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Editorial
English: ‘diverse, critical, engaging’.
‘Eventually the curriculum pendulum will swing back and reinvent/revive/re-
embrace a model of English which is again diverse, critical and engaging,’ writes 
Jenny Grahame in her keynote article in this edition of Teaching English.  
Her optimistic rallying call to English teachers is echoed throughout this edition. 
NATE Chair Peter Thomas, in ‘A View from the Chair’, similarly decries current 
governmental approaches to English and calls for English ‘to be taught … in a 
way that makes [young people] want to read, to read more, to read independently,  
for pleasure and for purpose.’

KS3 English emerges as a vital location for diversity and creativity. Grahame 
argues powerfully for KS3 to revive the teaching of media in English, whilst  
Dan Clayton and Andrew McCallum put forward a dynamic vision of KS3 as a 
‘language laboratory’, investigating language in its full variety. Both imagine a 
curriculum which is designed to enthuse students about English as well as to 
develop their skills and knowledge within it. Such an approach is exemplified further 
by two articles on poetry – the next instalment of Trevor Millum and Chris Warren’s 
‘39 Steps’ to engaging students in poetry reading and writing, and Vivien Hamilton’s 
inspiring account of working on poetry with students in care settings.

Media, Film and English
The main theme of this edition is the teaching of media and film within English, 
and the teaching of Media and Film Studies at GCSE and A Level – at a time when 
mentions of media and film have been virtually removed from the National 
Curriculum, and a serious threat to the existence of the associated GCSE and  
A Level subjects has only narrowly been overcome. I am grateful to the Media 
Education Association (www.themea.org.uk) for their help with this content.

Jenny Grahame reviews the achievements of media teaching over the 
last 40 years and argues for a dynamic approach to media within English at 
a time when understanding the media is more important for students than 
ever. Dominic Traynor similarly suggests the need for English to respond to 
the needs and interests of the YouTube generation in developing a combined 
approach to media and print literacy. In relation to film, Victor Lane explores 
the work he has done with teachers in Guernsey on using film across the 
curriculum, whilst Paul Stapley introduces a variety of ways in which Into Film 
can support English teachers in using film with students.

Five articles in the section focus on GCSE and A Level courses in Media 
and Film. David Buckingham gives an insider account of the process of GCSE 
and A Level reform, which at one point seemed to threaten the extinction of 
the subjects, and Steve Connolly provides a critical exploration of the new 
specifications. Finally, Philip Bishop and Chris Warrington report, from 

the chalkface, on their experiences of the new 
specifications, and Claire Pollard, the new editor 
of MediaMagazine, explains how the magazine has 
set out to support delivery of the new courses.

Finally, and taking a rather different angle 
on media and English, Peter Thomas explores 
the way English teachers have been using social 
media as a professional support and looks at 
the implications for NATE, whilst Tom Rank’s 
regular Media Studies column again explores 
how English has featured in the media. Our other 
regular columns and news and reviews pages may 
be found in their usual places
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This year NATE will be welcoming delegates from 
the International Federation for the Teaching 
of English – making the conference even more 
magnificent than usual!

Long regarded as “the high point of the year for 
anyone involved in teaching English”, NATE’s annual 
conference always provides inspiration, innovation, 
information and imagination to those passionate 
about English. 

With an extensive range of workshops and seminars 
covering not only all the current hot topics, but 
also those destined to set future trends – and the 
biggest exhibition of books and resources for the 
teaching of English in the UK – NATE’s annual 
conference is not to be missed. 

SPEAKERS INCLUDE:

Award-winning author, illustrator and 

Children’s Laureate, Lauren Child, 

OBE; internationally renowned writer 

and broadcaster Lemn Sissay, OBE; 
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 l Absorb the wisdom of our expert keynote speakers: Lauren Child OBE, 
Lemn Sissay OBE, Debra Myhill, Jonathan Douglas, Professor Andrew 
Goodwyn and James Ball
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 l Fill your pockets with freebies from publishers and awarding bodies, 
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Meanwhile, the new Guernsey curriculum 
– produced with guidance from English 
expert Mick Waters – is reaching the end of 
its first year. Its focus on ‘joyous and 
purposeful learning’ again strikes a very 
different note from the curriculum in 
England, as does its broad emphasis on 
communication and digital empowerment. 
Victor Lane reports, on page 48, on the 
development of film for learning in Guernsey 
that has taken place this year as part of the 
new curriculum.

First details of the new Welsh curriculum’s 
approach to its Languages, literacy and 
communication ‘area of learning’ have begun 
to emerge – refreshingly different from 
England’s new curriculum.

A statement to guide development, issued 
early this year and produced in consultation 
with education academics including Neil Mercer 
and Laurie Smith, stresses that languages are 
‘constructed, connected and evolving’, 
helping us to ‘belong, contribute, create and 
communicate’, as we adapt them ‘for different 
audiences, purposes and contexts’. It also 
emphasises the way language and literature 
help us to ‘understand, sympathise, connect 
and share experiences and work with others’. 
‘Literature’, it says, ‘including digital, film and 
visual literature, oral and written texts’ … ‘has 

the power to expand the mind and give people 
dreams and aspirations’ and ‘enhances our 
understanding of people’s experiences, 
thoughts, beliefs, feelings and cultures’.

The new national curriculum for Wales, to 
be phased in over a period of five years from 
2022 to 2026, is focused on six key areas of 
learning – Expressive arts, Health and well-
being, Humanities, Maths and numeracy, 
Science and technology, and Languages, 
literacy and communication, and will also see 
the scrapping of key stages, and the placing of 
digital competency at the heart of the 
curriculum. The curriculum will form part of 
a new national education plan to include the 
reduction of class sizes, the upgrading of 
school buildings, and a national approach to 
long-term career development for teachers.

‘Dreams and aspirations’ in Wales, 
‘joyous learning’ in Guernsey

Wales and Guernsey

England

Primary hubs, phonics, 
SATs and baseline tests
Phonics and testing continue at centre of government literacy drive

The government has put out a call for tenders 
for the running of a Centre of Excellence for 
Literacy Teaching (CELT), and 35 associated 
‘English hubs’. Part of the government’s’ 
social mobility programme, and similar to the 
government’s Maths Hubs, the package will 
cost £26 million and is designed to ‘further 
improve early language and literacy’. The 
focus will be on literacy in the primary years.

Phonics ‘roadshows’ are promised as part 
of these measures, and it is reported (www.
t e a c h e r s .o rg .u k /e d u c a t i o n - p o l i c i e s /
research/synthetic-phonics) that the teaching 
of synthetic phonics will feature heavily in the 
government’s agenda. A DFE presentation 
promised that the proposed hubs would see 
teachers ‘focus on systematic synthetic 
phonics’, while the national centre would 
‘promote best teaching practice… including 
systematic synthetic phonics’. Despite the 
forceful government promotion of systematic 
synthetic phonics in this and other arenas, 
DFE representatives were apparently unable 

satisfactorily to answer objections about the 
research evidence for this method.

Meanwhile, approaches to primary literacy 
testing remain controversial. Government 
plans to introduce baseline literacy and 
numeracy testing for 4–5 year-olds – costing 
£10 million, and to be piloted next year – 
continue to attract vociferous criticism from 
academics and educational experts, over 
700 of whom have signed a letter of protest 
produced by the ‘No More than a Score’ 
campaign. The letter says:

There are better alternatives for ensuring the 
quality of schools without subjecting young 
children to a punitive system of school 
accountability…. If so-called baseline assessment 
goes ahead in 2020, every four-year-old will be 
tested in their first six weeks in school, using a 
20-minute one-to-one test. The results will 
inevitably be unreliable, as two previous 
expensive and abandoned trials proved. The 
results cannot provide an accurate picture  
of young children’s ability and potential.  

Yet seven years later, children’s scores will  
be compared with their scores in key stage 2 
tests ... Schools will then be judged against  
each other on this basis … The tests risk 
children’s wellbeing and confidence by 
interrupting the crucial early period when they 
are forming relationships and settling into 
school. And many schools will teach to the test, 
so that early years education will become more 
narrow and formal. This is not good for 
children. Children deserve an education that 
places them at the centre. Children are more 
than a score.

At KS2, despite teachers’ protests, the 
government has announced that the current 
approach to the testing of KS2 writing will 
remain in place. Meanwhile, Ofsted’s national 
director of education has told primary schools 
to stop ‘gaming’ the system by making 
children practise SATs repeatedly, and by 
over-weighting the curriculum towards 
English and Maths.

NATE News News and Views 
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Acclaimed poet Lemn Sissay and the new 
Children’s Laureate, Lauren Child, will be 
keynote speakers at this year’s NATE conference 
in Birmingham. This year, the conference will 
also have an international angle, as it will be 
held jointly with IFTE, the International 
Federation for the Teaching of English. The 
conference – So Many Voices, So Many Worlds – 
will be at Conference Aston, on the city centre 
campus of Aston University in Birmingham, 
from Friday June 24th to Sunday June 26th.

The conference promises once again to 
provide opportunities to experience the best 
CPD available and to hear inspirational speakers. 
In addition to Sissay and Child, speakers this 
year include Debra Myhill, professor of 
education at the University of Exeter and 
leader of Exeter’s important research into 
grammar and writing; Alex Quigley, expert 
English teacher at Huntington School, York, 
and writer of the popular blog ‘The Confident 
Teacher’; and Jonathan Douglas, Director of 
the National Literacy Trust

There will be a strong international 
contingent at this year’s conference, as NATE 
– one of the five associations which makes up 
IFTE – doubles up with the IFTE Conference, 
held every four years in either the US, the UK, 

Australia, New Zealand or Canada. There will 
be an extended international research strand at 
the conference, with a dedicated research day 
on the Sunday. International keynote speakers 
include influential figures from the UK, US and 
Australia – Andy Goodwyn, Peter Smagorinsky, 
Wayne Sawyer and Larissa McLean Davies

The conference’s title – So Many Voices, So 
Many Worlds – a quotation from Marilynne 
Robinson’s The Giveness of Things – suggests 
several themes which will recur during the 
conference, from multiculturalism to oracy to 
global literacy. There will be an extensive 
programme of workshops, seminars and 
presentations covering most aspects of the 
subject, and many topical issues. There will be 
time, too, to relax, reflect and re-charge 
personal and professional batteries.

The conference will bring together primary 
and secondary teachers, teacher educators, 
consultants and advisors. There will also be an 
exhibition of resources, publications and 
services (the biggest in the UK dedicated solely 
to the teaching of English), a conference dinner, 
and many opportunities to socialise and network. 
Full programme and registration details may be 
found online at www.nate.org.uk. See https://zanc11.
wixsite.com/ifte for further details about IFTE.

NATE and IFTE 
Conference 2018
So Many Voices, So Many Worlds
Lemn Sissay and Lauren Child to top the bill at NATE’s 
annual conference in Birmingham, this year with an 
international flavour in association with IFTE.

Alex Quigley

Lauren Child

Jonathan Douglas

Lemn Sissay

Debra Myhill
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NATE News

SATE 
Seminars 
2018 
Teachers as Writers
Jordanhill School, Glasgow, 19th June

Key speaker: Simon Wrigley

See https://sate.blog for details.

NATE 
Regional 
Events 2018
NATE South-West Teachmeet
Thursday 3rd July, Crediton, Devon

See www.nate.org.uk for details.

Teaching English
Themes for forthcoming issues: 

October 2018 – Creative English
February 2018 – Developing English Teachers 
June 2019 – Becoming our Own Experts
October 2019 – English in the British Isles

Please contact the editor Gary Snapper at gary@
gabrielsnapper.co.uk if you would like to contribute. 
Topical articles which are not connected to the magazine’s 
theme are also welcome. NATE
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by Jenny Grahame

“What better time 
than KS3 to offer 
rich, relevant, 
engaging activities 
in media to explore 
digital texts and 
practices for all 
young people in the 
digital 21st Century?”

This Issue:
Media Studies
Film Studies
Media in English

English in 
Education
The redesigned journal will be launched at NATE 
Conference on Thursday 21st June at 7.00 p.m. at 
Conference Aston. Conference delegates who are  
staying on Thursday night are warmly invited to 
attend for pre-prandial drinks.  

The summer issue focuses on learning in English in 
an age of ‘performativity’. The online journal is at 
www.tandfonline.com/REIE and print copies have 
been sent to members. To access the online journal, register with Taylor and 
Francis at www.tandfonline.com and then use the voucher link you will have 
received by email from the publishers. More details are on the Members’  
Area of the NATE Website under ‘English in Education’.  

The editor, John Hodgson, is always happy to discuss ideas for possible contributions.  
He can be contacted at john.hodgson@uwe.ac.uk.

BERA English 
in Education 
Conference 
2018
Researching for Social 
Justice and Educational 
Improvement
Thursday 21st June, University of 
Bedfordshire, Polhill Campus, Bedford 

The English in Education special interest 
group of BERA is running a special 
international research conference, held 
the day before the NATE/IFTE conference 
in Birmingham. The day will explore 
aspects of English which address the 
theme of social justice and educational 
improvement. Key speakers will include 
Peter Smagorinsky (University of Georgia, 
USA), Linda Price (University of 
Bedfordshire) and Larissa Maclean 
Davies (University of Melbourne), and 
Wayne Sawyer (University of Sydney). 
See www.bera.ac.uk/event/socjust for 
further details.

NATE/Routledge Book Series

Students, Places and Identities 
in English and the Arts
Creative Spaces in Education
Edited by David Stevens and 
Karen Lockney

International Perspectives in the 
Teaching of Literature in Schools
Global Principles and Practices
Edited by Andrew Goodwyn, Cal Durrant, 
Louann Reid and Lisa Scherff

Both books are available from Routledge. NATE members are entitled to a 20% discount. 
If you would like a title to be considered for the series, please contact Gary Snapper at 
gary@gabrielsnapper.co.uk

Two new books have just been published in the NATE/Routledge book series.
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On Screen 
and On Stage
News from Shakespeare’s Globe
www.shakespearesglobe.com

Summer productions at the Globe include 
Hamlet, As You Like It, The Two Noble 
Kinsmen, The Winter’s Tale, Othello, and 
Love’s Labour’s Lost. Twelfth Night, The 
Taming of the Shrew and The Merchant 
of Venice tour to Richmond, Brighton, 
Oxford and London in July. Many Globe 
productions are available on DVD from the 
Globe online shop, or on demand through 
the online streaming service Globe Player, 
also available as a mobile app. 

News from the RSC
www.rsc.org.uk

RSC on Stage, on Tour and on Screen
Romeo and Juliet will be broadcast to 
schools on 21st November. A special 
version of The Comedy of Errors for 7 to 13 
year-olds will tour to schools and theatres 
around the country from October to 
December. This summer’s season of plays 
at Stratford includes Macbeth, Romeo 
and Juliet, King Lear, The Merry Wives 
of Windsor and The Duchess of Malfi, to 
be followed in the autumn and winter by 
Troilus and Cressida, A Christmas Carol, 
Tamburlaine, Tartuffe and Timon of 
Athens. The winter season in London will 
include Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet and 
Merry Wives of Windsor. There will be live 
cinema broadcasts of Romeo and Juliet  
on 18th July, Merry Wives of Windsor  
on 12th September, and Troilus and 
Cressida on 14th November. Many RSC 
productions are available on DVD from the 
RSC online shop.

News from the National Theatre
www.nationaltheatre.org.uk

NT Live/NT On Demand
NT Live screenings continue at local 
cinemas. The NT On Demand streaming 
service for schools offers free screenings 
of NT Live broadcasts of Antigone, She 
Stoops to Conquer, Othello, Hamlet, 
Frankenstein, Treasure Island, Peter Pan 
and The Comedy of Errors.

BERA Media  
in English survey
Teachers invited to share what’s happening 
with Media in English 

Trinity College Linguistics 
Essay Competition

The BERA English in Education SIG is 
launching an investigation into what is 
currently being done on media education in 
English classrooms throughout the UK. It is 
asking teachers to let them know what they 
are doing, despite the omission of media 
from the National Curriculum in England. 

Trinity College, Cambrdge has launched its 
annual linguistics essay competition, which aims 
to raise awareness of the systematic study of 
language as an interesting and multifaceted 
subject in and of itself. The competition is open 
to all students in the UK or abroad with an 
interest in how language works, regardless of the 
specific subjects they are currently studying 
at A Level (or similar national or international 
qualification). The topic for the 2018 competition 

A new SIG (Special Interest Group) for 
research into the teaching of English 
has been launched by BERA, the British 
Educational Research Association. Andy 
Goodwyn, former NATE Chair, current 
chair of IFTE, and Professor of Education 
at the University of Bedfordshire, will be 
convenor of the new English in Education 
SIG, which will provide a forum for 
researchers in all aspects of teaching 
and teacher-training related to subject 
English. The group will hold a number of 
small-scale regional seminars showcasing 
current research, and there will be an 
annual one-day national conference. 
Further details at www.bera.ac.uk/group/
english-in-education.

This year, the SIG will have a strong 
presence at the IFTE/NATE Conference 
in Birmingham from June 22nd to 24th, 
which will feature a research strand 
throughout and a research day on June 
24th. The SIG will also hold a special 
research day, in association with The 
University of Bedfordshire, on June 21st, 
prior to the international reception at the 
NATE/IFTE Conference that evening.

Contributions will feed into a Media in English 
conference for teachers and researchers to be 
held by BERA in November, with regional 
events to follow in 2019. Further details are 
given on Page 39. Email steve.connolly@
beds.ac.uk with info or queries.

is as follows: ‘Many of us feel that we can 
communicate with some animals, for example, 
our pets.  But do animals have language?’ 
Entrants should address this question by defining 
the important features of human languages and 
then consider instances where animals do or 
don’t exhibit them. The deadline for submissions 
is 1st August 2018. More details, including  
how to submit are at www.trin.cam.ac.uk/
undergraduate/essay-prizes/linguistics.

BERA English in Education 
SIG launches



NATE Events
SATE Seminars 2018:
Teachers as Writers
19th Jun, Jordanhill School, Glasgow, Scotland
Key speaker: Simon Wrigley
www.nate.org.uk
https://sate.blog

NATE Annual National Conference  
and IFTE Conference:
So Many Voices, So Many Worlds
Fri 22 – Sat 23 June 2018, Aston University, 
Birmingham
Research day on Sun 24 June
Speakers: Lemn Sissay, Lauren Child, Alex Quigley, 
Debra Myhill, Jonathan Douglas
www.nate.org.uk

NATE South-West Teachmeet
3rd Jul, Crediton, Devon
www.nate.org.uk

BERA Events
BERA English in Education Day 
Conference:
Researching for Social Justice 
and Educational Improvement
Thu 21 Jun, 2018, University of Bedfordshire, 
Bedford
Speakers: Peter Smagorinsky, Linda Price,  
Larissa Maclean Davies, Wayne Swyer
www.bera.ac.uk/event/socjust

BERA English in Education Day 
Conference:
Media In English
November: date and venue to be confirmed
See page 39 for details

UKLA Events
UKLA International Conference:
Literacies in a Changing World
Fri 6 to Sun 8 July, Cardiff
Speakers: Patricia Enciso, Kerri Facer,  
David Almond, John Potter
www.ukla.org

Princes Teaching 
Institute Events
Teacher Subject Day:
Gothic Context for the 
Victorian Novel
28 Jun 2018, St James the Less, London
Speakers: Graham Pidgeon, Jenny Bavidge,  
Emma Liggins
www.princes-ti.org.uk

Teacher Subject Day:
Shakespeare: from page to stage
12 Jul 2018, St James the Less, London
Speaker: Neil Allan, Peter Smith
www.princes-ti.org.uk

Other Events
Guardian/British Library Secondary 
English Teachers Conference:
Reading for Pleasure:  
Diverse Voices
Thu 5 Jul 2018, King’s Place and British 
Library, London
Speakers: Julia Eccleshare, John Agard, Patrice 
Lawrence
www.bl.uk/events

BFI Media Teaching Conference:
The Media Conference
Thu 28 – Fri 29 June, BFI South Bank
www.bfi.org.uk

UCL English Grammar Days 
for Teachers 
November-July, London
www.ucl.ac.uk

RSC Symposium for Headteachers:
Raising Achievement 
and Aspiration Through 
Shakespeare
Fri Jun 22, RST Stratford
www.rsc.org.uk

Shakespeares’s Globe  Education Teacher 
CPD:
Ways into Shakespeare
22 – 23 Jun, Liverpool Everyman and 
Playhouse
17 Jul, Shakespeare’s Globe
18 Jul, Shakespeare’s Globe
www.shakespearesglobe.com

English and Media 
Centre Courses
www.englishandmedia.co.uk

EMC Courses for teachers (all at English  
and Media Centre, Islington) include:

Starting to Teach  
A Level Literature
Course tutors: Barbara Bleiman & Lucy Webster
Tuesday 18th September

Effective Approaches to  
Close Reading and Unseen  
for A Level Literature
Course tutors: Barbara Bleiman & Lucy Webster
Wednesday 3rd October 

Creating a Distinctive  
KS3 Curriculum
Course tutors: Andrew McCallum & Lucy Hinchliffe
Friday 5th October

Starting to Teach  
A Level Language
Course tutor: Dan Clayton
Tuesday 9th October

Developing Critical  
Writing KS3–4
Course tutors: Andrew McCallum & Kate Oliver
Thursday 18th October

Teaching The Grapes of Wrath 
in the Context of American 
Literature for OCR
Course tutors: Barbara Bleiman & Lucy Webster
Wednesday 7th November

Teaching Unseen Texts  
at KS3&KS4
Course tutors: Lucy Hinchliffe & Kate Oliver
Thursday 8th November

Teaching Grammar and 
Developing Vocabulary  
at KS3&4
Course tutors: Dan Clayton & Kate Oliver
Tuesday 20th November

Teaching A Streetcar  
Named Desire for Lit or  
Lang/Lit A Level
Course tutors: Emma Barker & Lucy Webster
Thursday 22nd November

A Day for NQTs: Reflect, 
Revitalise, Reboot!
Course tutors: Lucy Hinchliffe & Kate Oliver
Thursday 6th December

What’s on News and Views 
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Media Studies: English in the News

Snowflakes blasted in the Sun; 
more wicked witches wanted
Tom Rank surveys media coverage of English

FLAKENSTEINS: Snowflake
students claim Frankenstein’s
monster was ‘misunderstood’  

It’s a pleasure to welcome The Sun for an 
all-too-rare appearance here. The tabloid 
picked up a story in the Times with the 
headline: Frankenstein’s monster? He was 
stitched up, say millennials. The Sun had 
the strapline: SNOWFLAKE students claim 
Frankenstein’s monster was a misunderstood 
victim with feelings, continuing: An academic 
has revealed growing support for the beast in 
the introduction to a 200th anniversary edition 
of the book. Exeter University’s Professor 
Nick Groom has even suggested the lab-created 
murderer could be protected by human rights 
laws. As David Barnett put it in the Guardian’s 
Books blog, Howls of social media derision 
ensued, as the villagers of Twitter jovially took 
up their pitchforks and torches to point out that, 
yes, this was the whole point of Shelley’s book. 
The TES’s Michael Shaw tweeted Predict 
when Frankenstein is next an A-level English set-
text a Q may be ‘In what ways is this article an 
embarrassing misreading?’ (Actually, it still is 
an A Level text; well-read students probably 
already cite this critical debate.) 

However, Barnett continued, the Sun story 
is not a result of a failure to grasp the basic 
concept of Frankenstein. They are not stupid. 
Mary Shelley’s novel was a meditation on 
humanity dressed up as a horror story, this Sun 
piece is purely an ideological prejudice dressed 
up as a cultural phenomenon. It’s about poking 
fun at millennials.... Ha ha, it’s saying. Look at 
the simpering liberal softies! They feel sorry for 
the big, bad murderous monster. It’s attacking 
empathy, because empathy has no place in the 
world today. This didn’t stop Sian Cain in 
another Guardian article asking What else are 
snowflake students getting wrong about classic 
literature? Suggestions included Wuthering 
Heights: Why should we care about some posh 
crumpet running off with a biracial farmhand?… 
Only Joseph was sensible (and definitely would 
have voted for Brexit).

BOOKS AND BOLLYWOOD
One student very successfully combining 
masterpieces and the mass-market is Banita 
Sandhu. No snowflake she, studying English 
literature at Kings College London and, as 

the Guardian reported, balancing coursework 
deadlines with hitting the headlines after being 
plucked from obscurity to star in the film October 
opposite Bollywood heartthrob Varun Dhawan. 
As if that weren’t enough, she had to learn 
Hindi too: ‘Luckily most of my lines were a 
hybrid of English and Hindi…. That wasn’t just to 
accommodate me; it is the way most young people 
speak in India, so it was an accurate representation.’

We can’t afford to shun
great literature for easy
reads at secondary

Objections to dumbing down are perennial. 
Our poorest pupils suffer when we replace 
Dickens with the Wimpy Kid, Head of English 
Michael Nott wrote in the TES. Cast off the 
notions of privileged subjectivity: the very best in 
the literary canon is what is being taught in the 
very best schools in this country, and we should 
ensure that this literature is accessed by all. This 
begged too many questions for Raymond 
Soltysek from NATE and SATE: I do deny 
the canon. So there. And that does not mean that  
I think Holes is as ‘good’ as Hamlet. 
 

IAN MCEWAN ‘DUBIOUS’ ABOUT
SCHOOLS STUDYING HIS BOOKS 

Andrew McCallum, Director of the English 
and Media Centre, took a different line in  
the Guardian. Responding to a report from 
the publishers of the Accelerated Reader 
programme that blamed children for returning 
to old favourites, he wrote: Don’t knock kids for 
rereading books. Encourage them to read, full stop. 

Even famous authors can get it wrong. 
The Telegraph reported Ian McEwan feeling 
a little dubious about people being compelled 
to study his books after helping his son write 
about Enduring Love: I didn’t read his essay but 
it turned out his teacher disagreed fundamentally 
with what he said. I think he ended up with a C+. 

Wicked witches and evil
queens: why children’s books
need more female villains

Maybe we need new favourites for young 
readers. A large-scale study by Anna Cermakova 
and Michaela Mahlberg from Birmingham 
University, reported on the Conversation site, 

found that classic children’s books were 
highly gendered: Both female writers as well as 
female protagonists have been lagging behind 
their male counterparts for centuries. Their 
survey of primary children revealed that 
67.5% (and 80% of girls) agreed that We need 
more female villains in books. A US study of 
104,000 novels confirmed this bias. As the 
Guardian wrote, women were better represented 
in Victorian novels than modern.

CALLING NOUNS ADJECTIVES
CAN CAUSE FRENZY AND PANIC

Business site CNBC reported that ‘Frenzy’ 
and ‘panic’ were just some of the adjectives 
splashed on Tuesday morning headlines. In the 
Times, Oliver Kamm demurred: Well, not 
exactly. Frenzy and panic aren’t adjectives: they 
are nouns. Using a grammatical term without 
understanding it, he added, is hardly an unusual 
practice among us journalists. A bad education 
in grammar is worse than none. Fortunately 
schoolchildren today are taught grammar well 
and teachers have good materials. 

Michael Rosen is less sanguine. Addressing 
the new Education Secretary in the Guardian, 
he wrote: So employers value rote learning? Excuse 
my bitter laugh. Primary school teachers right now 
will be ‘prioritising’ the grammar, punctuation and 
spelling test, based on the false premise that every 
question in these tests has a right or wrong answer. 
Or, as Mick Waters put it on the Teachwire 
site: Ofsted is putting a focus on curriculum 
breadth, but where was it when fronted adverbials 
were sucking the joy out of learning?

‘Britain doesn’t know
how blessed it is’

Language is too often used as a weapon, John 
Agard told the Financial Times. He would call 
no names, but the stone cast will be wrapped in 
velvet. Demonstrating the vital relevance of 
poetry, his new poem Windrush Postscript, 
about the ‘hostile environment for immigrants’, 
celebrates

Windrush pilgrims, pioneers, 
or simply the followers of a leap of faith… 

And ends: 

Which leads one to ask by way of postscript:
have they forgotten the ship in citizenship?

News and Views 
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A View from the Chair

Peter Thomas decries the ‘Trumpism’ of 
current education policy and argues that  
we must defend our subject vigorously.

Defending 
English

News and Views 

NATE has always been for me the heart, mind 
and voice of English as a values-rich humane 
discipline. Its development and promotion of 
good practice has been securely rooted in 
historical overview, testable theory and 
practicability. The long view, the need for 
coherent theory and the care for what happens 
in real classrooms are a check on educational 
quick-fix fads or gimmicks. That’s not to say 
NATE has avoided creativity or inspiration, 
but that creativity and inspiration have emerged 
from a fusion of evidence and principle.

