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It can be tempting to assume that 
the behaviours presented by 
learners result from conscious 

decisions they make about how they’ll 
act – but this is not always the case.

Behaviour is influenced by a 
complex range of factors – from 
physical factors, such as medical 
conditions or disability, to 
psychological factors, like emotional 
trauma or delayed social 
development, and even elements of 
the learning environment itself, such 
as noise levels or seating 
arrangements. Add to those the raft 
of social influences at play – 
discrimination or bullying, for 
instance – and it’s easy to see how 
some situations can trigger 
challenging behaviours.

As education professionals, 
however, we are responsible for 
creating safe learning environments 
in which youngsters can feel that 
they belong; places where they can 
learn, achieve and make progress 
towards happy and fulfilling adult 
lives. So how should this be reflected 
in our daily practice?

• Know what influences behaviour 
It’s important for practitioners to 
explore what factors might lie 
behind their students’ behaviour, 
and add depth to their 
understanding by learning about 
their individual context in order to 
encourage more positive 
engagement.

• Identify and anticipate triggers
Work with the other adults in your 
classroom or setting to identify 
changes in behaviour and possible 
explanations for these. Where 
appropriate, talk to students and 

other stakeholders and try to 
unpick any reasons for behaviours 
that challenge. Sometimes, 
behaviours that challenge may be 
indicative of underlying unmet 
needs.

• Encourage self-reflection and share 
coping strategies 
Students should learn to recognise 
and be conscious of how they’re 
feeling and how they might be 
supported. This might involve the 
student chatting with an adult away 
from the classroom, or spending 
time in a safe space to self-regulate. 
Perhaps a change of activity is 
called for, or a chance to stim – 
though the aim of any coping 
strategies should always be to 
enable a return to learning as soon 
as possible.

• Promote positive behaviours 
through strong relationships
Create an ethos that recognises the 
individual, celebrates mutual 
respect and ensures everyone feels 
valued.

The theme of behaviour as 
communication is further explored in 
a new online SEND CPD unit from 
Whole School SEND and Real Group, 
as part of the Universal Services 
programme, which is funded until 
2025 by the DfE.

The free-to-access unit is one of a 
series of 20 that will be released over 
the course of the programme to help 
practitioners explore some of the 
most commonly observed barriers to 
learning in classrooms and other 
learning environments regardless of 
age, label or area of need. Find out 
more at wholeschoolsend.org.uk/
page/online-cpd-units
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CLOSE-UP ON… SAVING TIME WITH AI

CRAIG MCKEE IS A FORMER HEADTEACHER AND THE FOUNDER OF SLT AI; FOR MORE INFORMATION, 
VISIT SLTAI.CO.UK OR CONTACT INFO@SLTAI.CO.UK

Improbable as it may seem, 
last year saw the 
generative AI-driven 
chatbot ChatGPT reach 
100,000,000 registered 
users – barely two months 
after its initial launch in 
November 2022. Like 
many, I found myself 
intrigued by this new ‘do 
everything for you’ 
technology and wanted to 
find out more.

My first impressions 
were positive. This tool 
could write emails for me, 
help with school 
improvement planning 
targets – what’s not to 
love? The more I used it, 
however, the more I came 
to realise that its 
responses were good 
starting points, but that it 
lacked specific knowledge 
of education. Ask it, ‘What 
is section 4 of the SEND 
Code of Practice?’ and 
you’d likely get a 
confidently expressed but 
wholly inaccurate reply. 
The CoP was published in 
2015, so one might assume 
that ChatGPT would be 
familiar with it, but 
apparently not.

This got me thinking. 
How much of a genuine 
game-changer could 

ChatGPT be if we knew for 
certain that it was drawing 
on correct information? If 
it had absorbed the latest 
DfE guidance, been given 
explicit information from 
Ofsted, or been primed 
with some of the EEF’s 
latest research reports? 
Imagine that – a ChatGPT 
that could substantively 
answer questions put to it 
on operational matters 
relating to education…

Enter SLT AI – an 
instance of the ChatGTP 
engine that’s been trained 
on 75 documents (and 
counting) from the DfE, 
Ofsted, the EEF, the Home 
Office and other entities 
with the specific aim of 
reducing workload for 
school leaders though the 
practical application of 
generative AI.

