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Are you transforming your teaching?
Promoting professional development?
Levelling up your leadership?
Tell us how!

Send your ideas, experiences, or
research in to:

If you are trying new approaches
and discovering better ways of doing
things in education, we want to share
it with the education community and
amplify it. This could be anything from
tips on lesson planning or curriculum
organisation to people management
and whole-school improvement.

The editor will get back to you
to discuss your idea. Successful
enquiries will be commissioned
for an article and paid a fee.

innovation@doddlelearn.co.uk

Introduction
At midnight this New Year, instead of seeing the usual crowds
and parties, we saw small, grateful groups, breathing a sigh of
relief that 2020 was over. Most people I know expressed that they
never wanted to think about 2020 again, but I feel differently.
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Looking back now, we can reflect
on just how much changed,
personally,
societally
and
professionally, for so many –
and it certainly wasn’t easy. But
what about for schools? The
expectation to be flexible to the
point of breaking has always
been present. The expectation
to be all things to all families is
nothing new.

The reality of the day-to-day
may be changed for a long time
to come. Whether that is for the
better, and who it most benefits
and disadvantages is still in
question. What is for sure is that
students have seen the resilience
and adaptability of their teachers
and have been inspired by it in a
way we wouldn’t want them to
forget.

Not only have teachers been
protecting children day-to-day,
but they have also been tasked
with rapidly adapting their
teaching, their curriculum and
their skill set to prepare students
for a changing future. They have
been tireless in ensuring access
to the digital connections which
are now a vital lifeline.

It is this spirit of overcoming and
adapting which has inspired us
to create this magazine and fill
it with ideas for forward thinking
educators. We will be looking at
research and talking to teachers
at the cutting edge, giving you
a digest of the latest ideas in
education that will help you and
your students to thrive.

We have seen that the heart
of what teaching is remains
unchanged. Dedicated people
adapting to circumstance and
working tirelessly to give students
their best chances of success.

The magazine also accompanies
a host of changes we are
making within our own learning
environment, Doddle Learn. We
are taking every lesson learned
this year and developing new tools
and resources to help teachers

Innovation in Education

meet their challenges. This
includes newer content, more
subject coverage, development
of our progress tracking tool and
even virtual lessons to support
home learning.
As a team, we are looking forward
to another year of learning
opportunities and we are very
glad to have you with us.
Alice Leigh
Innovation in Education Editor

Submissions
If you are interested in
writing for Innovation in
Education magazine,
please contact us at:
innovation@doddlelearn.co.uk
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areas where pupils have missed most school
will suffer compared with areas where Covid-19
has not been so disruptive. In short, Northern
pupils are likely to get lower grades than those
of equal ability in other areas”.

To test or teacher assess? That is the question.
By Rob Cavender

Senior Education Adviser at Doddle Learn, and former English teacher

Not unlike Hamlet overcoming his
procrastination in the final act of
Shakespeare’s play, in December 2020,
Secretary of State for Education Gavin
Williamson killed the rumour that GCSE
and A level exams in England would be
cancelled in 2021. As of January 2021,
it transpires that this particular tragedy
has not yet reached its apotheosis as
Williamson has been forced to do what
was unthinkable to him in the run-up
to Christmas – namely, cancelling the
summer exams again. His statement
in December and its insistence on the
necessity of examinations, however,
brought into sharp relief the question of
how to reliably and fairly assess student
knowledge, understanding and skills.
In contrast to the somewhat chaotic situation
in the summer, Mr Williamson could not, in
December, have been accused of making a
knee-jerk reaction, coming as it did almost
two months after the Scottish and Welsh
administrations had already made their
decisions to cancel exams for 2021. In addition
to his earlier pledge, Mr Williamson had said
that pupils in England would receive advanced
notice of some topics ahead of the exams as
well as ‘aids’ when sitting the papers to ensure
that no student was disadvantaged.
3

