school playground had a bridge so 
they could act out and retell the stories for themselves.
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A Mathematics Mastery approach can have a profound impact 
on language and mathematical thinking  for children, especially 
those  with special educational needs, explains Helen Drury.

Language Is Critical To Deep 
Understanding in Math

T
he five-year old boy smiles confidently at his class. “Because I know that double 
four is eight, and I know that a square has four sides, I know that two squares will 
have eight sides altogether”. It’s just a normal day for the class, and reasoning like 
this has become an expected part of Year 1 maths lessons. 

A huge improvement in children’s language and reasoning is often the first significant 
impact reported by schools who join the Mathematics Mastery partnership. Many of 
our partner schools have above-average numbers of children with special educational 
needs and English as an additional language. Maths lessons have often been 
previously regarded as an escape or retreat from the need to read, write, talk and 
hear English. Surely maths lessons are for numbers, not words?! 

As Kevin Durkin and Beatrice Shire, author of the influential book 
Language in Mathematics Education, wrote in the early 1990s: “Mathematics 
education begins and proceeds in language, it advances and stumbles 
because of language, and its outcomes are often assessed in language.”

There is of course a symbiotic relationship between a pupil’s conceptual 
understanding in maths and their confident use of mathematical language 
to demonstrate that understanding. Conceptual understanding and 
proficiency in mathematical language progress together, hand-in-hand.
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As a member of the team that drafted the National Curriculum for mathematics, I’m 
delighted that the final version includes such a strong statement on spoken language. 

But as a busy practitioner, I’m also aware of the pressures and constraints that can 
prevent this kind of lofty statement becoming a reality in the classroom. 

That’s why I founded Mathematics Mastery, which is devoted to helping teachers 
plan and teach great maths lessons. Joining gives all their teachers access to a wealth of 
blended (face-to-face and online) maths-specific professional development.

Grounded In A Collaborative Curriculum 

Importantly, this training is all grounded in our collaborative curriculum – the curriculum 
overview for the year is supported by units, each fully resourced with tasks for children, 
examples of what children should say and do, and interactive whiteboard slides. 

One advantage of this is that teachers can use their valuable time for the things that 
matter – instead of typing lesson objectives and questions onto slides, they can really 
own and plan the lesson, thinking through what they and the children will say and do. 

Developing pupils’ language is an important feature of the Mathematics Mastery 
approach. Our professional development and classroom resources support teachers to 
develop pupils’ mathematical communication through:

 n sharing the key vocabulary at the beginning of every lesson, and insisting on its use 
throughout;

 n modelling clear sentence structures and expecting children to respond using a full 
sentence;

 n ‘Talk Task’ activities in every lesson, allowing children to discuss their thinking and 
reasoning of the concepts being presented;

 n Further opportunities to assess understanding through children’s explanations.

Our expertly-crafted curriculum uses a carefully sequenced, structured approach to 
introducing and reinforcing mathematical vocabulary throughout maths lessons, so 

pupils have the opportunity to work with word problems from the beginning of 
their learning. Pupils revisit mathematical language from previous years and 

explore the concepts in greater depth. There are opportunities for pupils to 
clarify vocabulary and explore activities that develop an understanding of the 
different concepts. 

We provide teachers with all the resources they need to include a ‘Talk Task’ 
in every lesson. We design ‘Talk Tasks’ to provide opportunities for pupils to use 

mathematical language and to develop their comprehension. The main focus 
here is on the children working together in pairs - taking turns and listening - and 

talking in full sentences about maths. 

“The quality and variety of language that pupils hear and speak 

are key factors in developing their mathematical vocabulary 

and presenting a mathematical justification, argument or 

proof. They must be assisted in making their thinking clear to 

themselves as well as others and teachers should ensure that 

pupils build secure foundations by using discussion to probe 

and remedy their misconceptions.”
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Deep Understanding

Better use of language and communication gives children a level of confidence that is 
born through being able to fully understand and make up their own sentences. Their 
deep understanding of constructing sentences soon begins to show through. Including a 
talk task in every maths lesson helps to shift children’s and teacher’s conception of what it 
means to learn maths. One 6 year-old told us:
As one teacher put it, “The emphasis on language is particularly helpful. Previously, pupils 
would have been able to complete the maths but I think they have better conceptual 
understanding from this approach. It really stands out to me for example with place value 
work, when they can explain what’s going on.” 

We’ve learnt a lot about how to develop pupils’ mathematical language and 
communication. 

Top Tips for Developing Pupils’ Mathematical Language and 
Communication. 

Tip #1: Opportunities to talk in every lesson
There should be opportunity in every maths lesson for pupils to get talking. We use Talk 
Tasks. Pupils have five to 10 minutes in every lesson to explicitly practise using the new 
language that they have learned in the day’s maths lesson, either in pairs or small groups.
The opportunity to talk about what they have learned helps them become aware of what 
they now know, which enables them to clarify, explore, consolidate and reorganise their 
new knowledge.

Pupils will respond differently. Less confident children often struggle to discuss 
mathematical ideas while more confident children might feel that they can get “the 
answer” on their own. All of them, however, will benefit from mathematical talk, as 
they practise using words and sentence structures that embed a more complete 
understanding of mathematical concepts.

We recommend putting children in mixed-attainment pairs for this kind of activity as 
this helps everyone to participate.

 “My favourite part of maths 
lessons are talk tasks because 
you get a chance to work with 
someone and if you get something 
wrong they can help you.”
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Tip #2: Make sure everyone feels listened to
This is easier said than done but a selection of ground rules and certain types of support 
can level the playing field for everyone to get talking on equal terms. We insist that all 
students speak in full sentences, often giving pupils scaffold phrases to help them begin 
their sentences. In a year 2 classroom, a simple exchange between teacher and pupil 
might go something like this:

 n Teacher: What is five multiplied by six?
 n Pupil: Thirty.
 n Teacher: Five multiplied by...
 n Pupil: Five multiplied by six is equal to 30.

The insistence on full sentences, with support to get students started, creates a classroom 
ethos that empowers all pupils to talk meaningfully which, in turn, helps all pupils feel 
heard.

Tip #3: Teach mathematical language meaningfully
Mathematics does have a precise formal language 
which is distinct from our everyday language. It is 
important to know what these words mean when 
teaching maths. For example, in maths, a “product” is 
not always something you make or buy and a “sum” 
is more specific than it seems. Insisting on the use 
of “star words” – key words that underpin that day’s 
learning– helps lead to the correct use of precise 
vocabulary.

It is also important, however, to let pupils connect 
their own informal use of language to the more formal 
mathematics register. Once the words and scaffold 
phrases have been introduced, pupils should use 
exploratory, often informal, talk in paired activities 
to get to grips with what they are learning. Teachers 
should listen to help their pupils refine their own 
definitions to avoid overlaying “correct” explanations 
and definitions which can leave students with a 
disconnected, shallow understanding.

