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

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.

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 paid a fee.
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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 also accepting propositions for any articles 
on innovations in improving teaching and learning. 

Send your ideas, experiences, or research in to:

The editor will get back to you to discuss your idea. 
Successful enquiries will be commissioned

for an article and provided a fee.

innovation@doddlelearn.co.uk

We are looking for submissions for these regular features:

Would you like to contribute to the next edition of 
Innovation in Education magazine?

Book 
Reviews

What I wish 
I’d known 

when...

Subject 
Spotlights

As guest editor, I am delighted to 
highlight the range of articles here 
that are designed to help time 
strapped teachers, especially 
as  t hey  rec over  f ro m  t h e 
additional workload presented 
by implementing and marking 
G C S E  a n d  A - l eve l  s t u d e n t 
assessments. During this period 
of reflection, it’s perhaps helpful 
to look at alternative ideas and to 
learn by sharing what is working 
in the classroom.

In her ar ticle ‘Why I haven’t 
marked a book for two years’ 
by Jade Pearce, her emphasis 
on modelling good work and 
providing verbal feedback to 
share in class gives pupils a 
clearer idea of expectations 
before they begin a piece of 
work, and encourages them to be 
actively involved in sharing ideas 
for improvement afterwards. It is 
a visionary article full of easy to 
implement ideas.

Anything that helps student learn 
and retain their knowledge has 
to be a good thing, I think we’d 
all agree. Understanding how 
the brain works is a great step 
forward in our quest to enable 

students to absorb, retain and 
retrieve knowledge when it ’s 
needed. ‘No Learning Lost’ is 
an excellent, thought provoking 
article with some key take-aways 
to try in your school setting.

Our talented editors here at 
Doddle Learn have been busy 
too, creating subject updates 
for Science, and introducing 
brand new Careers resources 
in response to recent statutory 
g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  s c h o o l s  o n 
providing careers guidance. 
I  hope their ar ticles provide 
inspiration for you.

Finally, whilst I know you are 
busy, I ’d urge you to take a 
break, grab a coffee and read 
an insightful piece by Mental 
Health in Schools expert Anna 
Bateman. Her article ‘Thriving 
in a Stressful Environment’ will 
resonate with many I am sure, 
and her tips for reducing stress 
could undoubtedly make a huge 
difference to teacher wellbeing.
If you have time for a longer read, 
check out our book reviews too!

And remember, Doddle Learn’s 
learning resources are designed 

Welcome to the third edition of Innovation in Education, a bumper 
issue as we roll out our digital version into a fully printed edition 
for wider distribution here in the UK, and to international schools.

Introduction

to reduce teacher workload and 
promote knowledge retention, 
giving students the best start in 
life and teachers a better work-
life balance!

Enjoy!

Julie Kenyon
Innovation in Education 
Guest Editor
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Now that Year 11 and 13 assessments 
have been completed and grades are 
being submitted to the exam boards, 
most secondary school teachers 
will doubtless be breathing a sigh of 
relief. But what lies in store for those 
students currently in Year 10 and Year 
12 who also suffered disruption to 
their learning during the pandemic? 

In March 2021, Ofqual’s chief, Simon Lebus 
suggested that next year’s exams would see 
changes to assessments along the same 
lines as those outlined by Gavin Williamson 
before the 2021 exams were cancelled. 
In mid-May, Ofqual launched a two-week 
consultation on plans to alter the non-exam 
assessment elements in certain subjects to 
take account of public health restrictions. It 
appears that the exams process for 2022 is 
“still under discussion”. “Next year’s cohort 
would have suffered quite a lot of disruption 
and, indeed, the A-level students would never 
have sat public exams before,” Mr Lebus said.  
“Obviously, a lot of it is going to be dependent 
on the policy determination within the 
Department of Education and the Secretary of 
State’s views,” he added. There is an appetite 
for a return to exams, but it is also recognised 
that this must be considered in the context 

of learning loss and disruption caused by 
the pandemic. Mr Lebus said that “some 
easement” might be needed to take learning 
loss into account when exams returned.  

Is a system of teacher assessments 
as robust as external examinations?

The apparent aversion of those in authority 
to the notion of trusting the judgments of 
professional educators in assessing pupils’ 
knowledge and understanding persists. Why 
is this? Is it justified? When I began my career 
as an English teacher over 30 years ago, the 
GCSE English course was 100% coursework. 
Students produced ten pieces of coursework, 
which were assessed by the teacher 
throughout the year and then moderated over 
a gruelling two-day period during which every 
piece of every students’ work was re-read 
and the grades checked for accuracy. It was 
intensive but everyone in the department 
felt that it was a fair process that rewarded 
students’ ability. 

Naturally, the argument about the unlevel 
playing field was raised at that time too. 
What if the parents or older siblings wrote 
the essays? What if students plagiarised their 
work? What if the ‘teacher’s pet’ received 
more help than everyone else? So, the system 

was changed. Coursework became ‘controlled 
assessment’ in 2009, yet by 2013 an OCR 
report claimed that “the way coursework is 
currently assessed in the classroom fails to 
give reliable results…is vulnerable to being 
abused by schools and is disliked by many 
teachers”. As Mark Dawe, chief executive of 
OCR at the time, said, “[Teachers] are torn 
between needing to continually improve their 
exam results and yet also to be impartial 
assessors of their pupils’ coursework.” 

Inevitably, the days of 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, 
t ime-l imited tests.  But was this real ly 
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 skills? Finally, it fell 
to the Gradgrindian Michael Gove to give his 
view of the value of coursework in English by 
scrapping it entirely. 

The dreaded exam has, of course, 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 a student is ill or has 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 greater period of time across 
a range of different topics and skills, and, 
despite the potential increase in workload, it’s 
not difficult to see why many teachers may 
still regard teacher assessment as a fairer 
and more just method of appraising the skills 
and knowledge of their charges. 