Of course, ensuring a level playing field
in the exam hall itself won’t flatten out any
pre-existing peaks and troughs in the unlevel
playing field leading up to any tests.
Williamson had also given an assurance
that any student unable to sit the first round
of exams would have the chance to sit a
contingency test to be held shortly after the
main exam series. If a student missed all
their exams due to a legitimate reason, then
validated teacher assessment could be used.
But if teacher assessments can be trusted
under these circumstances, why not simply
trust teachers’ judgements anyway and
discard the testing regime for another year at
least? It seems that following the most recent
decision, trusting the teachers’ judgements
will be necessary once again.
Williamson’s decision in December came
against the advice of experts such as Sir David
King (Chair of the Independent Scientific
Advisory Group for Emergencies) who called for
the cancelling of all primary school tests and
the replacement of secondary school exams
with
appropriately
moderated
teacher
assessments. Others, such as Jamie Driscoll,
Mayor of the North of Tyne Combined Authority
called on Williamson to recognise that the
already unlevel playing field had been turned
into an assault course due to the impact of
coronavirus: “many exam results are based on
a national formula where grades are awarded
against an average score nationwide. Those
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Department for Education figures in November
showed that 73% of secondary schools in
England had at least one pupil self-isolating due
to contact with coronavirus and 22% of pupils in
England were absent from class on November
19th – a 5% increase on the previous week.
Indeed, the ONS data for November showed that
secondary-age pupils had the highest infection
rates of any age group. The government’s own
official SAGE committee also found, perhaps
not surprisingly, that children aged 12-16
played a “significantly higher role” in introducing
infection into households in the period after
schools reopened their doors to all students.
I have first-hand experience of this. I recently
retired from teaching and now work exclusively
from home, but I too caught Covid-19. I have
two children of school age. Despite the National
Education Union’s consistent expressions
of concern over the seemingly contradictory
decision to keep schools open during a national
lockdown, perhaps the ‘business as normal’
message from the DfE is not surprising. Of
course, the imminent roll out of a vaccine may
make Williamson’s decision seem prophetic.
Professional educators make regular judgements regarding pupils’ knowledge and understanding. But trusting these is something to
which those in authority have an apparent,
persistent aversion.
When I began my career as an English teacher
over 30 years ago, the GCSE English course
was 100% assessed. Students produced
ten pieces of coursework that the teacher
assessed according to the criteria. These
were then moderated over a grueling twoday period, during which every piece of every
students’ work was re-read and checked for
grade accuracy. It was intensive but everyone
in the department felt that it was a fair process
that rewarded students’ ability and effort.
Naturally, the argument about the unlevel
playing field was raised at that time too. What
if the parents or older siblings wrote the essay?
What if the student plagiarised their work from
other sources? This was a time before the
internet and the proliferation of online essay
writing services. What if the ‘teacher’s pet’
received more help from them than everyone
else did? The days of 100% coursework, at
least in English, were numbered. Having many