The typical English values which stimulate 
creative and inspirational teaching are easily 
identified: reading as a source of understanding 
and pleasure; writing as best developed by 
having something to say; and literature as a 
window to a wider human experience – who 
we are, how we may be and how others are 
interestingly different. And, in addition to 
obvious social functions, purposes and 
applications, a valuing of English as motivation 
for youngsters to find life interesting. English 
offers youngsters of all abilities a doorway to 
understanding, fulfillment and communication.

What alarms me is that the values of our 
humane discipline – values which have survived 
superstition, ignorance, dogma and dictatorship 
since the Renaissance – are being subverted by 
the ugly phenomenon of Trumpism. Among too 
many examples to bear listing is his response 
when asked if he regretted anything about his 
campaign: ‘No. I won’. His is a world-view and 
rationale which trashes historical overview, 
testable theory and practicability and which 
despises the fusion of evidence with principle.

The Trumpist contempt for these values 
has been enthusiastically imported to the UK. 
Its abusive methods of substituting assertion 
for argument, slogans for thinking, and 
vacuous promises and platitudes for reason 
infect our lives today. UK Trumpists are better 
educated, speak with approved accents and 
wrap themselves in faux-democratic livery, 
but they admire the effectiveness of Trump 
methods. Since Michael Gove dismissed 
education academics and professionals as The 
Blob, and the Daily Mail described UK judges 
as Enemies of the People, public discourse 
has been contaminated by a brutish trashing 

of dissenters and opponents, of evidence and 
principles. It has strengthened the evolution 
of belief into dogma, dogma into policy and 
policy into forced practice. There will be 
claims for research, necessity and successful 
outcomes, but these will be cynically deployed 
tokens in the service of slogans or soundbites. 
And this brutishness is infecting education.

As a secondary specialist, I’m not best 
suited to judge the best way to teach reading 
in the early years, but I want youngsters to be 
taught to read in a way that makes them want 
to read, to read more, to read independently, 
for pleasure and for purpose. Whatever does 
this, I’ll back. If synthetic phonics does the 
trick, I’m for synthetic phonics. If other 
methods work, I’m for them too. In secondary 
English, I’ve found that what works for one 
student doesn’t necessarily work for another 
– so I don’t look for one simple solution to 
something as complex as learning to read.

Which is why I get uneasy when I read 
Nick Gibb, the Schools Minister’s claims that 
teaching synthetic phonics as the ‘first, fast 
and only’ method has raised reading standards 
in England as shown by the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). 
He says this is ‘a vindication of the government’s 
boldness in pursuing the evidence in the face 
of ideological criticism,’ despite ‘opponents of 
phonics whose alternative proposals would do 
so much to damage reading instruction.’ Mr 
Gibb previously claimed that ‘fallacious’ beliefs 
about reading had ‘blighted’ the education 
outcomes of ‘generations of children’.

After 30+ years in GCSE assessment,  
I can’t have much faith in a list of 40 words, 
half of them normal, the other half made-up 
‘pseudo-words’, used to test whether a child 
can ‘decode’ phonic segments as a measure 
of reading. But what worries me is the way 
Mr Gibb’s confident and polished Trumpism 
flouts the norms of academic discourse:

1 The false binary – making a complex issue 
a matter of right or wrong.

2 The flawed comparison – assuming that 
PISA testing (in Shanghai, Singapore, UK) 
eliminates social, cultural and motivational 
influences on children and performance.

3 Critics as the enemy – sceptics as ‘ideological’ 
and the cause of ‘damage’.

4 Making UK reading great again – the new 
solution as the answer to “generations” of 
failure.

5 Selective evidence – Ireland, Northern 
Ireland, Finland and Poland scored higher, 
despite a policy of mixing phonics with 
other methods.

6 Ignoring alternative interpretations – 
Professor Stephen Krashen, has argued 
that tests across the world aimed at proving 
that EISSP works all test ‘decoding’ of 
artificial collections of phonically regular 
words, when real reading requires grasp of 
the phonic irregularities of a mongrel 
language like English.

7 Simple solutions to complex problems – 
synthetic phonics as the ‘only’ method 
claimed to have brought about success.

8 Measuring the conveniently measurable 
– selecting decontextualized phonic decoding 
as representative of the multiple skills of 
making meaning from visual, etymological, 
semantic, syntactic and context cues.

9 Untested theory – no comparison of control 
group against target group to measure the 
success of synthetic phonics in reading 
words in real whole texts.

10 Practicability – the effects of forced policy 
on teachers, classrooms and children. 
(OFSTED’s Bold Beginnings makes clear it 
expects synthetic phonics to rule in early 
years ‘reading’).

This insidious subversion of academic and 
humane values is evident elsewhere in 
education – notably in justifying KS2 SATS 
assessment of ‘Grammar’ and justifying school 
organization in Multi-Academy Chains under 
CEOs paying themselves £150–£250k. We 
need to defend our subject and our values, 
and vigorously. And give thanks for NATE as 
the heart, mind and voice of English, our 
defence and our inspiration.

Peter Thomas
is Chair of NATE
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English teachers
There is something different about English teachers. 
Most have literature degrees and are driven by a love of 
literature. Most had their own childhood enhanced by 
literature and became English teachers largely to share 
their enthusiasm for books. In my experience, they are 
more likely to value what youngsters bring into the 
classroom – feelings and attitudes, for instance – as much 
as – or more than – knowledge or curriculum content. 
They tend to see their role as wider than instruction in 
technicalities, and their motivation is as much 
vocational as professional. Many became English teachers 
because they were inspired by their own English 
teachers. Inspiration is a common value amongst 
English teachers, and one that makes them more 
dangerous than other teachers – because their agenda 
embraces a liberal diversity that is resistant to the 
orthodoxies that make the world an easier place to rule.

English teaching
These values have some history. From the sixties onwards, 
the distinctive qualities of English found expression in 
the communities of the subject associations, the English 
Association and the National Association for the 
Teaching of English. The first of these grew out of the 

universities and the second grew out of the self-help 
network of the London Association of Teachers of 
English. These associations, like those in History, 
Geography, Maths and Science stimulated theorised, 
reflective and researched classroom practice in the 
subject. Their conferences and publications provided  
a national forum for the exchange of ideas and  
the development of practice. Articulating a vision of 
English as a confident, progressive and coherent subject 
owed much to the enthusiasm and commitment  
of practitioners such as Harold Rosen, John Dixon, 
Leslie Stratta, Margaret Meek and Nancy Martin. The 
common threads of their agenda were clear: respect  
for varied learners and for varieties of learning, 
commitment to making accessible what may otherwise 
be fare for those already privileged, and belief in 
teaching as a vocation and in English as a humane 
discipline with moral, social and personal dimensions. 
Their influence went beyond the classroom: it shaped 
the development of assessment models to meet the 
needs of comprehensive education, mixed ability 
teaching and differentiated stimulus and attainment in 
a common curriculum. The two most significant results 
were free text choice in literature and teacher 
assessment of coursework.

Peter Thomas explores the variety – and variable 
quality – of online (and offline) provision of help  
and inspiration for English teachers today.

Connection and Community 
English Teachers and Networking 
in the Age of Social Media
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Shifts in the culture and community
Much of the political thrust in education over the last 
thirty years has been to create a distinctly different 
model of English. Various versions of a national 
curriculum, the Literacy Strategy, KS3 SATs, the 
promotion of academy chains and KS2 ‘grammar’ 
testing have redefined the English teacher’s role and 
agenda. Increasing prescription of curricular content 
(e.g., fronted adverbials) and of how it should be taught 
(e.g., four–part lessons) has had the effect – and, 
arguably, had the purpose – of replacing teachers’ sense 
of academic and professional autonomy with a 
dependency on top-down direction, OFSTED judgements 
and league table comparisons. ‘Accountability’ has been 
the legitimising rationale for transforming schools, 
teaching and learning. Education in general, and 
English in particular, have become operationally 
industrialised and culturally commercialised.

The process has included a replacement of university- 
based PGCEs by a school-based apprenticeship model. 
One effect of this is that new teachers’ main community 
reference is the school they train or work in, and its SMT’s 
values and priorities, rather than a wider academic and 
professional community. The substitution of in-house 
apprenticeship has widened recruitment appeal but 
parochialised initial teacher training, and limited 
trainees’ perception of their status and role. This makes 
it more necessary for teachers to be part of a wider 
community. Countering the effects of parochialism is a 
challenge to communities representing a wider vision.

Professional associations
The traditional communities representing that wider 
vision – the subject associations NATE, the English 
Association and UKLA, and the independent advisory 
group the English and Media Centre – continue to 
argue for English as something more than a commodity 
to be delivered by certificated operatives. However, 
a formidable combination of fear of league table 
failure, of threatened academisation, and of severely 

reduced school budgets, has made schools bypass the 
subject associations and look to sources of CPD more 
expediently related to data-driven targets.

The associations have maintained a flow of critique and 
development in English to preserve the subject’s integrity 
against the assault of a corporate brand of instructable 
contents, but all are suffering from financial pressures as 
the income from publication, courses and membership 
diminishes. This is not to say that they finished: far from 
it; but they have to adjust to changing circumstances.

Their strength is in provision of principled, 
coherent and research-based models of English – for 
example UKLA’s curriculum and assessment model, 
John Richmond’s ‘A Better Plan’. NATE provides its 
main community interactivity through conferences, 
publications and courses, providing a stimulus for a 
vigorous curriculum and for rigorous assessment fit 
for the 21st century. NATE’s publications – its research 
journal English in Education, its secondary magazine 
Teaching English and its primary magazine Primary 
Matters – provide a coherent model of English as a 
humane discipline across the primary, secondary and 
tertiary spheres. It is a strength of these that they 
are quality-controlled. English in Education is a peer-
reviewed journal, and Teaching English publishes articles 
commissioned from writers of proven expertise, and 
those satisfying editorial criteria.

English on-line resources
On-line resource banks provide easily-accessed 
classroom-ready materials that have been welcomed by 
new teachers pressed for lesson plans and schemes of 
work. Andrew Moore’s website was an early example of 
one man’s commitment to servicing other people’s work 
with no thought of commercial gain. Following Andrew’s 
untimely death, the website has been incorporated into 
Teachit, which has built its own reputation as a source 
of valuable classroom-ready materials. What Teachit 
doesn’t offer, though, is research, a conference/meeting 
facility or an interactive community forum.

“The strength 
of subject 
associations 
is in provision 
of principled, 
coherent and 
research-
based models 
of English 
which are 
quality-
controlled.”

News and Views 
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“Some online 
advice is  
astute and  
well informed,  
and some not. 
A high score  
of ‘likes’ may 
be a measure  
of approval, 
but does not 
necessarily 
signal 
validation  
of quality.”

The TES Forum
For several years the TES Forum was the prime space for 
teachers to query and sound off, claiming an astonishing 
membership of 4,149,715. Its English community provided 
entertaining specialist humour and debate –‘New game 
anyone – Titles of literary texts’ has drawn 5804 comments, 
and ‘Pedants Anonymous’, started in 2002, has drawn 
239,090. More seriously, it has been a forum for seeking 
and providing insight and advice, some of it astute and 
well informed, and some not. This may be expected 
from an open platform with no editorial control (apart 
from rudeness) over the opinion freeflow.

The site has been recently re-vamped, with designated 
contributor status, though this does not confer 
validation of the content. Recorded ‘likes’ indicate 
popularity. For example, Flere-Imsaho is marked a 
‘Star’ commentator, with 24,691 comments since 2015, 
recording an impressive 86,827 ‘likes’, as is Mrs 
Mumbles with 3690 comments since 2014, and 3367 
‘likes’. Next is the category ‘Lead’ commentator, such as 
Blueskydreaming with1,638 comments since 2003, and 
1,511 ‘likes’. Other categories are ‘Senior’ commentator 
– e.g., Saluki with 697 comments since 2012 and 1001 
‘likes’, and ‘Established’ commentator – e.g., Eva Smith 
with 335 comments since 2005 and 368 ‘likes’.

Oddly, others continuously active over the last decade 
or more are designated ‘Occasional’ commentator, such 
as Gruoch (114 comments since 2005 and 87 ‘likes’, and 
Markuss (249 comments since 2002 and 88 ‘likes’). 
Both have obvious experience as teachers and examiners. 
The same is true of other ‘Occasional’ commentators who 
make discreet and effective use of internal knowledge 
of their ABs and specs such as Roaming Teacher 
(designated ‘Forum Guide’ – 312 comments since 2005), 
Regentsreject (383 entries since 2009, 1 ‘like’) and 
Candy’s Dog (371 entries since 2012, 133 ‘likes’). In the 
case of the last two, the lower ‘likes’ score is wholly 
unrelated to the relevance and accuracy of their 
consistently practical and well-informed comments.  
A high score of ‘likes’ may be a measure of approval, but 
does not necessarily signal validation of quality.

Significantly, Awarding Bodies have quickly seen the 
TES Forum as a key community, monitoring the traffic 
and occasionally intervening to correct misunderstandings. 
This input provides a measure of authority to balance 
the free flow of suspicions, insecurities and opinions of 
individual contributors.

Twitter
The rapid growth of the Twittersphere has been  
an extraordinary rapid-growth phenomenon. Its offer 
of instant uploads and downloads from a mobile  
phone makes it the fastest and easiest broadcasting 
medium known to mankind. It puts anyone in touch 
with responses to news and publications by people  
of intelligence and specialist expertise, with the  
obvious exception of tweets from the Trump Golf Club. 
As with the TES Forum, the importance of the 
Twittersphere as an English public platform was 
confirmed by the Awarding Bodies, all of which have  
a promotional as well as responsive presence in the 
daily traffic of query and complaint. Pearson has 
established a score of 34,961 followers, AQA 33,337, 
WJEC 3,751 and OCR 1,606.

There are influential luminaries in the Twittersphere. 
All teachers must be grateful for the EduUncovered 
investigative work of Warwick Mansell, who has rightly 
earned a following of 18,008 – and is picked up by the 
traditional press. English is richly represented in the 
Twittersphere. No English teacher can fail to be 
motivated by Michael Rosen’s tweets – as evidenced by 
his 105k followers – or by Robert Macfarlane, with 
101.7k. Likewise, the congenial eminence of Geoff 
Barton has 41.2k followers. These three alone inspire 
English enthusiasm, understanding and commitment, 
and their re-tweetings are a badge of merit among  
those re-tweeted. For possibly different reasons, Geoff 
Barton is matched by David Didau, with 43.5k followers, 
only slightly ahead of Alex Quigley with 34k – testimony 
to some assiduous self-promotion and riding the tide  
of current fashion.

Connection and Community – English Teachers and Networking in the Age of Social Media
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News and Views 

“An on-line 
chat-room 
allows 
contributors 
freedom to post 
well-intended 
but not 
necessarily 
well-informed 
offerings as 
well as offerings 
secure in 
subject 
knowledge  
and pedagogy. 
The number  
of followers 
confirms a 
satisfied need 
for connection 
and community, 
but it is not 
necessarily a 
confirmation  
of quality.”

TeamEnglish
Within Twitter, the most interesting phenomenon has 
been the growth of TeamEnglish with 12.3k followers. 
Beginning as a forum for expressing anxieties and 
seeking advice, it has grown into something 
reminiscent of NATE in the sixties – a community of 
mutually supporting and sharing colleagues. The 
community experience has been developed and 
enriched by enthusiastic regional Saturday meetings, 
replicating some of the community functions of the 
subject associations. It is running its first national 
conference in June, the status of which is recognized 
by the presence of representatives from the Awarding 
Bodies. All of this is a welcome development in a 
school culture largelyndevoid of the previous support 
of specialist LEA advisors, and with a CPD emphasis 
on the dictates of data rather than subject expertise. 
The informal mentoring role of experienced teachers 
in TeamEnglish is a valuable and much appreciated 
support, its success and appreciation evident in the 
‘followers’. For example, Caroline Spalding has 13.2k 
followers, X Curtis 10.2k, Freya Odell 9.5k, Becky 
Wood 8k, Rebecca Foster 7.7k, Mrs Hallahan 6.4k, 
Mark Roberts 6.3k, and Nikki Noopuddles 5k. All of 
these provide emotional and practical support to less 
experienced colleagues, but Mark Roberts provides 
more than teaching-tips with well-informed and 
spirited curriculum scrutiny, as in his exchange with 
AQA about Dharker’s Tissue in the GCSE poetry 
anthology.

This informal mentoring by experienced teachers 
with a track record of success in promotion and 
informal auto-publication satisfies an evident appetite. 
Many of the TeamEnglish pleas for assistance indicate 
some very basic teacher needs and anxieties, and a lack 
of autonomous confidence in subject knowledge and 
pedagogy that might make some wince. Some recent 
examples give the flavour:

‘Anyone got any resources for Twelfth Night for KS4?  
My teaching of it is currently terrible!’ … ‘I need 
outstanding lesson for observation teaching ch 3/4 of 
Private Peaceful. Any help gratefully received!’ … ‘I’ve 
been told I’ve got to teach Romeo and Juliet. Anyone  
out there got any resources?’ … ‘I’ve left my annotated 
copy of Macbeth at school. Anyone got a SOW for Act 
three?’ … ‘Any kind soul got a structure strip for the 
descriptive writing they could share with an NQT please’ 
… ‘Does anyone have any Inspector Calls schemes of 
work? Going out of my mind as I’ve never taught  
it before!’

The insecurity expressed in requests for SOWs  
on texts needing no more than intelligent reading  
to be teachable – An Inspector Calls, Of Mice and Men – 
or anxieties about ‘having to’ teach a Shakespeare  
text suggest not only a lack of confidence but a lack  
of subject knowledge or pedagogy – or both. Such 
tokens of limited professional or academic confidence 
may reflect the nature of recruitment or, more  
likely, deficiencies in the less subject-specialist nature 
of the non-university PGCE apprenticeship training. 
In this changing context, TeamEnglish’s role has to  
be an asset, providing motivation and direction  
where these are insufficiently provided by the  
trainee’s school.

Online teaching tips and subject expertise
There are other functions of the traditional subject 
associations which TeamEnglish does not and cannot 
match and which have a bearing on subject expertise. 
Validation of content is an issue here, with an effect 
on the quality of broadcast material. An on-line chat-
room allows contributors freedom to post well-intended 
but not necessarily well-informed offerings as well as 
offerings secure in subject knowledge and pedagogy. 
The number of followers confirms a satisfied need  
for connection and community, but it is not necessarily 
a confirmation of quality.

The unregulated material swirling around 
TeamEnglish is a very uneven mix: there are some 
carefully-crafted guides to fulfilling assessment criteria 
and there are some activity prompts that may well keep 
youngsters busy, but which lack secure or developed 
subject knowledge. A Tips for Teachers Swapshop is 
an asset – but it is a limited asset, however attractively 
produced with colour and design layout. It seems a 
restricted English experience dictated by examination 
expediency and protocol. The abundance of tips 
devoted to lower-level activities associated with exam 
practice – learning quotations, remembering plots and 
earning lists of words to describe characters – make 
English seem little more than exam question practice. 
It is as if the introduction of the new GCSEs was day 
zero and all efforts are devoted to individual questions 
on the papers.

The plethora of Structure Strips, Knowledge 
Organisers and Writing Challenges shows commendable 
energy but some of the proudly displayed student 
exemplars show a common over-scaffolding of 
responses more akin to industrial production than 
developed individual thought and feeling. It’s a short 
route from PEE to a Structure Strip; from a spidergram 
to a Knowledge Organiser, and from a KS2 formulaic 
‘include all these devices’ template to a Writing 
Challenge.

The formulaic approach is sometimes remarkable 
for making the scaffolding greater then the building to 
be developed. One recent tip sheet (for weaker students) 
answering Paper 2 Question 5 offers a planning acronym 
(PSAARL), a devices acronym (THEA – Tricolon, 
Hypophora, Epistrophe, Anaphora) and a checking 
acronym (CUPSS). It seems that this kind of approach 
will ennoble the tricolon, anaphora and the asyndetic 
list as the Language equivalents of oxymoron, alliteration 
and enjambment in Literature, with the likely result a 
sadly inept gargling with jargon. There is very little in 
all this to suggest a wider or deeper concern with 
English as a humane discipline with substantial roots 
and flourishing fruits.

The ‘vocabulary gap’
A current vogue is for teaching lists of vocabulary, 
triggered by concerns about the ‘vocabulary gap’.  
A belief that exposure to exotic vocabulary will even  
out the cultural inequality of home and community 
leads to some well-intended but ill-founded practice. 
One much-followed TeamEnglish member – admirable 
for her enthusiastic, conscientious and creatively-
presented output – offers a whole-school vocabulary 
scheme for use in weekly writing challenges. For all  
its merits, including a commendable emphasis on  
re-invigorating KS3 English, the approach lacks a 
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coherent rationale for lexical selection, progression or 
links to thought and feeling. Some of the words selected 
for each year group to practise will illustrate: 

Samples of the words matched to specific task 
contents in girls’ work prompt some uneasiness at 
making English native speakers sound like second-
language users in expressions such as ‘I got myriad 
bemused stares’ or ‘cheering men who were as malleable 
as metal’ or ‘a clown carrying balloons ensnared in 
mammal forms’.

Barbara Bleiman of the English and Media Centre 
has sounded (on Twitter) a note of caution against the 
‘over-use of academic vocabulary & ‘big words’, with erudite 
sounding words supplanting good ideas, expressed with 
clarity’. Her view is that words need to be used ‘with 
purpose, because they express something useful, significant, 
relevant – not just in order to ‘sound’ clever’. This caution 
is timely and apt. Without ideas and feelings to 
communicate, spelling, punctuation and grammar are 
redundant. It is more important to develop ideas and 
feelings first, then the words to convey them usefully, 
significantly and relevantly.

As someone who has spent 35 years in developing 
specs, papers, questions and mark-schemes, I should 
be pleased with such professional addressing of these 
matters. Instead, I am saddened and alarmed by the 
reduction of the English experience to the mechanism 
for sampling attainments across its width and depth. 
I am also saddened and alarmed by the effects of this 
rampant reduction of English to examination tips on 
student perceptions of the subject. James Durran, 
an English adviser in North Yorkshire, observing a 
very skilled English teacher’s Year 8 lesson, asked the 
students to sum up what they did in English. ‘Analyse 
texts’ was the answer. ‘Why?’ asked James. ‘To prepare  
for tests.’

Such a dire perception of English is not surprising 
if the subject has become as bereft of imagination, 
scholarship, and understanding of teaching and learning 
as indicated by one recent plea: ‘Any lovely TeamEnglish 
ppl got any good ideas for teaching Lang p2 q2 and 5 to yr 7?’

For all this, TeamEnglish does what it does very 
well. It spreads the virtues of the strong and it gives 

succour and support to the weak. The same can be said 
of the recent addition of LitDrive and its DropBox free 
resources. However, these are not communities that 
seek to develop a coherent, regulated editorial function 
or a voice outside its community. They cannot represent 
English to agencies determining policy such as Ofqual 
and the DES. This is where the subject associations 
have a wider potential to shape priorities and practice 
in teaching English.

YouTube
YouTube is another platform where open access and a 
lack of editorial control (other than for offensiveness) 
result in uneven quality. There are classroom-friendly 
resources well matched to curriculum and assessment, 
(e.g. Mr Bruff ) but there are also contributions that 
wilfully misrepresent what examiners and awarding 
bodies do. Such misdirection confined to students 
of a single school is limited damage but it is more 
serious when a public platform hosts videos such as: 
‘How the examiner wants you to fail Q3, P1, Q5, P1’, 
‘Why the examiners need to cheat you out of marks’, 
or ‘Discover the 5 ways the examiner constructs the 
question to make you fail this question’. These are a 
major misrepresentation of those who write and mark 
exams, and a major disservice to those students invited 
to put their naive trust in Mr Salles rather than the 
examining team and AB staff who have developed the 
specification and its assessment policy. This is where 
the unregulated aspect of social media is a cause for 
professional concern.

Connections and community, 2018 on…
Reviewing the current state of the new social media 
and the older subject associations, there seems to be a 
strong case for both. The Twittersphere is a useful tool 
for professional development and personal bonding. It 
has established a community that sustains, energises 
and motivates younger teachers – and also provides 
established teachers with a status they may not have 
achieved through traditional publication media. The 
subject associations are part of an older culture, with 
less emphasis on the spontaneous than the considered, 
the theorised and the researched. There is space and 
a need for both: there are different priorities within 
the community and between the community and other 
agencies at a time when English teachers may find their 
values in conflict with external pressures. The subject 
associations are able to speak to other agencies on 
behalf of English: it is unlikely that other agencies will 
see Twitter as more than a chat-room.

For many teachers the asset of the Twittersphere 
is free membership, compared with a professional 
association’s annual membership fee. For English 
teachers who see a need to have a foot in both camps, 
full membership of NATE is £3.12 a week – just a little  
more than one cup of Costa coffee – and NQT 
membership is half that. The benefits include 
publications and courses, and the annual NATE 
conference in June – the biggest and best gathering 
to celebrate and share the English community’s 
enthusiasms, expertise and resources.

Peter Thomas
is a former Lecturer in Education at the University 
of Hull, and GCSE Principal Examiner and Principal 
Moderator. He is currently Chair of NATE.

“The 
Twittersphere 
has established 
a community 
that sustains, 
energises and 
motivates 
teachers.  
The subject 
associations 
are part of an 
older culture, 
with more 
emphasis on 
the considered, 
the theorised 
and the 
researched. 
There is space 
and need for 
both.”

Weeks 1–4

Yr 7 hybrid, studiously, lustrous
Yr 8 ignominy 
Yr 9 duplicitous, secreted
Yr 10 lingering, undoubtedly, nefarious

Weeks 5–8

Yr 7 nervously, pacify
Yr 8 paramount, treasured
Yr 10 beguiling, impressive, wondrously 

Weeks 9–12

Yr 7 brace/clash, soporific
Yr 8 ostracised
Yr 9 regrettably, ill-judged, despondency

Connection and Community – English Teachers and Networking in the Age of Social Media



Oxford Cambridge and RSA

DOWNLOAD THEM NOW
ocr.org.uk/switchgcseenglish
01223 553998

GCSE ENGLISH

Our free teaching resources include sample assessments,
candidate exemplars and practice papers to help you 
prepare your students for their exams.

JEMMA RIGBY, DIRECTOR OF ENGLISH
The Weald School
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… TO ENGAGING 
WITH POETRY
Reading and writing poems  
in the English classroom

The second instalment of this series, in which Trevor 
Millum and Chris Warren suggest 39 enjoyable approaches 
to poetry in the English classroom, explores shape poems, 
memory poems, and poems with a final punch.
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Step 4
Taking Shape
The shape of the words on the page, including the spaces left blank, always forms part of the impact or 
impression a poem makes. Sometimes the visual shape of the poem on the page reflects the meaning of the 
poem. This may be obvious if the subject of the poem is something physical, such as a worm or a butterfly. 

Students usually enjoy creating shape poems about the concrete; it’s a greater challenge for them 
to interpret the abstract. A poem about something abstract requires a more subtle or indirect approach. 
However, you can begin with something quite physical, such as a balloon or a ball, and use it as a stepping off 
point for reflections on feelings – for example, being bouncy, cheerful and lively. 

Teaching Tips
As you will notice from ‘Butterfly’, and indeed from the other examples, the fact that appearance is going 
to be a prominent feature should not detract from the importance of the words. It’s disappointing to find an 
attractive looking poem only to read it and discover something quite banal. So, the motivation, if you like, is 
the attractive presentation, but the words need to be attractive too. 

In the writing, you are looking for quality, not quantity, though the writer does need as sufficient number 
of words to make the shape he or she has in mind. Some suggestions for starting points:

• scissors or other cutting implements: the shape is quite simple and the words can easily have deeper 
meanings (lost friendships, sharp remarks...)

• weather – sunshine, rain, storm, etc., – fits well with various emotions

• boats – especially simple sailing boats – connections with arriving, leaving, distances 

Finally, a tip if you are using Word. You can create a watermark in a given shape which allows you to then 
write on top of it and make the words fit the outline relatively easily. Page layout > Watermark > Custom 
watermark and select a picture (a line drawing works well from clip art or Google images).

This example, ‘Earthworm’ by Leonard Clark (www.sheerpoetry.co.uk/junior/literacy-hour/year-3/
shape-poems) is aimed at a Primary audience. However, it is a clever use of the technique and well worth 
sharing, along with other seemingly simple examples. There are some further examples on this site: 
https://qwiklit.com/2014/05/27/10-poems-that-look-like-what-they-mean/ 

It is a short step from words in the shape of something to calligraphic poems like this, written by a 
Japanese student many years ago:

“The final 
lines of a 
poem carry 
extra weight. 
The ending  
of any text  
is important  
but the brevity 
of most 
poems makes 
the ending 
proportionally 
more 
significant.”