To test or teacher assess? That is the question.
By Rob Cavender
Senior Education Adviser at Doddle Learn, and former English teacher
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Can impartial teacher assessments 
truly exist?

Evidence f rom research into  teacher 
assessments has cast some ominous 
shadows over its efficacy. In their 2009 
study ‘Test Scores, Subjective Assessment 
and Stereotyping of Ethnic Minorit ies’ , 
Simon Burgess and Ellen Greaves “exploited 
the English testing system of ‘quasi-blind’ 
externally marked tests and “non-blind” 
internal assessments to compare differences 
in those assessment methods between White 
and ethnic minority pupils”. 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 
an inevitable consequence of stereotyping 
in which “a teacher’s local experience of an 
ethnic group affects the assessment of a  
pupil”. 

Wynne Harlan found that “there is bias in 
teachers’ assessments relating to student 
characteristics, including behaviour, gender 
and special educational needs” and that 
“concerns about  teachers ’  summative 
assessments…relate to possible interference 
with the relationship between teacher and 
student and teachers’ workload.” (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: 
“When high stakes judgments are associated 
with teacher assessments, one effect is for 
the teachers to reduce assessment tasks 
to routine events and restrict students’ 
opportunities for learning from them: high 
stakes encourages some teachers to give 
high grades where there is doubt, which may 
not be in the students’ interests”.

Rob Coe (Centre  for  Eva luat ion  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 
that many researchers have identif ied 
as  impact ing the va l id i ty  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. 

Are exams a silver bullet?

There are clearly problems with externally 
assessed exams too, though. They assess 
only a narrow range of skills in a subject, 
narrow the curr iculum 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, decontex-
tualised, almost dehumanising feature of 
the blind marked formal examination that 
is its advantage. Employing the summative 
judgments 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 judgment 
of those closest to the pupils separate from 
making those final judgments. Besides, given 
the widely reported increase in assessment 
marking undertaken by teachers over recent 
months, one has to wonder how many 
teachers really want to turn the clock back 30 
years to the days of 100% coursework?

The results from this year’s exam cohort will 
of course inform us more about the success 
of the teacher assessed and awarded grades 
system applied in 2021. The debate will no 
doubt continue, and we will watch over the 
next few months with interest to observe in 
which direction the Government will take 
GCSEs and A-Levels next.
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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, 

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.

2 - That when it rains, it pours, 
and it can come from below 
as well as above.  
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.  

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.

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 
your listening ear. This doesn’t mean you 

What I wish 
I’d known...
about being a 
middle leader

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 often-
than-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. 

3 - That behind the curtain 
really is the great and powerful 
Wizard of Oz and they are spell 
binding! 
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 
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 leader-
ship 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 SLT- 
they will have your back when you need it. 
And if they don’t, you’ve got some serious 
considerations to make.
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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-away-
from-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.  

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 
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. 

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

If your team can see that you appreciate their 
skills, then they will want to show you what 
they’ve got.
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“English teachers 
should make use of 
three pathways to 
learning: direction, 
immersion and 
habit.”
- Andy Tharby, Making Every English Lesson Count

Book Review

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. 

These are: 

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

Explanation: so that students acquire new knowledge 
and skills 

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 

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

Making Every English Lesson Count by Andy Tharby
Reviewed by Robert Cavender
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No 
learning 
lost
While we are still assessing and coming to terms with the impact 
that this huge disruption to learning has had on students over 
the last year, it’s important that we find ways to ensure that the 
hard work teachers have put into enabling lessons to continue 
doesn’t go to waste.

How can we accelerate recovery and promote better knowledge 
retention at a time when it is needed more than ever?
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Students have missed out on a lot of 
learning opportunities, making the 
teaching community all too aware that 
students mustn’t now slip backwards, 
but consolidate their learning and build 
on the work they have managed to cover 
during lockdown. Students also need to be 
equipped to learn independently so they 
are prepared for any future disruption that 
may be on the horizon.

It’s helpful therefore to understand a little 
more about how they learn, and what 
strategies can be used to aid the retention 
of information.

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.

How does retrieval practice work? 
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.  

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.

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 

shown to significantly decrease test 
anxiety when used by students aged 11–
18. 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.

     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

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

    The critical mechanism for 
promoting the retention of 
information is the successful 
retrieval of that information.

How do I use it? 
When working retrieval practice into 
your plans, there are a few ways you can 
structure it to ensure maximum success 
with minimal workload.  

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. 
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. 

Find some free resources 
for teaching your students 

about retrieval here: 

www.doddlelearn.co.uk/retrieval-practice/
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Now schools have reopened to students 
again, there is lots of talk of catch-up, 
accelerated learning, summer schools, 
reconnecting and developing resilience.
This will be a crucial part of the next phase 
of education following what has been 
the most challenging time for schools in 
the post-war era. However, the impact of 
this challenge has been a level of stress 
for leaders and teachers that currently 
shows no signs of slowing down.  Indeed, 
a recent YouGov survey in October 2020 
stated that 89% of senior leaders and 
84% of teachers described themselves 
as stressed or very stressed. It is little 
wonder that half of all teachers surveyed 

therefore felt like they wanted to leave the 
profession this year due to pressures on 
their health and well-being. 

How to thrive 

I want to introduce you to a brilliant 
analogy from a Senior Education Leader, 
Steve Munby, who in a video on The 
Learning Exchange talks about leadership 
in education being like ‘walking into the 
wind’.  This analogy could be applied to 
all educators currently and is a helpful 
way to explain what working in schools 
is like.  If you have ever walked into the 
wind or walked on a hill in a gale, you will 
be familiar with this feeling.  Buffeted, 
eyes stinging, you feel like you are getting 
nowhere and need to ‘hunker down’ and 
just get through.  

 If you have been walking into the wind for 
a while, you might begin to arm yourself 
with a decent coat, boots or even a face 
covering. You may even start to get used 
to the buffeting and learn which directions 
seem worse than others.  You may also 
begin to ask others to walk with you, so 
that you can share the buffeting and take it 
in turns to be at the front.   