opportunities to draft and redraft one’s writing,
it seems, was regarded as unreasonable.
A much fairer way to assess the depth and
breadth of someone’s skills and knowledge was
by imposing a series of do-or-die, time-limited
tests. But was this really preparing students
for the real world with the skills in planning,
redrafting and editing of their writing that they
needed? How many of us write anything of
substance without employing these essential
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skills? Of course, the dreaded exam has been
the go-to method of assessment in England
since the University of Cambridge Local
Examination Syndicate was established in
1858. Herded into the usually cold exam hall
in silence, students answer the same rather
artificial questions stripped of real-world
contexts. Today is the day! No turning back. If
they are ill or have had a family bust-up that
morning – tough. As Daisy Christodoulou
(Director at No More Marking) remarked,
“Exams offer a highly artificial snapshot of a
pupil’s grasp of atomised knowledge at just
one moment in time”. Contrast this with the
extensive knowledge that a teacher has of a
student over a more expansive period of time
across a range of different topics and skills.
Despite the potential increase in workload,
it’s not difficult to see why many teachers
still regard teacher assessment as a fairer
and more just method of appraising skills and
knowledge.
There is a problem though. Evidence from
research into teacher assessments has cast
some ominous shadows over its efficacy.
In their 2009 study ‘Test Scores, Subjective
Assessment and Stereotyping of Ethnic
Minorities’, Simon Burgess and Ellen Greaves
looked at the difference in results between
white and ethnic minority pupils, investigating
the impact of being judged by their own
teachers compared with being judged
anonymously by external markers. They
concluded that certain ethnic groups were
systematically ‘under-assessed’ by teachers
relative to their actual test scores and their
white counterparts, while other ethnic groups
were ‘over-assessed’. The researchers did
point out that such bias was not deliberate but
was a consequence of stereotyping in which
“a teacher’s local experience of an ethnic group
affects assessment of pupils”.
Wynne Harlan found that “there is bias in
teachers’ assessments relating to student
characteristics, including behaviour, gender
and special educational needs” and concluded
that student-teacher relationships and
teacher workload can have an influence
on how accurately and fairly assessment
judgements are made by the teacher.
(Rethinking the Teacher’s Role in Assessment
2004). Harlan also identified the fact that the
level of significance of a test for the pupil,
teacher and school was liable to impact on
its validity: “High stakes testing encourages
some teachers to give high grades where there
5
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is doubt, which may not be in the students’
interests”. Rob Coe (Centre for Evaluation and
Monitoring 2015), whilst supporting the use
of teacher assessments, listed “unreliability,
inconsistencies over time, order effects, the
halo effect and the influence of extraneous
factors such as neat handwriting” as issues
which many researchers have identified as
impacting the validity of teacher assessments.
Rather depressingly, Coe suggests that
despite the many years of research, “we still
don’t know enough about what it takes to make
teacher assessment work really well”. Perhaps
some high-quality training and the time to do
it would be one answer, but training and time
cost money and require political will.
There are clearly problems with externally
assessed exams too though. They assess only
a narrow range of skills in a subject, narrow
the curriculum by encouraging teaching to
the test, create stress and demotivate pupils,
promote shallow and superficial learning and,
as anyone who has sent for a GCSE or A Level
remark knows, they can be unreliable too.
Perhaps it is the very artificial, decontextualised, almost dehumanising feature of
the blind marked formal examination that
is its advantage. Employing the summative
judgements of those closest to the pupil seems
in principle both sensible and fair. However, if
we want fairness and accuracy in assessment,
then the research would seem to suggest,
somewhat counter-intuitively, that it may be
better to keep the judgement of those closest
to the pupils separate from making those final
judgements.
Ultimately, despite the aforementioned
reservations, the advent of the third lockdown,
the closure of schools and the cancelling of
summer exams in their traditional format mean
that out of necessity, teachers’ judgements may
once again be the best if not the only way to
reliably assess pupil attainment.
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What I wish
I’d known...

about being a
middle leader
By Louie Ruck, Head of Key Stage 3 at
Kings International College in Surrey
Being asked to write this article seemed
simple and straight forward initially, and
yet, after thinking and worrying about it I
found myself thinking- “I don’t know what
to write… I can’t write anything… I’m still a
terrible middle leader!”.
While I consider myself fairly successful,
and I would like to think my colleagues
feel the same, we all make mistakes and
every day I learn how not to do things and
why perhaps I shouldn’t have said this, or
done that. I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I
were to say that most conversations with
my colleagues start with me asking “what
did I forget?” or “what did I do wrong?”. But
that’s the point, I can share with you the
things that I am learning now, not years
ago. These revelations, and they truly are
revelations to me, are still vividly new. So,
as I self-reflect, I hope that you can learn
from my mistakes and manage to avoid
them yourselves.
Here’s what I wish I’d known about middle
leadership when I became Head of Key
Stage 3, three years ago.

1 - That middle ‘leadership’
is a little bit like unicorns or
fairies.
You want to believe they exist, but you’re
yet to see them with your own eyes.
‘Leadership’ in middle management is rare,
that’s why it’s often referred to as middle
management. You will spend the majority
of your time firefighting and managing
situations before they escalate. But this
does not mean you are not a leader, in fact
quite the contrary.
People who are good leaders need to be
good managers too. Just because you
spend a lot of time managing situations,
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it doesn’t make you a poor leader. Those
watching you will observe you managing
and dealing with situations, and in doing
so you are sharing how to (or sometimes
how not to!) handle these. Sharing and
demonstrating your expertise is part of
leadership. What I have found particularly
beneficial is my ‘lessons-learned log’.
Whenever we host an event, whether it be
one we’ve held for years or a brand-new
offering, I create a simple spreadsheet
where I document any lessons I noted; be
they positive or negative and then add my
comments with what I would do differently
next time. I make a point of sharing these
with my colleagues and encourage them to
add to it. But most importantly, we try to
implement these lessons learned next time
round.

Self-reflection is definitely meaningful.
Acting on it however, is purposeful.