Tip #4: Listen openly to your pupils
We can all find ourselves listening for the answers 
we expect to hear rather than really listening to answers. When we listen, however, we 
deepen our understanding of where the pupil is coming from. A teacher can only tackle 
misconceptions and help to build understanding if they really listen and resist jumping 
on answers as either “right” or “wrong”.

It is a teacher’s job to pick out the maths from the jumbled words a pupil says and by 
doing this start to unpick misconceptions. 

Tip #5: Use words to make connections
Learners extend and deepen their understanding when they find that the words they 
understand in one context also apply in another context. The words become the bridge, 
connecting mathematical ideas. For example, saying 0.8 out loud as “eight-tenths” 
helps learners to see that 0.8 can be represented as a fraction. A structured approach to 
language for mathematics helps to introduce words in a coherent order to aid cumulative 
mastery of vocabulary and a deeper understanding of maths itself.

Helen Drury is founder and CEO of the Mathematics Mastery Partnership.
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Sport can be a great leveller in schools and give children the inspiration to be more 
ambitious for themselves; Derek Peaple and Lewis Moody explain.

Only Mad Dogs Allowed: 
The Role of  Sport in Raising Engagement 
and Student Progress 
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N
o Dogs Allowed. Not surprisingly, it’s a familiar message posted on almost 
every school gate across the country. So why was it that, at Park House, we 
were so keen to warmly welcome a ‘Mad’ one onto our premises in Newbury 
some two years ago?

It’s simple. Inspire; Encourage; Improve. The vision of the ‘Mad Dog’ Rugby Academy 
programme1 , named after the playing nickname of its founder and CEO, for mer 
England Rugby Captain and icon, Lewis Moody. A programme which uses rugby as 
a foundation to support and enhance our young people’s continued growth and 
development alongside their A Level, BTECs or GCSE pathways within an inclusive Sixth 
Form academic offer. A programme fully aligned with our own vision and values as a 
school. A programme which has added significant value to our provision right across 
the school. A programme that we are proud to be a part of in everyway.

Context: Park House School and the Sports College Legacy

Park House School2 is an 11-18 mixed converter Academy of 1120 students serving 
Newbury and its surrounding semi-rural community. As one of the country’s first 
Specialist Sports Colleges, established in the late-1990s, we have retained a distinctive 
character and ethos arising from this designation3. The use of PE, sport and the power 
of physical activity to inspire and support young people’s progress and rounded 
personal development is central to our vision and strategic improvement planning. 
The Olympic and Paralympic Values of Inspiration, Excellence, Courage, Determination, 
Friendship, Respect and Equality have been adopted as the school’s values and form a 
flexible framework to deliver a range of whole school priorities, including:

 n Curriculum innovation and enrichment
 n Students’ personal development, leadership and ‘voice’
 n A wide range of external learning partnerships with other schools, universities and 

providers

It is in this context that the Mad Dog programme is so fully aligned to the Park House 
culture and vision, further enhancing and extending its practical impact on individual 
student achievement and progress.

Context: Lewis Moody and the Mad Dog Academy

Lewis Moody, who retired from professional Rugby in 2012, is widely acknowledged as 
one of the country’s best and most charismatic players of all time. The former England 
Captain, British Lion and 2003 World Cup Winner earned the nickname ‘Mad Dog’ for 
the endless commitment, intensity and fearlessness with which he played the game

In 2013, immediately following his retirement, Lewis launched Mad Dog Sport, 
initially facilitating short, intense rugby courses for young players to develop their skill 
set and pitch confidence. However, in 2015 this concept developed into a full time, 
schools-based Sixth Form Rugby programme, designed to fully integrate alongside 
students’ existing academic studies at Levels 2 and 3 as a further ‘subject’. There are 
currently three Mad Dog Rugby School Centres: Melksham Oak Community School, 
where the programme was founded in September 2015, Royal Wootton Bassett 
Academy where the programme is now in its third year - and Park House where it 
launched in September 2018. More centres are currently being planned.

All three share a common vision, structure and purpose.
Firstly, to retain and recruit students into the Sixth Form, using Rugby as a 

foundation and motivational incentive to continue - or further enhance - academic 
study. In particular, although far from exclusively, the programme seeks to engage 
young people who might not otherwise have considered school-based post-16 
provision.

Match Day performance and teamwork
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Secondly, overseen personally by Lewis, with a dedicated Head and Assistant Coach based in each 
school, to provide a two-year developmental Rugby coaching programme. This offers individual and team 
skill acquisition alongside accredited RFU Community Coaching and Refereeing Qualifications and an 
improved understanding of health and nutrition, strength and conditioning and wellbeing.

Thirdly, to offer a wider personal and social development programme around resilience, self-confidence 
and goal-setting, designed to support students’ growth as rounded and responsible young adults. ‘Good 
people’ as the Mad Dog website puts it.

Crucially, Mad Dog is a holistic development rather than elite performance pathway programme - like 
those academies aligned to Premiership Rugby Clubs. Students of course need a basic physical literacy, but 
the programme is not about producing the next Wilkinson, Johnson - or, indeed, Moody. However, at the 
same time it’s not precluded (!) and a number of the first cohort graduates from the programme are playing 
club and university rugby at a very high level, with one moving on to an AASE (Advanced Apprenticeship 
in Sporting Excellence) programme. Nor is a prior background of Rugby or involvement with club a 
prerequisite of enrolment on the programme. It’s all about a young person’s passion and commitment to 
want to improve themselves thorough sporting endeavour that counts.

Context: Cultural Alignment

From the outset of our discussions about the establishment of a Mad Dog programme at the school in early 
2018, it was clear that there was an obvious synergy between our shared vision, values - and ambition for 
young people through the power of sport.

In addition to the generic, cultural commitment to the previously referenced use of sport to motivate 
and engage, the school already had a specific post-16 Football programme in place, linked to local club - 
Hungerford Town FC - for forty students working almost exclusively on BTEC Level 2 and 3 Sports Award 
courses.

Although highly valued, this provision was - as indicated - essentially focused on students wishing 
to pursue an almost exclusively sport and BTEC focused vocational pathway. We were therefore actively 
looking to supplement the Football programme with one that was more broadly representative of our 
inclusive Sixth Form offer; something that could be accessed by students wishing to study three or more 
‘traditional’ A Levels, any combination of BTECs or those following our Level 2 ‘Foundation’ pathway 
comprised of GCSES, BTECs and vocational placements. And something values-themed to boot.

This was exactly what the Mad Dog programme could provide and we were therefore thrilled to offer 
students the exciting opportunity of combining their academic studies in the Sixth Form with a fully 
integrated rugby coaching programme, led and delivered by one of England’s all-time greats, who would 
additionally act as a role model and inspiration across the school.

Lewis in action for England
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In addition, Mad Dog also sat naturally within our community partnership programme, where we 
work closely with local clubs and other providers to offer opportunities for our young people to apply and 
further develop their skills and learning. Our local Rugby Clubs very willingly promoted the programme as 
a source of recruitment and retention of players, coaches and referees. Our local primary schools are equally 
delighted to receive a flow of young ambassadors who now support our own staff in the development of 
the game and its enjoyment as part of the West Berkshire School Partnership.