The main SLT AI 
interface currently 
features more than 50 
distinct tools – for 
everything from focused 
school improvement, to 
SIP/SEF writing, deep 
dive preparation, 
curriculum progression, 
composing emails, writing 
newsletters, producing job 
adverts and more besides, 
with new tools being added 

all the time.
I’d have loved having 

access a suite of such tools 
back when I was a 
headteacher, as it would 
have allowed me to spend 
considerably more time 
with pupils and staff 
instead of being chained to 
my desk, buried in 
paperwork. Rather than 
setting aside 30 minutes 
every Friday morning to 
write that week’s 
newsletter, it could have 
taken me 5 minutes. Hours 
spent writing my SEF/SIP 
would have taken barely 
one hour or less.

I was recently made 
aware via X/Twitter of a 
deputy trust CEO who had 
previously dedicated a 
whole day to supporting 
his headteachers with 
some Deep Dive prep. 
Using SLT AI’s Deep Dive 
tool, he was finished in an 
hour. Not ‘a whole day’ 
– one hour.

How about you? If you’d 
like to see how SLT AI 
could potentially save you 
hours each week, visit 
sltai.co.uk. We always 
welcome suggestions for 
new features – so together, 
let’s lead smarter, not 
harder…

Exercise better class control 
with these tips from Robin 
Launder...

The thinking goes that all-
singing, all-dancing lessons are 
the epitome of great teaching. 
You know the ones – those 
lessons you roll out when 
you’re being observed and for 
Ofsted visits. Someone’s 
watching, and you want to 
knock their socks off. 

Trouble is, this can whip 
students up into a frenzy. Their 
behaviour slips out of your 
control. Little actual learning 
takes place, because that’s no 
longer the main rationale for 
the lesson. Instead, it’s 
razzmatazz. Oh, the students 
can tell you what they did, but 
not what they learned.

The surest bet in terms of 
both learning and behaviour 
management are ‘KISS’ lessons; 
those that Keep It Simple and 
Straightforward. Teacher 
positioned at the front. 
Students sat so that they can 
see the teacher. Teacher 
instructions that are succinct 
and easy to follow. Work that’s 
challenging, thus requiring the 
students to focus.

There’ll be lots of working in 
silence and lots of pens 
moving. A mix of individual and 
paired work will allow for high 
ratio engagement while making 
it easier to manage student 
behaviour, resulting in a 
win-win. Transitions between 
activities end up being quick 
and crisp. The teacher will 
always be on their feet, but not 
rushing around. Because a calm 
teacher will have a calm class.

Robin Launder is a behaviour 
management consultant and 
speaker; find more tips in his 
weekly Better Behaviour online 
course – for more details, visit 
behaviourbuddy.co.uk

DO THIS

KISS 
LESSONS
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36%
of parents consult their child’s 
teacher for general guidance 

on vocabulary building
Source: The Oxford Language 
Report 2023-2024 produced 

by Oxford University Press

The established tendency in 
contemporary teaching is to 
avoid all-silent classrooms, in 
favour of a more collegiate 
atmosphere where talk and 
discussion is encouraged, but 
carefully managed and 
controlled.

This orthodoxy has gone on to 
shape many teachers’ classroom 
conduct and with it, students’ 
expectations when they enter 
the classroom. As a result, it’s 
become easy to forget just how 
valuable ‘quiet time’ can be 
when utilised correctly. So how 
should you look to use silence, 
and what’s the most efficient 
way of making a class 
comfortable with the idea of 
working silently?

Switching to phases of silence 
throughout a lesson can be a 
great way of giving learners a 
varied diet. While collaboration 
and talk can certainly be helpful 
for collective efficacy, silence 
allows students to apply their 
learning in order to see what 
they have retained or 
understood, and what they 
haven’t. If we explain our 
reasoning behind switching to 
silent phases, then we should be 
able to build self-efficacy in our 
learners over time, so that they 
come to see for themselves just 
how significant and useful silent 

working can be.

Of course, it’s no secret that 
students will sit their final 
exams in silence. Suddenly 
dropping learners into 
situations of extended silence 
can affect their thinking 
processes if they’ve only ever 
had limited experience of it 
before. Anxiety, confusion and 
fear are feelings that all of us 
can encounter when placed in an 
unfamiliar situation, regardless 
of age. By integrating short 
bursts of controlled silence in 
our lessons, we can help learners  
adapt to exam conditions and 
make them more familiar with 
an important aspect of the 
assessment process that they 
may well be worried about.