We are all used to feeling the pressure from
above: that’s a simple fact of working life.
However, moving into middle leadership
you suddenly realise that the pressure
comes from below too; they need you to
do, to be, and to have all the answers and
the solutions.

your listening ear. This doesn’t mean you
can’t be sympathetic to their concerns, but
it doesn’t mean you can give them their
wishes either. Learning to say ‘no’ to your
team will create ripples. Depending on the
individual, they may be fine, or they may
sulk and even have tantrums! But one thing
I’ve learned for sure: if you always try and
find a solution that does work for them,
when you do say “no”, they’ll more oftenthan-not respect that decision more readily
than if you say “no” all the time, or worse,
say ‘yes’ and then have to walk it back.

As a middle leader, you just became
the go-to, or even go-between and
one of your many new and increasing
roles will be managing the interface
between bottom and top.

3 - That behind the curtain
really is the great and powerful
Wizard of Oz and they are spell
binding!

This is much easier said than done. There
will be times when you have to ask your
team to do something they really don’t
want to do (and sometimes you won’t want
to do it either), but you are not there for tea
and sympathy and they are not there to be

I am hugely lucky to be in a school where
I am supported by an incredible SLT and I
have an amazing pastoral team. As Head of
Key Stage 3, I have the three direct reports
of Heads of Years 7, 8 and 9 and each of
them oversee their tutors. I am fortunate

2 - That when it rains, it pours,
and it can come from below
as well as above.
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to have a good view of their work and their
relationships. What is more elusive are
the goings-on of SLT. I often wonder what
happens behind ‘that’ door when it’s closed.

The beauty of being in middle leadership is that now I’m that little bit closer,
there are little glimpses that I catch:
things that I never appreciated before
as a regular teacher.
It was so easy to grumble and to complain,
but now I’m here, I feel like I’ve had a peek
behind the curtain, and it’s not a little old
man. What’s going on behind that curtain
is truly awesome and, as a result, SLT has
reinvigorated my trust that their decisions
and requests are made with sound
judgement and with a far-reaching view
over the whole school – just like they are
in my team. So I say learn to trust your SLTthey will have your back when you need it.
And if they don’t, you’ve got some serious
considerations to make.

Innovation in Education
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job, and do their job well. But getting the
best out of your team and saving yourself
aggro is an essential skill of the successful
middle leader. Have a conversation where
you outline your requirements, like a brief.
Be clear on your non-negotiables and be
sure to explain why if possible, as people
don’t like constraints without good cause!
And most importantly, set a clear deadline.

If your team can see that you appreciate their
skills, then they will want to show you what
they’ve got.

5 - “Work smarter, not harder”
is a mantra for people who
have experienced neither.

4 - Charisma is definitely a
thing, get some.
If you’re like me and lacking in that
department, don’t read a book or theorise
about how to develop it most efficiently,
get out there and watch someone who has
it! You’re going to need it.
Middle leadership requires delegation,
that’s obvious. When you need someone to
do something, you can tell them, and likely
they’ll either:
•

do it, but they might say unkind things
about you in the process

•

do it badly so that you won’t ask them
to do it again

•

Refuse to or ignore it until you have to
do it yourself anyway

Easier, and by far more effective is to get
them to want to help you. I’m not talking
high level psychological manipulation or
creepy, smarmy ”I‘ll-do-it-just-get-awayfrom-me” pleading. I’m talking about being
able to see where someone’s skills, assets
and talents can be utilised and more
importantly, recognised. In this profession
we are awful at boosting each other. If your
team can see that you appreciate their
skills, they will want to show you what else
they’ve got.

Middle leadership requires copious
amounts of caffeine, quick, but considered
reactions, strategic thinking, empathy
by the gallon, and an ability to do the
impossible… and you’ll do it if you need to,
or more importantly, if your team needs
you to.
Someone once said to me that “being a
middle leader is about working smarter,
not harder”, and I thought to myself at the
time, “well that’s all well and good, but I’m
working effectively two positions, so no
matter how ‘smart’ I work- I’ve still got to
plan lessons, I’ve still got to deliver the
lessons, and I’ve still got to run the whole
maths department. There’s no shortcuts
for those!” And that’s the point;

There are no shortcuts if you’re going
to do it right.
As a middle leader, you will not have as
much dedicated leadership time as SLT, but
you will still be expected to do the work. The
best piece of advice I can give for this is
plan your time the best you can. Definitely
don’t leave things to the last minute
because someone will steal it for cover, or
the photocopier will be broken. Get a diary
or notebook to write things down, you will
be amazed at how much you forget… like
whole conversations where you agreed
to do something for someone for next
Tuesday but you can’t remember who or
what or why. So, unfortunately there is no
golden chalice for this one. Just caffeine
and lots of it. I hope you like coffee.