The Programme: Vision and Values

Inspire, encourage, improve: aligned to the programme’s mission statement are three core aims:

 n To help develop and coach good people
 n To promote healthy lifestyles through enhanced knowledge of nutrition and a wellness programme
 n To create a positive environment for students to develop their rugby and social skills and achieve 

academically

Crucially, the programme is designed to keep students engaged in sixth form education, giving them a 
positive physical outlet alongside their academic studies. A key outcome of the programme in this respect 
is for students to become confident, respectful and considered young leaders, setting high standards 
within the school and wider community and creating an aspirational pathway which includes effective 
transitioning to higher education or the world of work.

Full integration with the ‘normal’ life of the school is also fundamental to the programme’s vision. This is 
in no way a ‘bolt-on’ extra.

The Programme: Structure, Implementation and Delivery

The programme is designed and overseen by Lewis personally. This is a huge strength, and his regular 
presence in school is greatly valued by all the students. As in his playing days, he leads by example in this 
respect. Working alongside the school, Lewis appointed a Head and Assistant Coach to work full time in 
the school to deliver the components of the course described below. These colleagues are very much an 
integral and integrated part of our staff team, working with our Sixth Form Leadership Team, tutors and 
subject teachers to ensure that course delivery and fixtures are fully aligned to the rhythm of school life 
and that there is close and coordinated monitoring of student progress and welfare.

Twenty-three students are currently part of the programme. All play a full part in student life and the 
curriculum and wider sixth form offer. They are spread across all our tutor groups and fully integrated 
into all other subject lessons. All that can sometimes distinguish them is that, from time to time, academic 
lessons will be attended in their Mad Dog tracksuits, so as not to lose any learning time between sessions if 
students are moving directly from a classroom to a practical coaching or strength and conditioning session.
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A typical Mad Dog student timetable:

School Day Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Tutor Time

Period 1 Wellness work shop

Break Rehab/S&C Rugby/AD

Period 2

Period 3

Fixtures/
Training

Lunch

Period 4

Period 5 Rehab/S&C/
Goal Setting

Rugby/AD

The course itself sits in one of our five option blocks so that students opt for it alongside their other academic 
subject choices. Typical examples of what this might look like on individual student timetables are shown 
in Figure 5 above. Within the programme itself, the Head and Assistant Coach team deliver three core 
components:

1. The athletic development (AD) programme, including gameplay coaching, skills sessions and strength and 
conditioning

2. The Wellness programme, which focuses on four elements of health - mental, physical, social and spiritual
3. Individual goal-setting and review
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The latter is central to the fundamentally student-centred approach of the programme. 
Coaches work individually alongside the young people - and in conjunction with the 
Sixth Form Tutor Team - in relation to a developmental process of personal target-setting 
and review over Years 12 and 13. This begins in the first weeks of Year 12 with a reflection 
on personal values and then moves on a structured half-termly basis to consider Goal 
Development, Goal Behaviour and Goal Review with this process revisited on similar 
timescales throughout Year 13, redefining focus as necessary on an individual basis.

The programme itself is also under constant review and evaluation, where senior 
school staff, the coaches and Lewis meet together to ensure the best possible practice, 
and any refinements needed in relation to aspects of timetabling or delivery.

A final feature of delivery is, of course, a weekly fixture scheduled on Wednesday 
afternoons - and followed by individual and group reflection on the behaviours which 
underpinned performance.

The Programme: Impact and Outcomes

Although the first full cohort of students won’t complete the 
programme until the Summer of 2020 it is already possible 
to identify significant impact and outcomes both for 
individual students and the school as a whole. In addition, 
there have been important and additional ‘value added’ 
benefits to the programme, extending well beyond its initial 
focus. Crucially, the programme has had a transformational 
impact on a number of individual students. Three case 
studies stand out in this respect.

Ed, who was significantly disengaged from learning 
at his previous school in Year 11, has gone on to become 
Deputy Head Boy, plays a major role in mentoring younger 
students and, at just 18, is already Captaining Newbury 
Rugby Club’s Second XV in senior league fixtures.

Tom, another, external student, who now captains the 
side but felt unsettled at his previous school, comments: 
‘Mad Dog’ has had a great effect on my life, developing my 
fitness, leadership and rugby skills. The programme has 
helped me solidify lasting friendships and I’m very grateful 
for the experience. It continues to help me grow as a person’.

Leroy, who was permanently excluded at the end of 
Year 10, has absolutely flourished having been given the chance to return to the Park 
House Sixth Form based upon the unique opportunity offered by the programme, 
absolutely aligned to his passion for sport. He has responded magnificently to the 
structure and challenge provided, developing into a mature and level-headed young 
man, demonstrating natural leadership qualities - and exceeding all his academic target 
grades. Indeed, he has just be voted players’ player of the year by his peers - a testimony 
to his growth as an individual throughout programme.

In addition to these young men, Reuben, an existing Park House student who has 
gone on to become this year’s Head Boy, cites his Mad Dog experience as being crucial 
to the development of the self-confidence, belief and leadership skills which encouraged 
him to apply for this key role within the school community and wider community.

Institutionally, there have been a number of immediate benefits. Perhaps most 
obviously this relates to improved recruitment and retention rates in the Sixth Form. 
Fourteen (61%) of the current cohort of twenty-three students joined us as ‘externals’ 
from other schools at the start of Year 12. Whilst we have always recruited externally from 
across the local area onto our ‘traditional’ Sixth Form programme’s as a result of profile 
and reputation, none of these particular students would have considered us were 

www.teachingtimes.com n Vol 8.1

Don’t Like Mondays Every Child Journal

53



it not for for the now distinctive Mad Dog offer. In 
terms of internal retention, only three of the remaining 
nine students would have stayed on in the Sixth Form 
without the programme. The remainder would have 
moved on to alternative college provision or sought 
another school to continue their studies. This reflects a 
sustainable participation programme lower down the 
school - and particularly in Year 11 additionally enabling a 
smooth transfer for players and providing newly qualified 
player coaches from the existing cohort the opportunity 
to gain more experience.

Of course, in all cases we ensure that there is an 
integrity to their choice an decision-making; joining or 
staying at Park House with the programme as part of 
their programme of study has to be in the individual’s 
best educational interests and is discussed fully with the 
student and their family as part of the application and 
induction process.

Secondly, the Coaches - whilst not directly employed 
by the school - have been a valuable addition to the 
Sixth Form Staff Team, especially in relation to welfare, 
support and guidance. Their role as mentors, especially in 
relation to the individual goal-setting process previously described, has added significant 
additional capacity and there is an excellent dialogue with key staff in the Sixth Form 
where additional - and often joint- individual student interventions are thought to be 
desirable. It’s teamwork in every sense in this respect.