Thriving in a stressful environment 
By Anna Bateman
Founder of Halcyon Education

The wind of course will die down eventu-
ally, but for now, we do need to take respon-
sibility for our own coat, boots and those 
who are with us in order to thrive.  You 
almost certainly wouldn’t wait 6 weeks to 
buy those things.  However, many times I 
hear teachers and leaders saying that they 
will wait to participate in activities that are 
good for their well-being during the school 
holidays.  Sadly, this is a false economy. 
This is a challenge for most people, 

particularly given that many teachers 
have other commitments outside school.  
But just imagine it as a small dose little 
and often, rather than big doses intermit-
tently.  

Stress-reducing activities 

Most of the activities that help to reduce 
stress are personal, so what one person 
finds helpful, someone else might find 
very unhelpful. 

Here are some activities that are helpful 
if you need to feel calm, useful when you 
feel like you are always on the go. 

• Weighted blanket 
• Warm water/bath 
• Shaking or stomping out excess energy 
• Heavy work (lifting, pulling, push ups) 
• Music (soothing and calming) 
• Journaling or free sketching 
• Deep and slow tummy breathing 
• Mindfulness 
• Yoga 

Here are some activities that are helpful 
if you need a ‘pick-me-up’, sometimes 
described as feeling demotivated or ‘flat’:
 

• Anything that stimulates the senses 
• Smelling oils 
• Chewy or crunchy food 
• Movement (including outdoor physical 

exercise) 
• Weighted blanket  
• Dancing and music 
• Taking a hot shower or bath 
• Taking control 

One other way of helping you thrive whilst 
in a stressful environment is the idea of 
taking control.  Often, stress symptoms 
are caused by feeling out of control, so 
one of the ways we can feel less stressed 

In order to thrive, our individual 
responsibility is to ensure there is at 
least a weekly if not daily commitment 
to activities that develop our sense of 
well-being.



I CAN’T control
Other people’s

thoughts
Other people’s

words

Other people’s
actions

Other people’s
attitudes

Other people’s
feelings

Other people’s
mistakes Other people’s

body language

My words
My actions

My behaviour
My attitudes

My effort

My thoughts
My feelings

My reactions

My decisions
My body language

My ideas

Other people’s
ideas

Other people’s
behaviour

Other people’s
reactions

I CAN
control
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is by letting go of some things we cannot 
control and doing something about the 
things we can control. For example, 
perhaps one of the stresses you are 
experiencing is related to feeling like you 
can’t switch off, particularly if you have 
been teaching remotely from home.  So, 
where possible, let go of the fact that you 
are required to work remotely from home 
as this is something that the majority for 
schools have had to adapt to in line with 
government guidance.  However, try to 
ensure you have a space you can either 
shut away or a computer/space that can 
be covered up.  Set a timer or alarm that 
goes off at a certain time, say 5pm, and 
have something that then punctuates the 
end of the day.  This could be a 20-minute 
walk, a sit down and cuppa, or a call with a 
friend.  

Perhaps there is a different aspect of the 
job that is causing stress? Spend a couple 
of minutes just thinking around it and 
consider which aspects of the stressor 
you can control and which you cannot 
control.

Reaching out 

Let’s briefly just revisit the analogy of 
walking into the wind for a moment and 
consider who you might have around to 
support you.  Perhaps they would walk 
into the wind for a period of time for you 
to catch your breath (this means we have 

to allow them to!). Maybe you just want 
some company and someone to share 
the experience with – either way, our 
support network when we are working in a 
stressful environment is crucial, as is our 
ability to let them share the load. 

There are also many brilliant organisa-
tions willing and able to help, for example, 
Education Support, who are the only UK 
charity dedicated to improving the well-be-
ing of education staff.  Most schools 
also have a well-advertised counselling 
service which staff can access as part of 
this offer of support. 

However, you may feel that a regular 
meeting with someone who can help 
would be invaluable for understanding 
your stressors and how to thrive.  Some 
schools have regular supervision or 
coaching to support or perhaps you want 
to source your own. 

Importantly, your commitment to your 
own stress management will not only 
help you thrive in a stressful profession, 
but it will also ensure that your long-term 
mental health and long-term physical 
health are protected.  

Anna Bateman has over 27 years of education 
experience, including as an inner-city primary 
teacher, local authority advisor and trainer, and 
has served on 3 different governing bodies. She 
is founder of Halcyon Education, an organisation 
driven by the opportunity to create a resilient 
environment in which pupils are empowered to 
grow academically and personally.  

     It is not an indulgence but a necessity 
- our students will only benefit in the 
long run too!

  one of the ways we can feel less 
stressed is by letting go of some 
things we cannot control and 
doing something about the things 
we can control.

“

”
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In 2013, an Ofsted report focussing on the 
shortfalls of careers guidance in schools put 
heavy emphasis on the word realistic. It is, 
undoubtedly, important for young people to have 
and make provision for ‘realistic’ career goals. 
Reading the 2019 Ofsted framework, however, 
the word ‘resilience’ was at the forefront. Since 
then the idea of resilience has only become more 
poignant.  

But what does resilience mean in a career path? 
Acting with resilience in the face of career 
setbacks has arguably never been more important: 
unemployment is the highest it’s been in five years 
and 50% of 2020 UCAS applicants expressed 
concern that the pandemic could affect their 
chances of getting into university.  

This all points to the need for outstanding careers 
guidance in schools, but the picture of the last 
decade in careers provision is pretty bleak. Careers 
guidance has never been uniform, easy or perfect; 
for many, it may conjure up memories of a rather 
reductive personality quiz, an overwhelming 
careers fair or a panicked session with an adviser. 
Whether or not these moments determined the fate 
of your future career, there probably should have 
been more on offer to help you make informed 
decisions.  