News and Views 
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39 Steps … to Engaging with Poetry – Reading and writing poems in the English classroom

Trevor Millum and Chris Warren
are the authors of Unlocking Poetry (NATE/Routledge 2012) 
and members of the NATE ICT Committee

Step 5
Final Lines
The final lines of a poem carry extra weight. The ending of any text is 
important but the brevity of most poems makes the ending 
proportionally more significant. Some poets use the final lines to 
underline or clarify the message of a poem, others may use it as a 
challenge, adding something which makes the reader think again. In 
yet other cases, the writer uses the final lines for comic effect, the 
equivalent of the punch line of a joke.

Teaching Tips
Those looking for a subject could emulate Waley and use a list as the 
main content. The final lines do not have to be questions, they could 
be statements or even exclamations: ‘I never found out…’ , ‘I wonder…’ . 
Nor does the list have to be of things that have been lost: it could be 
any list which is then followed by a ‘But…’ – a list of favourite foods, 
for example, ending with ‘But I hate … chocolate fudge dessert’ (or 
equivalent). 

Moving on from this approach, students could be encouraged to 
describe a scene from childhood (the past) and then finish it with a 
thought, looking back (the present). It might be a regret (‘I wish I had 
said sorry to…’) or relief (‘I’m glad I don’t have to ….. any more’) or a 
number of other emotions.

This example, ‘Song’ by Arthur Waley, provides a nice, 
straightforward example:

I had a bicycle called ‘Splendid’,
A cricket bat called ‘The Rajah’,
Eight box-kites and Scots soldiers
With kilts and red guns.
I had an album of postmarks,
A Longfellow with pictures,
Corduroy trousers that creaked,
A pencil with three colours.

Where do old things go to?
Could a cricket bat be thrown away?
Where do the years go to?

The Longfellow would presumably be ‘The Song of Hiawatha’. 
You can easily imagine these childhood possessions and the 
realisation that you don’t know where they are. ‘Whatever 
happened to…?’ The poet adds an extra weight with the last line 
which extends the thought into a more philosophical area.

It should not be difficult to find other examples of significant 
endings – the last lines of Robert Frost’s ‘Stopping by Woods on 
a Snowy Evening’, for example, or, to take a poem which may 
appeal to some students even if they don’t fully understand it, 
Yeats’ wonderful ‘He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’ which 
ends ‘Tread softly, for you tread on my dreams.’ 

Finally, here is a good example of a poem which uses the last 
line as a punch line: 

‘Distracted, the Mother said to her Boy’ by Gregory Harrison 
(the second poem at http://inquiryunlimited.org/lit/poetry/
child_fam_poems.html).

Step 6
I Remember
Poems about memories are common. The mark of a 
successful poem about a personal memory is that it will 
have impact and meaning for someone else, someone 
other than the person writing. The poem needs to be 
written with sufficient detail to create the picture 
(including the emotions) without over-burdening the 
reader. In essence, this is true of most writing! The 
feelings, the emotions can often be conveyed without 
stating them explicitly.

Teaching Tips
A starting point for many students might be the ‘I 

remember, I remember’ pattern, which does not have to 
continue ‘the house where I was born’ but could lead in 
other directions, for example, ‘the street where I used 
to play’, ‘the playground of the school’, ‘the journey to 
my…..’ and so on. Every student should be able to manage 
one stanza at least – and it sometimes works to combine 
stanzas from several different students. 

Here we are focusing on memories from some time 
ago, from childhood or young adulthood. ‘Crossing 
the Loch’ by Kathleen Jamie is a good example and 
can be found in the AQA anthology ‘Moon on the 
Tides’. The first stanza is one long question, beginning 
‘Remember how we…?’ and the writer goes on to say 
that she has forgotten certain things. This gives the 
poem an honesty, for we all have gaps of recall even in 
powerful memories. 

Wordsworth’s ‘The Prelude’ is one of the best 
known poems of memory and, coincidentally, one of 
the most quoted extracts also concerns a boat on the 
water. Here is a short sample:

I dipped my oars into the silent lake, 
And as I rose upon the stroke, my boat
Went heaving through the water like a swan;
When, from behind that craggy steep till then
The horizon’s bound, a huge peak, black and huge, 
As if with voluntary power instinct,
Upreared its head.

Another helpful example is Thomas Hood’s melancholic 
little poem, ‘I Remember, I Remember’, which begins:

I remember, I remember, 
The house where I was born, 
The little window where the sun 
Came peeping in at morn; 
He never came a wink too soon, 
Nor brought too long a day, 
But now, I often wish the night 
Had borne my breath away!

The three poems mentioned include free verse (Jamie), 
blank verse (Wordsworth) and regular rhyming verse 
(Hood), which should provide evidence that each can 
be used effectively.



“The boys 
ask for poetry 
lessons and 
books on a 
daily basis. 
They come 
into school 
with fistfuls of 
writing, notes, 
ideas, and 
sketches.”

I’m sitting with my English class of teenage boys in 
residential care at our Head Office in Manchester, 
feeling like I’ve just won the lottery. They have been 
invited in to show off their poetry to the MDs and to 
start designing an anthology ready to go to print in a 
few weeks time.

These vulnerable young people have come to us 
with very negative experiences of school, especially in 
writing and expressing feelings and emotions, so poetry 
really wasn’t on their radar at all. We only started our 
poetry journey in October, when I tentatively started 
playing poetry games with them.

We had already created a culture of mutual respect 
in the classroom, where they could feel confident that 
they would not be judged, yet, if I had said we were 
going to write poetry they would have shut down. 
Instead we started with a collaborative poem consisting 
of muddled up life questions and answers. It was quick 
and hilarious. At the end of twenty minutes we had quite 
an amazing piece of work. When I told them they had 
just written a ‘poem’ they were intrigued and shocked.

Since then we have played many games, such as the 
‘Furniture Game’ – using Simon Armitage’s ‘Not The 
Furniture Game’ poem as a model, which appeals to 
their teenage sense of humour – and we have modelled 
poems using Pascal Petit, Paul Deaton, T.S. Eliot and 
Carol Ann Duffy. We started a poetry library, helped by 
contributions from the Poetry Book Society, became 
Poetry Book Society Education members and received 
their quarterly poetry magazine and books, and 
surrounded ourselves with Poetry on the Underground 
posters. The boys were fascinated by the array of poetry 
book titles available and loved the idea of a Parrot on  
a Motorcycle (Viteszlav Nezval) and I’m OK, I’m Pig  
(Kim Hyesson).

Before long the boys were writing independently 
at every opportunity. They ask for poetry lessons and 
books on a daily basis. They come into school with 
fistfuls of writing, notes, ideas, and sketches. They keep 
moleskin notepads in their blazer pockets to write ideas 
if they just pop into their heads. It is astonishing that 
this isn’t just one boy: it is all of them.

Vivien Hamilton, who teaches teenagers in care settings 
who have often struggled with reading and writing, explains 
how, helped by the resources available through Education 
Membership of the Poetry Book Society, she has created 
a culture of reading and writing poetry in her classroom.

Creating 
Possible 
Futures
Using poetry books  
to create a culture of 
poetry in the classroom
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News and Views 
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It has become clear why. Through poetry they have 
found an outlet for their deepest feelings and secrets. 
They find relief and reward in writing, and can be 
ambiguous and metaphorical whilst still telling you 
what they are feeling – and because it is indirect, they 
feel safe, secure and not judged. They also know that 
if anyone challenges them about the content, they can 
hide behind poetic license.

Tom, who came to us from a secure psychiatric 
ward where he was based for over a year, is able to 
tell his story in a beautiful rhythmic way, playing with 
metaphors and onomatopoeia. He could be writing 
about a summer vacation on first reading, but the harsh, 
heartbreaking truth is underneath. He has played with 
translating his poems into French, which has enthralled 
him, particularly the way that the appalling content 
can sound so lyrically dreamlike. His self-esteem has 
soared; the catharsis of being able to turn such tragic 
stories into works of art is immeasurable. What has 
been really fascinating is that he is now able to write 
from the point of view of another person. He can switch 
effortlessly between egocentrism to write about war 
and architecture and farmers on the Yorkshire moors.

Zack, who has been in care from an early age, has a 
much more jocular style, focusing on rhyme. Like Tom, 
the content is overwhelmingly sad but it is shrouded by 
the upbeat rhythms, which are a very powerful release.

One of the boys self-harms; his arms are covered in 
raw scars and scabs. Through his poetry, he names the 
scars and writes about each one as if it were a person. 
We are able to work closely with the therapist who uses 
his poems as a platform to open up discussions, truly 
working holistically.

But not all their poetry is heart-wrenching; they are 
also able to write positively about themselves. Zack’s 
poem ‘I am a Sword’ has him ‘owning the battlefield’. 
Now they are starting to move away from the storytelling 
of their past to creating possible futures.

But this journey doesn’t just end here. The boys have 
become curious about all forms of language. They have 
starting reading more and being more analytical. It is 
becoming natural to them to edit their work, rather 
than assuming that re-drafting is a criticism. In fact they 
are beginning to see that most things in their worlds do 
need to be worked at to get them just right, from poetry 
writing to relationships and to life.

Vivien Hamilton
works as an English teacher with C4C – Care4Children – 
and can be contacted at care4children.co.uk

You can find out more about PBS education memberships 
at www.poetrybooks.co.uk. Enter the code NATE at the 
checkout to get an exclusive 10% discount on your Education 
or Charter Education membership purchase.

The Poetry Book Society
‘The Poetry Book Society is a great place for discovery... I wish my school library had offered me such poets’
Gillian Clarke, GCSE Poet and National Poet of Wales

The Poetry Book Society is a unique poetry book club founded by TS Eliot in 1953 to ‘propagate the art of 
poetry’. The PBS offers a wide range of educational memberships to help teach poetry to secondary school 
students and stock the library with the latest award-winning poetry books. Every quarter PBS members 
receive the best new contemporary poetry books, the PBS Bulletin magazine, teaching tips and posters.  
It’s a great way to keep up to date with all new poetry releases and inspire students.

“They are 
starting to 
move away 
from the 
storytelling 
of their past 
to creating 
possible 
futures. But 
the journey 
doesn’t just end 
here. They are 
beginning to 
see that most 
things need 
to be worked 
at to get them 
just right, from 
poetry writing 
to relationships 
and to life.”

Creating Possible Futures – Using poetry books to create a culture of poetry in the classroom



English Literature Audio Tutorials
“as a practitioner I can confidently say that every 

English Teacher would love to have Audiopi”  
Tess Player, English Teacher, Kings’ Winchester

Find Out More
Audiopi have over 2000 podcasts covering GCSE and A Level Subjects. Each subject  
module typically has around 25 individual podcasts, covering key topics.  

To find out more please visit our website www.audiopi.co.uk,  
email us at info@audiopi.co.uk or call us on 01227 209890

Hear for yourself  
by signing up to 
a FREE Trial 

by emailing  
info@audiopi.co.uk

Designed to inspire and help accelerate learning for students of all abilities, each English series analyses the key 
elements within a text, play or poetry anthology. Written by experienced teachers and examiners and engagingly 
produced with accompanying music and sound effects, they provide an alternative dimension to learning.

The versatility of a quality audio resource which can be listened to any time, anywhere is proving to be very  
popular with over 100 schools now signed up to Audiopi . The podcasts are being used in a variety of ways,  
including homework setting, revision, flipped learning, coursework and as a classroom resource. 

Join the growing number of schools now using this 
engaging and effective new resource

  Since purchasing Audiopi, we have seen a large growth in both motivation 
and progress within our students. A truly valuable resource for any student to 
use, regardless of ability” - Rebeka Rangelov, English Teacher,  
Harris Falconwood

  I like the way I can listen to a debate on the way home from school; I don’t 
have to be in a classroom or at a desk!” - Oliver, Student, Churcher’s College

Macbeth 
Romeo and Juliet 
AQA Power and Conflict 
Poetry Anthology 
AQA Love and  
Relationships Poetry  
Anthology 

Eduqas Poetry Anthology 
OCR Love and Relations 
Poetry Anthology 
An Inspector Calls 
Jekyll and Hyde 
Blood Brothers 

DNA 
Frankenstein 
The Sign of Four 
Great Expectations 
The History Boys 
 Animal Farm 

Of Mice and Men 
Pride and Prejudice 
Jane Eyre 
Never Let Me Go 
AQA English Language 
Edexcel English Language

Some of the available series at Audiopi:



26 | NATE | Teaching English | Issue 17 

Broadening KS4 teaching is difficult because GCSE 
specifications must be followed, and external pressures 
(from schools, parents and students themselves) often 
lead to a focus on exam performance. Despite this, 
developing the grammatical knowledge explored at KS3 
is important and valuable, enhancing students’ analysis 
of writers’ linguistic choices as well as the variety and 
sophistication of their own writing.

Grammar for reading GCSE set texts
At GCSE, no matter which specification is being 
followed, the best students will need to explore writers’ 
craft in detail to get the highest grades. Being able 
to describe grammatical features and suggest some 
possible effects of them enables students to answer 
questions such as ‘How does Priestley’s writing create 
suspense at this moment (see Figure 1) in An Inspector 
Calls?’ With the appropriate grammatical terminology 
and knowledge at their disposal, students find it easier to 
answer such questions – and they enjoy deploying their 
knowledge, engaging more effectively with Priestley’s 
use of language to explain how drama is created. 

In the second of a three-part series, Eleanor Trafford 
explores ways of making grammar enjoyable and 
relevant in KS4 English.

Getting

Clause
in the Secondary 

Classroom

into

Grammar
Your

Part Two: Key Stage 4

Sheila Yes, of course.
Birling  And then she got herself into trouble 

there, I suppose?
Inspector  After about a couple of months, just 

when she felt she was settling down 
nicely, they told her she’d have to go.

Birling Not doing her work properly?
Inspector  There was nothing wrong with the way 

she was doing her work. They admitted 
that.

Birling  There must have been something wrong.
Inspector  All she knew was – that a customer 

complained about her – and so she had 
to go.

Sheila  (staring at him, agitated) When was this?
Inspector  (impressively) At the end of January – 

last year.
Sheila What – what did this girl look like?
Inspector If you come over here, I’ll show you.

Figure 1: Extract from An Inspector Calls, JB Priestley
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For example, one could start with the simple  
observation that in this extract the Inspector does not 
ask any questions (or ‘interrogatives’, a term they 
should have picked up at KS3 or before). This lack of 
interrogatives inverts our expectations of a police 
inspector making inquiries, so we start to wonder at the 
true identity of this man. It also arguably makes the 
Inspector seem more threatening, commanding, 
authoritative and angry, perhaps a more intimidating 
character than we would really expect of an inspector  
at the start of an inquiry. If students are linking  
these features with other information they have 
gathered, such as that the inspector’s name is Goole, 
they should gradually build up scepticism about the 
Inspector’s identity.

Last year, I taught Michael Frayn’s bestseller Spies,  
a novel in which suspense is central. Students can use 
grammatical knowledge to enhance their analysis of it 
and to explain how Frayn creates suspense linguistically. 
In addressing this type of issue (‘How does Frayn 
powerfully create a sense of suspense at this moment?’), 
one of my students chose the quotation ‘Once again the 
Avenue stretches in front of me, clear and straight and empty’ 
and identified the repetition of the co-ordinating 
conjunction ‘and’ – (he labelled it polysyndetic, which it 
is – just about…) – suggesting that it enhances Stephen 
(the narrator)’s incredulity in not being able to fathom 
how Mrs Hayward has vanished. If the Avenue is clear, 
and straight, and empty, there is no way she can 
disappear and yet she does. This also reinforces the 
unreliability of Stephen as a narrator, a factor which 
recurs frequently in the novel. 

Writers often use a variety of sentence types to 
create suspense, and Frayn is no exception to this. 
Frayn describes Stephen’s subsequent search for Mrs 
Hayward, and eventually ends up using the minor 
sentence ‘Nothing.’ at the start of the next paragraph.  
If students can identify and label this, it helps them 
explain how Frayn is creating the sense of a dead  
end because the sentence appears on the page like the 
road: a dead end with no action (no verb). And the  
best students could develop this further by suggesting 
that this sentence represents Stephen’s ideas: he  
has no more ideas about where Mrs Hayward could  
be going or how to follow her. The immediate stop  
after one word also perhaps presents how Stephen  
is frozen by external forces and by disappointment  
in himself.

If students can identify sentence types, they should 
be comfortable with identifying clause types. The 
differences between main and subordinate clauses are 
not that difficult for them: they can usually tell that a 
subordinate clause is incomplete in some way, even if 
they are not quite able to explain how structurally. 

Writers of a variety of text types use positioning of main 
and subordinate clauses to create various effects. If we 
look at another GCSE-style question – ‘How does 
Stevenson create suspense at this moment?’ in The 
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde – we can see the 
effects of a delayed main clause (‘there stood Henry 
Jekyll!’) in this longer sentence: 

“O God!” I screamed, and “O God!” again and again; for 
there before my eyes – pale and shaken, and half fainting, 
and groping before him with his hands, like a man restored 
from death – there stood Henry Jekyll!

Jekyll shows Lanyon his transformation from Hyde back 
into Jekyll but Stevenson delays the revelation until the 
end of the sentence. The reader then understands why 
Lanyon dies two weeks later (from the shock) and this 
is the first time the reader has been told explicitly the 
link between Jekyll and Hyde. If students are able to 
identify that the main clause that has been delayed, and 
why Stevenson chose to craft this sentence in this way, 
this will make their analytical writing about language 
more detailed and sophisticated. 

Grammar for GCSE original writing
Having knowledge of the different clause and sentence 
types and being able to craft them is also extremely 
important to students when they are writing, as opposed 
to reading and analysing. They will have more success 
if they can vary their sentences and make their writing 
more sophisticated.

For example, we would probably agree that the text 
in Figure 2a comes across as monotonous and not 
hugely sophisticated. This is fine if it has been crafted 
deliberately to create an effect of boredom, but if it had 
been written like Figure 2b it would seem much more 
interesting. Students could even label which sentence 
types have been used, and then why, to show what they 
understand some of the effects to be.

Figure 2a: Lack of sentence 
variation

Figure 2b: Sentence variation

This sentence has five words.
Here are five more words.
Five word sentences are fine.
But several together become monotonous.
Listen to what is happening.
The writing is getting boring.
The sound of it drones.
It’s like a stuck record.
The ear demands some variety.

Now listen.
I vary the sentence length, and I create music. 
Music. The writing sings. It has a pleasant rhythm, 
a lilt, a harmony. 
I use short sentences. And I use sentences of 
medium length.
And sometimes, when I’m certain the reader  
is rested, I will engage them with a sentence of 
considerable length, a sentence that burns with 
energy and builds with all the impetus of a 
crescendo, the roll of drums, the crash of cymbals 
– sounds that say ‘Listen to this!’ It is important.

“Developing the grammatical 
knowledge explored at KS3 
enhances students’ analysis of 
writers’ linguistic choices as well 
as the variety and sophistication 
of their own writing.”
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One exercise I have used with Year 10 is to give them 
a paragraph of short, mostly simple, sentences and ask 
them to turn it into one complex sentence, as in Figure 3. 
Of course, there is more than one way to complete an 
activity like this and these two students chose to 
subordinate different parts of the paragraph in their 
complex sentence with varying degrees of success, as 
the first student began with a main clause and ended up 
with a comma splice, whereas the second began with a 
subordinate clause and created an accurate complex 
sentence. These decisions could be discussed in class, 
comparing different choices students have made with 
regards to which bits of information go into main or 
subordinate clauses, why they made these choices, and 
what some of the effects are of the different choices made. 

Even for descriptive writing, knowledge of grammatical 
terms can be extremely useful in helping students to 
vary not only the lengths and types of their sentences 
but the ways they start them, so that they don’t all begin 
with ‘I’ or ‘The’. My suggestions to students (Figure 4) 

include starting a sentence with a verb (number 1), 
using a conjunction between two adjectives (or nouns 
– number 6 here), or with the infinitive verb form 
(number 5); and you can see two students’ attempts  
to vary their sentence openings with these examples  
to hand.

Students should have this sort of terminology in 
their armoury: it helps not only with English but also 
with foreign languages. I often use Latin sentences to 
exemplify the importance of word order in English 
syntax and the relative simplicity of the inflexional 
system in English compared with languages like French, 
German and Latin.

Next edition: developing grammatical knowledge for A Level 
English Language.

Eleanor Trafford
teaches at Merchant Taylors’ School, Northwood,  
and previously taught at Bradford Grammar School.

Getting Your Clause into Grammar in the Secondary Classroom – Part Two: Key Stage 4

Figure 4: Different ways to 
start sentences

Figure 3: Two different 
student attempts to create 
one complex sentence from 
multiple simple ones
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Speaking at Ark’s Teach 2017 conference in November 
2017, Ofsted’s Chief Inspector Amanda Spielman had 
this to say about Key Stage 3:

‘I am worried about a fundamental misunderstanding of 
the purpose of Years 7 to 9. Just under half of the secondary 
schools we visited were reducing key stage 3 to just two 
years, forcing children to drop important subjects, such as 
history, music and art, as early as 13. And while our 
research suggests these decisions are driven by a desire to 
cover the new GCSE content, we know this goes further 
back than that’.

Broadening her focus to talk about a narrowing of the 
curriculum at Key Stage 2 as well, Spielman argued that 
many children were being denied a full curriculum and 
this was serving to ‘exacerbate social inequality’. 
Spielman’s examples of subjects being dropped obviously 
do not include English, but even here we have seen a 
narrowing of students’ opportunities to study the full 
range of what the subject can offer: Year 8 and 9 students 
starting on the Shakespeare play they will be tested on 
in Year 11, Year 8 students introduced to the wording of 

Assessment Objectives and – more worryingly perhaps 
– a complete lack of focus in Year 9 onwards on what 
might be seen as genuine language study.

Of some concern too, particularly to those involved 
in post-16 teaching, is the alarming erosion of numbers 
of students studying English at A Level: dropping 10% 
year-on-year, according to the figures for entries in 2017 
and 2016. In the English and Media Centre’s own survey 
of teachers (published in November 2017), the results 
suggested a 16% reduction in the number of students 
taking Literature in 2017/18 compared to 2016/17, a 17% 
reduction in Language, and a 26% reduction in Lit/Lang. 
Some of this can be linked to the reform of A Level (and 
specifically, the decoupling of AS and A Level and the fall 
in students taking 4 courses, both of which have led to a 
drastic cut in numbers of students being entered for English 
AS qualifications), but when asked for other reasons, some 
teachers cited the ‘narrow and dull’ new GCSEs. On the 
flipside, there were others who argued that the new GCSEs 
served as an effective preparation for further study – but 
it’s clear that all is not well. So, with problems at one  
end and GCSE encroaching at the other, what do we do? 
To work out how we have got here, let’s have a look back.

The KS3 
Language 
Laboratory
Revitalising English  
at Key Stage 3 
through teaching 
about languageKWith numbers dropping at A Level, and new GCSEs 

narrowing the scope of English at Key Stage 4 and 
encroaching on Years 8 and 9, secondary English teaching 
is going through a period of upheaval. Dan Clayton and 
Andrew McCallum suggest that Key Stage 3 can provide 
the impetus for revitalising a subject that seems to have 
lost its sense of direction and purpose.

News and Views 
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The KS3 Language Laboratory – Revitalising English at Key Stage 3 through teaching about language

Gove’s English
When the GCSE curriculum was reformed in 2014 
by the then Education Secretary Michael Gove, it 
was fairly clear which direction it would take. Gove’s 
intentions for English GCSE were trailed in the press 
widely beforehand. He – it was reported – would 
rather see a teenager reading The Mill on the Floss 
than Twilight, would ditch Of Mice and Men and To 
Kill a Mockingbird for improving 19th century British 
texts, would re-emphasise the importance of written 
accuracy, and would dispense with new-fangled digital 
texts and spoken language study as these were faddish, 
lightweight and undemanding.

It wasn’t a great surprise then to see that the GCSE 
English Literature specifications drawn up by the 
awarding bodies swam in the slipstream of these 
announcements, with plenty of Shakespeare, 19th Century 
novels and unseen poetry populating the two 
components of the qualification. And – to be fair – there 
is much to credit in the specifications for English 
Literature and a great deal of interesting material for 
students to engage with. That is the nature of the 
subject after all, and, even at its driest, English teachers 
are adept at making the subject lively through their 
own love of literature, and to some extent language.

Likewise, GCSE English Language offered few 
surprises. Gone was the Spoken Language Study which 
had, in a nascent form at least, kickstarted some useful 
discussion about how we use and think about spoken 
language and had offered a way for some students and 
teachers into further study of language and linguistics 
at A Level and beyond. The Speaking and Listening 
component was relegated to the halfway house of being 
required to achieve the qualification without actually 
contributing towards any marks. There is plenty of 
unseen material (including 19th–21st Century non-
fiction) for students to analyse, and some creative 
writing remains, but all coursework has gone.

Enthusing students at KS3
Regardless of what happens in Key Stage 4, we should 
look more carefully at what can be offered at Key  
Stage 3 and to think more ambitiously about what 
is missing from GCSE and how those gaps can be 
addressed in a way that might actually benefit students, 
not just in their later qualifications, but in their day-to-
day understanding of how language works, how they 
and others use it and what they think about it.

In short, Key Stage 3 need not provide the first 
baby steps for GCSE but a chance to offer some giant 
steps in students’ understanding of what English as a 
subject can offer. Perhaps that way we can help students 
become more knowledgeable about language in all its 
permutations – written, spoken, contemporary and (yes) 
19th century and earlier – and enthuse more students to 
study English after GCSE.

Building on KS2
Bookending the other side of the secondary curriculum, 
the reforms at Key Stage 2 are also worth looking  
at. With the new Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling 
(GPS) tests, many students now start their secondary 
school careers with an extensive list of grammar terms 
– extended noun phrases, subordinating conjunctions 
and the (in)famous fronted adverbial, among them – if 
not much idea about how to apply this knowledge.

Equipped with this knowledge and with the whole 
of their secondary schooling ahead of them, students 
in Key Stage 3 can build on the language work they 
have done at primary school. Surely it makes sense  
to open up the teaching of English in a way that not  
only exposes students to a challenging and diverse  
range of literature, but also – and perhaps just as 
importantly, because they are certainly not going to  
get it later at GCSE – some detailed exploration of 
language.

The case for language study in English
This is not a particularly original view. For the best  
part of 50 years, English teachers have argued the  
toss about the nature of the subject. Is English as a 
subject primarily concerned with the study of great 
literature (however that is defined), or is language 
study a worthy part of the discipline too? Can the  
study of both language and literature co-exist  
happily? What is the point of English as a subject?  
Is it designed to instil a lifelong love of words and 
stories, or to turn out functionally literate students  
into the wider world?

With the growth of linguistics as a field in Higher 
Education, a more convincing case has been made  
for the school subject of English to incorporate  
language study, and great strides were made in the  
1980s with the Kingman Report and the introduction  
of the National Curriculum, both of which  
acknowledged the role of teaching about language: 
not just in a way that yoked language to the service  
of literary analysis, but as an object of study in its  
own right. Later, the Language in the National 
Curriculum (LINC) project would push this further 
than the government was comfortable with (see  
Sealey 1994 and Giovanelli 2016) but the legacy of 
LINC lived on in the rapid growth of A Level English 
Language and (to some extent) the primary and 
secondary Strategies.

“KS3 provides 
a chance for 
some giant 
steps in 
students’ 
understanding 
of what English 
as a subject 
can offer.”
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Writing in the foreword to Knowing About Language: 
Linguistics and the Secondary English Classroom, the linguist 
Ron Carter – one of those most involved in LINC – 
argues that the role of language study is vital because:

‘…language itself becomes not simply a medium but a 
content to be critically investigated and ideationally 
explored. Linguistic description has in the past twenty 
years moved significantly beyond an identification of 
the parts of speech … and now embraces a much fuller 
concern with how language operates in extended texts 
beyond the individual sentence and beyond the speaking 
turn. The study of literature which fails to embrace these 
changes is, many language specialists argue, inevitably 
attenuated as a result’.

The KS3 Language Laboratory
So what does language study offer at Key Stage 3? At 
the heart of a linguistically-informed focus on language  
at KS3, students can build on the grammatical 
knowledge they have developed at KS2 and start to 
apply this to a range of texts and contexts. They can 
start to think of grammar as part of a wider language 
system in which writers and speakers make choices 
about the language they use and the effects they intend 
those choices to have. By thinking about the contexts 
in which we use different forms of language, students 
can explore both their own language production and 
analyse that of others.

As part of the English and Media Centre’s new 
Curriculum Plus offering for Key Stage 3, we have 
identified some core areas of language study that we 
think are most relevant, and we’ve put together the 
KS3 Language Laboratory publication which is due out 
in July 2018.

Our approach attempts to revitalise the teaching  
of language at KS3 and to offer some glimpses of a 
world beyond GCSE, but also a sense of how language  
is all around us and worth studying in its own right. 