When it comes to encouraging 
silence, reach for those visual 
indicators. Clear, non-verbal 
gestures and your overall body 
language will be your most 
reliable tools and not only 
reduce the extraneous load for 
those working, but also enable 
you to set and maintain silent 
periods without having to raise 
your own voice.

Above all, we shouldn’t see 
silence as an old-fashioned, 
draconian measure for 
maintaining classroom 
discipline, but as an effective 
tool we can deploy when 
crafting a healthy and varied 
lesson experience.

YOUR GUIDE TO...

SILENCE

ADAM RICHES IS A TEACHER, EDUCATION 
CONSULTANT AND WRITER

Having been talked up for a number of years, 
it seems the first all-digital GCSE may 

finally be upon us. OCR has announced that 
as of 2025, students taking its computer 

science GCSE will be able to sit only digital 
exams, with no paper-based component at 

all. Schools will ultimately decide on 
whether to offer the digitally assessed GCSE 
(which is still awaiting regulatory approval 

by Ofqual), depending on their general 
preference and/or the extent of their digital 

infrastructure.
The announcement comes in the wake of a 

successful year-long trial, during which 
students took ‘digital mocks’ in OCR’s 

computer science GCSE course and were 
able to receive rapid results and feedback 

following the exam’s conclusion.
According to OCR’s chief executive, Jill 
Duffy, “It’s striking how readily students 
and teachers have taken to digital mock 

exams. Our pilots show that digital exams 
are quicker, more suited to how students 

learn, more sustainable and great learning 
tools. Digital assessment is not a 

hypothetical future, it’s happening now.”
Computer science is an especially good fit for 

the benefits offered by all-digital exams, of 
course, but Duffy was clear that this is just 

the start, adding, “Other subjects will follow 
computer science. Our pilot mock exams 

show that students appreciate being able to 
type, rather than handwrite their answers, 

seeing wordcounts and timers as they 
progress. It brings greater clarity to the 

marking process.”
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WHY YOU NEED A…
ROBUST COMPLAINTS PROCEDURENeed to 

know
Research by Manchester 

Metropolitan University has 
identified links between sports 

participation at school and higher 
levels of wellbeing among young 
people – while also showing that 

participation in sport can be a 
significant predictor of self-belief 

and mental toughness.

The findings came from a survey of 
5,481 13- to 15-year-olds conducted 
across both state and independent 
schools, carried out on behalf of the 

Youth Sport Trust and The Heads’ 
Conference. The survey data was 

used to produce a composite score 
reflecting the number of sports a 

child had participated in, their level 
of school sports involvement and 

how important they perceived 
school sports to be.

The correlation between 
involvement in sport and levels 

of wellbeing seemed particularly 
pronounced between pupils in Y9 

and those in Y10, the latter of whom 
reported lower levels of wellbeing, 
self-belief and mental toughness 

– coinciding directly with the 
reduced participation in sport that 
can often accompany the start of 

students’ GCSE studies.

Commenting on the findings, Youth 
Sport trust CEO Ali Oliver MBE said: 
“This powerful new research clearly 
shows not just the importance of 
young people taking part in sport 

and physical activity at school, 
but crucially, continuing to take 
part throughout exam season. 

We know that healthy and happy 
children learn better, and with 

mock exam season approaching for 
many young people, this research 

highlights the need for young 
people to remain engaged in sport 

throughout the school year.”

69%
of those who qualified as 

teachers five years ago are still 
teaching today (with 15% of 

said cohort having left 
within their first year)

Education Policy Institute

With the number of parental complaints 
submitted to schools seemingly on the 
rise, it’s worth ensuring that your 
reporting systems are sufficiently reliable 
and responsive, writes Tamara Dasht...

All schools must have a complaints 
procedure, as set out in Section 29(1) of 
the Education Act 2002 and Part 7 of 
The Education (Independent School 
Standards) Regulations 2014.

If, however, you’re unsure as to 
whether your complaints procedure is 
fully compliant with current legislation 
and guidance, it may be worth looking at 
it afresh, and possibly seeking legal 
advice. Some might choose to adopt a 
templated procedure from a reputable 
source to ensure their compliance, but do 
make sure this doesn’t give the name of 
your school or trust as [INSERT NAME] 
– because yes, we have seen that before…

At Browne Jacobson, we’ve seen a 
surge in both the number and complexity 
of parental complaints, with clients 
regularly telling us about the huge 
volume of time and resources they’re 
putting into managing the complaints 
they receive. 