Give them ownership and let them run with
it, after all, you’ve just acknowledged they’re
well-placed for the task. Of course, none
of this negates the need for professional
standards, or waives people’s job
descriptions. People still need to do their

9
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Book Review

These are:
Challenge: so that students have high expectations of
what they can achieve

Making Every English Lesson Count by Andy Tharby

Explanation: so that students acquire new knowledge
and skills

Reviewed by Robert Cavender

Modelling: so that students know how to apply the
knowledge and skills
Practice: so that students can demonstrate their
competence in applying the knowledge and skills
Questioning: so that students are made to think hard
with breadth, depth and accuracy
Feedback: so that students think about and further
develop their knowledge and skills

“English teachers
should make use of
three pathways to
learning: direction,
immersion and
habit.”
- Andy Tharby, Making Every English Lesson Count

The original book “Making Every Lesson Count” by
Shaun Allison and Andy Tharby became so popular that
it inspired a series of such titles focusing on specific
subjects in the curriculum. Tharby’s solo contribution in
the domain of English teaching is equally inspirational.
Whether a student of English Language and Literature
contemplating a career in teaching English, an NQT
wondering how to juggle the diverse demands of such
a demanding role, or an experienced English teacher
with a wealth of knowledge, this book is an excellent
gimmick-free guide to what really matters in the realm
of English teaching.
There has been significant change in education over
recent years: new texts, new levels of attainment,
new syllabuses and exam formats, new technological
challenges, new statutory requirements to provide
home learning and, if my own experience as an
English teacher for 30 years is anything to go by,
new annual T&L strategies. Just like students when
confronting anything new, teachers also need time to
adapt, to consider the implications of change on their
pedagogical practices to enable them to do the best for
the students. But in the midst of radical change, one is
in danger of losing sight of the values and principles
which underpin the purpose of one’s role.
‘Making Every English Lesson Count’ provides what
one commentator described as “the road map to help
us navigate the confusing, often over-complicated
plethora of educational research that describes what
successful classroom practice looks like.” (Bern
Nichols - http://blog.hbe.com.au/)
As an experienced English teacher himself, Tharby
admits that there are never any easy answers to what
makes great English lessons or great English teachers.
However, he does offer a common-sense six-point
structure, an ethical framework indeed, firmly rooted in
the realities of the classroom and based on up-to-date
research and pedagogical principles that stand at the
heart of English teaching and learning.
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In addition, Tharby argues that “English teachers should
make use of three pathways to learning: direction,
immersion and habit.” Tharby’s aim is to remind English
teachers of our fundamental responsibility – that of
giving all students the opportunity to excel through
a culture of craftsmanship. Students are viewed as
apprentice wordsmiths learning their craft through
teaching that presents challenge, clear explanation,
reassurance during unavoidable setbacks, necessary
practice of critical skills, modelling alternative methods
to overcome difficulties and focused feedback to
help students make progress, ultimately resulting in
independence, resilience and mastery.
Obviously, trusting the number of 5-star reviews on
Amazon is never a guarantee of excellence. What
especially piqued my interest and reassured me that I
was in safe hands, however, was on the fourth page of
Tharby’s introduction:
“In recent years the education establishment has
lionised the individual lesson. The quality of teaching
has been assessed in terms of how successful or
unsuccessful a single lesson has been. This has been
a mistake. Language learning is not speedy, linear or
logical. It is slow, erratic, associative and cumulative.
It does not readily conform to hour-long bite-sized
chunks. Our students need teachers who recognise
that learning results from artful repetition and
consolidation.”
Amen to that.