It also addresses all aspects of the KS3 programme of 
study for grammar and vocabulary:

Pupils should be taught to consolidate and build on their 
knowledge of grammar and vocabulary through:

• extending and applying the grammatical knowledge set out 
in the key stage 1 and 2 programmes of study to analyse 
more challenging texts

• studying the effectiveness and impact of the grammatical 
features of the texts they read

• drawing on new vocabulary and grammatical constructions 
from their reading and listening, and using these consciously 
in their writing and speech to achieve particular effects

• knowing and understanding the differences between 
spoken and written language, including differences associated 
with formal and informal registers, and between Standard 
English and other varieties of English

• using Standard English confidently in their own writing 
and speech

• discussing reading, writing and spoken language with precise 
and confident use of linguistic and literary terminology

“Our approach attempts 
to revitalise the teaching 
of language at KS3 and to 
offer some glimpses of a 
world beyond GCSE, but 
also a sense of how language 
is all around us and worth 
studying in its own right.”
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The book is divided into three sections, as outlined 
below. The publication is designed to offer full units of 
work for teachers to use as a series of lessons, but also 
offers the chance to dip in and out for activities that can 
work alongside existing schemes of work.

1. Exploring Standard English
The Programmes of Study make much of educating 
students to use Standard English, but what is Standard 
English? The KS3 Language Laboratory looks at this in 
some detail, providing units of work on the subject for 
Years 7, 8 and 9.

Year 7s are given an introduction to Standard and 
non-Standard forms in ways that encourage them 
to be reflective about their own language use. This is 
extended in Year 8 with a unit about language variety. 
Students are asked about their language background 
but required to consider the common language 
characteristics that so many different people share. 
It is this focus on Standard English as a shared and 
commonly understood form of the language that is 
promoted in this unit, rather than simply casting it as 
the gold standard. This approach is foregrounded in our 
Year 9 unit, ‘Skool Rools’ which encourages students to 
explore news stories about schools banning slang and 
local dialects in their classrooms (or even canteens and 
corridors). They then consider what they would want to 
put in place in their own schools and why.

By considering the merits of Standard English as 
a form that offers a shared and mutually intelligible 
language, students can also see that it has a central role 
in much of our day-to-day communication, but that 
non-standard forms – whether they are regional, social 
or just primarily spoken and casual forms – have a place 
too. It’s a place that is just as important in many respects 
because it represents an aspect of language that is often 
forgotten if we stick to black and white definitions of 
‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’.

2. Language and Literature
This section draws on the close relationship between 
literary and linguistic traditions in ways that allow 
students to explore and play with texts closely and 
reflectively. The Year 7 unit ‘Writers’ Choices’ ranges 
from contemporary children’s writer Alex Wheatle 
to Charles Dickens, examining the different effects 
produced by language choices in a text. The Year 8 unit 
is called ‘Fictional Voices’. Drawing largely on a Sita 
Brahmachari short story narrated by a recent refugee 
from Iraq with developing English, it has close links 
to the Standard English units. In the Year 9 unit, ‘Text 
Transformations’, students are encouraged to explore 
how playing around with texts can have an impact on 
meaning. This might involve swapping a single word, 
replacing it with another of the same word class, or 
switching whole chunks of a sentence. Again, drawing 
on the productive links between language study and 
literature, students can reflect on the language choices 
that make a difference.

3. Vocabulary, Punctuation and Grammar
To avoid KS3 repeating some of the worst excesses of 
approaches to grammar used in KS2 (and we recognise 
there are many noble exceptions, particularly coming 
from organisations such as CLPE), the units in this section 
are all firmly rooted in context. ‘Evolving Language’ in 
Year 7 asks students to reflect on developments in 
vocabulary, punctuation and grammar past present and 
future. Year 8’s ‘Language Laboratory’ unit introduces 
students to some serious language exploration work; 
and in Year 9’s ‘Newsdesk’ they get to experience the 
importance of close attention to detail in a news room.

To show language being used at full stretch, we have 
also featured video interviews in several units, with 
authors and journalists discussing how they have gone 
about creating voices for their characters, or a voice for 
their opinion piece, talking through the writing process 
and showing the language choices that have informed 
their work. Several of the units also focus on the 
process of writing, asking students to consider different 
language choices for different audiences and purposes 
and to reflect on the potential impact of those choices 
on how their words might be interpreted.

And finally…
Language changes constantly and as it does we become 
used to new ways of communicating and new conventions 
for using language. Opening up the discussion of why 
we need rules and how these rules can be applied, these 
approaches offer students the chance to trace changing 
ideas about language and look ahead to the new rules 
we might need to follow – or create for ourselves – 
when using new platforms for communication.

While much of the approach used here can be 
developed usefully in GCSE (particularly when reflecting 
on how language and structure can be manipulated to 
achieve effects) it is also designed to pique students’ 
interest in those dimensions not covered at GCSE and 
– we hope – to inspire them to study English further.

Dan Clayton
is a Consultant at the English and Media Centre

Andrew McCallum
is Director of the English and Media Centre

The KS3 Language Laboratory – Revitalising English at Key Stage 3 through teaching about language

“These 
approaches offer 
students the 
chance to trace 
changing ideas 
about language 
and look ahead 
to the new 
rules we might 
need to follow 
– or create for 
ourselves – 
when using new 
platforms for 
communication.”
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Meandering through my archives for this article, I came 
across a bright orange book called The English Curriculum 
– Media: Years 7–9 published in 1991 by the newly launched 
English and Media Centre. It offered a structured and 
resourced approach to media education within the then 
young National Curriculum for English. Revisiting it now, 
it is both quaintly utopian and refreshingly ambitious. 
Surprisingly, it can still be found lurking on the shelves 
of English Departments in schools which have survived 
the cleansing of specialisms, academy chain take-overs, 
mergers and name-changes, not to mention government 
initiatives and interventions. Even more surprisingly, given 
the astonishing changes in both the media and educational 
landscapes in the last 27 years, much of its philosophy, 
pedagogy and conceptual framework are still as relevant, 
sound, and yet-to-be-achieved as they were back then.

This is not the prelude to a breast-beating eulogy to 
what we may have lost from English, but an unashamedly 
partisan call to action for constructive thought about 
why we lost it, why we now need it more than ever, and 
how our previous conceptualisations of media study 
might be adapted to the current state of play.

A reminder of where we’ve been
English teachers have been teaching about popular 
media since the 1930s, then nurtured by the value-laden 
critiques of Leavis and Thompson, for whom cinema 
and advertising posed moral and cultural threats to 
young people. It was the role of the English curriculum 
to defend our youth from the opiates of popular culture, 

and this defensive mode can still be detected in the most 
recent government interventions in our subject. Not 
until the the more liberal 1960s did visionaries such as 
Michael Marland bring more celebratory and analytic 
approaches to the study of TV drama scripts, the tabloid 
press and other cultural forms, and a long tradition  
of media education through English was born. It’s 
worth remembering that many Media Studies teachers 
came (as they still do) from an English background – 
curriculum connections which have become ever more 
contested and politicised. And yet …

Readers of a certain age may remember what I now 
recall fondly as the glory days of the 1990s when despite 
– or indeed, as a direct response to – the encroachments 
of KS3 SATs, the emerging Literacy Strategy, and the 
successive tirades of Tory Education ministers against 
the ‘Chaucer and chips’ English curriculum, there was 
a flurry of media education activity within English 
departments, and a will to make it work. It was not only 
inscribed in the Programmes of Study for the National 
Curriculum, albeit in partial and contested ways, but 
also mandatory at KS4, with media units required by 
several of the GCSE examination boards.

If you became an English teacher more recently, 
however, you probably won’t have experienced activities 
such as the Kif or Froops simulations, holistic immersive 
experiences embedding textual analysis and production, 
various persuasive, analytic and factual writing types 
and unlimited opportunities for talk, contextualised by 
study of the advertising industry. It’s likely also that you 

Jenny Grahame takes stock of where we are, where we’ve 
been, and where we might go with media in English.

Bringing It All Back Home

“Readers 
of a certain 
age may 
remember 
the glory days 
of the 1990s, 
when there 
was a flurry 
of media 
education 
activity in 
English 
departments  
and a will to 
make it work.”

Putting media back into the English Curriculum
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won’t know how many English teachers back in the 
Millennium dedicated substantial teaching time to analysis 
of Big Brother, The Simpsons, the cultural significance of 
photo-booths, teenmag Just Seventeen, or the ethics of 
war photography. It’s worth wondering how many would 
risk an equivalent content now.

Of course these were just anecdotal fragments of a far 
bigger and more fully conceptualised picture. During the 
80s and 90s the BFI Education Department, Film 
Education, Thames TV’s wonderful The English Programme, 
and many other agencies, spent a great deal of time 
developing approaches and practices which incorporated 
media and film across the curriculum. Most notably, BFI 
provided us with a working framework for what young 
people needed to understand about the ways all texts work 
– inter-related concepts of language, representation, 
audience and industry which could, and indeed did for some 
time, apply to texts and processes across a range of subjects.

Even more presciently, as far back as 1991 it published 
Primary and Secondary Curriculum statements, 
arguing coherently for a whole-school interdisciplinary 
approach to both the teaching and use of media based 
around these concepts; a decade later its Moving Images 
in the classroom offered practical guidance with a 
compendium of fool-proof strategies for interrogating 
film across the curriculum. And those of us who lived 
through the mixed blessings of the National Literacy 
Strategy may remember that in its later stages it 
actually rolled out a KS3 Media Literacy training 
package (written by EMC) designed for delivery by 
local authority advisors, HoDs, and ITE departments.

In 2005, Media Matters, a national survey of media 
education published by QCA (OfQual’s predecessor) 
suggested a broad if somewhat constrained acceptance 
of the role of media study in English:

Although the national curriculum now expresses the 
media requirements in terms broadly comparable with the 
key media concepts, there is considerable variation in how 
explicitly these concepts are taught within the English 
Curriculum. Whilst most teachers are confident in teaching 
about language, audience and purpose, and the construction 
of meaning, these concepts are often applied in a way that 
is more relevant to English than to media education … The 
value of exploring concepts through the production of 
media texts is recognised but often limited due to lack of 
time, resources and technical expertise. [Where these 
difficulties have been overcome] media production work 
can be embedded in the national curriculum, leading to a 
range of effective and creative work.

“The BFI provided us with  
a working framework for  
what young people needed  
to understand about the ways  
all texts work – inter-related 
concepts of language, 
representation, audience  
and industry.”

“Many 
organisations 
spent a great 
deal of time 
developing 
approaches 
and practices 
which 
incorporated 
media and 
film across the 
curriculum”
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“Gove’s 
interventions 
are an 
extraordinarily 
contrary 
response to 
the seismic 
changes in the 
media since 
the late 1990s. 
Rather than 
confronting 
the impact of 
digitisation, he 
chose simply 
to ignore it.”

So what happened next?
It’s not hard to explain why these strategic approaches 
to media failed to bed down into the heart of English 
teaching and learning. We have always had to work 
creatively around the spaces left by the official curriculum. 
The history of recent education policy, from the loss of 
local authority control, through the rise of academies, 
the whittling away of teachers’ professional status, the 
marketing and competitive economy of schools, to the 
current wave of enforced curriculum reforms, tells part 
of the story. There’s a whole book to be written here 
about the de-mediatisation (if such a word exists) of the 
English curriculum (and there’s a chapter on it, by Steve 
Connolly, in The Future of English Teaching WorldWide: 
Celebrating 50 Years from the Dartmouth Conference (Andy 
Goodwyn et al, Routledge, to be published in 2019)

The institutionalisation of Media Studies at GCSE 
and A Level, and the search for rigorous specialist subject 
knowledge in the face of public scepticism nudged the 
subject further away from English Departments, and 
limited its accessibility to media-friendly teachers. Media 
educators responded to these challenges pragmatically. 
Some followed a literacy-based approach, multimodally 
theorising camera shots, moving image sequences and 
representations as the equivalent to word, sentence 
and text-level analysis. Others exploited emerging 
English trends: spoken language study, a lively part of 
the agenda until 2014, opened opportunities to explore 
texting and tweeting, the language of soap opera, 
interviews, sports commentaries. Short film, then as 
now, was used as prompts for creative writing, narrative 
structure and atmosphere. These attempts to find ways 
of rationalising and justifying the relationship between 
English and media – the ‘stealth’ model of media 
education – are clearly reflected in EMC’s publications 
from the late 90s and 00s. Doing News and Doing Ads, the 
KS3 Media Pack, the Doubletake shorts anthology, Days 
Like These, animation for autobiographical writing.

And then came the Gove curriculum: a framework so 
devoid of reference to the media-saturated real world 
of students’ experience that even the most committed 
media educators have found it hard to subvert.

Digital developments and red herrings
Gove’s interventions are an extraordinarily contrary 
response to the seismic changes in the media themselves 
since the late 1990s. Rather than confronting the impact 
of digitisation on education as a whole, and in particular 
on the entire landscape of English teaching, he chose 
simply to ignore it. This is not unlike Jeremy Hunt’s 
recent proposal to ‘protect’ children from the dangers 
of Facebook by restricting access to it.

So we now have an abundance of digital tools for 
literacy – word clouds, number-crunching, highlighting 
and search apps, authoring tools, annotation and 
editing software, etc. – unlimited support for forensic 
textual analysis as required for the English GCSE specs. 
And yet the value of such ‘reading’ tools to interrogate 
media has been at best rendered invisible, at worst 
actively discouraged by the formal English Curriculum. 
At the same time, long-held and proven ideas about the 
significance to 21st century literacy of ‘writing’ in media 
have been undermined at a time when it is easier than 
ever for students and for schools to experiment with 
it. Opportunities for practical media production have 
exponentially declined, both in English and, even more 
alarmingly, within the Media Studies specifications 
at GCSE and A Level (of which you can read more 
elsewhere in this issue).

Over the last two decades there has been shamefully 
little evidence-based research into the synergy between 
print and media literacy, and the role of communicating/
writing in media, even in prestigious US institutions 
and digital ideas-factories. In part this may be due 
to the functional, skills-based hijacking of issues by 
digital literacy enthusiasts who have used technology 
as ‘transparent’ teaching tools or techniques, while ‘in 
the process, fundamental questions about how technologies 
mediate and represent the world, about how they create 
meaning, and about how they are produced, are inevitably 
marginalised (Buckingham 2008).’

We’re far from the idealistic orange-book-thinking 
of the 90s when it seemed possible that media concepts 
and practices might actually make an informed impact 
on the structure and content of English.

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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But there are compelling reasons not to give up 
on the case for a shared relationship. In particular we 
need strategies for creating coherence from a rapidly 
changing digital environment, not least in developing 
critical thinking and knowledge about online media, 
and their attendant debates and moral panics.

So how could media education and English 
productively collaborate?
We clearly need to address the impact of social 
media on young peoples’ conventional learning and 
literacy skills, and confront the conflicting research 
around their alleged effects on mental health, social 
relationships, and understanding of the world filtered 
through the lenses of fake news, attacks on privacy, 
internet safety, cyber-bullying, the dark web. This is 
of course not easy. It’s interesting that even the new 
A Level Media specifications pay scant attention to 
online, participatory and social media, and, where they 
do, they refer mainly to the online presence of older 
media forms, such as newspapers. David Buckingham 
has explored these ideas extensively in relation to 
Media Studies in his blogs on Teaching Social Media 
(https://davidbuckingham.net/2018/05/03/teaching-
social-media).

One solution is to start as early as possible, to 
recognise and problematise various forms of online 
activity as subject to sets of choices which can be 
modified, interrogated, or valued according to context, 
rather than simply ‘the ways things are’. PSHE, ICT 
and Citizenship have been the customary sites for 
discussion and precautionary guidance; but perhaps 
we now need some coherent cross-curricular thinking 
rather than uncoordinated ad hoc responses to rapidly-
changing or ephemeral digital developments.

A space in Key Stage 3?
However limited our current results-driven curriculum, 
we still have at least two years of secondary education 
in English which is all too often used exclusively as the 
precursor to the relatively narrowly defined objectives 
and texts of the GCSE specifications. What better 
time to offer rich, relevant engaging activities in both 
old and newer media which productively explore and 
problematise digital texts and practices for all young 
people in the digital 21st Century?

As a subject whose raison d’etre is active participation 
in language, communication and meaning, English 
clearly has a crucial role here. But why aren’t we 
drawing on the knowledge and insights of Media 
Studies to inform what and how we teach? English has 
always used film, literature and creative writing to teach 
about the emotional and affective world; with help from 
Media Studies we could also be teaching about the more 

personal and intimate dimensions of social media use. 
English deals constantly in issues of representation, 
bias, the selection of facts and data; we could also build 
into our non-fiction studies media case studies of events 
or digital issues across a range of platforms and genres.

So what might a KS3 English and media partnership 
look like in this context? The following suggestions 
merely build on existing good practice.

“What better time than KS3 to offer rich, 
relevant engaging activities in both old and 
newer media which productively explore and 
problematise digital texts and practices for  
all young people in the digital 21st Century?”

Four small and familiar media interventions 
for English classrooms that don’t reinvent 
the wheel:

The language of social media: Long a familiar 
aspect of language study, the terminology, meta-
language and visual representations of twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram and their connotations, 
could be explored at KS3, alongside analysis of  
the discourses of celebrity YouTubers or vloggers. 
At KS4 students might research case studies into 
the ownership and values of particular platforms 
and their recent activities.

Non fiction texts about fake news: At KS3 we 
already compare and contrast short online and 
print non-fiction texts; why not focus these 
specifically on factual issues of fake news, initially 
from the perspective of information and 
comparative language study, but also in the context 
of their content, ownership, provenance and  
target audiences?

Readers, audiences or users: At KS3 we could 
reframe our autobiographical writing activities 
to help students investigate their own personal 
media consumption, and themselves as audiences/
readers/producers/users. The age-old activity 
of creating a media diary detailing a day’s 
consumption; creative time-lines exploring how 
and when students learned to read particular media 
forms, and their emotional impact; the creation of 
visual presentations expressing students’ identities 
through their media use – all are Media Studies 
strategies which might be particularly rich for 
younger and less self-conscious students.

Media industries: Moving from concepts of 
authorship to collaborative production and 
ownership, at KS3 we could develop small-scale 
simulations around the advertising, publishing, 
film or newspaper industries that embed talk, 
writing and the creation of texts, and consider how, 
why and in whose interests they are circulated. 
Such holistic activities have worked brilliantly at 
KS2, (see Developing Media Literacy, EMC 2015), and 
are embedded in many EMC publications. At KS4, 
we could revisit resourced news simulations (does 
anyone out there remember Choosing the News?) 
involving the selection of data, point of view, news 
values, audience profiling, and circulation.

For a more conceptualised and eloquently articulated 
analysis of some of these issues, visit davidbuckingham.
net, for his series of blogposts on why teaching social 
media is important.

Bringing It All Back Home – Putting media back into the English Curriculum
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“In a spirit 
of optimism, 
let’s reflect 
on what has 
happened in 
the past, and 
remember 
that it’s not 
over till 
it’s over. 
Eventually  
the curriculum 
pendulum 
will swing 
back and 
rre-embrace 
a model of 
English which 
is diverse, 
critical and 
engaging.”

Over the last few years teaching about media texts has 
been ‘disappeared’ from English. It does not appear 
in the National Curriculum and does not feature in 
the relatively new GCSE specifications. At the same 
time, there has been a major battle to ensure that 
both GCSE and A Level Media Studies specifications 
will be approved and studied in schools. While these 
specifications may in many ways not appear to be 
wholly satisfactory, this ‘battle’ at least has been won.

Whatever the situation with the English National 
Curriculum, we know that there is still good work 
related to media in English classrooms. We know 
that Media Studies has survived, we know that the 
National Curriculum is no longer the strait jacket it 
was and – most importantly – we know that schools 
should be teaching all young people about the media 
– but we do not have any systematic evidence of 
where it is happening.

To address these issues, the BERA (British 
Educational Research Association)English in 
Education SIG (Special Interest Group) is proposing 
a day event in November 2018 which will explore 
the current status of Media texts within English, and 
seeks teachers from all phases who are currently 
doing work with Media texts in English and literacy 
lessons to come forward and share this practice.

The conference will bring together educators, 
whether teachers or academic researchers, to reflect 
on the past but more importantly to look ahead to 
ensuring that media work is once more important 
in English and that teachers can develop the 

necessary expertise to become specialist teachers. 
Major organisations will be present who have a stake  
in the future of this key area of education. The  
day will feature key note talks by Andrew Burn and 
others, research papers from leading academics, and 
teacher presenting their own practice through papers 
and workshops.

The mission statement of the SIG states that 
English ‘has a very strong focus on texts of all kinds, 
especially literary texts, but usually including ‘viewing’ 
in a broad sense, sometimes called Media Education 
--- and these areas shade into digital literacy and uses 
of technology.’ This will therefore be the first of a 
number of Media in English events hosted by the BERA 
English in Education SIG, which will include regional 
events in Spring 2019 to follow up the initial conference.

The English in Education SIG encourages teachers 
and academics to share their good practice in using 
Media texts within the English curriculum by telling 
us about them via the hashtag #mediainenglish or 
by emailing steve.connolly@beds.ac.uk. All accounts 
and ideas are welcome and we would like to make the 
best of these a key feature of the event in November.

Andy Goodwyn
is a Convenor of the BERA English in Education  
SIG and Professor of Education at the University  
of Bedfordshire

Steve Connolly
is Lecturer in Education at the University  
of Bedfordshire and a member of the Media  
Education Association

The Future of Teaching about the Media 
in English: time for positive change?
Andy Goodwyn and Steve Connolly ask teachers to let them know 
what they are doing with media in English classrooms in the run-
up to a special ‘Media in English’ conference in November.

A long and living history  
We know from the very many examples of good practice 
passing through NATE and EMC that English teachers 
still have the will and the commitment to incorporate 
media texts into their classrooms. For over 30 years 
media teachers have thrashed out ways of making sense 
of an infinitely expanding media landscape. We’ve 
developed a set of concepts – referenced but only partially 
explained here – that can at least partially inform and 
structure some of the English and media skills students 
will need in negotiating adult life. We’ve accumulated a 
wide repertoire of manageable and engaging classroom 
strategies and applied them both to the most conventional 
of literary texts and to the newer challenges of 
contemporary cultural production. And we have a wide 
range of resources, perhaps dated over time, certainly 
requiring updating and adaptation, but which can 
provide models for future-proofing our practice.  

It may seem that we have entered a particularly bleak 
period in which curriculum constraints and narrow 
forms of accountability have hijacked subject English.   
But in a spirit of optimism, let’s reflect on what has 
happened in the past, and remember that it’s not over 
till it’s over. Eventually the curriculum pendulum will 
swing back and reinvent/revive/re-embrace a model of 
English which is again diverse, critical and engaging.  
Bring back that orange book. Let’s not forget what 
we’ve had – but make it fit for the 21st Century.

Jenny Grahame
has been a consultant at EMC for over 30 years,  
is the outgoing editor of MediaMagazine, and is  
currently teaching on the EMC/Goldsmiths PGCE  
in Media with English. 
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Don’t find customers for your products, find products 
for your customers (Seth Godin)

Or rather … Don’t find pupils for your lessons, find lessons 
for your pupils (Me).

The YouTube Generation
At a recent training session, I asked teachers why they 
had attended my session which had the title ‘YouTube and 
the future of schools’. Some were looking for inspiration 
for their classrooms. Some had heard about the work that 
we do at ‘A Tale Unfolds’ and wanted to know more. Two 
commented that, having worked with lots of schools, they 
have found that ‘vlogging’ is one of the most popular 
responses when students are asked what they want to 
be when they are older. Interestingly, my session had 
attracted a group of teenage volunteers who had been 
good enough to help out during this Saturday CPD day. 
They had decided to come and listen solely based on the 
title and this was the only session they attended all day.

For those who don’t know much about YouTubers 
and what on earth they have to do with teaching 
English, let me introduce you to Zoella. She is one of 
the world’s most popular video bloggers. The power 
of YouTube and Zoella is such that the mere mention 
of them inspires our young people to sit up and listen. 

All of the five teenagers who attended named all of 
the vloggers in the picture below by only their first 
names. It was obvious they saw them almost as friends. 
If teachers are wondering where the attention of our 
young people is, it’s here. YouTube, according to some 
report or other, is now the most popular app for under-
fives. Think about that. The ‘YouTube Generation’ is 
now a standard marketing term to describe the people 
we teach. Back in 2016, Zoella reportedly earned around 
£10k per day as a result of advertising, endorsements 
and partnerships with brands like Boots and BooHoo 
who recognised that she is one of the most powerful 
marketing channels around.

“The ‘YouTube 
Generation’ is 
now a standard 
marketing term 
to describe 
the people  
we teach.”

A Tale 
Unfolds
Digital media  
and developing 
literacy in English

Dominic Traynor argues that English teachers must rise to 
the digital challenge in the classroom to meet the demands 
of contemporary literacy, and intrdouces the resources 
for this provided by social enterprise ‘A Tale Unfolds’.
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A Tale Unfolds – Digital media and developing literacy in English

“Whether we 
like it or not, 
content is 
going digital. 
I started ‘A 
Tale Unfolds’ 
to combine 
traditional 
literacy skills 
with digital 
skills.”

So what has this got to do with teaching English? 
Well, Zoella recently got into producing books. For 
English teachers, this is big news if you choose the path 
to enlightenment. Zoella’s book, Girl Online, recently 
smashed the record for the fastest selling book by 
a debut author of all time. And whose record did she 
smash? That of JK Rowling. Conclusion? It could be 
argued that Zoella of YouTube has more power to get 
young people reading than one of the most successful 
authors ever. The five young YouTube experts in the 
room hastened to add that books by YouTube vloggers 
often include writing tasks for the reader to complete. 
How interesting that they felt compelled to make that 
point in support of their heroes. Would they do the 
same for Madame Bovary? 

Reading the future
Apart from establishing that our English students like 
YouTubers and that they might have some influence on 
their willingness to read, why should the average English 
teacher be interested in vlogging and digital media as 
opposed to the gloriousness of a well-thumbed book? 
Well, because according to Time magazine, by around 
2030, a normal-ish job will be memory augmentation 
surgeon. That is someone who plants a chip in your 
brain so you can store more information. Wow. 
Regardless of whether we think this is a good idea, the 
point of using this example is to highlight how the vast 
majority of jobs in the future will require digital skills.

When I left university, I got my first job by selling 
myself as an expert on Microsoft Word. I told them I 
could write letters on a computer and they gave me a 
job. Imagine saying that these days! I work alongside a 
lot of education startups and their recent graduates can 
do basic coding, manage wordpress websites, video edit, 
carry out simple design jobs and a whole host of other 
digital skills. These skills are becoming the new version 
of Microsoft Office skills. If we’re not giving our young 
people the chance to do those things in the classroom 
on a regular basis, we’re affecting their chances of 
being a successful adult. It also just so happens that 
the English classroom is the perfect place to encourage 
these skills to flourish.

One English consultant at my training session told us 
about how she was regularly witnessing young children 
trying to touch and manipulate desktop PC screens and 
actual books like they were tablets. If we remember that 
YouTube is the most popular app for kids under five 
now, it’s no surprise. I’ve also been researching the ideas 
of Kevin Kelly, founder of Wired magazine, who talks 
about the next step of the publishing industry and the 
emerge of ‘the screen’, one personalised platform that 
delivers all of our content and digital services. Whether 
we like it or not, content is going digital. What matters 
more? The texture of the page or the words themselves?

The power of digital media in English
As an English teacher myself, I started ‘A Tale Unfolds’ 
to combine traditional literacy skills with digital skills 
in order to combat two issues which, in my experience, 
cannot be looked at in isolation. Poor literacy skills are 
costing the UK economy £81 billion per year and the 
lack of digital skills are costing us £63 billion per year.



NATE | Teaching English | Issue 17 | 43

Features: Film and Media Studies 

“Our secret 
comes from 
tapping into 
a rich vein of 
enthusiasm 
which young 
people are 
hooked on: 
digital media. 
The only 
issue is that 
the average 
teacher 
chooses to 
ignore it.”

Put bluntly, schools and teachers using our projects 
tell us that they are seeing huge improvements at up to 
three times the expected rate. However, as much as we 
are proud of what we do, our secret comes from tapping 
into a rich vein of enthusiasm which young people are 
hooked on: digital media. The only issue is that the 
average teacher chooses to ignore it.

Combining traditional and digital literacy inspires 
young people to read, write and produce digital content 
all of their own. It makes them feel like the people they 
aspire to be: vloggers. It connects their traditional work 
to their digital lives and makes them feel engaged like 
never before. The magic of this approach is that it uses 
one the principles of business from one of the world’s 
leading thinkers, Seth Godin: don’t find customers for 
your products, find products for your customers. Don’t 
find pupils for your lessons, find lessons for your pupils.