A final further benefit has been the enhancement of a range of local partnerships. 
Those with our local rugby clubs, who have benefitted from improved player retention 
and wider advantages of a flow of coaches and referees to support younger age groups; 
and our partner primary schools who enjoy the additional support that Mad Dog student 
coaches can offer to a range of activities alongside Park House teaching staff as part of 
the West Berkshire Schools Sports Partnership involving 60 different schools.

However, beyond these most obvious areas, it’s two initially unplanned value added 
benefits that really stand out.

To start with, there’s the programme’s wider, indirect impact in Key Sages 3 and 4. 
This in turn has two dimensions. Firstly, the promise of potential participation in the Sixth 
Form programme is a significant motivational incentive for students in Years 10 and 
11 who may otherwise be showing signs of disengagement from the curriculum and 
who are at risk under-achieving as a result. Students in Year 11, whilst not of course full 
members of the programme, are - as appropriate - allowed to join the playing squad and 
represent Mad Dog in fixtures if this is felt to offer encouragement to commit to their 
wider studies. Secondly, as early as Year 7 the coaches willingly act as mentors to students 
that we are already identifying as being vulnerable and therefore likely to benefit from 
wider engagement with sport as part of a personal development programme. They meet 
individually with these young people to share some of the approaches to goal-setting 
used on the programme and raise aspirations around longer-term progression pathways. 
Once again, this adds important additional capacity to our support and intervention 
programme - as well as new strategies.

And separately in relation to value-added, there’s Lewis himself. More specifically 
this relates to the cross-curricular benefits arising from his wider passions and status. 
Lewis is the RFU’s First World War Ambassador, who has championed initiatives such as 
‘Rugby Remembers’ with the Commonwealth War Graves Commission – a project to 
honour rugby players from all levels who lost their lives in the First World War. It was in 
this context that members of the Mad Dog programme worked alongside Media Studies 
and History students and staff to undertake a video ‘documentary’ project featuring 
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Lewis to explore the life of Ronald Poulton-Palmer, England’s pre-war Captain and local resident 
who lost his life at the Second Battle of Ypres in May 1915. Members of the programme also got 
the opportunity to visit the Western Front alongside their coaches and representatives from 
the other Mad Dog schools, as part of raising wider awareness and learning, leading reflective 
assemblies on return and ensuring a greater resonance of the programme across and beyond the 
curriculum.

Conclusion: Next Steps

In less than two years the Mad Dog programme has therefore established itself as an integral and 
embedded part of Sixth Form - and wider - school life at Park House. It will clearly continue to 
grow and evolve in its current format. However, there are also future plans to further expand and 
develop provision by a separate girls programme, with potential for a hub site working across a 
number of local state and independent schools - and local partner clubs - to grow the Women’s 
game. Absolutely no madness in that.

Derek Peaple, Headteacher Park House School and Lewis Moody MBE, Founder and 
Chairman Mad Dog Sport C.I.C.

Notes

1. For more information on the programme visit http://maddogsport.com

2. For more information on Park House visit http://www.parkhouseschool.org

3. For more information see http://www.parkhouseschool.org/About-Park-House/Sports-College

The Olympic ‘stained glass windows’  produced by students in Art and Textiles
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EnablE 
your Teaching 
Assistants to make 
a real impact

FaO: Headteacher, literacy and 
English subject leaders, SEnCOs and 
inclusion managers

Used correctly TAs can transform your 
school’s performance

10 years of research and development 
in Sandwell Local Authority schools has 
produced Enhancing Attainment in Basic 
Literacy (ENABLE) – a solid, proven platform 
that empowers your teaching assistants to 
transform children's reading.

Ofsted now demands evidence that the 
Pupil Premium is being used effectively 
to close the learning gap. Training your 
Teaching Assistants with this established 
platform will ENABLE them to create effective 
interventions to boost the confidence, self-
esteem and skills of struggling readers.

ENABLE is cited in Greg Brooks’ 2007 
publication ‘What Works for Children 
with Literacy Difficulties’ as creating 
significant literacy gains for pupils that were 
experiencing difficulties with comprehension, 
spelling and reading accuracy.  

By using ENABLE you can ensure that your 
Teaching Assistants are fully trained on an 
effective intervention programme that can 
significantly improve children’s reading. In 
fact ENABLE has been proved to lift children’s 
reading age and ability by up to two years.

How the programme 
helps struggling readers: 

● Develops a pupil’s self-esteem and their 
self-belief in becoming a reader

● Provides a model and supports the 
reading of quality books

● Develops a child’s use of context and 
prediction by questioning, discussing and 
re-telling the stories

● Helps pupils to develop an extending sight 
vocabulary of high frequency words

● Extends the learner’s vocabulary of high 
frequency words that can be written 
independently

● Learners will be able to recognise by sight 
and say the sound for all letters of the 
alphabet and

● Be able to hear the sound of and write the 
correct letter symbol for all letters of the 
alphabet

● They’ll be able to read and write three/
four letter phonetically regular words as 
well as be able to read and write some 
common digraphs

● Plus, be able to compose and write simple 
sentences containing high frequency 
words and three/four letter phonetically 
regular words.

Order today:
Price: £195 + VAT

Call: 0121 224 7599
Fax: 0121 224 7598
Email: 
enquiries@imaginativeminds.co.uk

A video supported training programe for 
teaching literacy by TA's and Teachers

For more information on ENABLE please visit:
www.teachingtimesbookshop.co.uk

http://teachingtimesbookshop.co.uk/product/enable-enhancing-attainment-in-basic-literacy/


THINK LIKE
A LEARNER!

This book asks children to involve themselves in key questions 
about learning and develops their self-awareness as self-critical 
thinkers and learners. It asks:

•	 How	do	we	think	and	talk	about	learning?
•	 What	is	‘bouncebackability’	and	how	do	you	get	it?
•	 How	can	we	make	sure	our	team	learning	is	high	quality?
•	 How	does	making	choices	help	us	to	become	more	
	 responsible	for	our	own	learning?

Ofsted has observed how children ‘really enjoyed learning’ in a 
school using the guidebook. 

Hundreds of schools and thousands of children have used the 
questions and ideas from the ‘Think Like a Learner’ approach 
and the authors, Diana Pardoe and Tom Robson have now 
turned them into a workbook for children aged 8-12.

To order call: 0121	224	7599 or Fax orders: 0121	224	7598

A new practical guidebook to help 
children acquire the language, skills and 
self-awareness of successful learners

Help your 
children make the 
transition to 
secondary school 
with Think Like a 
Learner

 Comments from children:

•	 We	now	work	harder
•	 It’s	good	to	be	in	the	challenge	zone	and	get	
	 out	of	the	comfort	zone
•	 We	understand	we	need	to	co-operate	and	
	 know	how	to	do	it
•	 We	understand	that	learning	is	our		 	

	 responsibility	and	that	we	have	got	to	take	part

Comments from teachers:  

•	 The	children	are	becoming	more	divergent	
thinkers

•	 They	are	more	in	control	of	their	learning.	They	
recognise	what	makes	them	successful	learners	
and	THEY	have	the	responsibility	for	learning.	