Since the government cut the Connexions service 
in 2011, the onus has increasingly been placed on 
schools and good careers guidance has been patchy 
and eroded. This, of course, disproportionately 
impacts certain groups and schools more than 
others and ultimately stunts social mobility. But it’s 
not all bleak: in the last few years, careers provision 
has gained clarity, structure and momentum. From 
early 2018, the government imposed strengthened 
legal duties for schools in relation to careers 
and has set out a clear framework in the form 
of the Gatsby Benchmarks. These were formed 
by the Gatsby Charitable Foundation, based on 
international precedent and an audit of good 
practice in England. Although non-statutory, these 
benchmarks are the expectation for schools and 
are the point of reference for Ofsted inspectors.  

Subject 
Spotlight

Careers

by Kate Clark

Why so many schools are 
failing their students on 

careers guidance and what 
you can do about it.  

Maybe they are already etched onto your brain, 
maybe they’re new to you. Here are the eight Gatsby 
Benchmarks and what they mean in practice: 

1. A stable careers programme. This is ostensibly 
a very vague guideline, but it essentially means the 
opposite of the aforementioned quick-fixes, such as 
quizzes. Schools must show a sustained, strategic 
and consistent commitment to embedding careers 
guidance into the learning of all students aged 12–
18.  

2. Learning from career and labour market 
information. This benchmark seeks to bridge the 
gap between the jobs students know about and 
the needs of the labour market, both regionally and 
nationally. Understanding what jobs are out there 
as well as the changing demands for certain jobs is 
not something that can be intuited; this information 
must be accessible to students and presented with 
clarity. 

3. Addressing the needs of each student. Much 
of the challenge of providing careers guidance is 
having adequate time and resources to go beyond 
a one-size-fits-all approach. The very disparaging 
2013 Ofsted report showed that a disproportionate 
emphasis has been placed on A-level and university 
applicants - the ‘gold standard’ - and those with 
different interests and aspirations have been let 
down. With this benchmark, schools are obligated 
and empowered to tailor their approach to each 
pupil’s needs and to embed equality and diversity 
considerations. 

4. Linking curriculum learning to careers. 
Another challenge for schools when teaching 
careers guidance is the lack of allocated time, yet 
the Gatsby framework demonstrates that careers 
can be integrated into traditional subjects. For 
example, when teaching STEM subjects, educators 
should demystify careers in STEM and dismantle 
gendered stereotypes.

5. Encounters with employers and employees. 
These encounters help students to visualise the 
working world and get first-hand contact with those 
in roles that they may aspire to have. This could 
be by means of guest speaker talks, or mentorship 
programmes, etc.  

6. Experiences of workplaces. Similar to the last 
benchmark, students should have work experience 
opportunities to increase their familiarity with 
a workplace setting, add to their CV and inform 
future career choices. By 16, every student should 
have had a work experience placement, on top of 
any part-time jobs, plus at least one more by the 
time they are 18. 

7. Encounters with further and higher education. 
Students must be aware of the range of post-16 and 
post-18 options available to them, including both 
academic and vocational routes. By 16, students 
should have engaged with sixth forms, colleges 
and apprenticeship providers and similarly, by 18, 
there should be more relevant encounters such as 
university visits.  

8. Personal guidance. Every student should have 
the opportunity for sessions with a trained careers 
adviser, either internal or external, once before the 
age of 16 and one more by age 18.  

How has the pandemic impacted careers guidance? 

In the current climate, it is clear why resilience and 
good careers knowledge will inspire young people 
facing the competitive and often discouraging job 
market. But how has the pandemic impacted the 
rollout of careers guidance?  

At the time of writing, the majority of schools are 
now operating with face-to-face learning: long may 
it continue! Nevertheless, at a time when even 
standard learning has been a challenge and core 
curriculum subjects will not be formally assessed, 
it is easy to see why careers advice 



If you want to make sure your school is meeting the Gatsby Benchmarks year-round, 
with a structured and centralised resource platform, we have the solution for you.

www.doddlelearn.co.uk/careers/

Next steps in education
12 presentations designed to help 
students make informed decisions, 
from choosing their A-levels to 
how to apply for medical school. 

Specific career paths
There are two presentations on how to find 
the right career path and another 11 on 
specific career paths. Each includes an 
overview of the profession, typical career 
progression and labour market information.

Applications
Three clear how-to guides on creating job 
applications that will stand out and help 
students get where they want to go.

Boosting employability
Give your students the edge with four 
presentations packed with advice on the 
ways students can make themselves 
attractive prospects for employers.

Interviews and assessments
10 presentations that give actionable 
advice for mastering successful 
interview techniques and helping your 
students to prepare for a variety of 
popular assessment types.

Entrepreneurship
Two bonus presentations for your 
entrepreneurial students on how they 
can write a plan and set up their own 
business.

Through Doddle Careers all teachers and students can access 
comprehensive online guidance with interactive resources covering:
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is not a priority. Furthermore, a lot of ‘standard’ 
careers advice, such as that relating to higher 
education admissions processes and job 
application practices may be different right now. 
Similarly, opportunities to fulfil the more hands-on 
benchmarks five to seven have been significantly 
curtailed; in May 2020 the Institute of Student 
Employers noted that its members were expecting 
to offer 40% fewer placements and internships in 
the year and 61% of employers reported that they 
have had to cancel some or all of their placements. 
But this need not be discouraging. Instead, this 
challenging time - and of course challenging job 
market - is an opportunity for careers guidance 
practices to evolve and show flexibility in what will 
be a continually changing landscape. Interestingly, 
a 2011 report by the Institution for Employment 
Research highlighted the utility of new technology 
in careers guidance practices; a decade later this 
still resonates strongly.

In 2013 the head of the National Careers Council 
likened finding valuable careers information 
online to ‘drinking water from a fire-hose’: easily 
overwhelming. Luckily, this last year has accelerated 
students’ online proficiency, but there should still 
be an effort from educators to empower students 
with the toolkit to use the range of webinars, online 
events, networking opportunities and general 
resources appropriately and to their advantage.  