If we want to get young people excited about 
reading words, writing words and presenting their 
work, we need to address the problems of literacy 
skills and digital skills at the same time. We need to 
listen to young people before we decide what to do 
in the classroom. At ‘A Tale Unfolds’, we combine the 
traditional with digital – not because we decided that 
we wanted to impose it on schools and their students, 
but because we listened to the students and that’s what 
they wanted. Ultimately, if we teachers try to stem the 
tide of technology and popular culture, we are going  
to lose. There are too many upsides to technology that 
we all take advantage of to halt its advances – so it is up 
to us, English teachers, more than most, to make sure 
that our young people engage with literature in a way 
that enhances their lives.

A Tale Unfolds: our projects
‘A Tale Unfolds’ is a social enterprise, formed and run by teachers, which strives to improve children’s literacy 
skills through digital storytellinf and film-making. It aims to turn your classroom into a den of enthusiasm, 
hard work, accountability and production. Below are four ways to get your students buzzing about literacy. 
Resources, and further details, are available from www.ataleunfolds.com

1. Pupil Prime Minister
This 10-hour persuasive writing resource leads 
students through creating their own political parties 
and writing their own manifesto. With the political 
experience of ex-defence minister Peter Kilfoyle, this 
is a great way to teach persuasive writing whilst 
encouraging children to be active citizens and consider 
British values. Using provided resources, students 
consider three political issues and produce a short 
film that showcases their persuasive writing and 
presentation skills. 

2. The Plastic Times
Supported by CNN, this 15-lesson resource enables 
pupils to produce a news report about the ongoing 
issue of plastic pollution. As well as honing their 
report writing, questioning and interviewing skills, 
pupils also delve into the world of innovation by 
developing and presenting their own solutions to the 
plastic problem. 

3. Film School
This 15-hour resource enables your students to write 
and produce a video prospectus to promote your 
school to the world. It covers writing presentations, 
questioning and interviewing skills as well as persuasive 
writing. The beauty of this approach is that it is 
totally student led so the video produced gives a very 
student-centered account of life at school, rather 
than a cold, corporate feel.

4. War Story
This 5-hour resource is ideal for English teachers 
who are focusing on a book like War Horse, The Cay 
or The Diary Of A Young Girl. It leads pupils through 
exploring a personal account of a WW2 story.  
Pupils write a narrative that is brought to life as a 
trailer, reflecting on how war can affect the lives of 
those involved.

Dominic Traynor
is the founder of A Tale 
Unfolds.
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It is time to restate the case for film watching and 
filmmaking in the curriculum.

The Govian reforms of 2015 have meant that for the 
last three years English teachers have channelled much 
of their creativity towards adopting the new curriculum. 
That is not to say that they have turned their backs on 
film: quite the opposite. With fifteen poems to teach (in 
one GCSE exam specification), with contexts ranging 
from the life-and-times of Rameses II to PTSD sufferers 
from the Afghan war, film and moving image have been 
a natural vehicle to support the hard work of young 
people accruing cultural capital. Of course, Shakespeare 
and the novel have also traditionally been supported by 
film, and this is an accepted alliance for teachers who can 
feel pressured to justify their choices to leadership teams.

Film and literacy
Yet film can provide so much more for the English 
teacher. Yes, it provides a wonderful vehicle for 
supporting cultural context or whole-text familiarity, 
but film can support skills in the English classroom 
from the ground up.

For Becky Parry, it is essential for teachers to 
engage with film and popular culture in the classroom. 
In her book, Children, Film and Literacy (2013), Parry 
demonstrates film as a key medium though which 
young people develop their literacy skills. Bridging 
the literacies of home and school life, Parry argues for 
the use of film in the classroom as an essential way to 
help young people understand narrative – which Parry 
considers fundamental to literacy.

Paul Stapley argues that film can be a motivating force 
in English in the development of a wide range of skills, 
and encourages teachers to make use of Into Film’s 
resources for this purpose.

Into English, 
Into Film
Literacy, oracy, 
creativity and film in 
the English classroom

“It is time to 
restate the 
case for film 
watching and 
filmmaking 
in the 
curriculum.”
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For Into Film, too, the relationship between film and 
literacy is integral and intertwined. Into Film advocates 
the use of film as a text that can be ‘read’ and decoded in 
a manner common with and transferable to the written 
word. Mapping against the four nations’ curricula, Into 
Film have identified the following skills that can be 
gained through film text analysis:

• Decoding

• Retrieving information

• Considering purpose

• Evaluating structure

• Discussing language

• Deduction and inference

• Contextualisation

The analysis of colour, character, camera, sound, story and 
setting (the 3Cs and 3Ss) form the backbone of Into 
Film’s pedagogy and its approach to helping young 
people flex the skills listed above. In the classroom it can 
be as simple as muting the sound from a short extract of 
film and focusing students on the use of colour. This can 
encourage creative, predictive thinking, and offer an 
interesting approach to a film clip that you want to use.

Talking about film
As a fundamental competency for reading, talk about 
film can provide young people with another sphere 
through which they can practise literacy. This should 
be of particular interest to the secondary English 
teacher where, in an increasingly cramped curriculum, 
literacy is often (and not just in name) marginalised. 
Film, then, offers a pathway to reintegrate literacy 
skills into the classroom in a way that acknowledges the 
practice of literacy in the home and capitalises upon 

the excitement that young people have for film. For the 
busy English teacher, this should not be yet another call 
for stuffing something new into the curriculum, but 
rather a chance to reflect upon the way we already use 
film and to respond to it in a way that develops more 
creative learning opportunities for young people.

The analytical discussion of film also provides a rich 
opportunity for young people to develop their speaking 
and listening skills. In one recent Into Film teacher 
training session, it was wonderful to hear of young 
people in one school debating the choices a director 
had made in relation to narrative structure, and then 
extending this talk to consider their English set text.

When it comes to class discussion, film is a leveller. 
For nearly all children, moving image is familiar and an 
expression of storytelling which they feel comfortable 
to comment on. Clearly, we can’t avoid the written word, 
and nor would we ever want to, but if the use of film 
means we can engage children who struggle with their 
reading and welcome them into conversations from 
which they would otherwise be disengaged, then film 
should actively be encouraged. 

“Film offers a pathway to 
reintegrate literacy skills into 
the classroom in a way that 
acknowledges the practice  
of literacy in the home and 
capitalises upon the excitement 
that young people have for film.”

“The analytical 
discussion 
of film 
provides a rich 
opportunity for 
young people 
to develop 
their speaking 
and listening 
skills. And if 
the use of film 
means we can 
engage children 
who struggle 
with reading 
and welcome 
them into 
conversations 
from which 
they would 
otherwise be 
disengaged, 
then film 
should actively 
be encouraged.”

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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Using film extracts
What’s important to remember here is that we can 
achieve this through film extracts. Whilst desirable 
if time permits, it’s not necessary to play a full-length 
feature film. You’ll want to pre-empt the moans, but 
the gain from the use of film extracts far outweighs the 
momentary disappointment of your class not watching 
an entire film: you can always play full-length features 
in an after-school film club (see info on Into Film Clubs 
below). As an example of the way film extracts can be 
used in your classroom, try the new Into Film ‘Hearing 
and Seeing’ activity (below).

Filmmaking
As well as the many film watching activities detailed on 
the Into Film website (www.intofilm.org), filmmaking 
forms a key part of the Into Film offer. Since Into Film’s 
launch in 2013, over 4,000 films have been created  
by young people and filmmaking has taken place in 
over 2,000 Into Film Clubs, involving over 40,000 
young people.

Into Film have recently hosted their 2018 Awards 
ceremony: a celebration of the filmmaking achievements 
of 5–19 year olds from across the UK over the past year. 
As ever, the standards were exceptionally high, and this 
was reflected in the support for the nominees and 
award-winners from celebrities such as Martin Freeman 
and Gemma Arterton.

Much of the filmmaking celebrated is supported 
by work in the classroom or engagement through Into 
Film Clubs, and this speaks of the excellent opportunity 
for active learning that filmmaking provides. As a 
multi-sensory approach that engages all learning styles, 
filmmaking is not only a means to raise educational 
achievement but also to enhance the skill sets our 
young people will need for the future.

In one school, filmmaking was used as a peer-
assessment activity to evaluate a piece of creative letter-
writing. Pupils created a short abstract montage of film 
and still images onto which the original letter was audio-
recorded as a voiceover. The focus here was to reflect 

upon the mood of the letter and to present it back as 
an adaptation to the letter’s author (another pupil in 
the class). For the teacher, this offered an opportunity 
for Assessment for Learning, and to examine the extent 
to which the reader had understood the nuances of 
the letter. For the creator of the letter, it provided 
an audience and an insight into how their work was 
received and understood, both by the filmmaker and 
the class during its screening. This activity could also 
be adapted to set texts and poetry.

If you’re looking for a way to use filmmaking to 
support learning with your students, check out Into Film’s 
new resource, Six Sessions from Story to Screen (https://
www.intofilm.org/resources/1381) – a great step-by-step 
sequence, or a resource from which to dip in and out.

Into English, Into Film – Literacy, oracy, creativity and film in the English classroom

Into Film – Key Facts
• 17,462 – The number of educators trained in 

2016/17

• 195,556 – The number of teaching resources 
downloaded in 2016/17

• 11,423 – The number of Into Film clubs in 
2016/17

• 478,583 – Attendees at the 2017 Into Film 
Festival

Hearing is Seeing: Writing for Audio-Described Film
This suggested learning sequence is taken from an Into Film Industry Visit from 
Head of Audio Description at BTI Studios, Veronika Hyks, to a school in Slough. 
Audio description (AD) is the verbal description of film images to support the 
experience of visually impaired audiences.

1) Sound on/vision off: With your class, listen to the dialogue and sounds from a 
film clip of your choice. You could choose a scene from a film adaptation of a 
text you are working with, or even a film that relates to a poem your class are 
studying.

2) Predictions: Ask your students to make predictions about what is happening 
or the context of the scene. This offers an excellent opportunity for active 
listening and creative thinking.

3) Reveal: Play the original clip revealing visuals with audio.

4) Write: Using key words and writing frameworks appropriate to your group, 
ask pupils to write an audio description for the film extract.

5) Perform: Play the original clip while your young people read their audio 
descriptions. This is excellent for thinking about rhythm, timing and pace.

For more information, visit: https://www.intofilm.org/news-and-views/articles/
hearing-is-seeing Martin Freeman presents Adam Grant the award for Best Live 

Action: 13 and Over
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Into Film Clubs
Into Film Clubs remain at the heart of Into Film: they 
are who we are and what we do, and for teachers, they 
are what they make them. For some teachers, they are 
the lunch-time languages film club offering unrivalled 
absorption into a foreign culture (short of being 
abroad). For some teachers, they provide a safe space 
for vulnerable children at break and lunch, helping 
build relationships that can be frail in the mainstream 
classroom. And for others, they are whole-school extra-
curricular movie nights with young people bursting out 
of school halls offering the opportunity to see the latest 
blockbuster for free with their friends.

Into Film Clubs are free to set up and run and 
provide children and young people with an unrivalled 
opportunity to watch, critique and make films. Club 
leaders also have access to priority booking for free 
screenings and talks at the forthcoming Into Film 
Festival on 7–23 November 2018, the largest youth film 
festival in the world. Visit www.intofilm.org/clubs to 
set-up your free Into Film Club. 

Films on the Into Film website are all masterfully curated by our 
team of experts. So if you’re stuck for ideas, or want an interesting 
‘in’ to a subject, check out the hundreds of resources, film 
guides and events available through www.intofilm.org.

Paul Stapley
is Training and Resources Officer at Into Film and 
taught for six years as an English and Media Studies 
teacher. Contact: paul.stapley@intofilm.org

“Film Clubs 
remain at the 
heart of Into 
Film: they are 
who we are 
and what we 
do, and for 
teachers, they 
are what they 
make them.”

Features: Film and Media Studies 

NATE was founded over 50 years ago by teachers who wanted to collaborate,  
help each other and share best practice. We remain true to those principles.  
Our consultants, all of whom are NATE members, are some of the leading 
practitioners in English education today.

Whatever your need in terms of support or Inset for English teaching, in any key 
stage, NATE can supply a quality-assured consultant to help you.

Contact Paul Clayton (NATE Director) on 0330 333 5050 
or email paul@nate.org.uk for further details.
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There is a tide in the affairs of men / Which, taken at the 
flood, leads on to fortune (Julius Caesar, IV.iii)

I thought it sensible to begin an article for English 
teachers by quoting Shakespeare: the tide in my case 
is the new curriculum recently introduced in Guernsey, 
along with schools now having tablet devices which 
enable the shooting, editing and sharing of film. I 
have been the IT advisory teacher in Guernsey for 
many years and a film fan for even longer, and have 
long thought that film has a major role to play in the 
classroom. The development of the new curriculum 
here – and my being asked to undertake a postgraduate 
course, alongside local teachers, looking at innovation 
in learning & teaching – provided the opportunity not 
only to look in theory at the role of film in learning but 
to begin to see it actually used on a wider scale.

Film and the new curriculum for Guernsey
The new Guernsey curriculum – (see https://www.
gov.gg/curriculum for details) – states its ambition to 
prepare ‘the children and young people of our islands for the 
opportunities and challenges of living in the 21st century.’ It 
identifies the vital part that learners’ skills and attitudes 
– such as critical thinking, creativity, teamwork and 
resilience – will play in this. The role of digital media 
and information technology also suffuses the whole 
curriculum, and digital empowerment is identified as 
a core skill alongside numeracy and communication. 
Indeed, the word ‘communication’ is used rather than 

‘literacy’ because, as the curriculum states: ‘More 
information and ideas are communicated to us now than 
ever in a wide variety of forms … Young people also need to 
have opportunities to communicate their own ideas and share 
information in the same variety of forms.’

The new curriculum is designed to be one that 
‘truly promotes joyous and purposeful learning,’ and it has 
encouraged local teachers to think about teaching new 
things in new ways. I was given the opportunity to see 
film being used as a medium for learning in the classroom 
rather than just to talk to teachers about how great it 
would be ‘if only...’. As an education authority, Guernsey 
wanted to give staff the opportunity to study the use of 
technology in classroom innovation as an important 
element in the new curriculum, and so I embarked on 
the Postgraduate Certificate in Education (Innovation 
in Learning & Teaching) run by the University of South 
Wales (and have continued my studies to take an MA in 
digital media, culture and education at UCL).

In my studies, I found a great deal of evidence of 
the benefits of using film in the classroom, and many 
writers advocating the relevance of film to the modern 
learner – echoing the words of Anthony Minghella in 
2005: ‘Surely it’s time for our education system to hold the 
teaching of the sentence we watch as no less important and 
crucial than the teaching of the sentence we read.’

My objective was to examine the impact of learner 
film-making on the understanding and retention of subject 
content and role of film-making in developing key 
learning capabilities from the new Guernsey curriculum. 

Victor Lane explains how Guernsey’s new curriculum 
for ‘joyous and purposeful learning’ has embraced  
film-making.

“The new 
curriculum is 
designed to be 
one that ‘truly 
promotes 
joyous and 
purposeful 
learning,’ 
and it has 
encouraged 
local teachers 
to think about 
teaching  
new things  
in new ways.”

Developing film  
as a medium for 
learning in Guernsey

A tide in 
the affairs 
of film?
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I wanted to see if teachers might be persuaded to use 
film in the classroom if it could be shown to have 
positive impacts on learning as well as contributing to 
many other aspects of the curriculum. I also wanted to 
explore whether student film-making could become a 
key part of the delivery of our new curriculum as we 
seek to promote’ joyous and purposeful learning’.

Mobilising teachers
In order to achieve this, I organised an intervention 
with teachers rather than directly with learners, in the 
form of a course spread over four sessions which ran 
from October 2016 until February 2017. It was open to 
any teacher in any school in Guernsey, and so there 
was a mix of subjects and phases represented on the 
course (which has since been repeated). All the sessions 
had supply cover paid for by the LEA (the States of 
Guernsey Education Department) which meant that 
no school was required to use its training budget for 
this course, thereby encouraging schools to participate. 
Through a generous donation from a local benefactor, 
it was possible to bring to the island Mark Reid, head of 
Education at the British Film Institute, to lead the first 
day. Prior to that day, teachers were asked to complete 
a short online questionnaire about their use of film 
in classroom and their own levels of knowledge and 
confidence.

This first day was practical and hands-on. It focused 
on film as a medium and gave the teachers time to make 
short films. This was followed about two weeks later with 
another practical day helping teachers to develop their 
skills in film editing. Teachers were also encouraged to 
think about places in their curriculum where learners’ 
film-making might be particularly relevant.

It was important that teachers took what they had 
learned and shared it with their students fairly soon after 
the course began. Given all the other demands placed 
on teachers, it was important that their learning on the 

course turned into action in the classroom while fresh 
in their minds. To support this, staff were also offered 
a further half day of individual time to help them with 
any aspect of the process – which could be more time 
to develop their own skills, help with planning activities 
or creating resources, or whatever they needed to turn 
the ideas and joyous excitement of the first two days of 
the course into activity by pupils in the classroom. Staff 
were also able to call on me for any other support and 
help they required.

The financial support which paid for Mark Reid’s 
visit also paid for equipment like iPad cases, tripods, 
lights, microphones, and so on. I knew from previous 
experience that lack of such basic kit could be a terminal 
impediment to action in the classroom. Teacher energy 
and enthusiasm can evaporate simply because a school 
has no budget for some basic kit – and planning to buy 
it with next year’s budget, or once the PTA summer fete 
money comes in, is too late. I did not want any teacher 
to be thwarted in their plans just by the lack of kit.

The final part of the course was a feedback and 
future planning session. This was to give the group 
the opportunity to share what they had done as well 
as giving them a gentle deadline. Again, the constant 
stream of demands on teachers and their learners can 
swamp the good intentions articulated on a course. By 
having a deadline for work to be shared, it was hoped 
all staff would act while ideas were fresh in their minds 
rather than plan to use them ‘when they have more 
time’ – a time that, in my experience in schools, never 
comes.

The results
The pre-course survey had shown that even teachers 
with a significant background in film, up to degree level 
in some cases, weren’t using it in class. The barrier to 
teachers exploiting film as a medium for learning with 
their classes was not solely a lack of teacher expertise. 

“I wanted 
to explore 
whether 
student 
filmmaking 
could become 
a key part of 
the delivery 
of our new 
curriculum.”

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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The need for a more flexible and creative curriculum was 
very apparent. Following the course, having collected 
questionnaire data, classroom observations, detailed 
teacher interviews and feedback from staff during the 
course, I examined its impact on the teachers, on the 
learning behaviour and content learning of students, 
and nay wider impact.

All the teachers enjoyed the course and said they 
learned a lot. They reported increased confidence in 
using film in their classroom, and the enjoyment they 
had in film-making was clearly something they wanted 
to share with their pupils. They wanted further training 
and support in the future but they had all used film-
making back in their classrooms. Different teachers 
took different approaches and a variety of film-making 
methods were used.

Teachers reported increased pupil engagement as a 
result of the use of film-making. This was to be expected: 
it is a fun activity that most learners of any age will 
willingly take part in, and the variety of tasks involved 
in making film gives space for different personalities and 
skill sets to contribute. Observing pupils’ teamwork (and 
sometimes lack of it), their need to solve problems 
themselves without being directed by the teacher, and 
their creativity in film-making, I was able to confirm 
the views of staff from questionnaire replies, interviews 
and feedback in group discussions. Filmmaking doesn’t 
necessarily make learners more resilient or better at 
working in a team; however, it does give teachers the 
ideal opportunity to focus on these areas. As one teacher 
said: ‘they were learning so much more than just 
filmmaking ... they were learning to share, learning to 

cooperate as a team, learning to come up with solutions 
to problems … and so they had to come up with creative 
ideas, share ideas, talk about it, and then go off and have 
another go. Part of that was resilience as well getting 
them to be critical of their work … It’s okay to make 
mistakes and move on, so there has been a lot more of 
that real people learning skills ….’

Teachers also reported positive impacts on content 
learning. Two-thirds of the teachers identified the 
consolidation or deepening of subject knowledge as a gain 
in the students’ learning because of learner film-making. 
For example, one teacher wrote: ‘Our science films on day 
and night helped the children to consolidate and deepen their 
science understanding’, whilst another said: ‘Children can 
actually write sentences that make sense but actually not 
understand it – but when you actually have to have the Sun 
standing still and rotate the Earth … and you have to do it slowly 
to make it work over a year, it suddenly means something more 
than just those sentences on the piece of paper… I think they have 
got a better understanding…’. Another said: ‘One of the children 
actually said ‘Oh I understood it better after making the film’.’

A teacher working in a special school with pupils 
functioning ‘around reception level’, as she explained, 
made a cookery-show-style film on how to make a 
pizza. The process of filming clips which then had to 
be organised into the correct order reinforced the 
sequential nature of the process in a way that helped 
the pupils grasp the stages involved. The teacher also 
stated that: ‘Learning spanned beyond the subject matter 
being filmed, including social awareness, speaking and 
listening skills, numeracy in timing and adding up how long 
the movie was, and art and design skills in storyboarding.’

A tide in the affairs of film? – Developing film as a medium for learning in Guernsey

“Different 
teachers took 
different 
approaches 
and a variety 
of filmmaking 
methods 
were used. 
Teachers 
reported 
increased 
pupil 
engagement 
and positive 
impacts 
on content 
learning.”
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Building the curriculum
In the schools represented on the various iterations of the 
4-session course, film has now become something 
teachers consider while planning teaching and learning. 
Staff have taken ideas back from the course which have 
become more usual classroom practice – not just for 
them but also for their colleagues. Staff have used stop-
frame animation to make information films about African 
animals in Year 2. A Year 6 class made films illustrating 
the behaviour golden rules of the school which were used 
in their class assembly. Another class took a series of 
Autumn photographs and used the images as stimulus for 
poetry; pupils then performed their poems over a film 
using their still images: good ol’ Ken Burns. Another group 
filmed their own ‘wake up, shake up’-style dance videos. 
There are a number of other examples I could cite. The 
key point is that staff have applied various aspects of the 
film-making process to their classroom practice as it fitted 
best with their learning objectives and the task at hand.

It has been interesting to see the way they have broken 
down the process into teachable elements to make it more 
manageable to fit into the curriculum. For example, one 
teacher focused on drafting scripts for narration linked to 
literacy work on giving instructions. Pupils developed 
ideas of a good narration script in that task so that later the 
teacher could build on that aspect in another film-making 
task. I have also used film-making tasks as example activities 
on other CPD sessions I have run with local teachers, and 
have found it interesting how readily teachers now engage 
with these tasks. The new curriculum seems to have given 
teachers the freedom and confidence to embrace new ideas 
and exploit them in their classrooms. As a teacher observed 
in an interview: ‘I think it fits perfectly into the new curriculum’.

There is still a good way to go until film is truly an 
everyday part of Guernsey school life. Film-making 
is a time-consuming process and cannot be rushed. 
However, by breaking it down into smaller tasks and 
teaching different aspects at different times teachers 
have made it more manageable. The benefits it brings 
to many areas of the curriculum have become very 
apparent to teachers and they see it as time well spent. 
In the past this was not so easy: with a curriculum 
that places significant value on creativity, reflection 
and independence, film-making becomes much more 
viable in the classroom. The flexibility and freedom 
offered by the curriculum allows time to be given to 
longer projects which bring a wide range of learning 
opportunities across many areas.

As teachers become more familiar with the new 
curriculum and pupils move up through schools with more 
film-making experience I hope that Guernsey students 
will be undertaking full film projects. I hope students will 
move through initial ideas and storyboarding, to script-
writing and filming. I hope they will edit their film, add 
music, and go through post-production. I hope they will 
show their films to audiences and respond to feedback. 
This hope rests on the simple conviction, supported by 
my experience, that film is not just ‘a sentence we watch’ 
anymore. 21st century learners are just as likely to 
communicate their ideas, dreams and ambitions 
through film as through text. The question is no longer 
‘why should film be part of our classroom practice?’: it is ‘how 
can film not be a regular part of our classroom practice?’

Victor Lane
is an IT advisory teacher in Guernsey.

“Film has 
now become 
something 
teachers 
consider while 
planning 
teaching  
and learning. 
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back from 
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which have 
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practice – 
not just for 
them but 
also for their 
colleagues.”

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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English and its Teachers

In 2014, the UK government commenced a 
comprehensive reform of GCSE and A-Level 
qualifications. It appeared likely that some subjects 
would be deleted altogether from the curriculum, 
and there were rumours that Media Studies would be 
among them. In the event, after a protracted process 
of negotiation, this did not come to pass: teaching of 
the revised qualifications in Media Studies began last 
September, and the first examinations will take place 
in 2019. Nevertheless, the reforms have had significant 
– and in my view, quite damaging – implications for 
Media Studies teachers.

The broad principles of the reforms were outlined 
in the government’s General Conditions of Recognition 
in November 2014. The aims are defined as follows: 
to increase the ‘demand’ (that is, the challenge or 
difficulty) of assessment tasks; to reduce or prevent 
potential overlaps between qualifications; to improve 
the reliability and manageability of assessment; and  
to ensure that assessment will reliably differentiate 
across the grade range. However, as I’ll attempt to  
show, the outcomes of the process have been very 
different.

The status of Media Studies
Media Studies has been taught as a specialist examination- 
level subject in British schools since the mid-1970s. It grew 
significantly during the 1990s and 2000s, although it began 
to decline somewhat during the current decade, partly 
as a result of the introduction of the EBACC. Specialist 
courses are offered in many schools, although the 
subject is taken by less than 8% of the overall age cohort.

One might imagine that, by this point, Media Studies 
would have achieved a degree of respectability – not 
least given the continuing expansion of the subject at 
university level. However, this is far from the case. On 
the contrary, it is routinely derided, albeit for some quite 
contradictory reasons. On the one hand, Media Studies 
is mocked for being insufficiently scholarly; while on 
the other, it is accused of being insufficiently vocational.

Such arguments betray an absolute ignorance of the 
facts; yet the criticisms of Media Studies are oddly 
persistent. This may be partly because the subject is still 
seen by some as dangerously radical; but more significant 
is the idea that the content of Media Studies is somehow 
not real knowledge – that because it looks at things that 
are deemed to be trivial, it is by definition trivial as well.

The Strangulation 
of Media Studies 
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The process of reform
The negotiations over the reform of Media Studies 
qualifications provided some striking insights into the 
making of contemporary educational policy – a process 
that seems quite far removed from official accounts 
of what should be happening. Despite the superficial 
appearance of bureaucratic rationality and objectivity, 
what occurred was a jumble of confusion, prejudice and 
ignorance – and, behind that, some very clear instances 
of political interference.

As with other subjects, the Department for Education 
was required to publish ‘subject content’ documents 
for each revised qualification. It was the responsibility 
of the examination boards to work together to draft 
these documents, following a process of consultation 
with relevant stakeholders. A protracted process of 
drafting and redrafting then began, in which one of 
the examination boards, the Welsh Joint Education 
Committee (WJEC), took the lead. There was a nominal 
division of labour here: responsibility for defining 
content lay with the DfE, while Ofqual took charge of 
assessment. In practice, however, the DfE was calling 
the shots; and indeed much of the direction came from 
one person, the Minister for Schools, Nick Gibb.

Gibb is a protégé of the former Education Secretary, 
Michael Gove, although he adopts a much lower public 
profile. He is probably best known as an advocate of 
synthetic phonics, but when it comes to the curriculum, 
he is particularly informed by the work of the US 
‘educational philosopher’ E.D. Hirsch Jr. Gibb is wont 
to argue that what children need is knowledge – that 
is, facts, rather than ‘amorphous skills like “critical 
thinking”, evaluation, reflection, and so on’. He favours 
whole-class teaching and textbooks, lists of kings and 
queens, grammar and punctuation and précis exercises, 
and the STEM subjects.

For obvious reasons, Gibb was unlikely to be a friend 
of Media Studies, yet he was very closely involved in the 
drafting process. In several instances, the DfE officials 
appeared to be second-guessing what the Minister 
might want. On one occasion, the exam boards argued 
that the curriculum should be defined in terms of a set of 
‘key concepts’ – yet they were informed, in a deathless 
line, that ‘the Minister doesn’t like concepts’. For much 
of the time, it seemed as though the civil servants (and 
perhaps the Minister himself?) were attempting to catch 
the writers out, imposing contradictory requirements 
and making impossible demands.

There isn’t space here to describe the full absurdity 
of this process. Following an intervention by the Media 
Education Association, the exam boards’ draft was 
thrown out, and replaced by a new subject content 
document, written by two leading Media Studies 
academics. After considerable further modification, 
this was agreed, and the boards worked to produce 
draft specifications and specimen assessment materials, 
in consultation with Ofqual. However, all draft 
specifications in both Film and Media Studies at GCSE, 
AS and A-Level were initially rejected.