Dealing with them efficiently requires 
having a legally compliant procedure in 
place (and following it!), but beyond that, 
we would strongly encourage taking an 
holistic approach to complaints 
management.

Key to this is building a culture of open 
conversation and mutual respect within 
your school. If parents feel they can 
approach you with their concerns, and 
that those concerns will be addressed 
both promptly and properly, you can 
avoid later escalations.

Your staff also need to know the 
procedure inside out, and possess the 
skills needed to follow it to the letter. 

Managing difficult conversations with 
parents has always been part of the job, 
but one that’s unfortunately grown 
larger in recent years. To that end, we’d 
urge leaders to provide some form of 
training specifically designed to prepare 
staff for such situations.

Staff should always know where they 
can go to seek support, or simply air their 
grievances. Consider appointing a 
nominated individual at the school whose 
role will include complaints 
management, and who can offer support 
and guidance to staff in the event of any 
challenging exchanges with parents.

Keeping a thorough record of 
complaints will help you both identify 
any similar or recurring issues, and bed 
in any major changes to your practice or 
procedures.

For example – is the school currently 
receiving multiple complaints concerning 
attainment levels? If so, you might need 
to review your communication of 
students’ grades and progress to parents. 
It’s often cases of mistaken 
communication – or, indeed, a lack of any 
communication at all – that lies at the 
heart of parental complaints. Keeping 
parents well-informed, and perhaps 
seeking their input on occasion, will 
make them feel more involved in the life 
of the school, and prevent otherwise 
robust relationships from breaking 
down.

In short, get the fundamentals right. 
Ensure your complaints policy is legally 
compliant. Make sure that (suitably 
trained) staff know and follow it – and 
more than anything, communicate as 
much as you can. You can then sit back 
and hopefully watch as your volume of 
parental complaints, and the time/
resource investment in dealing with 
them, both start to decline.

TAMARA DASHT IS AN ASSOCIATE AT BROWNE JACOBSON; FOR MORE INFORMATION, 
VISIT BROWNEJACOBSON.COM OR FOLLOW @BROWNEJACOBSON
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The OECD’s latest Programme 
for International Student 
Assessment findings are now 
out – so how did England’s 
outcomes stack up against 
those of other countries?

Before going into the 
headline figures, it’s necessary 
to point out that England’s 
assessment data (based on a 
2-hour computer assessment 
and questionnaire completed 
by 4,763 15-year-olds drawn 
from 165 schools) failed to 
meet two of PISA’s 82 
Technical Standards. 
Subsequent analysis found 
that England’s sample was not 
‘entirely representative’ of its 

overall pupil population, with 
participants having higher 
attainment compared to the 
average, and a lower than 
average proportion of 
FSM-eligible pupils. As the 
DfE’s own PISA report for 
England puts it, “Higher 
performing pupils may be 
over-represented in the final 
sample.”

So with that in mind – plus 
the inevitable post-COVID 
factors – pupils in England 
achieved a mean maths score 
of 492, which was 
significantly higher than the 
OECD average of 472, but 
lower than England’s score of 

504 back in 2018.
In reading, England’s score 

of 496 again put it some way 
above the OECD average of 
476, equating to 13th place 
overall, with Singapore, the 
Republic of Ireland and Japan 
making up the top three 
reading countries. It was a 
similar story in science, with 
England’s score of 503 faring 
well against an OECD average 
of 485. All told, England’s 
overall PISA score came to 
494, amounting to 14th place 
in the global rankings.

For more information and to 
view the full set of PISA 
results, visit oecd.org/pisa

Got a great learning idea? Email editor@teachsecondary.com or tweet us at @teachsecondary

STUDENT STUDY TIPS

ZEPH BENNETT IS A PE TEACHER AND SCHOOL ACHIEVEMENT LEADER WITH 25 YEARS’ TEACHING EXPERIENCE; 
YOU CAN FIND MORE OF HIS EDUCATIONAL ILLUSTRATIONS BY FOLLOWING @PEGEEKSCORNER

TRENDING
Our pick of the recent 
resources and launches 
teachers might find 
useful...