How can careers provision benefit schools? 

Unlike almost everything else learned in school, 
knowledge of careers will not be examined or 
assessed. But instead of a set of exam results, 
excellent careers provision reaps different kinds of 
rewards. First and foremost, it helps the economy 
and national productivity by filling labour market 
gaps and boosting employment. The government 
estimates that a NEET (not in education, 
employment or training) young person can cost the 
public purse £113,158 in resources and lost labour 
market potential in their working life.  

But how does good careers guidance benefit 
your school? The impact is both measurable and 
subtle. Having sustained and consistent careers 
provision, including inspiring input from employers 

and higher education representatives, fosters 
an ambitious and aspirational ethos throughout 
the school. The Career Development Institute 
has demonstrated an established link between 
career guidance and mental well-being, the latter 
of course being a constant concern for educators 
of young people. What’s more, a Sutton Trust 
study, strongly supported by other findings, found 
that careers guidance ‘can impact on attainment 
at school, engagement, successful transition to 
further learning and work, and longer-term life 
success’.  

All these things are positive and enthusing, and 
on paper can benefit exam results and ultimately 
improve school statistics in terms of rates of school 
leaver employment and university admissions. In 
terms of social mobility and levelling the proverbial 
playing field, the past careers legislation has 
produced something of a ‘postcode lottery’, with 
those in lower income areas and schools typically 
disadvantaged. The new framework seeks to 
narrow this disparity and create uniformity. Finally, 
excellent careers provision will impress Ofsted and 
contribute to an ‘Outstanding’ rating.  

So, how can you impress Ofsted? 

Since the start of the 2019 academic year, Ofsted 
has used a new Education Inspection Framework 
which, includes an examination of careers provision. 
The new framework has four key judgement areas. 
These are listed below with a description of what 
they mean in the context of careers.  

Quality of education. Is the curriculum well-
planned, coherent, progressive and integrated 
to get students ready for the world? Does the 
provision acknowledge labour market needs and 
support individuals such as those with SEND or 
those at risk of NEET?

Behaviour and attitudes. What is the attitude 
of learners to their careers education? Is there 
demonstrable resilience, ownership, engagement 
and positivity in relation to learners’ futures? Does 
the wider structure of learning - such as assemblies 
and tutor groups - contribute to the careers plan? 

Personal development. In order for this judgement 
to be ‘good’ or above, the handbook states that 
the Gatsby Benchmarks must be met, including 
demonstrable evidence of ‘meaningful encounters’ 
with employers and higher education. On top of 
this, schools should ensure the benchmarks are 
met with impartiality and equality of opportunity in 
mind.  

Leadership and management. Are leaders at 
all stages aware of the careers plan and how to 
implement it? Is there a designated careers leader? 
Are all relevant stakeholders consulted? 
 

With this in mind, what should schools be doing? 

Clearly, commitment to the benchmarks is integral 
to overturning the rough past of careers education 
and as Careers England say: ‘half measures will not 
achieve results’. But what should be the focus for 
schools right now? 

Publish a careers plan/policy. Not only is this a 
requirement, but it increases transparency and 
keeps schools accountable. 

Create a network. Established links with inspiring 
local employers and HE representatives will pay 
dividends in hitting benchmarks five to seven. 

Demystify. What does a consultant actually do? 
What is a Level 4 NVQ or an HND? What on earth 
is a psychometric test? Breaking down these 
daunting questions removes barriers and helps 
students visualise their future. After all, if you can 
see it, you can be it.  

By Kate Clark 

Kate is a Content Editor at Doddle Learn and has 
been a leading contributor to the new Doddle Careers 
subject. She has been producing presentations for 
UK schools which support a robust careers guidance 
programme based around the Gatsby Benchmarks.  

Unemployment rate report: www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52660591

A-Level Results & University access 2020: www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/
uploads/2020/08/A-Level-Results-Polling-2020.pdf

Ofsted report: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/413171/Going_in_the_right_direction.pdf

ISE News: https://ise.org.uk/page/employers-cut-entry-level-jobs-by-23-due-to-
corona-crisis

Graduate Recruitment and Access to the Workplace: www.suttontrust.com/
wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Access-to-the-Workplace-Impact-Brief.pdf

Integrating new technologies into careers practice: https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/372570/integrating-new-technololgies-into-careers-practice.pdf

Careers guidance for young people: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/
cm201213/cmselect/cmeduc/632/63209.htm#a26 

Championing Careers Guidance in Schools: www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/
files/championing_career_guidance_in_schools_evaluation_-_final_report_
jan_2016.pdf

The impact of career guidance on the mental well-being of young people: 
www.napier.ac.uk/~/media/worktribe/output-1637291/the-impact-of-career-
guidance-on-the-mental-well-being-of-young-people-1.pdf

Advancing ambitions: www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/
Advancing-Ambitions-16.10-1.pdf 
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With a high expectations approach and pitching the 
work to the top, failure is inevitable. However, that 
failure should not be a negative. We must frame this 
positively as a key part of the learning process. 

Pupils should be failing on a regular basis to learn and 
grow and, if they are not, it is likely they are not being 
challenged enough. 

Roberts also advocates the ditching of ‘optional’ 
extension tasks as he finds that ‘to many boys, extension 
tasks seem like optional work’ which inevitably implies 
the extension task is not as important as the main task.

It is important that we create an environment in which 
there is no alternative to hard work. This reduces 
the impact of peer pressure and self-sabotage as a 
protection strategy. In doing so, we should use top-
down scaffolding that is subtle. And finally, go out 
of your way to recognise their achievement once the 
hard work has been done. Show them that hard work is 
recognised and appreciated.

Three Engagement Myths Holding Us Back 

1: Boys like competition 

Roberts argues, ‘the logic behind this boy-friendly 
strategy is simple: boys like competition, therefore, 
making activities competitive will make them more 
motivated to learn.’ This strategy, in a quest to 
encourage boys to higher levels of achievement will 
have ‘the opposite effect, particularly for the very boys 
who are most in need of a boost to their confidence.’ 