Ofqual had employed external consultants to 
provide subject expertise, which it does not have ‘in 
house’ – although in the case of Media Studies, it was 
painfully apparent that the expertise was still lacking. 
The feedback contained enormous amounts of petty 
detail and pedantry; and the goalposts were constantly 
shifted. While some of the requirements were identified 
in the official documentation, many were not; and some 
were only introduced at later stages. Media Studies was 
by no means alone in this respect, although it seems to 
have encountered more obstacles than other similar 
subjects: the documents that eventually resulted are 
much longer and more detailed than most others.

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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Increasing demand
Amid this truly Kafka-esque situation, there appeared 
to be a small number of key issues at stake. The first of 
these was to do with the aim of increasing ‘demand’. Of 
course, measuring and comparing ‘demand’ – the level 
of challenge or difficulty of subjects – is by no means 
straightforward. In line with the so-called ‘knowledge-
based curriculum’, the government’s approach here 
seemed to be primarily a matter of specifying knowledge 
– defined largely in terms of facts. Skills, once a key 
term in curriculum reform, were much too vague; and 
apparently the Minister didn’t like concepts. Yet on the 
face of it, the idea that one would increase demand by 
specifying content seems quite contradictory. Laying 
down lists of facts to be learned would obviously 
result in teachers teaching to the test – and this would 
ultimately make things easier for students, rather than 
more difficult.

In the case of Media Studies, it was expected that 
‘demand’ would be most apparent in the requirement 
for academic theory. Of course, an explicit attention 
to theory is an essential element of Media Studies. 
However, it is disturbing to see what became of ‘theory’ 
in the process of these reforms. The MEA’s initial draft 
of the subject content document identified several 
areas of Media Studies theory, and included examples 
of particular named theorists in each case. Yet in the 
published version, these examples became a canonical 
list of compulsory theorists to be studied.

As the document passed through several different 
hands, an increasingly arbitrary and bizarre list of 
names appeared. As one MEA report suggested, it 

seemed from the final document as though somebody 
had Googled ‘media theory’ and simply copied down  
the results. The current list is a motley collection. It 
includes some classical or canonical names; but it also 
includes writers who would be much too difficult for 
most Master’s students, let alone for A-Level; theorists 
who might have been de rigueur in the 1970s, but 
now seem sadly outdated; and some who might more 
charitably be described as ‘commentators’ rather than 
theorists. Several names appear under inappropriate 
headings, and there are many highly influential 
theorists who are missing.

One could spend a long time debating the merits 
of particular theorists; but that is not the point. The 
problem here is not with the idea that we should teach 
theory, or even that teachers should be referring to 
specific named theorists. Rather, there are significant 
questions about why and how we teach theory at all.

Given the lack of training for Media Studies teachers, 
most will probably rely on the potted summaries of 
theory to be found in undergraduate textbooks. Indeed, 
one of the examination boards has already provided  
a bullet-pointed list of three or four key ideas for each 
theorist. As these lists are (inevitably) circulated in 
classrooms, one wonders how far most teachers and 
students will ever look beyond them. Theory is not 
being seen here as a set of tools to be worked with, 
or ideas to be questioned and debated, but as a fixed 
set of bullet-pointed facts to be learned by rote. This 
undermines the whole purpose of learning theory  
in the first place – and, ironically, could make it much 
less ‘demanding’.

“Theory is not 
being seen 
here as a set 
of tools to be 
worked with, 
or ideas to be 
questioned 
and debated, 
but as a fixed 
set of bullet-
pointed facts 
to be learned 
by rote.”
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Media and film: addressing the overlaps
A second key aim of the reforms was to remove 
potential overlaps between qualifications – and in 
this case, between Media Studies and Film Studies. 
Film Studies in schools is of a similar vintage to Media 
Studies, although it is much smaller in terms of student 
numbers. The two subjects have somewhat different 
academic histories, and this separation exists to some 
extent in universities as well. However, this is a rather 
spurious separation. In an age of media convergence, 
it is very hard to separate film from other media, or to 
see where film ends and television (or video) begins. 
Arguably, Film Studies is now part of the wider field of 
Media Studies.

Yet in the attempt to eliminate overlaps, the Film 
Studies specifications have reverted to an old-fashioned 
text-based approach that is quite out of step with how 
the field has developed over the past twenty or thirty 
years. The documents place a strong emphasis on 
close textual analysis; and while there is some mention 
of representation, the more ‘sociological’ aspects of 
industry and audience are effectively marginalized. 
In this respect, it is doubtful whether the subject will 
provide adequate preparation for university courses.

Meanwhile, the danger for Media Studies was that 
it might end up as a kind of watered-down media 
sociology, without any close analysis of moving image 
texts, or any consideration of more aesthetic aspects. In 
fact, the Media Studies specifications seem to have their 
cake and eat it in this respect. Film can be included as 
part of ‘cross-media’ topics, where it is one medium 
among others, or in relation to media institutions, 
but it cannot be the central or exclusive focus. For 
coursework, students are not permitted to produce 
whole short films or sequences from films (such as 
openings or trailers), although they are able to make 
other ‘moving image’ texts (such as advertisements or 
TV trailers). One result of this is that Media Studies 
teachers who are film enthusiasts (as many are) have 
already begun to migrate to Film Studies.

‘Quality’ and the selection of texts
As I have noted, one reason for the continuing 
denigration of Media Studies is the perception that it 
is merely concerned with trivia. This issue was implicit 
in the insistence on increasing ‘demand’: the Minister 
was said to be concerned about the prospect of students 
studying things like soap operas and Twitter. Everything 
had to be of ‘high quality’.

In general, Film Studies had little problem with 
this – although once again it encouraged a return to 
an old-fashioned approach, based on a canon of Great 
Films. However, it presented greater difficulty for Media 
Studies. At one stage, DfE officials seriously proposed 
that students would only be permitted to study ‘award-
winning’ journalism; although quite how this approach 
might be extended to websites or video games, for 
example, was not considered.

Of course, there is no problem at all with Media 
Studies exploring ‘quality’ media, however we define 
this. Nevertheless, one would also expect students to 
study how ‘quality’ is defined in the first place, and 
the social institutions that are involved in this process. 
Equally, students should be encountering media texts  
or phenomena that are unfamiliar for them, and 
therefore possibly difficult or challenging to interpret. 

The new specifications require students to engage with 
media from different cultural contexts and historical 
periods, and this is very much to be welcomed.

Yet the broader issue here is whether Media Studies 
should have ‘set texts’ in the first place. In the MEA’s 
draft of the subject content document, a list of nine 
media forms (television, film, radio, etc.) was included 
to indicate the scope of the field of study. Here again, 
at Ofqual’s insistence, the nine forms have become 
compulsory topics with equal status (so music video 
is equal to ‘online, social and participatory media’, for 
example); and there is a requirement for all of them 
– along with specific ‘set texts’ in each case – to be 
assessed in the final written exam. While this might 
reflect an attempt to increase the level of demand, it 
seems almost bound to result in greater superficiality.

The requirement for set texts has resulted in some 
strange and seemingly arbitrary outcomes. There are 
some interesting choices here, but also some quite 
inexplicable ones; the whole process seems to require 
teachers and students to make guesses about why 
the texts were chosen. More importantly, it limits the 
scope, not just for teachers and students to make their 
own choices, but also for students to show evidence of 
independent critical judgment.

Features: Film and Media Studies 
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Assessment
One unstated aim of the reforms was to reduce the amount 
of coursework (or ‘non-examination assessment’), if not 
eliminate it completely. For the DfE, coursework was 
not a reliable mode of assessment, by definition. There 
was a widespread assumption that students would cheat, 
or indeed that teachers might do so, if given the chance.

Before the reforms, most Media Studies specifications 
allocated 50% of marks for coursework (which often 
included extended writing as well as media production). 
Stakeholders who were consulted were generally keen 
to retain at least 40%. However, probably assuming 
it was the best that they were likely to get, two of the 
three boards involved quickly agreed to a reduction 
to 30%. This constraint applies not only to practical 
coursework, but also to more extended writing, based 
on independent research: despite being identified as a 
key issue by university stakeholders, this has now been 
deleted in favour of timed tests.

The new specifications do require students to 
create as well as analyse media. However, with previous 
specifications, students were required to show detailed 
evidence of the research and planning that went 
into their practical productions, and to undertake a 
reflective critical evaluation. Ofqual has now removed 
these additional elements, thereby making it much 
harder to connect the theoretical and practical elements 
of the subject. In addition, most media production is a 
collaborative group activity, in which participants may 
take on a diverse range of responsibilities. Once again, 
this has been deleted: there is to be no assessment of 
group productions, although students are allowed to 
contribute to each other’s individual productions. In 
both respects, Ofqual has specifically excluded the 
assessment of important skills that can transfer both to 
university courses and to the professional workplace.

Under the new regime, assessment in Media Studies 
(as in other subjects) appears to be driven by a desire to 
catch students (and their teachers) out. The insistence 
upon a high degree of unpredictability, and the use of 
over-complex assessment objectives, is leading to very 
‘picky’ exam questions. Meanwhile, it is doubtful that 

any media teacher will be familiar with all the potential 
content, even if they have a specialist degree. Perhaps in 
recognition of this, the exam boards have been asked to 
produce question papers that contain much more guidance 
for candidates. Instead of just the question itself, candidates 
will be given a series of bullet points indicating what to 
cover. Once again, the prescriptive approach means that 
any scope for extended responses – or indeed for originality 
or independent thinking – is considerably reduced.

Conclusion
The good news here is Media Studies has largely 
survived the attempt to eradicate it. Yet although we 
may have won the war, we have lost a great many battles 
along the way. Far from increasing the ‘demand’ of the 
qualifications, almost all of the changes seem to point in 
the opposite direction. The new specifications require 
a superficial grasp of a large quantity of material, and 
very little in-depth engagement. The marginalization 
of practical work undermines a key opportunity for 
creativity, and for exploring and generating new 
theoretical insights. In the draft examination papers, 
concepts and ‘theorists’ are arbitrarily linked to specific 
media examples; complex intellectual debates are 
reduced to exercises in factual recall; and the selection 
of media texts seems to lack any coherent rationale.

How any of this is playing out in classrooms remains 
an open question. No doubt, experienced teachers will 
continue to engage and challenge students, and to make 
the curriculum relevant to their needs and experiences. 
Yet this is bound to become more of an uphill struggle: 
it is something teachers will strive to do despite the 
framework of assessment, rather than being enabled 
and supported by it, as they should be.

David Buckingham
is an Emeritus Professor at Loughborough University 
and a Visiting Professor at Kings College London. His 
most recent work – including a media education blog, 
and a growing collection of essays entitled Growing 
Up Modern: Childhood, Youth and Popular Culture 
Since 1945 – can all be found on his website at www.
davidbuckingham.net, along with a much more detailed 
version of this article.
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Two years ago, I was commissioned to write a report 
for the Media Education Association about the newly 
proposed GCSE and A Level specifications for both 
Film and Media Studies. I came to that task as someone 
who had a an academic interest in Media Education 
but, perhaps more importantly as someone who had 
spent nearly twenty years delivering the qualifications 
that had gone before those being proposed by Ofqual 
and the examination boards. My job then, was to try 
to give a balanced view of the proposed qualifications 
and some idea of what teachers might expect of them. 
Looking back now, I think that many of the conclusions 
that I arrived at still ring true.

Media and Film in the new climate
Before re-considering what I put into that report, I 
think it is worth saying a few things about the climate 
in which these qualifications were (and continue to be) 
developed. I’m not necessarily referring here to the 

political climate – though this might be quite important 
(as many teachers will be all too aware of the kind of 
high-stakes assessment, memory-dominated, EBACC-
focused situation in which these courses were dragged, 
kicking and screaming, into being) – but perhaps, 
instead, the intellectual climate in which we as teachers 
are attempting to engage young people with the study 
of the media. 

In the UK at least, the interlocking twin preoccupations 
of memory and high-stakes linear assessment have come 
to dominate much educational discourse, and neither of 
these phenomena find a comfortable home in Media 
and Film education. More widely, discussions about strong 
classifications between subjects, powerful knowledge, 
and the role of the cognitive seek to push the role of the 
cultural and the social (two fields that Media and Film 
are much more at ease with) into a corner, suggesting 
that these things are not really important if certain 
kinds of pedagogy are allowed to come to the fore. 

Steve Connolly reflects on the new Film and Media 
Studies GCSE and A Level courses, and argues that  
the new specifications can become ‘sites of resistance’  
in the new curriculum climate.
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It is clear to me now, as it was then, that Media and 
Film teachers face difficult times because of this ‘cold 
climate’ of education. However, I also think that, to 
some extent, the climate needs to be weathered and 
I suspect that many teachers will feel the same way. 
Despite the many flaws of the new specifications – and 
there are many – teachers must try to use them to fight 
obsessions with strictly-defined knowledge, Hirschean 
lists and endless numbers of exams by allowing students 
to see a connection with their own lived cultural 
experience. This is by no means an easy feat, but, 
revisiting my original report, there is some sense that 
it might be achieved. 

New directions of travel
In the report, I identified three areas where the 
direction of travel for media and film studies was being 
fundamentally altered by the proposed qualifications. 
These were (a) Historical texts and contexts, (b) 
Theoretical perspectives, and (c) Notions of ‘quality’ and 
cultural value. These areas of concern are extant in the 
final specifications, more or less, and the concerns that 
I expressed about them in the report still remain, but 
what is interesting is the degree to which different exam 
boards have attempted to ameliorate them (more of 
which in due course). To explain these three concerns 
however, is to observe what David Buckingham has 
already termed the ‘strangulation’ of Media Studies as 
both a school subject and a wider project which fulfilled 
some unmet needs for a large number of students in UK 
secondary schools. 

(a) Historical texts and contexts
In terms of historical texts and contexts, there was a 
marked attempt by Ofqual to insist on the specific study 
of media texts from the past. I noted at the time that an 
attempt to force students into studying texts selected by 
the dead hand of history felt ‘faintly ludicrous, given that 
in the early 21st century, when more films are made than ever 
before and it easier than ever to make high-quality film, students 
should limit their study to those approved by popularity 
contests largely conducted by white, middle class males.’ 

The requirement for students to study texts that 
were produced before 1970, on the grounds that they 
are ‘high quality’ or ‘significant’ has produced some 
bizarre and problematic choices in the specifications  
at both GCSE and A Level. Asking GCSE students to 
study ‘The Sweeney’ as Eduqas does, for example, is not 
an invalid request if one is considering how representations 
of gender, race and society have changed, but the 
complexities of explaining how policing has changed 
which would need to go alongside this demand a lot of 
teachers, who may not feel able to explain why 
McPherson, Sheehy and de Menezes all mean that Jack 
Regan wouldn’t have much of a career in today’s force. 

Such textual choices are symptomatic of the wider 
problems with all of the specifications at both GCSE 
and A Level. Because of the large number of texts 
(typically 8 to 10 on each specification) that must be 
studied, depth of study will almost always, inevitably, be 
sacrificed for breadth. Texts from the past must have 
their context established and explored. In the example 
of The Sweeney above, the problem of context is reduced 
by the specification to a single sentence which suggests 
that ‘representation of gender in particular… reflect[s] a 
1970s interest in blending action with police procedure’ 
(Eduqas, 2017) . This is not an inaccurate comment, 
but to make an interpretation of those representations 
meaningful, the teacher probably has to do a lot of work.

(b) Theoretical perspectives
It is a similar story with the new specifications’ 
preoccupations with theory, or perhaps more accurately, 
theorists. In the original report, I made the observation 
that:

‘Few media teachers would disagree that A Level students 
should be exposed to the work of Stuart Hall. However, 
some of the other choices present their own problems. The 
work of bell hooks on race and gender is empowering and 
significant, but it is specifically about race and cinema 
(not TV or any other medium), and the insistence that 
students discuss her ideas in relation to media products 
means that one of the products they study MUST be a 
film with issues of race at its core, or that the teacher will 
need to make themselves familiar with texts like this in 
order to explore hooks’ work. Similarly, all of her ideas 
about film in particular are informed by her wider view 
of the intersections between race, class, gender and power 
and the lived experience of black Americans.’

I don’t have a problem with theory: far from it. I feel  
the need to theorise what goes on in my own classroom 
and the schools I spend time in almost on a daily basis. 
The media (film, TV, the internet, all of that) needs  
to be theorised to make sense of it. Theory is good.  
As my former tutor, Bob Ferguson, used to say, media 
studies without theory just gets reduced to a discussion 
about what we like and dislike - and we don’t have to  
do that in a classroom: we can go down the pub and do 
it instead. 

However, as I noted at the time, the proposed 
specifications, and their subsequent final iterations, 
make some very arbitrary decisions about the kinds of 
theorists that students need to focus on. It often looks 
as if someone typed ‘media theorists’ into Google and 
duly copied and pasted the list into the Ofqual guidance, 
which has then been replicated, as required, by the 
exam boards. 

Media in a Cold Climate – Approaching the new Film and Media Studies courses

“Media and 
Film teachers 
face difficult 
times because 
of this ‘cold 
climate’ of 
education. 
However, I also 
think that, to 
some extent, 
the climate 
needs to be 
weathered – 
and I suspect 
that many 
teachers  
will feel the 
same way.”



NATE | Teaching English | Issue 17 | 59

(c) Notions of ‘quality’ and cultural value
Similarly arbitrary were the notions of quality and 
cultural value that were present in the original Ofqual 
guidance. Interestingly, this is an area that exam boards 
have tried to circumvent, at least in some of the Media 
Studies specifications, by introducing some sense 
of both the global and the alternative in both textual 
choices and topics for further exploration. 

In the original guidance, the words ‘high quality 
texts’ appeared quite regularly. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
the exam boards have chosen not to be ‘pinned down’  
to any idea of what ‘high quality’ means but tried to 
work to provide students with some interesting texts to 
study within the quite rigid confines of the guidance. 
The prescription of historical texts across a range of 
media in the Media Studies specification, though, 
alongside a similar prescription of specific time periods 
in the Film Studies specifications, do look at lot like  
an attempt to establish a canon, much in the same way 
that English Literature has been positioned in the 
recent exam reform. 

Media Studies teachers, and in my opinion Film 
Studies teachers, might think we need to be wary of 
attempts to establish canons. Despite what some 
sociologists of education say, they are, in my view, 
largely an attempt to impose cultural preferences  
on young people. There are key texts, influential texts 
and powerful texts, without a doubt, but I believe 
students need to be led to these through a strong 
conceptual framework, creative experimentation with 
production work, and a clear institutional understanding 
of why some media texts acquire significance and 
others don’t. 

Sites of resistance
It would be quite easy, then, to say that Media Studies at 
GCSE and A Level has been ‘strangled’ in David 
Buckingham’s words. However, such a strangulation 
doesn’t necessarily mean its victim is entirely deceased. 
There are ways in which, I believe, these revised 
specifications can become ‘sites of resistance’ by looking 
at the prescribed texts and time-periods as opportunities 
to re-engage with the foundations of media education. 

When students ask that oft-repeated question ‘Why 
are we studying this?’, teachers might choose to talk about 
ideas of cultural privilege, media imperialism, and the 
distinction between global and local audiences, by locating 
the answer exactly in the origins of these specifications 
– in effect in a ‘cold educational climate’ where they are 
measured incessantly, mono-modal pedagogic approaches 
dominate, and certain types of knowledge have regained 
a high level of currency. This climate is an example of 
why we need Media Studies more than ever – because it 
is the kind of discipline which requires that we question 
everything, including specification documents headed 
with the name of that discipline. 

Explaining to your students that the strengths of Media 
Studies lie in its interdisciplinarity, that there are no ‘hard 
borders’ between it and politics, economics or English 
Literature, and that this freedom of movement is a good 
thing, will spark their interest in what they are studying at 
a time when the inclination in many other subjects is to ‘get 
narrow’ and shut avenues of inquiry off to curious minds.

Telling students that Media Studies was considered 
so dangerous that the government had to prescribe 
what could and couldn’t be studied will, I suspect, also 
have a significant appeal…
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The controversy-baiting trend of the professional multi- 
millionaire YouTuber seems destined to be the new 
ambition of choice for students at my school. Despite my 
best attempts to get them to focus on more erudite and 
insightful examples from the cottage industry of YouTube 
film criticism (step forward Lindsay Ellis and Mike 
Neumann) there is no escaping the global tide of populism, 
it would seem. Despite every exhortation, it seems the 
crude pranks of sports-car driving ‘reaction’ stars will 
always beat the likes of The Nerdwriter and his excellent 
dissection of Denis Villeneuve’s 2017 film Arrival, with 
its debt to Lev Kuleshov’s early cinema experiments.

Because – and this is the long winded point I’m 
getting to – what is worth? And is it measured by the 
loaded phrase ‘cultural significance’? This is the 
argument at the heart of Film Studies’ new identity. 
What is it that we value and how have we set about 
creating our canon, our pantheon of cinema?

This question of ‘worthiness’ is the latest stage in 
the continued hand-wringing over the identity of Film 
Studies as a subject. Thankfully, after moving on from 
the crisis over whether the subject should exist at all, 
it looks like we may have finally entered a new phase 
where we can concern ourselves with the issue of what 
it should really consist of. And that means a discussion 
about what we are going to get people to actually watch.

The new GCSE Film Studies
Following the governmental review, and the emergence 
of the the DfE’s concern that all subjects should define 
a core body of knowledge which does not overlap with 
other subjects, teachers looked to the exam boards for 
their interpretation of Ofqual’s guidance and we waited.

And waited.
I gather the process was excruciating.
At GCSE, WJEC/Eduqas eventually emerged as the 

sole provider of a Film Studies course. In line with other 
subjects, we saw a marked shift to a more linear exam 
approach and toward a greater focus on textual analysis. 
We would have to study more films as prescribed set 
texts. There would be a shift away from marketing 
issues, like posters and trailers. The well-worn stigma 
of the past was going to be shed; there was going to be 
plenty of the oft-touted and oft-reviled ‘academic rigour’.

The previous specification may have had its benefits, 
but it also had its drawbacks. The focus on controlled 
assessment (NEA) work swallowed vast swathes of 
teaching time and led to the traditional April/May 
coursework dance. With six pieces for each pupil, there 
had been a sense that the balance between writing 
pitches, constructing storyboards and studying industry 
background on the one hand, and textual analysis on 
the other, had not been quite right. Exams Officers up 

Chris Warrington reflects on the experience of the new 
Film Studies courses at GCSE and A Level and finds plenty 
to be happy about, but questions about the canon and the 
role of industry study to be resolved, especially at A Level.

“The question 
of ‘worthiness’ 
is the latest 
stage in the 
continued 
hand-wringing 
over the 
identity of 
Film Studies 
as a subject.”

The New GCSE 
and A Level 
Film Studies: 
A View from the Chalkface
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and down the country will also have taken a short and 
well-earned breath of relief at the removal of the film 
extract paper, with the rooming complications that used 
to be thrown up by this. And the course suddenly seemed 
a lot clearer understand from the parents’ point of view, 
the parallels with English Literature becoming apparent.

The new course is split into two papers and one NEA 
unit of work.

Key Developments in US Film
The requirement for a comparative study offers two films 
from different eras of Hollywood cinema – the post-war 
high watermark for attendances during the 1950s, and 
the low-attendance studio-crushing era of the late 70s to 
mid 80s – with a focus on genre, narrative and context. 
Perhaps more interesting is the third film on the paper, 
from the realm of American independent cinema – 
which is to be studied alongside a piece of ‘specialist 
writing’, introducing threads of spectatorship and criticism 
into the GCSE where they had previously been absent.

One particularly interesting approach offered here 
is the study of Kathryn Bigelow’s 2008 bomb disposal 
thriller The Hurt Locker, alongside a critical review: the 
film’s willingness to criticise the war is balanced against 
its desire to make the action thrilling and exciting 
for the audience. The complexities available in this 
sort of discussion are far richer than those offered in 
the previous qualification and represent the shift in 
seriousness with which I see the subject as having taken. 
These sorts of arguments might have been previously 
confined to the realm of the post-16 classroom, given 
the battery of NEA work required in the recent past.

Global Film: Narrative, Representation and 
Film Style
The Global Film paper offers a mix of British cinema, 
non UK/US English language cinema, and a non-
English language film. The choices offer a fine range 
of options – but the question has often been raised – 
in the lead-up to, and following the release of, these 
specifications – about how we have come to decide that 
these films, these specific texts, are of value. The vague 
answer in Ofqual’s guidelines is to do with ‘historical 
and cultural significance’ – an indistinct criterion which 
they seem to measure through a combination of awards 
and surveys carried out by the BFI and AFI.

Whilst this presents an ideological quandary about 
the nature of the subject (are we canonical now? is 
that it?), this makes little difference in the classroom 
in relation to textual study. The opportunity to explore 
a film like Wadjda (2012, al-Mansour) in a classroom 
in the UK is a tremendously rewarding one. The first 
film ever from Saudi Arabia, the infamous story about 
Haifaa al-Mansour having to sit in a blacked-out van 
and direct via radio helped to garner the film attention. 
It presents a remarkable window into another world 
and is an excellent showcase for the empowerment 
offered by cinema.

Production
Finally, the greatly-reduced NEA requirement is for a 
short film production or script, and an evaluation. This 
brings the GCSE requirements in line with the A Level 
requirements quite neatly and demands more focus on 
how the films you study impact the practical work that 
the students produce.

The experience of the course
So far, the experience from a boots-on-the-ground 
perspective has been thoroughly rewarding. Overall, 
there is a superb selection of films which are worthy, 
entertaining and educational – and there’s a laudable 
number of films directed by women, and some that 
veer significantly off the beaten track too. I’ve enjoyed 
curating a list of six texts to cover as broad a set of tastes 
and experiences as possible.

Before we go any further, I must declare a minor 
conflict of interest, as I have been employed by WJEC/
Eduqas in a training capacity for the new GCSE. From 
the perspective of a classroom teacher, however, I can 
say that the support from the exam board has been 
exemplary: the clarity of the course, the availability of 
resources, and the communication, are first rate. In 
addition, the community of teachers on the exam board’s 
Facebook group are, as you would expect from our 
profession, clamouring to provide assistance to each other.

“So far, the 
experience 
has been 
rewarding. 
There is  
a superb 
selection of 
films which 
are worthy, 
entertaining 
and educational 
– and a 
laudable 
number 
directed by 
women – and 
some that are 
significantly 
off the beaten 
track too.”
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The new A Level Film Studies
WJEC/Eduqas and OCR both offer an AS and A Level 
course. Neither exam board has attempted to suggest 
that their AS and A Level can be taught consecutively 
over two years without some significant complications 
in planning, but the suggestion from users is that the 
WJEC/Eduqas course is slightly easier to follow in this 
respect. I suspect most centres have switched to offering 
a single linear A Level ( as we have) – which is a shame 
as we, and many others, experienced a significant bump 
in enrolment from offering an AS.

WJEC/Eduqas
In the WJEC/Eduqas course, the most significant shifts 
have involved the narrowing of the course elements. 
Firstly there is the narrowing of choice: where in previous 
years the choice of films was mainly left to teachers with 
a focused single film study in unit FM4 from a prescribed 
list, the course now has prescribed lists for each of the 
available sections. Formerly, choosing a topic like Italian 
Neorealism allowed for a relatively free exploration of the 
films within the subject and a more flexible approach to 
teaching. The choices that we have now are varied, but 
only as far as a list can be. However, there are, as with the 
GCSE, excellent texts available. Being able to offer 
comparisons in American cinema between Winter’s Bone, 
No Country for Old Men and La La Land suggests that, 
despite the restrictions on a sense of ‘worth’ or ‘significance’, 
the board has been refreshingly open to a range of films.

OCR
In comparison, the OCR course offers an innovative 
method for assessing the study of British cinema through 
NEA film production, and covers some very specific film 
movements too, like German Expressionism and the 
French New Wave. There is also a useful Film History 
component. However, there has been criticism of the 
complexity of the course, despite the range of films offered 
being perhaps more diverse than the WJEC/Eduqas course.

NEA requirements
The NEA (coursework) requirements from both 
qualifications have, in line with the GCSE, shrunk 
significantly too, with the greatest loss being the  
WJEC FM3 project. This allowed students a valuable 
degree of autonomy in choosing their focus, often 
rewarding those who had forged a genuine interest 
in the subject away from the classroom. The only 
remaining piece is the film production, perhaps the 
most valuable selling point of the course for many 
centres and now linked intrinsically to a series of short 
films selected from – you guessed it – a prescribed list 
of award-winning short films.

Losing ‘Producers and audiences’
The biggest loss, demonstrating the shift in the 
definition of Film Studies which has taken place, is 
the loss of the ‘producers and audiences’ section. This 
section provided the best summation of knowledge 
about the underlying economic factors that affect 
nearly all of the film we watch today. Thanks to  
Ofqual’s somewhat myopic focus on textual analysis, 
the film industry is no longer studied at A Level  
and, one assumes, only resumes its role in the subject 
at degree level.