•	 When	faced	with	difficult	tasks	the	children	are	
more	prepared	to	have	a	go	and	to	take	a	risk

•	 Improved	communication	skills
•	 Raised	self-esteem

Learning is an exciting journey

The more we understand about it the more exciting it gets

The better we get at thinking the more we enjoy 
taking on a challenge

The harder we try the prouder we feel

THINK LIKE
A LEARNER!

Carol Dweck has shown how important children’s 
self-concept as learners is to their performance, no 
matter what their ability and Bob Burden’s Myself 
As a Learner Scale (MALS) suggests how children’s 
self-concept as learners can grow when taking 
responsibility for assessing their own work. A child’s 
ability to reflect on their own thinking is now 
recognised as critical to them becoming resilient 
and successful learners.

Think Like a 
Learner - SingLe 

Copy £5.95
Think Like a 

Learner - Pack of 

10 £50.00

Order	by	POst	at:  
Imaginative Minds Ltd, U205 The Jubilee Centre, 130 Pershore Street, Birmingham, B5 6ND
For	more	information	visit	our	online	catalogue:	www.teachingtimesbookshop.co.uk



Where Can We Be Seen 
Or Heard?  
How Schools Collude In Suppressing 
The Voice of  Mixed-Race Students
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Research by Maya Bednall-Greaves has found an unmet 
need of mixed–race students to be represented and respected.



R
esearch findings from a recent study have revealed what young 
mixed-race female students feel about their particular educational 
needs, and the implications their voices have for all students of 
colour and their teachers. 

Do educationalists take seriously the voices of their students and 
what do these narratives tell us about changes needed in our educational 
system? If we to work towards strategies and policies that embed 
inclusion and diversity to create education for all, is there a necessity to 
research and understand particular school communities in depth?

While conducting research for a thesis which addressed these issues, 
I interviewed nine young mixed-race women whose responses can be 
summarized as ‘Where can we be seen or heard? Mixed-race female 
stories need to be told’. I also interviewed some authors of children’s 
books which represent children of colour. The overwhelming response 
voiced by the participants was the desire for more visibility in school, the 
curriculum and literature. 

The students who participated in the research were self-selected; their 
Sixth Form head asked for any students who identified as mixed-race to 
come forward. While teachers and society in general often assume that 
a mixed-race identity adheres to a black/white binary that describes a 
person who is mixed-race as having one white parent and one black 
parent, the group of girls who came forward were very diverse. Ava 
expressed the diversity of her heritage: 

‘I’m mixed, I’m half Algerian, half Irish I don’t stick to one side. People 
are surprised when I say I’m biracial. They think I’m fully Arab. They 
don’t believe that I’m half Irish because they see my scarf, they don’t 
think that I have a white mother. Sometimes people get confused 
when you say you’re mixed, they usually view you as half black. I think 
my type of mixed raced isn’t prominent in media.’ (2019). 

Resilience

Understanding the diversity of this group has implications for initial 
teacher training (ITE) and continuing professional development 
(CPD) and what is taught in the curriculum. When Emilia, one of the 
research participants, was shown photographs from BLACK BRITAIN A 
Photographical History by Paul Gilroy 1930-60, she said she had never 
seen photographs like these at school. Importantly it showed her the 
communities’ resilience, ‘it’s good to see back when it was harder to unite 
under racial tensions, still people made it through and still try and prosper’ 
(2019). Abia emphasizes what can be learnt from this resilience:

‘it’s important that black/mixed-race people know their backgrounds. 
White people should know as well that black people have been 
through a lot, migrated from one place to another, to settle down and 
make a home, build a future’ (2019). 

In order for educationalists to learn from what these young women’s 
narratives can reveal about their educational experiences, the research 
did not focus on an ‘underachieving group’ but one that has been under- 
researched (Lewis, 2009) and marginalised. The detailed discussions in the 
young women’s narratives about the influences affecting female mixed 
race identities affirm the literature on the shaping of fluid identities. 
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Racialsied Perceptions

All the interviewees describe the external pressures of racialised perceptions imposed 
upon them and the lack of well navigated discussion around being mixed race in schools. 
The participants’ stories could add to ‘the history of mixedness’ Callerbo and Aspinall 
(2018). 

‘The ‘ordinary’ stories of ‘everyday’ people mixing and of mixed race - both now and 
then…are critical in presenting a more balanced picture of the experience of racial 
mixing and mixedness - one that is not all about cultural harmony and acceptance but 
equally is not all about tragedy, prejudice and difficulty.’ (Royal Historical Society  2018). 

The Royal Historical Society report (2018) highlights the need for teacher training in more 
inclusive history. Teachers would need supportive training so that the history of mixed-
race people and their communities could be researched and studied in schools, enabling 
educationalists to understand more about the implications of enslavement and colonialism 
but also about the ordinariness of the lives of mixed race people and their achievements, 
breaking through some of the stereotypes. 

The young women’s narratives raise questions about the failure of education to address 
their needs, particularly in understanding the diversity within diversity of their experiences. 
Understanding this mixedness within mixedness has implications for teaching: shifting 
the white norm of the curriculum, decolonising the curriculum and the need for authentic 
diverse representation in children’s books. The question is raised: What more could this 
group achieve if educationalists listened to their stories and built understanding?

Making Visible The Invisible

Harris (2018) argues that shaping mixed-race identity can be positive, ’imagine a hundred 
shifting features, all distinctly his own. The narratives of the interviewees provided 
insight into the need for a ‘visible presence’ of mixed race students in schools, negotiated 
thoughtfully by teachers. because of all the mixed-race females who have not been 

enabled to debate the issues. As Elena thought, with more 
representation ‘we are not pushed aside, there’s more 

people that represent us’ (2019). I also interviewed 
the author Patrice Lawrence, who describes the 

powerful educational effect ‘being made 
visible’; a girl asked Lawrence about the 

main character of her novel Indigo Donut:
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‘What ethnicity is Indigo? I said, “Well her grandad is mixed-
race so she’s sort of mixed.”… The librarian said, “that’s the 
first time she’d seen her buy a book because I think she might 
have seen herself in it.” ’(2019).

Despite the focus on ‘identities’ in this research, the students’ 
stories indicate, as Chetty points out, the importance of not 
‘pathologizing the individual’ but placing the conclusions in a 
broader frame of fighting injustice in education.(Chetty, 2017) 
Lawrence’s motivation for her books arose from her work 
around…social justice’ (Lawrence, 2019).

When considering the steps needed to support mixed-race 
females to build positive self-identification, one conclusion of 
this research would be to campaign for a visible mixed-race 
presence within the ‘people of colour’ grouping: ‘recognition of 
mixed-race identity’ as Freddie expressed it (2019).