Research suggests that boys are very competitive.  

The outcome to competition matters to boys. 

Boys are more concerned about belonging to the ‘high 
ability’ club. 

Roberts makes the argument that in a classroom 
wherein a teacher’s aim is to push all pupils to progress 
and succeed, competition has the opposing effect in 
that it produces more losers than winners. This leads 
to them using ‘failure as a protection strategy’ – after 
all, you have not lost if you never really tried. The 
unintended consequences of competition can 

Book Review
Boys Don’t Try? by Mark Roberts and Matt Pinkett
Reviewed by Qamar Shafiq

What are the causes of the underachievement of 
boys and what can we do about them? This is a 
challenge that has puzzled the minds of those 
working in education for decades. 

In Boys Don’t Try? Rethinking Masculinity in Schools, 
Pinkett and Roberts mine the latest research in order to 
provide practical nuggets of wisdom whilst dispelling 
some commonly held myths that have lingered in 
educational discourse for too long. In their introduction, 
both writers make clear that whilst they hope to offer 
useful advice to raise the achievement of boys, it is 
‘futile and meaningless’ to feed energy to any sort of 
‘boys vs girls narrative.’ 

As with any sweeping societal trend, the cause for the 
underachievement of boys is complicated. There is a 
complex web of reasons, ranging from the individual, 
familial, social, economic, and historical. Pinkett and 
Roberts expertly contextualise the underachievement 
of boys both socially and culturally. They explain how 
young people so often absorb damaging yet pervading 
stereotypes about themselves and their peers and what 
we, as teachers, can do to address them. 

How is it possible to address a problem so complicated? 
Fortunately, the solutions presented in Boys Don’t Try? 
are practical and applicable at the micro and macro 
level. As a classroom teacher, I will focus on the key 
strategies that I believe have improved my practice. 

So, what can you do to teach boys well? 

‘There is a simple answer to this question. Teach 
boys in exactly the same way that you teach girls. 
High challenge. High expectations. No gimmicks. No 
shortcuts.’

Positive Framing and High Expectations 

Roberts explores the power of high expectations 
underpinned by research into the Pygmalion effect and 
the Golem Effect. In short these are: 

Pygmalion effect: The idea that high expectations can 
have a highly beneficial influence on outcomes. 

Golem effect: Golem effect: A type of self-fulfilling 
prophecy whereby negative attitudes about a pupil’s 
academic ability or potential lead inevitably to poor 
outcomes.

In the chapter focused on expectations, Roberts brings 
to light the consequences of buying into ‘a deficit 
model of male achievement’ in which a teacher’s low 
expectations of boys’ attainment can lead to a feedback 
loop that can skew the outcomes negatively. This is 
more important than ever in the light of the pandemic; 
the narratives dominating the media landscape at 
the moment talking about a ‘lost generation’ and the 
clamour for creating ‘recovery’ curriculums could have 
the inverse effect on those we are trying to help. It is 
inevitable that young people will see and hear about this 
and internalise it. Therefore, combatting this damaging 
narrative should be a priority for all teachers. 

Schools have always been tasked with addressing 
knowledge gaps to varying degrees – that’s part of the 
job description. It is deeply unhelpful to create a deficit 
narrative and we should do our best to refrain from 
propagating it – especially in front of the children. 

Moreover, as teachers, it is important for us to be 
precise with our language. Roberts quotes Mary Myatt 
in arguing that it would be more accurate to remove 
the label of ‘ability’ when addressing the knowledge of 
pupils and instead use the term ‘attaining’ which is less 
fixed and implicitly promotes a growth mindset. 

After all, if you have the ‘ability’ of a bottom set, is there 
really much incentive to improve once your fate has 
been decided? By maintaining high expectations and 
clearly communicating that, whilst a pupil may have 
lower prior attainment, there should be no artificial 
barriers to prevent progress through hard work. 

One of the ways we can help our pupils is by re-
framing their relationship with failure so that they build 
resilience. In my experience, pupils in Year 7 through 
to Year 11 share a very common fear of failure. In fact, 
this is not a feeling exclusive to pupils. I am sure many 
of us feel a similar fear to varying degrees, but it is 
important that this fear does not overwhelm our pupils. 
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create an environment in which boys, in an effort to 
avoid personal failure, ‘drag down their competition’ by 
misbehaving and finding ‘sanctuary’ in ‘the dunce act’. 

2: Make learning relevant to boys’ interests 

Roberts makes a reference to cognitive scientist Daniel 
T. Willingham’s seminal work Why Don’t Students Like 
School? to state that, ‘The content of a problem… 
may be sufficient to prompt your interest, but it won’t 
maintain it.’ Some of the reasons this strategy doesn’t 
work are: 

‘A: Boys get bored eventually, even of things that 
normally interest them. 

B: Boys will remember the ‘relevant’ part but forget the 
actual learning bit. 

C: Boys don’t all like the same things. 

D: Assuming boys all like the same things reinforces 
stereotypes. 

E: It prevents some boys from building cultural capital. 

F: It encourages low expectations of boys. 

G: It promotes the dominant anti-school masculinity.’ 

I remember having a conversation with one of my 
lower-attaining Year 9 classes having read Boys Don’t 
Try? I quickly realised how aware they were of being 
the ‘bottom set’ and all the pejoratives that come with 
that label. It was clear to me that they exhibited an anti-
school attitude as a protection strategy. At the time, 
I was teaching them literacy lessons and my lessons 
were, as I perceived them to be, ‘boring’.  