This must considered a glaring error: film is not 
something that can be studied in the way that (for 
example) a book can without missing critical aspects 
of its essential being. Most film is a business product 
from its very inception with the product at the end of 
the line shaped in the audience’s consciousness by a 
vast marketing effort; in addition, the product itself is 
often altered according to commercial needs. Certainly 
that has been the reality in one form or another since 
the consolidation of the Hollywood studio system – and 
any attempt to divorce from that seems almost wilfully 
ignorant of these realities.

In fact, the very awards that Ofqual place in such 
high esteem are part and parcel of the marketing 
process. There is a level of symbiosis involved 
between the British and American academies and the 
production processes of studios and independents. 
Texts are shaped for seasonal release and exhibition, 
marketing campaigns become reliant on nominations, 
and exhibition runs are extended and truncated based 
on perceived acceptance from the awarding bodies. By 
cutting out the analysis of the industry we not only lose 
a valuable insight into the processes and pressures that 
form a film text, we also lose one of the unique factors 
that make the subject stand apart.

And finally…
There is lots to be happy about in Film Studies: the 
subject has seen its reputation rise, there are new and 
exciting courses available to teachers and students, and 
it looks as though the existence of the subject is no longer 
a matter for debate. The new concern is the struggle to 
determine what Film Studies is. Is it really a study of 
narrative texts in the way that English Literature has 
modelled for years? Or is it something more unique, 
blending sociological and economic elements into a 
subject that stands apart from the others?

We shall see.

Chris Warrington
is Head of Film Studies at Highfields School, Derbyshire.

The New GCSE and A Level Film Studies: A View from the Chalkface
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I’m currently surrounded by A2 Media Studies coursework 
portfolios. After months of effort, it’s satisfying to see 
the final work produced by my students. It’s also the last 
time I’ll have to mark coursework in this format. As I 
lamented in my last article about the Media Studies 
(Teaching English, Autumn 2016), virtually all written 
aspects of internal assessment – including fully-referenced 
research investigations, which made excellent preparation 
for university – have been swept away in the new 
specifications, in line with Ofqual’s mantra that anything 
that can be accessed in an exam shall be accessed in an 
exam. In the future, non-exam assessment will be almost 
entirely based on practical work, with its weighting 
reduced to reflect this.

While a loss, this hasn’t caused me any headaches in 
terms of teaching. After all, it’s pretty easy not to teach 
something that doesn’t exist anymore. What has proven 
a stumbling block, though, is the radically different 
approaches the reformed A Level Media Studies 
specifications, now half-way through their first teaching, 
take – with the gamut of the subject vastly expanded.

After nine months teaching of the new A Level, 
two main challenges have emerged: the amount of 
content to be covered and the compulsory theory 
required. Due to the tight subject criteria, this is true 
of all the specifications available (AQA, OCR and WJEC 

Eduqas in England; WJEC in Wales and any of the 
four in Northern Ireland). In a particularly unhelpful 
development, there was little time to adapt to prepare 
for these specifications, with the accreditation dates 
ranging from a reasonable six months before first 
teaching to a virtually untenable fortnight after teaching 
was meant to start.

All this means that even the best organised Media 
Studies teachers are playing catch-up. How do we cope? 
There’s no easy answer, but I suggest the key is to be 
understand how much depth is required and where – or 
when to zoom in and when to zoom out, if you’ll excuse 
my laboured metaphor.

Breadth and depth
The new A Level Media Studies requires nine media 
forms – namely, (deep breath) television, radio, 
newspapers, magazines, music videos, videogames, online 
media, advertising/marketing and the film industry –  
to be taught. Furthermore, rather than the free choice 
we are used to, nearly all of the media texts – sorry, 
media products (as the DfE insists we must call them 
now) – taught are set by the exam boards, often with 
multiple products for each media form. And did I mention 
there are unseen products in the exams? That’s a lot  
to get through.

Philip Bishop examines the practicalities of teaching 
the new A Level Media Studies and reflects on the 
experience so far.

Zooming 
In and 
Zooming 
Out
Teaching  
the Reformed  
A Level Media 
Studies
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Of course, we are used to the recently reformed 
qualifications containing more content than ever before. 
As English teachers, we have seen the increased demand 
of the new GCSEs and our colleagues down the corridor 
are acutely aware of the ‘big fat new Maths GCSE’. The 
difference, though, is that many schools have responded 
by giving these core subjects more curriculum time. 
Have you been given more time to teach A Level Media 
Studies? No, thought not.

It therefore becomes vital to accept that not all 
media products are equal – at least, not as far as the 
specifications are concerned. It is really important to 
know how each media product should be studied. This 
is done by looking at the agreed theoretical framework 
behind Media Studies:

• Media language

• Media representations

• Media industries

• Media audiences

Each set product is assigned to one or more areas of the 
theoretical framework. For example, the Kiss of the Vampire 
film poster from 1963, on the Eduqas specification, is 
only studied in relation to representations. That’s it. 
While it would be wonderful to look at audience 
responses to this very of-its-time poster or consider the 
industry of the Hammer studio behind it, students are 
simply not going to be asked about this in the exam.

Now, admittedly, things aren’t quite as simple as that 
because media language (how media products create 
meaning) is a more overarching concept and the tool by 
which representations are created. Nevertheless, attention 
should always remain on the aspect being assessed.

Similarly, particular care must therefore be taken 
with context, which has been given renewed emphasis. 
Context should be considered throughout the course, 
but – again – must be linked back to the theoretical 
framework. For our tasty vampire film poster, then, all 
context should forefront representations – in this case, 
probably women’s roles in the 1960s.

Other set products straddle more than one area of 
the theoretical framework and therefore require more 
teaching. This is also true of entire media forms: all 
specifications have certain media forms that are studied 
in depth and others that warrant only a lighter touch.

Related to this are the assessment objectives. A Level 
Media Studies now only has three and AO3 (creating 
media products) is siphoned off to the NEA, leaving just 
AO1 (demonstrating knowledge and understanding) 
and AO2 (applying and evaluating knowledge and 
understanding) for the exams. Different questions assess 
different combinations of (parts of ) the assessment 
objectives. Knowing which products link to which 
assessment objectives can further help target teaching.

How this works in the classroom takes some 
experimentation – but students are bound to benefit 
from being sure of exactly which area of the theoretical 
framework each product is assessed on. For products 
covering multiple areas, separating out teaching so  
that a product studied for, say, both industries and 
audiences has those aspects considered separately is a 
possible choice – but overlaps across the theoretical 
framework don’t always make this possible. 
Nevertheless, careful note-making can help organise 
this information: students can annotate products in  
one colour for industries and another for audiences,  
for example, allowing the theoretical framework to  
be segmented, whilst still allowing holistic ideas to  
be clear.

All this might sound a bit like I’m advocating teaching 
to the test. In a way, I guess I am. What can I say? I’m 
a pragmatist. Fortunately, there are opportunities to go 
off the grid a little. These present themselves in the 
form of unseen products, which must be practised for 
the exam. Here, teachers (or even students) have free 
choice to select their own products and take slightly 
tangential angles – all safe in the knowledge that no-
one is being confused by ‘irrelevant’ information on the 
set products.

Thinking theoretically
The most headline-grabbing addition to the reformed 
A Level Media Studies has been theory. A lot of theory. 
Depending on how you count, there are around nineteen 
different theories to be studied. There are, apparently, 
more named theorists in Media Studies than any other 
A Level. Mickey Mouse would be surprised…

With this much theory, it is vital that it is kept to 
manageable levels because a lot of theory is hard. Really 
hard. I love Jean Baudrillard’s work, but also have vivid 
memories of my head almost exploding as I attempted 
to comprehend Simulacra and Simulation during my 
university dissertation.

Fortunately, my (younger) students do not need to 
suffer, as all the specifications contain handy summaries 
of the compulsory theorists. This may sound like a cop 
out. It isn’t. At an average of three bullet points per 
theory, that’s still almost 60 little concepts for students 
to get their heads around. Plenty.

Of course, there are times when you may want to 
go into a little more depth and really explore a theory 
(perhaps even with an excerpt to be read by students), 
but we should not be spending lesson after lesson 
wading through every single page of Sonia Livingstone 
and Peter Lunt’s Media Regulation. There’s just not 
enough time.

Zooming In and Zooming Out – Teaching the Reformed A Level Media Studies
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“The key 
is to teach 
the theories 
through the 
set products. 
Just like a 
good camera, 
it’s all about 
choosing what 
to focus on.”

The key, therefore, is to teach theories through the set 
products. When teaching a set product, a theory can be 
introduced in relation to that product. This means that 
students are applying the theory immediately – since 
this is the way to get high marks, it is a useful approach.

Sometimes, the theory can even be introduced after 
students have discussed it. Let me explain: students 
analyse a product. They conclude that an ethnic 
minority character is represented as different to the 
other characters. Congratulations, students, you’ve just 
come to – fundamentally – the same conclusion as Paul 
Gilroy. Now it’s just a case of fleshing out the details and 
students are ready to apply the theory fully.

The great thing about the named theories is that  
they often return for other set products. This allows 
students to apply theories more independently the 
second time. Simply ask ‘What would Steve Neale  
think of this product’s genre?’ and away the students  
go. Taking this approach means that growing 
independence in applying theory is built in to the 
teaching of the course.

There is still, of course, the need for students to be 
thoroughly knowledgeable about these theories, so 
constant reminders in the forms of quizzes or posters on 
the walls (if you are lucky enough to have a classroom) 
are useful tools to keep theories at students’ fingertips 
throughout the course.

Fast forward
As the new specifications move onto their second 
year of teaching, we all still have much to learn. Like 
many, my students are currently beginning their 
practical work for the non-exam assessment, based on 
the recently released briefs, and – despite this being 
probably the least changed aspect of the course – I’ve 
already had to extend the amount of planning time  
to allow my students to fully cater to the more 
prescriptive requirements. Yes, it’s messed up my long 
term plan a bit, but it does mean my students’ work  
will be better overall.

Just like a good camera, it’s all about choosing what 
to focus on.

Philip Bishop
established, and still leads, the A Level Media  
Studies course at Wath Comprehensive School  
in South Yorkshire

Features: Film and Media Studies 

Sources of Support for A Level Media Studies Teachers

You’ve read the spec and bought the textbook, but where else can you go looking for help 
teaching the new A Level Media Studies specifications?

The Exam Boards 
It sounds obvious (mainly because it is), but all the exam boards have produced a wealth of 
materials to support teaching their specifications. This even includes CPD materials, which 
Ofqual requires exam boards to make freely available even to those who couldn’t attend the 
courses. Occasionally, it takes a little digging to find the materials (which may be spread across 
public websites, password protected extranets or resources subdomains), but they are bound to  
be well-tailored to your course. Some pieces are quite generic enough that they will work with  
any specification, so do explore outside your chosen exam board.

Facebook Groups
Teachers sharing resources online isn’t a new idea (as the likes of the TES website and Teachit 
show), but Facebook is becoming increasingly dominant in this area. Groups tend to be organised 
around different specifications, so try searching for Media Studies and your exam board name. 
Plenty of members willingly share resources and there are also discussions about teaching and 
assessment, which are sometimes even frequented by exam board officials.

MediaMagazine
The English and Media Centre’s MediaMagazine has somewhat reinvented itself to reflect the advent 
of set texts, with more articles focusing directly on media products studied for the exams. Theory is 
also well covered, with cartoons on specified theorists’ main ideas. Yes, the magazine costs money, 
but most subscription packages come with complete access to the online archive going back to 2002.
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English and Media Centre

MediaMagazine editor Claire Pollard explains how the 
magazine is supporting teachers with the new courses.

For many media teachers the 2017-18 academic year 
has been the cause of great anxiety. Like other subjects 
before us, we’ve been navigating new territory: different 
exam structures, brand new set texts (now media 
‘products’) – set texts themselves are a new thing to 
our subject – and specifications that demand more of 
our students. As if that wasn’t enough for many of us, 
the courses we have been teaching weren’t accredited 
until July 2017 and even since then the grounds have 
been shifting beneath us, with exam boards assigning 
set texts that teachers can’t access, changing what 
appeared to be a set text question to an unseen one just 
months before the exam, and offering varying degrees 
of supportive content in the shape of sample responses 
and sample papers. And don’t get me started on the 
mark schemes written, I imagine, with the regulator 
and not the teacher in mind.

MediaMagazine: Supporting Teachers
As a part-time teacher in Waltham Forest, I have been 
experiencing the same uncertainty as most media 
teachers across the country. But here, at The English and 
Media Centre, in my role as MediaMagazine editor, 
everything has come into sharper focus. The need to 
support Media Studies departments in the teaching of 
new content has become our priority and the lists of set 
products for Film and Media Studies has allowed us to 
tailor our content to the needs of our audience by offering 
in-depth academic articles that are clearly focused on 
the key concepts and theories prescribed by Ofqual.

A set list of compulsory products and theorists goes 
against the ideology of many media educators who, in 
the past, have been able to personalise their courses to 
fit the contexts in which they teach. I’ve been known to 
change texts and theories on an almost yearly basis to 
cater to particular groups or to respond to current 
issues in the media.

At MediaMagazine, we will cover, in the coming years, 
all of these set ideas and theories. However we haven’t 
lost sight of the need to personalise and make accessible, 
so we will have an article about Hall’s Reception Theory 
but as applied to the popular Netflix show 13 Reasons 
Why. The writer of this piece, Giles Gough, has also 
written on post-colonialism and Afro-futurism in Black 
Panther for our September issue and I’ve just finished 
writing a piece on the evolution of audience theories as 

applied to Trump’s response to the Florida shootings 
and the organisation Legally Black. Where teachers 
have less freedom with the products they use to teach 
key concepts, it’s essential that we make the links 
between the ideas and the media young people consume.

Supporting Non-Media Specialists
Many Media Studies teachers are not specialists 
– they’re often conscripted from English or ICT 
departments – and may find the increased compulsory 
focus on industry rather daunting. At MediaMagazine 
we always get a lot of pitches about issues around 
representation and media language – which of course 
we still welcome and still publish; but to support the 
more specialised teaching of media industries, we are 
publishing more articles and interviews that reveal the 
inner workings of the media business.

“It’s essential 
that we make 
the links 
between the 
ideas in the 
new course 
and the media 
young people 
consume.”

MediaMagazine 
and the new Film 
and Media Specs
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News from EMC

“MediaMagazine 
aims to be an 
indispensable 
map to the 
brave new 
world of 
Media and 
Film Studies.”

Working with others
We’re always keen to work with other groups that 
share our passion for English and Media teaching. 
These are some of the organisations we’ve worked 
closely with in one way or another of the past 12 
months. Apologies to any we haven’t mentioned!

NATE, LATE, CLPE, British Library, BAAL, University 
English/English Association Conference, Common English 
Forum, DFE, OCR, OFQUAL, BERA, Pearsons, AQA, 
TES, the Guardian, National Writing Day, Forward Arts 
Foundation, CILIP, BFI, Harris Foundation, Herts for 
Learning, Hackney Learning Trust, ELSA, and various 
universities, including IoE, London Met, Goldsmith College, 
Middlesex, Sussex, UEL, Kings College, QMUL, Uppsala.

EMC Let Them Loose! for National Writing Day
Following the success of our initiative for National 
Writing Day last year, we’re doing the same again for 
2018. Look out for stimulus materials released on our 
website the day before the actual event on Wednesday 
27th June. To make sure you don’t miss it, sign up to 
our email list at admin@englishandmedia.co.uk.

Guardian/British Library
Director Andrew McCallum will be speaking and 
presenting on July 5th at the next in the Reading 
for Pleasure series run by the Guardian Education 
Centre and the British Library, entitled Diverse Voices.

emagazine Literature conference
We’re currently finalising the programme for our 
next emagazine Literature conference. The event 

is currently scheduled for Tuesday 6th November  
and will be held at Friends House, Euston, London. 
Keep an eye out on our website for full details later 
this term.

NATE Conference
If you are unable to attend courses at our Islington 
training centre but are at the NATE conference in 
June, do look out for our workshops and seminars. 
Dan Clayton is running ‘Bringing Language Back 
to the English Classroom’, Lucy Webster is offering 
‘Light Touch Stylistics for Teaching Literature’ 
and Andrew McCallum is looking at ‘Using Diverse 
Literary Texts to Develop Critical Thinking’. We’ll 
also have a stall in the main exhibition hall. You’ll be 
able to browse and buy our latest publications, or just 
come along for a chat.

EMC KS3 Curriculum Plus
There’s a fantastic full page spread elsewhere in 
this magazine showcasing EMC’s KS3 Curriculum 
Plus package. We’ve put together the fabulous Y7-9 
resources we’ve developed for the current KS3 
curriculum, including two brand new publications, 
to provide coverage for nearly the whole of the 
curriculum. You can adopt it wholesale or use it to 
fill gaps in your current provision. The only thing it 
doesn’t provide is material for teaching whole class 
novels and Shakespeare. Even then, we offer some 
advice about new books that you might like to use 
with different year groups, and have plans in the 
offing for something to with the Bard.

Features: Film and Media Studies 

This means recruiting writers from the media 
industry and asking a little more of our teacher writers. 
In December we interviewed a creator of branded 
content for Radio 1, alongside a piece focused on The 
Radio 1 Breakfast Show, a set text for OCR; in the April 
issue there’s an article about below-the-line film 
marketing strategies which was brilliantly researched 
by a teacher and writer, Michelle Thomason, who made 
direct contact with EOne, the distributor for I, Daniel 
Blake, a set text for Eduqas. Also in the pipeline is an 
interview with Alice Snape, editor of independent 
women’s magazine Oh Comely, a set text for AQA Media. 
Hopefully we can go some way to supporting teachers 
who have little experience of the media industries. How 
many English teachers, I wonder, would feel comfortable 
teaching about the production, financing and 
distribution of the novels, plays and poems they teach?

Increased Coverage for Film Studies
We’re also upping our film coverage. This time last year 
we re-branded as The Magazine for Students of Film and 
Media, partly because we’ve always included a lot of film 
content but mainly because the reform of Media Studies 
qualifications now excludes the study of films as texts – 
we can study the production distribution and marketing 
of films but not the films themselves. For many schools 
this has meant a shift towards offering Film Studies 

instead of Media or offering Film alongside BTEC or 
CTEC media courses. Every issue this year has covered 
four or five of the set films for the two exam boards. 
We’ve prioritised the films that appear on both specs – 
which, the reader may be interested to know, tend to be 
films based on literary texts (Vertigo, Double Indemnity, 
We Need to Talk About Kevin, Under the Skin) – and have 
tried to cover films from the Hollywood Studio and 
Silent eras, which are now compulsory units.

And finally …
By the time we’ve covered set texts for Film and Media 
Studies, there’s still plenty of space for exciting and 
leftfield media issues. We’ve had an excellent student-
penned exploration of Korean pop and TV, an article 
about Critical Hit (the unlikely phenomenon of live-
streamed Dungeons and Dragons campaigns which 
attract massive audiences) and, in the next issue a 
profile of the musician/meme-artist/music video 
creator Jimothy Lacoste. For teachers and students, 
MediaMagazine aims to be an indispensable map to the 
brave new world of Media and Film Studies - but we 
hope you’ll sometimes want to join us for the roads less 
travelled too.

Claire Pollard
is editor of MediaMagazine
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2018 Carnegie Award Shortlist
This year’s Carnegie shortlist is a mixture of true stories 
and important timely issues, with five of the titles set 
in America:

• Wed Wabbit by Lissa Evans (David Fickling) is a 
fantasy adventure in which ten-year old Fidge who 
is pitched unwittingly into the bizarre world of her 
little sister’s favourite story.

• After the Fire by Will Hill (Usborne) tells the story 
of the US Federal siege of a camp in Texas in which 
a community of the Seventh-day Adventist sect, 
the Branch Davidians, live. Loosely based on the 
Waco siege of 1993, this powerful, gripping novel 
tells the story of how Moonbeam finds the courage 
and strength to survive after the fire which ripped 
through the camp has killed many of her Brothers 
and Sisters and their leader, Father John.

• Where the World Ends by Geraldine McCaughrean 
(Usborne) is a novel set around the true survival 
story of a group of men and boys sent to St Kilda in 
the Outer Hebrides in 1727 to harvest birds for food.

• Rock by Anthony McGowan (Barrington Stoke) is the 
third in the series of books telling the story of the 
lives and growing pains of brothers, Kenny and Nicky.

• Release by Patrick Ness (Walker), in the running to be 
the first author to win the Carnegie Medal for a third 
time with this emotional novel based on his own 
experience of growing up gay in a deeply religious 
family in America.

• Saint Death by Marcus Sedgwick (Orion) is a potent 
and timely thriller about migrants, drug lords and 
gang warfare along the US/Mexican border.

• The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas (Walker) depicts 
how family is connected with the ethical concerns 
driving the Black Lives Matter campaign in the US.

• Beyond the Bright Sea by Lauren Wolk (Corgi) is a 
book inspired by events that took place in Penikese 
Island, Massachusetts (which was once a leper 
colony) during the 1920s, exploring themes of family 
(especially adoption), identity and belonging.

2018 Kate Greenaway Shortlist
This year’s Kate Greenaway shortlist contains a number 
of books with wonderful illustrations and some texts 
which also explore rites of passage themes:

• King of the Sky illustrated by Laura Carlin and written 
by Nicola Davies (Walker)

• Night Shift illustrated and written by Debi Gliori  
(Hot Key)

• A First Book of Animals illustrated by Peter Horá ek 
and written by Nicola Davies (Walker)

• The Song from Somewhere Else illustrated by Levi 
Penfold and written by A F Harrold (Bloomsbury)

• Town is by the Sea illustrated by Sydney Smith and 
written by Joanne Schwartz (Walker)

• Thornhill illustrated and written by Pam Smy (David 
Fickling)

• Under the Same Sky illustrated and written by Britta 
Techentrup (Little Tiger)

The natural world is beautifully evoked in Peter Horá ek’s 
illustrations for Nicola Davies’ First Book of Animals and 
in Britta Teckentrup’s Under the Same Sky, while the 
bleakness of coal mining towns is contrasted with the 
beauty of Rome and land and sea scapes respectively in 
Laura Carlin’s illustrations for Nicola Davies’ King of the 
Sky and Sydney Smith’s illustrations for Town is by the 
Sea by Joanne Schwartz. Night Shift by Debi Gliori and 
Thornhill by Pam Smy use monochrome, pictorial story-
telling to explore themes of depression and bullying, 
whilst Levi Penfold’s illustrations in A F Harrold’s The 
Song from Somewhere Else bring a novel about two loners 
finding friendship to life in a surreal and unsettling way.

2018 Blue Peter Awards
The Blue Peter Best Story Award was won by The Wizards 
of Once by Cressida Cowell (Hodder) which tells the tale 
of Xar and Wish, a young boy Wizard and a young girl 
Warrior who have been taught to hate each other since 
birth and the tumultuous events which occur when their 
worlds collide. The Best Book with Facts prize was won 
by Real-Life Mysteries by Susan Martineau, illustrated by 
Vicky Barker (b small Publishing) which is a book which 
explores a range of mysteries from Ernest Shackleton’s 
ghostly companion to the Loch Ness Monster.

Waterstone’s Children’s Book Awards 2018
The Waterstone’s Older Fiction Category winner and 
Overall winner was The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, 
which has also been shortlisted for the Carnegie Award. 
Winner of the Younger Fiction Award was Nevermoor by 
Jessica Townsend, (Hachette), the story of young Morrigan 
Crow who must overcome a terrible curse. The Illustrated 
Book winner was The Secret of Black Rock by Joe Todd-
Stanton (Flying Eye Books) in which a sea-born mystery 
reveals a moving message of care for our planet.

Joe Walsh
NATE Council

Book Box News
Joe Walsh reports on what’s new in children’s literature
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Elise and the Second-hand Dog
Bjarne Reuter, illustrated by Kirsten Raagaard
Wacky Bee Books 2018, £6.99

Although Bjarne Reuter is new to me, he is a very well-
known award-winning author of children’s fiction in his 
native Denmark. Elise and the Second-hand Dog has been 
honoured in this country in Book Trust’s ‘In Other Words’ 
project which celebrates children’s literature in translation.

Elise is desperate to have a dog to keep her company 
while her dad is out trying to earn a living as a musician 
and her mother is away building a suspension bridge in 
Brazil. Her dad finds it hard to refuse her pleading and 
eventually a rather ugly, smelly second-hand dog takes 
up residence in their flat in Copenhagen. Unattractive 
he may be but this is no ordinary dog. He can talk – 
and informs Elise, in the middle of a naming ceremony 
that she has prepared for him, that he will not answer 
to Prince Valiant the Great, the name she has chosen. 
His name, he asserts, is McAduddi and he comes from 
Tobermory in Scotland. How a Scottish dog lands up in 
Copenhagen may, or may not, be revealed later.

So begins a series of often very funny adventures 
which are populated with Elise’s odd extended family. 
There is the story of their annual Halloween party in 
her grandmother’s old mill, which is both funny and 
scary, and another about Elise’s attempts to make her 
dad a Christmas present (no spoilers here!). Wherever 
Elise’s imaginary journeys take her she is accompanied 
by her dog, who always has something to say on the 
matters on hand. However, both she and her family 
miss her mum. And the dream of a yellow plane bearing 
the Brazil flag flying across the Danish sky to bring her 
home is never far away.

There is much to enjoy in this book even though I 
personally found it a bit disjointed at times. Young 
readers will, I am sure, be able to cope with Danish place 
names and their unfamiliar spelling – phonics skills and 
English spelling rules are not very useful here. The 
author has, however, the genuine ability to think like a 
child and to create the imaginary friends and worlds 
that 7- 10-year olds make for themselves. His sometimes 
naughty sense of humour will no doubt bring on a smile. 
I am sure that many will also connect with Elise’s 
longing for her mother to return after a long time away. 
And the illustrations are a delight too. 

Barbara Conridge
NATE Primary Committee

Eye of the North
Sinead O’Hart
Stripes 2018, £6.99 

Eye of the North is the story of Emmeline, a girl of great 
pluck and ingenuity, who, on discovering that her parents 
have suddenly disappeared, is dispatched to Paris to live 
with her aunt. (Think a sort of cross between A Series 
of Unfortunate Events and Philip Reeve’s Larklight saga). 
Chased by a selection of different villains, she befriends 
the Thing (who actually turns out to be a boy), reaches 
Paris, is chased again before finding herself headed 
for the Greenland ice cap. This is a world of rising sea-
levels, monsters, strange technologies and a dash of the 
19th century – very steam-punkish – where you always 
know that she has the beating of everything that is 
arrayed against her.

There seems to be no end to the capabilities of 
Emmeline, whether mental or physical (although one 
scene where she flattens two very large members of the 
opposition would probably put James Bond to shame). 
Nonetheless, the characters of both Emmeline and the 
Thing are nicely drawn, and you find yourself rooting for 
the both of them. The style of writing is gentle, humorous 
and straightforward, with some lovely thought-provoking 
bursts of imagery (my favourite being the wind rummaged 
through his clothing like a pickpocket looking for a payday).

I do have one major reservation concerning Eye of 
the North, and that is the recommendation that it is book 
for age 9 and upwards. Now whilst it has many features 
that a younger reader would appreciate – a plot that 
hurtles along at break-neck speed, a rapid jumping from 
one story-line to another, all sorts of animal interaction 
– I did feel that there were rather a lot of ‘unknowns’ 
floating around. By page 100, for instance, I jotted down 
that there were about eight important things that I ‘didn’t 
know’, including what had happened to Emmeline’s 
parents, why she has been brought up like she has, who 
is chasing her, why they are chasing her and why she 
needs to go to Paris. Now there’s nothing wrong with a 
bit of mystery in a story, but, whilst I’d hate to disparage 
the staying power of the average Year 5 reader, I do feel 
that it is a big ask for them to read all 384 pages in the 
hope that eventually all will be made clear. 

So, a curious book in many ways. On the one hand it 
feels like it is aimed at an audience of young readers, but, 
on the other, I think the word ‘labyrinthine’ would sum up 
the plot perfectly. Perhaps it’s just me, but I did find the 
final denouement spectacularly convoluted! Nonetheless, 
highly imaginative and always an interesting read. 

Phil Kendall
Educational consultant
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The Light Jar
Lisa Thompson
Scholastic 2018, £6.99

A notice on the board outside my local church reads 
‘Are you being frightened or controlled by someone 
close to you’. Reading the opening chapter of ‘The Light 
Jar’ immediately gave me the same sense of genuine 
menace, a feeling compounded by further revelations 
in the story.

In the middle of the night, Nate and Mum are driving 
away for a ‘holiday’ while Mum’s partner, Gary, is away on 
a business trip. They are not going to his grandmother, 
but to a cottage they visited years ago, before Nate’s 
father left them for another woman (something Nate 
has yet to understand or forgive). Clearly terrified of 
being followed, Mum only relaxes when they reach the 
cottage. Not that it is a welcoming sight, being in a state 
of disorder and neglect. 