Visibility In Children’s Literature

As part of the interviews the young women were asked to 
reflect upon representation of mixed-race people in children’s 
literature, by commenting on a range of picturebooks including 
Through My Window by Eileen Browne and Tony Bradman, My 
Two Grannies by Floella Benjamin and illustrated by Margaret 
Chamberlain, Luna Loves Library Day by Joseph Coelho and 
illustrated by Fiona Lumbers and Hope’s Braids by Tola Okogwu and illustrated by 
Rahima Begum. The lack of BAME (Black and Minority Ethnic)  representation in children’s 
literature has been identified by the two CLPE (Centre for Literacy in Primary Education) 
Reports (2018 and 2019) and the importance of children being able to recognise 
themselves in what they read. Serroukh appeals for this imbalance to be readdressed: ‘it 
is not an act of charity but an act of necessity that benefits all’ (Serroukh, 2019 ).This lack 
of representation in books and its effects was precisely explained by Freddie, one of the 
interviewees, who was discussing the book Luna Loves Library Day,:

 ‘it has a mixed-race female main character, it’s normalised. When I was a child that 
book would have been a white child, just that was the norm and it’s unusual to have 
any children’s book that has mixed race people present.’ (2019.).

This invisibility can have ‘damaging’ effects on students’ educational confidence, risking 
increased marginalisation in our current socio-political climate (Serroukh, 2019).

Patrice Lawrence describes the importance of her daughter’s identification with a 
character in What about Me:  ‘it really matters to see yourself as a hero or a heroine’ (2019). 
The issue of the need for diversity within diversity in children’s picture books is addressed 
by Rose, one of the interviewees. Although she identified the diversity in Through My 
Window she thought critically about how that positive representation is still narrow:  

 
 ‘it’s good representation of the stereotype of mixed-heritage black and white but 
regarding other mixed people it doesn’t depict it, which emphasises the point, nobody 
really thinks about other mixed-heritages,’(2019). 

Through My Window did not represent Rose’s particular mixed-race identity; it enabled 
her to reflect on how current mixed-race representation usually adheres to the black/
white binary and can be a ‘single story’. The diversity within diversity that makes up the 
mixed-race group needs to be reflected in children’s picture books because  ‘a single story 
creates stereotypes…they make one story become the only story’ (Adichie, 2009). Lewis 
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(2009) highlights the reasons the black/white binary is the most 
represented mixed-race group,:‘The largest mixed group was 
white/black Caribbean group…35.9%. The mixed white/Asian 
group numbered…28%’ (Lewis, 2009:p8). If mixed-race females 
can be facilitated in shaping their own identities, so that they 
do not feel ‘out of place’, a real diversity needs to be reflected in 
books. Lawrence alludes to this: 

‘When you write interracial families, you can break from the 
stereotyping. I’ll have a black family making shepherd’s pie, 
my mum was really good at that, my mum couldn’t cook 
Caribbean food for toffee but my daughter’s white dad who 
grew up in Hackney makes Roti from scratch’ (2019). 

Reading Hope’s Braids, Freddie found a connection with her 
experience around haircare:  

‘It is about being out of place because hair is a common 
experience for mixed-race girls who might not know anyone 
who can help with hair. I guess it’s weird because she talks 
about her hair being ginger, about her parents being able to 
do her hair and make her feel better, no I’ve never seen this 
kind of book before’ (2019.).

It is paramount that mixed-race representations reflect the common and diverse 
experiences of this diverse group. Elif wanted more diversity in picture books and defined 
it as: 

’families with different ethnicities or races, friends, foods and clothes from different 
cultures, people could also know different foods that aren’t just sandwiches’ (2019).

The author of Through My Window, Eileen Browne, affirmed that the multicultural nature 
of her book was central: ‘I’m white and all of my black friends came from mixed families. 
Neither Tony [Bradman, the illustrator] or I realised that this would be the first picture book 
featuring an interracial family, where the story wasn’t about race or culture, in…the UK’. 

Browne explains how picture books need to represent all facets of diversity, Emilia 
appreciated this: ‘the illustrations are good because of the diverse characters’ (2019). Abia 
and Ava notice the diversity of the neighbours: ‘I could see different races through the 
window, there was a Muslim name in it - Mrs Ali’ (2019). Ava: ‘it represents a lot ethnicities, 
her friends are from different backgrounds,’ (2019). Chetty eloquently discusses this 
diversity within diversity:

‘A representation that reflects the diversity of who they are. Not necessarily stories that 
are only positive but stories that embrace all facets of humanity. I don’t think there is 
any clear recipe for representing people that are mixed’ (2017). 

If this diversity within diversity was really represented in picture books reflecting these 
mixed-race females’ experiences,  the connections and debates can hardly be imagined.

Decolonising The Curriculum 

The narratives of  the mixed race interviewees expose the lack of representation and 
understanding of mixed-race females in education, highlighting how the curriculum 
and schools’ resources are monocultural and do not represent the multicultural students 
in an average inner-city school or in society as a whole. Ava describes the absence of 
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mixed-race people in the curriculum: ‘not even in sociology, I don’t think there’s any specific 
representation of mixed people’(2019). Cleo describes this paucity: ‘we don’t do much black 
history; when we do, it’s black panthers, civil rights or transatlantic slave trades and they 
don’t go into detail about mixed slaves, they don’t talk about it’ (2019). The steps that need 
to be taken towards a visible mixed-race presence in the curriculum are complex. All the 
participants discussed their lack of representation and some discussed their knowledge of 
the history of mixedness that remained hidden in schools. 

Some interviewees discussed the discomfort they felt when teachers could not navigate 
discussions around race, ethnicity and mixed history. Freddie explained how her teachers 
seemed unaware of how to negotiate discussions around race: ‘teachers don’t want to talk 
about race, it’s like they feel it will open up a can of worms…if they say the wrong thing… 
most of my teachers were white’ (2019). This indicates a wider context of how many teachers 
are deficient in racial literacy and understanding, highlighting the need for race awareness 
training. If histories of mixedness are mainly hidden then it is hard to integrate them into the 
curriculum, necessitating an understanding of the movement to decolonise the curriculum 
‘a wider range of perspectives…a fundamental reconsideration of who is teaching, what the 
subject matter is and how it is being taught’ (Muldoon, 2019 ). 

A campaign for this visible presence is important, as cited by Caballero and Aspinall 
(2018), as the development of a diverse representation of mixed-race people has the 
potential to encourage agency and more importantly real debate by validating students’ 
experience. These students’ voiced experiences need to be brought into school, however this 
needs to be navigated by more teachers of colour and people who understand this fully. This 
would indicate there are some steps to be taken:

1.The Employment of More Teachers of Colour/Mixed-Race Teachers.
Chetty believes training in education needs to disrupt and employ ‘a productive discomfort 
that people start recognising that the profile of teachers [is far whiter] does not represent 
the profile of kids in this country and if they haven’t reflected on that, it could be a problem’ 
(2019). Abia, one of the students, highlighted the importance of mixed-race teachers as role 
models ‘Miss Macintosh she’s mixed Caribbean and White…she loves both of her sides’(2019).
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2. Race Awareness Training, an Understanding of Whiteness and World/Social History for  Teachers.
The RHS states the need for race awareness training, so history teachers can start to gain knowledge and 
insight into a broader world/social history. Chetty asks people to consider the implications of ‘a university 
curriculum that is still sidelining great thinkers from Africa, Asia and the Caribbean’(2019). Hooks 
(1994), Gillborn (2002) and Chetty (2017) and all describe how educational systems can elevate white 
teachers to positions of power and discriminate against BAME teachers. They argue that this needs to be 
disrupted, otherwise teachers educated in an institutionally racist system can replicate discriminatory 
practice.