INDUSTRY INSIGHTS
Film education charity Into 
Film has launched a new 
student-oriented podcast. 
The Media Careers Podcast 
will see industry 
professionals from the TV, 
broadcast, film, animation 
and gaming sectors – on 
both the creative and 
technical side – discuss their 
career journeys, and the 
specifics of what their 
current roles involve
mediacareers.org

GLOBAL OUTLOOK
International Baccalaureate 
educators might be 
interested in the 
information and resources 
now available to download 
from IB Exchange, including 
a series of resources 
themed around dialogue 
produced by Generation 
Global – the education arm 
of the Tony Blair Institute for 
Global Change.
bit.ly/ib-exchange

PISAOn the radar

STRUCTURING 
REVISION

SOME POINTERS TO 
PASS ON AS YOUR Y11S 

APPROACH EXAMS 
SEASON...

5 VARIETY OF MEDIA
Using different forms of media 

to revise can 
keep study 
interesting. 
Change point 
of focus from 
video clips, to 
podcasts to 
PowerPoint 
presentations.

4 GO FOR A WALK 
OR RUN

Taking a break can also 
mean going for a run or 
walk. Exercising 
increases blood flow 
and helps stimulate 
neural activity, which 
has been proven to 
help improve 
students’ focus.

3 INTERLEAVING
As you work through those 

25-minute chunks, why not mix up the 
topics you’re studying? Working on 
different topics will help with long-
term recall and ensure that you cover 
more ground.

2 REGULAR TASKS
A 3- or 4-hour study session 

can be broken down into manageable 
25-minute chunks – but every three 
sessions, take 
a 25-minute 
break. Rest, 
relax, listen to 
some music 
and put your 
feet up.

1 POMODORO TECHNIQUE
Break each study task down into 

manageable time chunks of 20-25 
minutes and set a timer. Once it goes off, 
cross off one 
‘pomodoro tomato’ 
and move onto 
another topic or 
subject area.

RESPIRATION MOVEMENT CIRCULATION
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Diversifying your reading list is a simple and 
logical first step towards achieving a more 
inclusive curriculum. Bit by bit, schools and 
exam boards are increasingly coming round 
to this way of thinking, and are working to 
ensure that their own diversity efforts extend 
beyond the superficially tokenistic. 

If you feel that your KS3-5 English 
Literature and/or Drama curricula could be 
adapted to better reflect modern society, 
then Bloomsbury’s The (Incomplete) Lit in 
Colour Play List can help. Why ‘incomplete’? 
Because according to the publisher, to state 
otherwise would be to exclude countless 
other voices that need to be heard. 

This isn’t necessarily about withdrawing or 
‘cancelling’ texts you study already, but 
rather widening your students’ literature diet. 
As such, the 40-page List highlights 57 plays 
(including four adaptations) from 
Bloomsbury’s Methuen Drama portfolio, Nick 
Hern Books and Faber for you to explore with 
your departmental colleagues and students. 
Key information is given about each play, 
including synopses,brief overviews of themes 
and the like, alongside content warnings 
where applicable. 

Also highlighted are plays already among 
the set texts for some exam boards, but 
there aren’t any age recommendations, given 
how the plays have been carefully chosen to 
suit a wide range of cohorts and contexts. 

To help you navigate through the featured 
material featured, many of the listed plays 

can be ordered as free ‘inspection copies’ for 
teachers to review before deciding whether 
to purchase copies for their school.

The thematic choices on offer are nothing 
if not comprehensive, covering plays that 
variously explore history and culture, 
sexuality, love, friendship and LGBTQ+ 
identity, coming of age tales and explorations 
of family and belonging – as well as 
masculinity, politics, religion, slavery, 
corruption and more besides. 

The (Incomplete) Lit in Colour Play List is a 
timely attempt at raising the profile of under-
represented voices in literature, and bringing 
a large number of remarkable, thoughtful and 
sometimes provocative plays before a wider 
audience. The List is presented in a way that 
will allow schools to sample texts and 
explore different topics, themes and issues 
through works that students will find 
engaging, and perhaps even revelatory.

For some time now, there’s been criticism 
of the National Curriculum – and the manner 
in which it’s implemented by schools and 
English departments – for its narrowness, 
and general lack of diversity. That’s why 
resources such as The (Incomplete) Lit in 
Colour Play List are so important. The list 
itself, and the works it seeks to draw 
attention to, represent an admirable attempt 
at expanding the canon and bringing 
hitherto overlooked voices and concerns into 
the light – which is something that all 
schools can and should get behind. 