The focus was on what I wanted them to learn without 
any bells or whistles. We studied the rules of grammar, 
practised them, and read a lot. However, I knew that I 
made them work hard and for me that was enough. I 
had accepted that they probably didn’t like my lessons 
as I never heard them say so and they moaned a lot 
when asked to work but I was confident I did not want 
to pander to their ‘interests’ in a way that encouraged 
low expectations. It was not until a colleague, who 
taught the same class after me, informed me that they 
had told him they enjoyed my lessons, that I properly 
understood the impact of the aforementioned advice. 

3: Boys have different learning styles 

I distinctly remember being quizzed on my learning style 
in Design and Technology during my time as a pupil in 
school. Was I a kinaesthetic, visual, or auditory learner? 
I cannot remember the result of that quiz because I 
remember trying to complete the quiz in order to be a 
‘kinaesthetic’ learner. In my mind, that meant having 
more time to mess around with all the exciting tools 
available to us in the classroom, especially the sanding 
machine. It does not surprise me that since then, this 
theory of learning styles has been fully discredited. 

Roberts reliably refers to the work of Daniel Willingham 
again to explain: 

“Dozens of studies have been conducted along these 
general lines, including studies using materials more 
like those used in classrooms, and overall, the theory 
is not supported. Matching the ‘preferred’ modality of a 
student doesn’t give that student any edge in learning.” 

Some other key takeaways: 

Find opportunities in the curriculum to promote healthy 
conversations around masculinity and mental health. 
For example, in English, mental health, suicide, and 
perceptions of masculinity can be addressed in the 
study of Romeo and Juliet. 

Good humour, if appropriate and relevant to the 
subject matter, can be received well and serve as an 
opportunity to relieve pupil stress. However, sarcasm 
can cause ‘conflict, resentment, and a loss of trust’ and 
should be avoided. 

‘Depersonalise behaviour and deal with it as discreetly 
as possible.’ One study ‘found that pupils are least 
incentivised to improve behaviour when discipline 
involves some form of public embarrassment.’ 

Boys Don’t Try? Rethinking masculinity in schools is 
an eye-opening read. I can honestly say I am a better 
teacher for having read it. Boys do try and boys will 
try, if we create an environment in which hard work is 
expected and rewarded. 

By Qamar Shafiq 

Teacher of English at the de Ferrers Academy in 
Staffordshire 

“There should be no artificial barriers to 
prevent progress through hard work.”
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We have all experienced the feeling of 
dread produced from looking at a pile 
of unmarked books that have been 
sitting, untouched, on our dining room 
table for the last week. Two years ago, 
I knew this feeling all too well. At 
that time teachers at my school were 
expected to regularly write comments 
or questions on pupils’ work that pupils 
then had to respond to. Their response 
had to be viewed and often, commented 
on again. Quality assurance was also 
heavily focused on book scrutiny and 
the extent to which pupils’ work had 
been marked. This was a method of 
marking that, as a teacher and senior 
leader, I was fully committed to. I was 
proud of my marking and believed that 
only by writing comments that told 
pupils exactly how to improve their 
work could they make progress.

However, with the publication of the 
Education Endowment Foundation’s 
‘A marked improvement?’ report, this 
certainty in the power of written 
marking started to fade. The report 
found that “the quality of existing 
evidence focused specifically on 

written marking is low” and that “This 
is surprising and concerning bearing 
in mind the importance of feedback 
to pupils’ progress and the time in a 
teacher’s day taken up by marking” (EEF, 
2016). It became clear that we were 
asking our teachers to spend a huge 
amount of time on a practice that was 
not supported by evidence, and that 
may in fact have a detrimental impact 
by increasing workload and taking time 
away from other priorities.

Fast forward three years and our 
approach to giving feedback to pupils 
had changed dramatically, with there 
now being no requirement for teachers 
to do any written marking at all. The 
alternative methods that we now 
use instead of written marking are 
explained below.

Modelling – This provides feedback to 
pupils before they complete a task by 
showing them how to proceed and giving 
them examples of excellent outcomes. 
This may include live modelling, where 
the teacher models how to complete the 
task (for example how to write a sample 

paragraph) ‘live’ in front of pupils. As 
they do this the teacher outlines their 
thought process. Deconstruction may 
also be used to dissect a model answer 
or outcome, discussing what makes it a 
high-quality example.

Live feedback – This involves using 
a visualiser or tablet to review pupils’ 
work as a class. It should include 
identifying strengths and areas to 
improve. Pupils should then use this 
to improve their own work. This helps 
pupils to see their initial work as a first 
draft to be improved, and also increases 
the quality of the final work produced. 
This can also be done on an individual 
basis by discussing a pupil’s work with 
them.

Whole-class verbal feedback – Here, the 
teacher collects and reads pupils’ work, 
noting down common misconceptions, 
common SPAG errors, main areas to 
improve, main things pupils are doing 
well and any good examples of work 
to share with the class. This can be 
rough notes or you can use a whole-
class verbal feedback sheet. In the 
next lesson the teacher shares this 
information with the class. This could 
be through a PowerPoint slide, typed 
notes or verbally.

Feedback on knowledge checks –
Knowledge checks completed in lessons 
or for homework should be self-marked 
as this improves, pupils’ memory of 
the correct answer in the future (this 
is known as the hyper-correction 
effect). This can be achieved through 
a class discussion of answers, through 
providing the correct answers to pupils 
or through pupils self-checking using 
their class notes, textbook or revision 
guide. Self-marking quizzes, such as 
those available on Doddle Learn, are a 
brilliant way for pupils to gain instant 
feedback with no marking at all!

Self-assessment – This includes self-
assessment of work using a set of 
marking criteria or a checklist. This 
should be used to improve work, helping 
to develop pupils’ ability to improve 
their own work and developing their 
understanding of assessment criteria.

We have found that using these methods 
reduces workload, allowing teachers to 
achieve a better work-life balance and 
also to spend time on other priorities 
such as improving their subject 
knowledge or developing shared lesson 
plans and resources. This has resulted 
in an improvement in the quality of 
teaching and learning. They also ensure 
that pupils receive high quality and 
actionable feedback that they use to 
improve their work, and that all pupils 
are able to produce work of a high 
quality. Pupils say that they are more 
confident in their ability to produce 
written work and are also motivated 
to complete these tasks, knowing that 
they are not going to get work returned 
covered in red pen! Oh, and that feeling 
of dread? It has completely gone!