3. Professional Development That Encourages Critical Thinking and Teachers’ Ability to Navigate 
Complex Discussions.
This might indicate the need for training in Critical Race Theory (Leonardo, 2013) as many teachers fear 
discussions surrounding race (Lewis, 2016).

4. Classroom Practice That Enables Students to Draw on Their Own Experiences While Developing 
Critical Thinking to Navigate Complex Debates. 
Hooks (1994) and Janks (2010) advocate for a conscious shift in power in the classroom to increase 
dialogue: ‘If the structure does not permit dialogue, the structure must be changed’ (Friere, 1970 ). Chetty 
reinforces this: ‘developing a pedagogy that is not dependent on teachers always being the expert…
about helping children mediate their world and the world of schools is needed’(2017).

5. Decolonising the School Curriculum 
To decolonise the curriculum and all of the above would involve a complete shift in present education 
policies and practice, so the inspiration of small pockets of good practice and fights for educational social 
justice has to suffice. Lawrence describes a pocket of good practice. A school book club had read Orange 
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Boy. Lawrence spoke to their English teacher and a student who said, ‘I’m reading Why I’m 
No Longer Talking To White People About Race and I really like The Good Immigrant.’ The 
English teacher, who was in her late twenties, said, “We have great conversations about 
structural racism.” So, Lawrence concludes, ‘You can do it.’(2019). 

Reflecting Freire (1994), Mirza (2006) asks us to see the potential of the transformative 
power of the actions of women of colour in education. Cleo, with her mixed teacher, 
developed their own British mixed/black history practice in school illustrating this 
possibility.

Mixed-Race Visibility, Diversity Within Diversity, Connecting With 
Ourselves

Like the student interviewees, Patrice Lawrence never saw herself represented in children’s 
books: ‘I didn’t see people like me writing books and obviously characters like me in 
books’(2019). The Reflecting Realities report (2018) highlights this lack of representation 
and makes several recommendations; although the interviewees were not aware of the 
report, their discussions of children’s books echoed the recommendations. 

The interviewees described what positive representation looked like, nuanced 
portrayals of mixed-race experiences and diversity within diversity: ‘content should be 
balanced, allowing for cultural specificity without stereotypes’ CLPE (2018). While Serroukh 
highlights the importance of the normalisation and this specificity, she did not discuss 
mixed-race representation in 2018 although they are specifically mentioned in 2019. 

The participants appreciated the ordinariness of the portrayals of life of mixed-race 
people rather than always concentrating on issues of race. The interviewees emphasised 
the importance of positive mixed-race female protagonists: ‘BAME characters should be 
central to many narratives’ (2018) sometimes making direct connections to their own lives 
and agency. Rose identified with Alvina, the peacemaker in the children’s book My Two 
Grannies and hoped her family would sit and talk, giving her more self-belief. 

What would make the interviewees arguments for a visible mixed presence in children’s 
books happen, enabling this connectivity and identification? Existing books need to 
researched and known, but equally importantly teachers need to be able to navigate real 
discussion, being conscious of the embedded nature of structural racism and whiteness. 
What steps need to be taken to enable children to read the 4% of books with positive 
protagonists? When asked how teachers can be encouraged to know and use the 4% of 
books identified in Reflecting Realities, Chetty suggests: ‘There has to be work on our own 
socialisation, the extent to which we have internalised racist, sexist, homophobic thinking, 
to understand how we engage with literature’(2017). He sees the important discussion as 
about what stops teachers using the 4% of children’s books.

Advocating For The Publication Of Authors Of Colour And Mixed Race

When talking about discrimination in the publishing industry, Patrice Lawrence 
commented that although some publishers purported to support marginalised people 
and diversity, their organisations were predominantly white: ’it doesn’t filter through 
everything, it’s not just having us [BAME authors], you don’t know how to market us, if they 
don’t think about who they can engage with, what is the point?’(2019). 

When addressing what steps need to be taken to achieve positive diverse 
representation in children’s and young adult books, Ramdarshan Bold (2019) recommends 
that the publishing industry needs to recognise ‘the social, cultural and creative case for 
inclusive publishing alongside the commercial opportunities and invest accordingly’(2019). 
Coleman, director of children’s books for the BookTrust Campaign, acknowledging 
this discrimination, has taken the positive step of launching ‘a three year programme 
to support and subsidise BAME children’s authors and illustrators because “Children 
need to see themselves in books, and to have access to a rich and diverse range of 
voices”’(Ferguson, 2019 ).

www.teachingtimes.com n Vol 8.1

Don’t Like Mondays Every Child Journal

65



Lawrence (2019) describes how social media can be a place for BAME authors to find 
opportunities and support each other. She also explains how independent publishing 
companies champion their authors’ books and how the World Literary Foundation 
commissioned writers of colour to build up an archive as a resource for new writers. 

BookTrust Represents runs training advisory groups and space for writers of colour to have 
discussions and raise issues. Bishop (1990) explains how nonwhite authors who had difficulty 
in finding picture books that reflected them, as did Lawrence, Benjamin and Blackman, were 
motivated to write about their lives authentically. Lawrence describes why she has mixed-race 
characters in her stories:

‘I write contemporary stuff, I do a lot 
of the banter between young people, 
we can do all of those things about 
features, expectations, stereotypes 
and shatter them…it’s important 
to do it if you come from a place of 
knowledge’(2019). 

The publication of nuanced, authentic 
stories by BAME\Mixed-race authors and 
illustrators of colour will bring about the 
reflections and connections the mixed-
race females who participated in the 
research desire and deserve.

Conclusion

This research has revealed the dominant 
representation of the black/white binary 
in the mixed-race category and how this 
can undermine mixed-race people that 
are not represented. 

There is a need for further research 
drawing out the implications of the 
diversity within diversity of this grouping. 
There are implications for the curriculum 
in terms of the breadth of world history 
to be studied, alongside British Black/
Mixed History, for example the social and 
political history of Ireland and of the Middle East might be relevant to reflect the diversity of 
mixedness. As Rose advocated during the interview, if people like Sophie Duleep Singh were 
taught then ‘you’d think about fighting for women’s rights; not a lot of people are educated on 
mixed race’(2019). 

It could be argued that if all teachers had inquiry-based training into the history of mixed 
race peoples, the discussions arising from these studies would create deeper insights into the 
history of enslavement, colonialism and world history. Unless educationalists can participate in 
these discussions, how can teachers facilitate the visibility and learning their students desire?