If you’re keen to expand the horizons of your existing 
English Literature and/or Drama curriculum, then let 
Bloomsbury show you the ideal way to get started

A T  A  G L A N C E

E N G L I S H  A N D  D R A M A

• A comprehensive list of plays by writers of colour 
selected for 11- to 18-year-old learners 

• The writers chosen include a number of 
outstanding playwrights from Britain and around 
the world

• A useful and accessible resource that highlights 
noteworthy works well-suited to the GCSE 
English Literature and Drama curriculums

• The texts themselves are readily available in 
editions that include supplementary material to 
assist with both study and performing

The (Incomplete) Lit in Colour Play List can be viewed online for free via bit.ly/ts131-LIC; 
for more details, visit bloomsbury.com/litincolour

A practical and detailed selection 
of exemplar material well-suited 
to diverse and inclusive English 
Literature and Drama curriculums
Presents a selection of works that 
can empower students to speak, 
write and act based on their own 
cultural experiences
Promotes meaning-making and the 
accumulation of cultural capital 
Improves empathy, allyship, respect 
and tolerance of individuals from 
different backgrounds

...you are looking to move your 
curriculum forward, increase students’ 
access to plays by writers of colour 
and empower your learners to 
explore a wide range of themes that 
will nourish their thinking and lived 
experiences

V E R D I C T

P I C K  U P  I F . . .

REVIEWED BY:  JOHN DABELL

The (Incomplete) 
Lit in Colour Play List
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Knowing how to revise is a skill, with many 
techniques out there for improving memory, 
bolstering knowledge and giving students 
the edge in exams.

With its new revision series, Exam Skills 
and Practice for GCSE Maths and Science, 
Collins has put the spotlight on the 
‘command’ words used in exams, and 
pooled together questions of the same type 
to support students in getting to grips with 
the specific instructional, operational and 
task words they’re most likely to encounter. 

There may be other revision books that 
focus on keywords, but Collins has evidently 
thought carefully here about how to 
strategically organise and systematically 
structure keywords properly, so that 
students really get to know and recognise 
what’s being asked of them.

Knowing the full range of command 
words is essential, as these are what give 
clues as to how students should be 
answering a question. And there are 
lots of them, making the arrival of these 
resources especially welcome. 

The books take a deep dive into 
different question styles by focusing on 
target words, helping students see how 
each command word or phrase contains 
a unique set of expectations, and how 
‘unlocking’ their meaning can help them 
direct their answers more effectively. What 
Collins has done particularly well in these 
books is help students get a feel for the 
depth, type and breadth of the answers that 

will be expected of them across a range of 
different topics and grade levels. Students 
are taught that each separate word and 
phrase has a specific purpose that demands 
a suitably specific response, making the 
books perfect for practising active recall.

Studying the content of these books 
will help students fine-tune their exam 
technique so that it aligns more closely 
with examiners’ marking criteria. The books 
themselves are well laid out, with clear 
definitions, useful tips, practical guidance 
and advice on timing, alongside a series of 
graded practice exam questions, partial 
worked examples, and mixed questions. 
Worked examples can be accessed via QR 
codes that link to video solutions with 
accompanying commentary for even 
more support.

These books will help students meet the 
demands of revision head-on. The material 
they contain is concisely presented and 
easy to digest, with a wide range of useful 
insights and advice designed to help 
students distinguish between different 
command words and become confident in 
their abilities to give examiners exactly what 
they’re looking for.

To get to the top, students have to follow 
the commands. These guides will do a great 
job of helping them understand the 
hierarchy of skills needed to follow said 
commands accurately, unpack their 
meaning and ultimately improve the 
standard of their responses.

A series of revision workbooks focusing on the 
kind of responses examiners will be looking for

A T  A  G L A N C E

M A T H S  +  S C I E N C E

• Exam skills and practice books for GCSE maths and science 
• Helps students master the full range of exam questions by focusing on 
command words
• Questions organised by question type and topic
• Gives students a very clear sense of how to shape their answers

R E V I E W  B Y  J O H N  D A B E L L

You’re looking to help students unpack 
exam questions in a detailed, nuanced 
way in order to optimise their answering 
technique and ensure their academic 
potential is realised

P I C K  U P  I F . . .