Who is it for: English Teachers, NQTs and HoDs
Price: £12.99
Our rating: 5/5

Innovation in Education
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No
learning
lost
Lockdown has caused millions of hours of learning
to be disrupted and the effort which has gone into
ensuring lessons are still delivered to students has
been huge.
It’s important that we find ways to ensure all this work
doesn’t go to waste.
13
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With what learning time we do have
right now, it’s crucial that students
don’t forget what they have been taught
or lose any progress they have made.
They also need to be prepared to learn
independently when local lockdowns
and periods of social distancing are still
likely to be a reality for the foreseeable
future. Accelerating each student’s ability
to learn independently and centring their
knowledge retention should then be a top
priority for schools. Every student needs
to have a solid understanding of how they
learn in order to be equipped to succeed in
unpredictable learning environments.

The problem of forgetting
When students take information in during
lessons, they may only learn on a superficial
level. Without revisiting their learning
following the lesson, the information may
never enter their long-term memory. If it
doesn’t make it to long-term memory, the
information is simply forgotten.

Every student needs to
have a solid understanding
of how they learn in order
to be equipped to succeed
in unpredictable learning
environments.

How does it work?

How do I use it?

Memory loss can be rapid and significant
in the days following the first introduction
to a topic. No matter how memorable the
lesson, if knowledge isn’t revisited, it can
be almost entirely forgotten within a week.

When working retrieval practice into
your plans there are a few ways you can
structure retrieval to ensure maximum
success with minimal workload.

Luckily for us, each time a lesson is
revisited it will take longer for students to
forget what has been learned. An idea can
be recalled the day after being introduced,
then a week later, then a month later –
spacing retrieval until the knowledge is
stored well and easily recalled.

Learning is defined as
an alteration in long-term
memory. If nothing has been
altered in long-term memory,
nothing has been learned.
Paas & Sweller (2014),
Cognitive Load Theory

Having to retrieve knowledge repeatedly
throughout the year means that students
can more readily retrieve and apply it in
exams. Deliberately recalling information
on
multiple
occasions
transforms
assessment into a powerful long-term
learning strategy. The benefits of informal
quizzing are not limited to the overall
amount of knowledge retained. It can also
improve students’ attitudes to assessment.
In a survey published by Washington
University in 2014, retrieval practice was

The critical mechanism for
promoting the retention of
information is the successful
retrieval of that information.
shown to significantly decrease test
anxiety when used by students aged 1118. By including regular low-stakes testing
with immediate feedback throughout the
academic year, 72% of students reported
that it made them feel less nervous for
their exams.

15
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Take advantage of the time students spend
learning independently at home and help
build their retrieval habits by frequently
calling on older topic knowledge.
4. It’s also a good idea to explain the
reasoning behind it all to your students
so they understand how retrieval can
help them! As regular retrieval becomes
the norm, your students will not only
remember more of the retrieved learning
but will also become more aware of their
learning: what they do and don’t know.

1. Multiple choice questions, while also
a massive timesaver, are an extremely
effective way to quickly get students
recalling information. By testing with
multiple-choice answers you can touch
on a lot of important content efficiently
and make sure that the maximum amount
of knowledge is being revisited.
2. Always provide feedback straight away
after asking students to recall knowledge.
It’s crucial that they are able to reinforce
what’s been retrieved and make sure that
any false assumptions are corrected.
The key to successfully implementing
retrieval practice is to continually reinforce
the correct answers after retrieval, but you
don’t necessarily have to sacrifice time in
the classroom to achieve this. You can
plan instead to give students low-stakes
tests as homework throughout the whole
year, so that their independent learning is
always rooted in retrieval.
3. Spacing the repetition long-term is
also vital to maintaining knowledge. It’s
important to establish a way for your
students to recall material from prior
topics continuously throughout the year,
not just in the run-up to exams.

Innovation in Education

Find some free resources
for teaching your students
about retrieval here:
www.doddlelearn.co.uk/retrieval-practice/
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Would you like to contribute to the next edition of

Innovation in Education magazine?
If you are trying new approaches and discovering better
ways of doing things in secondary education, we want to
share it with the education community and amplify it.

We are looking for submissions
for these regular features:

Book
Reviews

What I wish
I’d known
when...

Subject
Spotlights

We are also accepting propositions for any articles
on innovations in improving teaching and learning.
Send your ideas, experiences, or research in to:

innovation@doddlelearn.co.uk
The editor will get back to you to discuss your idea.
Successful enquiries will be commissioned
for an article and provided a fee.