The interviewees’ narratives teach us that identities are not just about backgrounds 
but about building for our educational futures. Echoing Caballero and Aspinall (2018), I 
hope the students’ narratives, in the broader contexts set by Browne, Chetty, Lawrence and 
Serroukh, support the building of a ‘visible’ presence of mixed-race people framed in a fight 
for educational social justice. Equally importantly, nuanced narratives would raise debates 
that lead towards more mixed-race people shaping fluid, self-determined identities, agency, 
‘belonging’, and change in education. Echoing Emilia, knowing our pasts helps to find 
resilience and understanding for the present and future.
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Games to improve concentration and attention

Listening Skills - Early Years 
Listening Skills - Key Stage 1 
Listening Skills - Key Stage 2

By Sandi Rickerby 
and Sue Lambert
Price: £21.99 each

These books have proved 
a huge success in helping 
teachers develop effective 
listening skills with children of a 
range of abilities. Each of the 
photocopiable worksheets is 
accompanied by detailed step-
by-step instructions for the 

teacher to read out and the children 
to act upon. By reading these only once, the teacher can establish 
how much the children have remembered and understood. Of 
course these instructions can be repeated or broken down for those 
who need extra support.  

Listening and thinking skills for Key Stage 2/3
Listen Up! and Listen Up! 2                  

Edited by Linda Evans  - Price: £29.50 each inc VAT 
 
Youngsters are continually bombarded with so much visual stimulus these days that their auditory 
functioning is often under-developed.  Listen up!  and Listen up! 2 are innovative books containing 
activities, with photocopiable sheets for pupils and scripts for teachers, to encourage pupils to think 
about what they hear. A record sheet and certificate are provided in the book, to encourage pupils’ 
self-evaluation of their listening skills and help them in their personal target setting. 

A CD is also included, featuring recordings of five of the activities performed by professional actors, 
with music and sound effects to enrich the listening activity. These books provide opportunities for 
developing concentration, improving memory skills, engaging in logical thinking and can also be 
used as a stimulus for creative writing. 

Effective communication is the bedrock of all learning. Yet many children are coming into schools with under-
developed skills. The famous Listening Skills series pioneered the response to this problem and has sold over 
10,000 copies worldwide. The skills they instil are taken further through the Listen Up resources, and the Early 
Learning Games adds talking and reasoning skills to the mix. Together they make a high-impact programme to 
develop communication skills.

Developing communication skills is now a key component of the 
teaching and learning requirements in the Ofsted Framework.
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encourage children to listen 
carefully, while also giving them 
practice at mental arithmetic. 
Each book contains detailed 

instructions to be read aloud for 
the children to act upon.  Their understanding and listening 
skills will be tested by how they complete the task. These instructions 
can be repeated or broken down for younger children or those who 
need additional support. These games are ideal for helping children 
to improve their concentration and attention span.  
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Good teachers never stop learning. They develop a framework for high-quality
teaching and learning founded on aspiration, access, achievement and inclusion.
Having put a firm base in place, knowing where children are in their learning,
where they are going and how to get them there is more clear-cut. 

In essence, it is about leading learning in the classroom and building the core in children: 

The Core: What is it?

 n Aspiration, ‘I can’: the grit and resilience that makes perseverance in the 
 n face of challenge a ‘lived practice’ of children and young people, understanding and supporting 

learning, building ambition and goal-focused behaviour. 
 n Access, ‘I do: developing independence in learning and self-development in children and young 

people leading to an understanding and ownership of their responsibility for their own ongoing 
life-long journey of learning and development.

 n Attainment, ‘I have’: attaining the grade – ‘I have passed’ 
 n Achievement, ‘I am’: the internalisation of learning and success, the ‘feel good’ factor of learning 

that grows from within, equipping children and young people to understand what they know and 
how to learn.

Consider the Following:
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Aspiration

Aspiration relates to having high expectations about what learners can achieve. For pupils, it reflects a ‘can 
do’ mentality displayed when they decide to meet challenges and gain access to learning, thus believing 
that they can succeed. Recall the adage ‘success breeds success’- children’s confidence develops step by 
step and is fuelled by their successes.

What it means in practice:

 n Having high expectations about what learners can achieve. 
 n Enabling pupils to have confidence in their competencies
 n Enabling pupils to meet challenges and gain access to learning, thus believing that they can succeed. 
 n Focussing on attitudes, confidence, parental aspiration, motivation and school and teacher aspiration.

        

Example

Motivation -relates to the desire to learn and have new experiences and achieve. 

 n Motivation in pupils is an aspirational quality as it suggests that the pupil will not only possess a 
desire to achieve academically, but also in the wider context of extra-curricular activities and at home. 

 n It is important that ALL pupils feel motivated, not only to overcome potential barriers but so that they 
continue to have aspirations about what they are able to achieve.

How is it addressed in the classroom? One school worked on personal development plans with each 
pupil. Another school found that pupil motivation improved when they introduced a series of sport 
activities.

Reflection: Aspiration

 n Reflect on all the ways you show children that you have high aspirations for them?  
 n (It helps to consider this from a child’s point of view. If someone were to ask the pupils in 

your class- what would they say?)
 n How could you do this better?
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Access… is about breaking down 
barriers which often prevent some 
children from accessing all the 
opportunities the school has to offer.

And enabling all pupils to access 
learning by focusing on:

 n Behaviour
 n Participation in wider school life
 n Parent or carer engagement
 n Developing positive relationships 

with others
 n Attendance

Example

Behaviour- is an essential factor 
in determining how pupils make 
progress in their learning and access 
the wider opportunities of school life. 
However, the ‘intricate and profound’ 
link between behavioural standards 
and SEND (Steer, 2009) means these 
pupils may find it harder to achieve 
appropriate behaviour for learning.

How is it addressed in the classroom? One school redefined the way support staff were used in the 
classroom.

Reflection: Access

 n Consider what practices you currently use to support access to the curriculum and wider school 
activities for all children?

 n How could you do this better?

Achievement 
Achievement- is a term that has been devalued by the political drive to ‘count’ examination results as the 
single indicator of educational success or attainment. While it is essential that the workforce is literate and 
numerate, knowing what achievement is, having the self-efficacy to achieve and recognising when this 
happens is fundamental to learning. 

Achievement lies within and extends beyond exams: social, artistic, musical, sporting and leadership 
endeavours all count towards the achievement for all. It is the breadth of success that facilitates the 
application of learning. Achievement means all children learning, making progress and attaining.
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Reflection: Achievement 

Consider the extent to which you do the following and how you could do them better:

 n Monitor pupil progress against targets
 n Put interventions in place only when needed
 n Have pupil progress meetings
 n Encourage pupils to take responsibility for their progress
 n Outline next steps in learning for pupils
 n Develop attendance initiatives
 n Organise workshops for parents to develop their role in supporting children’s reading and maths 

at home 
 n Use pupil data to measure progress and inform planning
 n Work effectively with teaching assistants to improve pupil achievement

(Source: adapted from Blandford, S and Knowles, C. (2018) Raising Attainment in the Primary Classroom, 
London: Bloomsbury)
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