Collins GCSE 9-1 
Exam Skills 
and Practice

 Helps students grasp precisely what 
examiners are looking for and how to 
align their responses

 Gives students a clear picture of 
how to meet the demands of different 
question types

 Supports students in ‘translating’ 
questions, deciphering context and 
allocating time judiciously 

 Provides students with the 
confidence to answer questions 
effectively, while avoiding common 
pitfalls

 Helps students better understand 
marking criteria, self-assess and ‘think 
like an examiner’

V E R D I C T

For more information, visit collins.co.uk/revision

A series of revision workbooks focusing on the 
kind of responses examiners will be looking for
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Do you remember your first job interviews? 
Perhaps you’d rather forget them – the 
squirming self-doubt, the panic of being 
under-prepared, the cringeworthy replies 
born from ignorance and/or naive 
arrogance... 

The careers advice provided at 
secondary school should go some way 
towards preventing these kinds of issues. 
And yet, while the overall quality of careers 
advice has dramatically improved over the 
years (particularly when compared to my 
own school days), the limited time and 
resourcing that schools can dedicate to 
their careers offering mean that advisors 
and teachers often face an 
uphill struggle. 

Step forward, Young 
Enterprise. As a national 
charity committed to 
helping young people 
succeed in the ever-
changing world of work, Young Enterprise 
is dedicated to empowering those leaving 
full-time education to make the most of 
their potential. That includes providing 
invaluable practical guidance to those 
taking their first tentative steps into the 
jobs market through its YE Learning Zone 
platform and comprehensive Employable 
Me online course. 

Employable Me covers all the key 
aspects of job-hunting in an enjoyable and 
accessible way. As you’d expect, students 
are given essential advice on how to craft 
a good CV, prepare for interviews and 
generally give the best possible account of 
themselves – all of which is presented via 

separate units that students can work 
through at their own pace. 

What really impresses me about 
Employable Me are the inclusion of 
additional thought-provoking activities 
that are designed to make users think 
beyond the obvious employment 
essentials. For one thing, there’s a whole 
unit dedicated to helping learners consider 
their own unique selling points – because 
after all, why would any employer invest in 
someone who doesn’t even know 
themselves what makes them special?  

There’s also a unit dedicated to 
encouraging young people to clean up 

their social media 
presence. I’ll bet that there 
are plenty of people who 
now wish, back in the day, 
that they’d had someone 
other than their parents or 
teachers telling them to 

delete this comment, or think again about 
posting that content. Because which 
young people are ever going listen to what 
they have to say about social media? 

The information is conveyed throughout 
in a range of interesting and interactive 
ways that are a million miles away from 
the dry, airless careers sessions of my 
youth. Also included are brief 
questionnaires to help learners crystalise 
their self-knowledge, short video clips that 
serve to illustrate sound interview 
techniques and mini-quizzes to check for 
understanding. 

Once students have completed the 
course, they receive a personalised 

An interactive online resource to help 
young people prepare to enter the 
world of work 

A T  A  G L A N C E

C A R E E R S

• Created and delivered by the charity Young Enterprise 
• A comprehensive online course divided into discrete units
• Covers all the essentials of job-hunting, such as CV writing 

and interview technique
• Includes further useful units on knowing your USP 

and cleaning up your social media presence
• Presented in a lively and accessible way

Licence priced at £5 per student; find out more at ye-learningzone.org.uk 

 Fronted by relatable presenters 
 Imparts practical and valuable 

advice
 Thoughtfully laid out and designed
 Extends far beyond basic 

employability skills

You want to give your students a 
lively, yet informative introduction to 
entering the jobs market. 

V E R D I C T

U P G R A D E  I F . . .

REVIEW BY:  MIKE DAVIES

Employable Me

“There’s a unit 
dedicated to 
social media”

certificate. Most importantly, 
however, they’ll have gained valuable 
insights into how they can best 
showcase their skills and talents to 
potential employers. Good job! 

R E V I E W 81
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Teaching to the test to the exclusion of all else will do your students few favours, 
warns John Lawson – but a little test-specific drilling can also go a long way...

Should we ever ‘teach to the test’ (4T)? Absolutely! 
Should we teach solely to the test? Absolutely not. 

I’d never have passed my GCSEs without combining 
studying outside the box with specific prepping for tests. 
My seminary professors, on the other hand, were rock-solid 
Romantics who never knowingly tailored lessons to the 
dictates of the day’s exam questions – which created 
needless anxiety and stress for their students. 

Only by seeking out and studying past papers myself 
did I learn how to connect parables of the Kingdom (from 
Matthew’s Gospel only) to Catholic social teachings or 
specific papal encyclicals. Yes, I wanted to be ‘saved’ 
– but I also wanted a degree. 