By Jade Pearce, Assistant Headteacher
with responsibility for Teaching and 
Learning at Walton High School in 
Stafford.

Why I 
haven’t 
marked a 
book for 
two years…
An explanation of the 
alternatives to written 
marking, and why we 
should be using them.
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voices are not being heard. For these students, 
the practical benefits of learning may not be clear. 
It also distances all students from the growing 
number of opportunities in ‘green’ industries, 
which are likely to become increasingly relevant in 
the coming decades.

Opportunities for change may soon be coming. 
One recommendation from the Dasgupta Review 
is for understanding of the natural world to be 
more firmly established in educational policy: 
“every child in every country is owed the teaching 
of natural history”. One exam board (OCR) has 
recently submitted a proposal for a GCSE in 
Natural History to the DfE, and they are actively 
consulting with stakeholders about views on a 
‘greener’ curriculum.

That may help us tomorrow, but how about today? 
Your students may already have their own ideas: 
student-led campaigns, committees, and business 
pitches have already brought about actionable 
changes in local environments. Examples include 

campaigns to save energy, remove single-use 
plastic, and cut down on idling car engines outside 
schools. 

A pollinator garden is another actionable idea that 
may engage such students, as well as enhancing 
curriculum learning. Students may be aware that 
pollinator biodiversity has decreased significantly 
in the UK over recent decades, and that habitat 
loss is a key player in this trend. A student-led 
garden project is an accessible way for students 
to help address this problem. Its small scale 
allows them to make positive changes in their 
local environment without feeling overwhelmed. 

There are many online resources to support school 
pollinator garden projects, including some from 
the Royal Horticultural Society, the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and Biodiversity Ireland. The goal 
is to design and create habitats for pollinating 
animals, using whatever space is available, be it a 
plant pot or plot of unused land. Students curate 
habitats using flowering plants and/or trees, 

One of the many defining features of the 
present time is the trend towards heightened 
environmental awareness amongst young people. 
Students are becoming increasingly conscious 
of human impacts on natural ecosystems and 
Earth’s climate. 

Whether inspired by topical media coverage, 
galvanising figures such as Sir David 
Attenborough and Greta Thunberg, or peer group 
interactions, students are increasingly motivated 
and determined to create change. Their collective 
efforts are very visible in mainstream and social 
media, and in observations on the ground from 
teachers. 

However, there is a flip side to this coin: some 
students are increasingly anxious about how 
their futures will be impacted by environmental 
change, and frustrated by a perceived failure to 
address important problems. An NUS survey of 
primary and secondary students reported that 
nearly 70% of respondents wanted to learn more 
about the environment, and 46% of secondary 
age respondents would like to be involved with 
projects or activities at their school or college that 
help with the environment. 

The national curriculum presents little opportunity 
to engage with students here, particularly at 
secondary level. There are few relevant topics and 
there is little time to squeeze in additional learning 
opportunities. The paucity of curriculum coverage 
on the natural world was recently highlighted in 
the government-commissioned Dasgupta Review. 
In a 2020 Opinium poll, primary and secondary 
teachers reported that a significant barrier to 
teaching more about climate change was that they 
felt overstretched with the compulsory elements 
of the curriculum. 

There are several impacts of this. First, an 
opportunity is missed to link learning to relevant 
issues in student life. This risks switching off 
otherwise engaged students from their studies, 
frustrating those who already feel that relevant 
issues are not being discussed, and that their 
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living spaces, and land management practices. 
They monitor the project and make refinements to 
ensure its ongoing success. Schools without any 
available space to devote to a pollinator garden 
could consider taking part in No Mow May, which 
is an initiative to allow existing lawns to regrow in 
the month of May.

A thriving space for pollinators can expect to 
attract familiar UK species such as solitary and 
eusocial bees, and butterflies. It will also attract 
less familiar ones such as moths, beetles, flies, 
wasps, and aphids. Students should also notice 
an abundance of ground-dwelling invertebrates 
that come to share the same habitat: worms, 
spiders, millipedes, centipedes, and the like. 
These species are perhaps easier to overlook, but 
students should know that they are still crucial to 
functional ecosystems. Larger spaces may attract 
other wildlife visitors such as insect-eating birds.

Maintaining the success of any long-running 
project is both a commitment and a challenge. 
There will be many decisions along the way and 
opportunities for building soft skills: How will 
the garden be maintained through the seasons, 
and how will responsibility be divided? Which 
plant species should be grown, and will those 
that produce edible fruit be included? Should all 
plant and animal guests be equally welcome, and 
if not, how will they be managed? Students may 
need support to establish goals and manage their 
expectations.

There are plenty of opportunities to apply 
conceptual understanding of curriculum topics, 
including those on interdependence, biodiversity, 
adaptations, and nutrient cycling. Students should 
also come to understand the utility of methods 
that identify and measure species within a 
habitat: how else will they monitor the success of 
their project? Additionally, plants that yield edible 
fruit will reinforce how humans are dependent 
on pollinators and natural ecosystems for food 
production. This will be brought most sharply into 
focus if (when) their growing crops are eaten by 
something else!

Students are not alone in their growing interest in 
environmental change. The majority of teachers 
who responded to a 2020 Opinium poll reported 
they were concerned or very concerned about 
climate change, and that more should be done to 
address it. Environmental change affects all of us, 
and it is sometimes hard not to feel overwhelmed 
by the scale of the most pressing problems. 
Perhaps spending time outside in a pollinator 
garden could be the welcome tonic we all need. 

If your students do choose to move forward with 
a pollinator garden project, I would love to hear 
about their progress. Please share your stories 
with me at @JayAshdale.
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