Demystifying the papers
Exam skills will often determine students’ final grades, and 
therefore merit serious scrutiny. There’s a telling observation 
in David Lodge’s 1975 novel Changing Places, when the 
character of Professor Swallow is shown tinkering with and 
polishing exams that “Mix easy questions on obscure authors 
with obscure questions on easy authors.” Now, as it was then, 
too many examiners delight in fashioning cryptic clues for 
their exam papers, rather than clear, unambiguous questions. 

So long as exam questions remain rendered in awkward 
prose and are closed, rather than approachable and open, 
it’s up to teachers to assist their students in demystifying 
these all-important exam papers that will so profoundly 
shape their futures. 

If 4T advocates consistently help their students to achieve 
outstanding examination results, then they 
deserve our respect. I’ll stop being a 4T 
teacher myself once stellar grades are 
regularly awarded to those students 
who appreciate art for art’s sake, and 
when principals, parents, and pupils 
no longer stress so much over results.

Trim the fat
I remember once being assigned an A Level class on 
church history because my HoD couldn’t settle 
on how to teach 2,000 years of history over the 
course of 35 lessons. The answer? Trim the fat! 
(though yes, this is admittedly more difficult to 
do with some subjects compared to others.) 

Far from being an act of vandalism, this 
streamlining process is actually the realist’s 
pathway to sanity and success. When exam 
boards overload those courses, get creative. I 
recently went through 10 years’ worth 
of past papers and soon identified eight 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
John Lawson is a former secondary teacher, 
now serving as a foundation governor while 
running a tutoring service, and author of the 

book The Successful (Less Stressful) 
Student (Outskirts Press, £11.95); find out 

more at prep4successnow.wordpress.com
or follow @johninpompano

topics that would invariably appear –  leadership, heresies, the 
fall of Rome, The Council of Chalcedon, St Thomas Aquinas, 
the Reformation, the Renaissance, and Vatican II. 

I taught all of these topics comprehensively, and ensured 
students knew of their centrality to our understanding of 
historical Christianity – which will be why examiners 
routinely highlighted them. I didn’t do mock exams, though, 
since testing isn’t teaching. Instead, I dissected 20 exam 
questions over the course of four revision lessons, in effect 
teaching students how to examine the examiners. That’s a 
vital life skill, and as added bonus, seven of those 
aforementioned topics came up.

That same year I’d read 40 books on church history within 
eight months, feeling confident afterwards that I was among 
the country’s best read and most energised RE teachers. 

The students’ enthusiasm for this exercise reassured me 
that I’d managed to convey an engaging narrative, which 
subsequently helped them better understand the crucial 
distinctions between the Jesus of History and the Christ of 
faith. Throughout the course, I’d focused on when and 
how the Church had succeeded, and when it had failed 
to be a spiritual force for good. That was the guiding 
question that informed everything.

The source and the summit
The greatest failure we can indulge is to let the tail 
wag the dog, and regard exam certificates as both the 
source and summit of our students’ lives. Because 
there’s much, much more to education than that.

A grounding in MFL will enable students to communicate 
with others whose native culture and tongue are sources of 
immense pride and identity. Aspiring mathematicians should 
acquire abiding respect for a universal language that has, and 
continues to dramatically transform all our lives. Theology 
teaches us the supreme importance of the language of love. 

When we refuse to care for others, we merely 
make noises that ultimately hurt everyone. 
A God who engenders fire and brimstone 
rather than unconditional love is unworthy 
of our worship. God’s greatest gift to the 

world was intelligence – and I 
refuse to leave mine unboxed. 

Every subject has a 
universal eminence that goes 
far beyond mere grades. If we 
allow a soulless focus on tests 
alone to dominate and 
discourage us from independent 

thought, then we’re no 
longer educating.

The best 
of both worldsof both worlds

T H E  L A S T  W O R D
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Free teacher toolkits 
Accompanying YouTube series

Activities inspired by V&A objects
Real-world challenges

Cheetah Xtreme, designed by Van 
Phillips, manufactured by Ossur, 
1984 (manufactured 2012), Iceland. 
Donated by Ossur UK. 
Museum no. CD.152-2016.
© Victoria & Albert Museum, London

Run V&A Innovate in your classroom,
visit vam.ac.uk/innovate

NATIONAL SCHOOLS
CHALLENGE YEARS 7, 8, 9
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