When Mum fails to return from a trip to buy food 
the next day, Nate’s situation is parlous. The weather is 
freezing. There are some left-over tins of food, but not 
many, so he carefully ekes out what there is. Nate’s only 
comforts, keeping his thoughts away from the ideas 
that either his Mum has had an accident or that she has 
abandoned him, are his book, ‘Freaky Things to Freak 
You Out’ and his ‘Ask me a Question’ magic ball.

But then, someone from the past appears, Sam, Nate’s 
imaginary childhood friend. Sam’s practical advice and 
companionship support Nate as he struggles on. He 
also makes sure Nate has companions to celebrate his 
twelfth birthday. And another unexpected companion 
appears. In the grounds of the mansion in which the 
cottage stands, he meets Kitty. Reluctantly over the next 
few days, he helps her with her treasure hunt. But she is 
not what she seems. 

In flashbacks throughout the story, we learn of 
Gary’s controlling behaviour, starting as soon as he 
moved in, forcing Nate to give up his ‘Light Jar’, a 
nightlight his mother had made for him due to his fear 
of the dark. Other incidents are gradually revealed: 
how Gary ruins the visit of Nate’s school friend, how 
he destroys the dressing up outfit Mum spent hours 
making, how he sells Mum’s car, how he denies them 
light by removing the bulbs in the house. They had tried 
to escape previously to Nate’s grandmother, but she had 
been overwhelmed and angry, struggling to care for her 
ailing husband, and had not welcomed them.

Eventually, Sam’s birthday present, a light jar, 
which he had previously spotted amongst his mother’s 
belongings, convinces him his mother has left Gary, and 
not abandoned her son and he determines to go to the 
mansion to seek help. This is how he finds his mother, 
trapped by a fall, hurt and cold. But alive. And then 
everything begins to be put right.

This is a riveting story, with a dark underlying 
theme, yet laced with humour, friendship and wisdom. 
The failings of adults are all too clear, and the confused 
feelings of a child caught up in these are told with 
sympathy and understanding. It is an engrossing read, 
and I finished it within a day. 

Is there an age group for this book? In many ways, 
Nate is a very young just-twelve-year-old, and imaginary 
friends are, I believe, mainly the province of younger 
children. The happy ending, with Gary leaving and all 
the family relationships on the way to resolution, also 
points to a young audience. 

Yet the cruel – unfortunately entirely believable – 
treatment meted out to Nate and his mother, even 
though not physically violent, is concerning. Would  
a child suffering under such a regime be helped by  
this book? Could it make them understand that this 
behaviour is wrong? Would a young reader be  
disturbed by it? And does that matter anyway? Is not 
reading stories one of the ways we all face the evils of 
the world? 

Nevertheless, I would highly recommend this book, 
but probably for upper KS2 and KS3 (and adults, of 
course) rather than the younger ages. 

Lana Boztas
NATE Primary Committee

The Rainmaker Danced
John Agard, illustrated by Satoshi Kitamura
Hodder 2017, £6.99

John Agard’s poems are always lively, accessible and 
often thought-provoking. This latest collection is  
all three. 

Agard is not shy of tackling issues, whether of race, 
war or the environment, but these don’t dominate the 
collection; children don’t appreciate being preached 
at – too much of that in Assembly! The poems range 
from considering ‘Laika, the Sputnik Dog’ to ‘Among 
the Hairyboos and Smoothyboos’, from simple pleas 
for the admiration of flowers to the surreal question 
of which fruit or veg would agree to be Frankenstein’s 
bride. (Though, as often, Frankenstein and his monster 
are muddled up.) 

Some are a bit flimsy, leaving the reader turning the 
page and wondering if there’s more. For example: ‘If  
I lie / on a page / am I a free word? // If I fly / in a cage / am 
I a free bird? // If I cry / with eyes of green / am I a weeping 
leaf? // Answers are folly / when questions are bliss / Without 
questions, do I exist?’ 

Others, though, could well inspire children to have 
a go themselves – one of the best reasons to be reading 
a poetry book. This one, for instance, ‘On the Run from 
Colours’: ‘Green misled me into the woods./ Blue tried to 
drown me in the sea. // White smothered me in balls of clouds. 
/ Yellow caught me on a double yellow line.’ Red, brown and 
black follow and the poem finishes with: ‘Now even grey 
looks out to get me. / Fog, what are you? Friend or enemy?’

The illustrations, though monochrome, are nicely 
integrated with the poems adding to the feeling that the 
collection has been assembled with care. 

Nice one, John.

Trevor Millum
NATE ICT Committee
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that is constantly knocking at his door. Faced with this 
dilemma, he has to make some serious decisions about 
where his life is headed and what his future holds. 
Unfortunately for Budi, luck is once again against 
him and one badly directed kick lands him in some 
very sticky business involving the most powerful and 
terrifying man in Jakarta.

Budi’s adventures take him through fear and danger, 
scary encounters and life threatening situations, but he 
never loses a grip on his hopes and dreams.

Kick is to be recommended for Key Stage 3 readers, 
especially readers who enjoy adventure books. Anybody 
who has read and enjoyed Keeper, The Penalty and 
Exposure by Mal Peet will particularly enjoy Kick.

Oliver Green
(Year 9, Carshalton Boys Sports College)

Andrew Green
(Brunel University)

Flamingo Boy
Michael Morpurgo
Harper Collins 2018, £6.99

Michael Morpurgo has a magical ability to weave 
historical events into a breathtaking fictional narrative. 
This one is set in the Camargue, in the South of 
France, during 1942. Through narrator Vincent, who 
finds himself in the area, we are introduced to Kezia, 
a Romany girl whose parents own a carousel, and to 
Lorenzo, a young boy who lives on his parents’ farm, 
caring for injured animals and the local flamingos. Both 
Kezia and Lorenzo are different; both struggle to find 
a sense of belonging in this small community. What 
evolves is a trusting friendship that lasts a life time.

When a violent storm rages and the carousel is 
damaged, everyone is devastated. Against the backdrop 
of the war the two families work together, aided by a 
German corporal, to restore the carousel to its former 
glory. The carousel becomes a symbol of hope for the 
French people and of acts of kindness that can occur 
even when  unspeakable horrors are happening at close 
hand.

Flamingo Boy is a story of love, friendship and hope 
in the midst of hardship and sadness, and it is highly 
recommended: a book that I simply couldn’t put down.

Jo Robinson 
NATE Primary Committee

Kid Got Shot
Simon Mason
David Fickling 2017, £7.99 

What to make of Garvie Smith? He’s not the kind of boy 
you want to hold up as a role model to your Year 10s and 
11s. Smoking, drinking and possibly involved in other 
substances – well, okay. But missing or turning up late 
for GCSEs? Now that is going too far.

However, Simon Mason manages to create in Smith a 
character who is interesting, engaging and, deep down, 
on the right side. A kid does get shot – a Polish youngster, 
a loner who seems to care more about his violin than 
other relationships – and this crime is the starting point 
for the novel. It does depend on one cliché: the ham-
fisted police investigation which has to be assisted by 
amateur sleuth Garvie Smith who is able to go places 
that the forces of law and order cannot, or won’t. He 
also happens to have an uncle in Forensics and a special 
relationship with D I Raminder Singh. There are a 
couple of stock characters: the policeman in charge of 
the case and the Headteacher at Garvie’s school but on 
the other hand, the many characters who populate the 
novel, from Garvie’s mum to the enigmatic Zuzana, the 
Asian shopkeepers and the Polish grandparents of the 
murdered boy, are full of believable idiosyncrasies and 
seem drawn from real life. 

The novel is a page-turner, at least for this reader, 
and I think it would engage a lot of younger readers. 
Even those who would not normally tackle a book of this 
length might find themselves drawn in if you were to 
read them the first two or three chapters… It is basically 
a crime-thriller where the mystery is solved by the end 
of the book – which helps the pages turn – but along the 
way a number of other issues such as race and identity 
are covered, though not in an obvious preachy way. 

Highly recommended. I’m off to get myself a copy of 
the previous Garvie Smith novel now… 

Trevor Millum
NATE ICT Committee

Kick
Mitch Johnson
Usborne 2017, £6.99

Mitch Johnson, a Waterstone’s book seller, is a graduate 
of the University of East Anglia and holds a first class 
degree in English Literature with Creative Writing. Kick 
is his debut novel and pulls together two of his passions 
– football and social justice.

Kick tells the story of Budi, a boy from Jakarta who 
hopes and dreams of creating for himself a better life. 
More than anything, he wants to play for his favourite 
football team – Real Madrid – and to escape the unpleasant 
realities of his existence.

Budi works long hours in the horrible conditions of 
a sweatshop making football boots; football boots for 
people with money. His family are desperately trying 
to put food on the table, his uncle is in prison and his 
father is threatened by the law. Budi’s dreams of the 
high life come face to face with the very different reality 
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Saint Death
Marcus Sedgwick
Hachette 2017, £7.99

Saint Death is an adventurous exploration into the 
underbelly of Mexican impoverishment. The narrative 
tracks our main character, Arturo, as he navigates a 
dangerous and seedy negotiation to help his estranged 
childhood friend, Faustino. Can they replace the dollars 
that Faustino has unwisely filched from the gang he has 
become embroiled in? Or when their 36 hours is up, will 
the pair of them lose their lives trying?

The writer, Marcus Sedgwick, is masterful in 
crafting a tone befitting a film noir with his pessimistic 
and fatalistic story telling. This is, after all, ideal for a 
narrative that is watched over by the enigmatic and 
gritty characterisation of death herself: Santa Muerte –  
‘folk saint, a rebel angel, a sinister guardian’ – who is an 
ever influential presence in Arturo’s journey.

In the beginning the story develops slowly, with 
Sedgwick weaving symbols and signs throughout his 
writing so that it has a mystical, fantastical element about 
it. For the impatient reader this may prove frustrating, 
yet it is this transcendent style of writing that makes the 
story so beautiful. As the reader is entangled in Arturo 
and Faustino’s plight, the action begins to ramp up and 
it soon feels as though you are sharing in their missions, 
the different and unpredictable necessities for action 
swiftly unravelling. From creepy offerings at a shrine, 
to a James Bond style card game (fewer tuxes and more 
tequila…), the action guides the reader through a varied 
and intriguing plot. The reader’s investment in Arturo’s 
life heightens as the book speeds almost uncontrollably 
to its ending; the remaining pages thin out as we accept 
that an ending for this tumultuous tale is inevitable, 
even if we are not ready for it. 

The novel also serves to expose the crimes of capitalism 
and the lack of culpability for those who abuse it. In 
particular, the corporations who exploit the Mexican 
workforce. It is an incredibly relevant and scrutinising 
account of issues that dominate our current world, 
providing a lens through which to explore the victims 
of modern society. Sedgwick’s incorporation of Mexican 
language and punctuation also lends the book an 
authentic feel which bonds us closer with Arturo and 
his colourful companions. 

Although at times disorientating, this story is wildly 
exciting and evocative of life on the Mexican/US border. 
The pessimistic narrative will engage readers, daring them 
to hope for a positive ending whilst also committing 
itself to tragedy. 

Take a swig of pulque, sit yourself down, ready your 
cards for a game of Calavera with Arturo, and I promise 
you won’t be disappointed.     

Avril Dowdeswell
Cardinal Newman High School, Luton

Scythe
Neal Shusterman
Walker Books 2018, £7.99 

Earth in a distant (but still familiar) future offers 
humanity the near-perfect experience. Life is very 
smooth. There is no crime (apart from the occasional 
hoodlum who drops litter on purpose), work is a gentle 
time-filler, there is no disease or pain (nanites in the 
blood ensure bodies run perfectly) and everyone is 
contented. The only cloud on humanity’s horizon would 
be the possibility of a visit from a Scythe, a trained 
professional who is responsible for making sure that the 
birth rates and death rates match up.

It’s a brilliant concept. Scythes are trained from 
childhood to deliver death (or gleaning people) as 
humanely as possible, and the training of the two main 
characters, Rowan and Citra, gives the book its basic 
shape. Citra ends apprenticed to Scythe Curie (they all 
take the name of a famous earth-scientist) who likes to 
cook a final meal for the family of her victim; Rowan 
finds himself serving Scythe Goddard (who packs his 
gleaning quota into a series of massive atrocities). 

The book bubbles with fresh ideas, and, like all good 
Science Fiction, there is a constant echo of our own 
lives in this future world. There is the boy who keeps 
splatting himself by jumping off tall buildings (and 
then being revived) to make his parents notice him; 
the Thunderhead (a computer entity evolved from the 
Cloud) which has taken over the management of the 
planet; the gun lobby who campaign for a relaxation of 
the ban on the use of detonators and explosives when 
gleaning; people re-setting their ages when they get 
too old (‘turning the corner’) and going back to their 
twenties (but never their teens, which is considered 
very uncool); and on and on.

 The book has a wonderful sweep to it, and is always 
engaging (the smalltalk was microscopic, and – again – 
like a ghost existing in the blind spot of the world). It seems 
churlish to say, but I do have two slight reservations. 
One is the use of excerpts from the journals of various 
scythes, which begin interesting but which I was 
beginning to skim over by the end. The other is the 
usual bane of Science Fiction/Fantasy – that at a very 
early point in the piece you just know that this is not 
going to be a stand-alone novel. Don’t get me wrong – 
this is a very good book and I’ll be more than happy to 
read the sequels – but there is something about being 
the ‘first in the series’ that takes a little away from the 
reading experience (for me, anyway). 

Anyhow, minor gripes aside, I can heartily recommend 
Scythe to a wide range of readers. In a similar way to 
Harry Potter, there’s just that little bit of everything for 
an awful lot of different readers.

Phil Kendall
Educational consultant
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I Am Thunder
Muhammad Khan
Macmillan 2018, £7.99

This is a very tightly focused story, clearly aimed at 
warning a teenage audience about possible entrapment 
into religious extremism and terrorist activity. In the 
preliminary ‘Note from the Author’, Khan explains 
how he was prompted to write this, his first novel, by 
reading about the three, gifted British schoolgirls who 
flew to Syria in 2015 to join the so-called ‘Islamic State’. 
He tried to imagine what could have prompted such a 
disastrous decision and this story is the result.

If you don’t mind such a tight anchor, then you’ll 
discover an engaging protagonist in Muzna and a 
convincing, gradually unfolding description of her 
background. Muzna is very likeable, clever and loved 
but in many ways repressed by her parents who, in spite 
of being very liberal British Muslims, are very much 
part of a strictly traditional Pakistani community. The 
heroine’s ambitions make her rebel against her parents’ 
aspirations but she isn’t strong enough to support a 
close friend who transgresses the community’s code 
of conduct regarding boyfriends. Her forced betrayal 
leaves her feeling guilty and very open to the friendship 
and influence, not to mention strong physical 
attraction, of a fellow British Muslim boy at school. 
Their relationship turns out to be near the heart of a 
planned attack by terrorists.

At one point near the beginning I was starting to 
think that Muzna was far too naive and the narrative 
too incredible, but after that false lead the author 
restores her sharp character and the danger becomes 
rather more subtly drawn. As narrator, Muzna writes in 
character as a good student of English, using colloquial, 
modern slang to humorous effect, drawing readers into 
her world of amazing highs and miserable lows. She has 
bravado and moral conviction but also low self-esteem, 
constantly comparing herself to more physically 
attractive fellow students. Weaving ‘true romance’ into 
the core message about radicaliaation might seem to be 
wanting it all, but it’s easy enough to see why romantic 
obsession has to be a major feature in this exploration 
of teenage idealism.

The narrative rattles to an exciting conclusion 
which may well satisfy any teenage audience, BAME or 
otherwise.

Anne Fairhall

The Ghosts and Jamal
Bridget Blankley
Hope Road 2018, £8.99

This is a novel that resonates with many of the key 
political/social issues of 2018. It is set in an un-named 
Middle Eastern or South-East Asian country with Jamal 
– its young protagonist who has been orphaned for a 
number of years – caught at the centre of both civil and 
international conflict. At the beginning of the narrative 
he manages to escape from his village that has suffered 
a chemical attack and there then follows an odyssey that 
takes him through a range of daunting experiences. These 
include a stay in a hospital; survival by living on and sifting 
through a vast rubbish dump and, finally, as a resident of 
an Islamic centre/orphanage where there is an undertone 
of terrorist grooming alongside a caring Imam.

All this is seen through the very innocent eyes of 
Jamal who suffers from severe, undiagnosed epilepsy 
which, by local decree, had resulted in him having 
to live an isolated existence outside his village. The 
superstitious interpretations of the ‘elders’ meant that 
his only purpose was deemed to be to distract evil spirits 
away from the ‘healthy’ members of the community. 
This enforced solitary life ensures his survival and 
results in his self-imposed quest to search for the 
deadly spirits (the ‘ghosts’ of the title) that, in his eyes, 
inhabited the ricin shells that had killed all the people 
whom, according to folk-lore, he’d been protecting.

His various encounters and adventures are full 
of potentially fascinating characters and interesting 
insights into the life of a displaced, disabled person – 
showing the human kindnesses that can surface in such 
a scenario as well as the evil prejudices that are never far 
below the surface. And it is not without a gentle humour 
that is often dependent on Jamal’s limited vocabulary 
which, at one point, means that he is worried about 
being sent to a place called ‘Anof-anage’ whilst, on 
another occasion, he hears that he is suffering from ‘a 
pill-at-sea’.

I wanted this novel to succeed but, in spite of the 
potential that it has to excite the young reader, to 
highlight important issues and to create characters 
of real complexity, it has, for me, a strangely muted 
narrative that jolts from episode to episode without the 
emotional engagement that one should expect from 
such a scenario. This isn’t helped by a cast-list that 
rarely moves beyond the one-dimensional with even 
Jamal lacking the subtle nuances that are needed for 
true, readerly empathy. A final concern is related to 
the concluding chapter which – although intended to 
induce a shiver of shock – feels rather rushed and in 
danger of being almost unengaging.

For all these reasons – as well as the strangely 
slow pace of the narrative – I feel that only the more 
dedicated KS3 reader will persevere with what could 
have been a riveting idea. However, I’m sure that there 
are many people who will disagree with me.

John Hickman
NATE Secondary Committee 
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Reviews of Books and Resources for Teachers

Texts for Teachers

Curriculum and Assessment 
in English: A Better Plan
John Richmond with Andrew Burn, Peter 
Dougill, Angela Goddard, Mike Raleigh and 
Peter Traves
English 3–11: Routledge 2017, £24.99

English 11–19: Routledge 2017, £24.99

The material in these two immensely valuable books 
was originally published in 2015 as a series of UKLA 
booklets designed to guide teachers and departments 
in negotiating aspects of the English curriculum in 
the wake of the problematic new National Curriculum 
which began in 2014. It has now helpfully been gathered 
together into one volume for primary English and one 
for secondary English, both absolutely essential for 
every department to have and to use.

John Richmond recounts how the venture came 
about because of ‘the need for a restatement of basic 
principles about the learning of English throughout the 
years of schooling, for a detailed critique of some aspects of 
government requirements in England to do with the English 
curriculum and with testing and examinations in English, 
and for the putting forward of practical, educationally 
better alternatives.’ The books admirably succeed in all 
three of these aims, setting out clearly, succinctly and 
persuasively a principled programme for the teaching of 
English securely located in the consensuses established 
by experts over the last 70 years or so, and explaining 
with patience and rigour why current government 
approaches are wrong in so many respects.

The two books are structured identically, with 
chapters on talk, reading, writing, grammar, drama, 
media, EAL, and non-standard English, followed by 
an alternative English curriculum, and a discussion of 
assessment issues. Much of the material in each chapter 
of the two books is identical – essentially the sections 

which discuss the broad principles of the subject and 
the theories which underpin them – but much is also 
differentiated according to the relative needs of the 
primary and the secondary phases.

In particular, the chapters on reading in the two 
books differ considerably in parts. The primary book 
has an extended and very valuable section on the issues 
surrounding the teaching of phonics, and the stand-off 
between phonics and real books. This is missing from 
the secondary volume, but is highly recommended 
reading for secondary teachers, giving an extremely 
clear account of a set of issues and debates which 
sometimes seem rather distant to them. Similarly, 
whilst both books tackle the full range of thorny issues 
to do with grammar, the primary book’s critique of the 
primary curriculum’s misguided approach to spelling, 
punctuation and grammar – set out in the writing 
chapters – is essential reading for all.

It’s important to note that, whilst the books provide 
critique of current policy, their main thrust is the setting 
out of a positive, inspiring programme that can guide 
schools in implementing the curriculum and designing its 
own programme. Each chapter could provide a fantastic 
starting point for professional development within 
departments and discussion in department meetings, as 
well as key readings for PGCE courses. As well as clarity 
and succinctness of argument, the books also helpfully 
provide many clear and concise summaries of – and 
quotations from – key theorists’ work on all of the 
different aspects of the curriculum, and the ways in 
which they are relevant to classroom practice.

The ‘alternative curriculum’ which is provided at the 
end of each book is intended as ‘a constructive contribution 
to the debate’ and ‘an encouragement and support’ to 
teachers, modelling ways in which departments could 
re-frame and re-think the actual curriculum, as well as 
formulate a political challenge to it.

Gary Snapper
Editor

From the Editor’s Desk:

English 3 to 19 – A Better Plan 
Crucial reading for every English teacher and a vital resource for subject 
leaders and teacher trainers, these two books by John Richmond (one of 
the most influential proponents of ‘the new English’ in its early decades), 
with contributions by other leading names in the subject, powerfully and 
pragmatically re-state essential principles for English in schools, and 
explode the myths fostered by current and recent government policy.
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Reviews and Columns 

English and its Teachers
Simon Gibbons
NATE/Routledge 2017, £26.99

This is an important book both educationally and 
politically. It gives a lucid and uncompromising account 
of the last 50 years in the history of English teaching 
which, in the best of all worlds, would be required 
reading for all new entrants to the profession. Its two 
main parts – ‘the Age of Invention’ and ‘the Age of 
Intervention’ – provide neat frames into which can be 
drawn the triumphs, the struggles, the despair and the 
hopes that have emerged since the seminal Dartmouth 
conference of 1966.

It is this Anglo-American initiative that provides the 
continuous thread that runs through Gibbons’ analysis 
because it was here that the ‘Personal Growth’ model 
of English took shape and, in various forms for over 
half a century, provided thousands of English teachers 
with a clear philosophy, a widely-researched academic 
rationale for their work and a range of key pedagogic 
principles. The book offers fascinating insights into 
the conflicting ideas and the compromises that honed 
the outcomes of the conference - emerging initially in 
the work of John Dixon and then in the inspirational 
writings of James Britton. These insights are rooted 
in the author’s extensive interviews with some of the 
surviving protagonists and they continue beyond the 
60s with constant references to in-depth conversations 
with many of the major voices of English teaching 
across the ensuing years.

The energetic optimism of the 60s, 70s and early 80s 
is well captured in the author’s accounts of the formation 
of national and local English teacher networks, the 
work of the Schools’ Council and the development of 
teacher-focused, research-based projects (the National 
Writing Project; LINC etc) - as well as the short-lived 
excitement of 100% GCSE coursework. But, of course, 
the swinging of the political pendulum is then explored 
in the second part of the book as Gibbons documents 
the ruthless backlash - detailing the impact of the 
Black Papers and the centralised cascading of National 
Curricula and National Strategies. He assiduously 
outlines the many forms of grass-roots resistance that 
has contested what has become a seemingly incessant 
attack on teacher autonomy and on progressive forms 
of English teaching but he doesn’t shy away from the 
fact that – with the current de-professionalising of 
teachers and the marginalising of university academics 
– we are living through dire times.

The brief chapter on the teaching of English across 
the English speaking world is a very useful outline of 
the way that a standards-driven reform agenda linked 
to standardised assessment systems and a centralised 
curriculum is an international phenomenon. This does 
make the reader feel that at least she is not alone but 
it is small comfort in a world seemingly gone mad and 
Gibbons’ conclusions do not make for comfortable 
reading. He acknowledges that any attempts to regain 
even some of the ground that has been lost over 50 years 
will not be easy and, indeed, may be impossible. He 
cites the recent work of John Richmond, Sue Horner, 
Simon Wrigley and Debra Myhill as beacons in a dark 
landscape and such initiatives do show ways forward. 

He also uses a quotation from Brian Simon: ‘things have 
not always been as they are and need not remain so’ but 
– if there is to be any hope – then books like this need to 
have a wide audience and to be acted upon.

For readers who have lived and worked through 
much of this ‘history’, English and its Teachers is a 
wonderfully nostalgic – if occasionally depressing 
– walk down memory lane. They will recognise all 
the political twists and turns although, as Gibbons 
acknowledges, there will be other, alternative histories. 
However, the most important people to read the book 
will be the subject leaders – hopefully energised by its 
messages and encouraged to become agents of change 
– and the new teachers of English who will be helped to 
understand their rich history, to see that things can be 
different and to rewrite an agenda for English teachers 
that, over the years, has been corrupted by a seemingly 
unending series of ignorant and soulless politicians.

John Hickman
NATE Secondary Committee

Other recent titles in the NATE/
Routledge series:

International Perspectives on the Teaching of 
Literature in Schools
Global Principles and Practices
Edited by Andrew Goodwyn, Cal Durrant, Louann Reid, 
Lisa Scherff

Students, Places and Identities in English and  
the Arts
Creative Spaces in Education
Edited by David Stevens, Karen Lockney

Knowing about Language
Linguistics and the Secondary English Classroom
Edited by Marcello Giovanelli, Dan Clayton

Introducing Teachers’ Writing Groups
Exploring Theory and Practice
Jenifer Smith, Simon Wrigley

Creative Approaches to Teaching Grammar
Developing Students as Writers and Readers
Martin Illingworth, Nick Hall

Researching and Teaching Reading
Developing Pedagogy through Critical Enquiry
Gabrielle Cliff Hodges

NATE members are entitled to 20% off all 
NATE/Routledge titles ordered directly from  
www.routledge.com
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Becoming an Outstanding  
English Teacher
Kate Sida-Nicholls
Sage 2016, £20.99

It’s the Holy Grail that every English teacher is searching 
for now: how can they be ranked by the relevant authorities 
as ‘outstanding’? How can they justly garland themselves 
with this pedagogical laurel? Kate Sida-Nicholls, the 
author of a new guide, Becoming an Outstanding English 
Teacher, never questions whether teachers should be 
thinking in this way, but offers lots of very useful advice 
about how to adhere to the present hegemony. 

The book is attractively presented and is very clear. 
It can be read both in one stretch or dipped in and out 
of. It is chock full of helpful strategies to make English 
lessons meaningful and engaging. Some of these 
strategies will be familiar, some not. A strength of it 
is that it feels, based on my numerous observations of 
English lessons during the past few years, very much 
‘on the nail’ as to what is actually happening in schools. 
I am confident that if an English teacher adopted the 
strategies based on the book, they would achieve good 
outcomes for themselves and their students.

The guide is structured in nine chapters, and 
returns repeatedly to the important concept of what 
sorts of activities might nurture ‘outstanding’ learning. 
The first half looks at a series of activities that might 
start, develop and end lessons. The focus is on making 
the learning fun and accessible. With regards to main 
activities, she helpfully outlines how group work might 
enliven the teaching of poetry, as well as a host of other 
ideas, including using drama, acronyms, diagrams, 
pictures and blogs. 

After going through the nuts and bolts of planning 
an ‘outstanding’ lesson, she drills down in more depth 
into what makes questioning successful, including 
explaining things like the ‘Pose, Pause, Pounce, 
Bounce’ strategy. I have found these catchy pedagogical 
approaches are very popular with English teachers 
now, and I think they would really appreciate this  
book as it brings together lots of disparate strategies 
I have encountered but not found put together in one 
slim volume. 

There’s a chapter on assessment, which emphasizes 
the importance of students having time to reflect upon 
their work, a theme which is emphasized throughout 
the book. The chapter on differentiation examines 
questioning, setting tasks, providing different learning 
outcomes, using visual images and helping SEND 
students. The book ends by providing exemplar lesson 
plans for Key Stage 3 and 4, which would provide an 
excellent resource for a CPD session if looked at 
critically: I could see how they might work, but I felt 
there was a tad too much emphasis upon spotting 
language features and not enough on meaning-making. 

All in all, I would thoroughly recommend the book 
for both less and more experienced teachers. Sida-
Nicholls is to be congratulated on achieving the near-
impossible, a concise but readable book on how to teach 
English successfully within the current school climate.

Francis Gilbert
NATE ITE Committee

What does this look like in  
the classroom? 
Carl Hendrick and Robin Macpherson
John Catt 2016, £18

This book starts from an excellent premise – exactly 
what it asks in the title. Hendricks writes about an 
experience that is familiar to many teachers: you are at 
a conference, listening to an accomplished presenter, 
the ideas are ‘cogent, well evidenced and engaging, but 
I was nagged by a single thought: this is all fascinating 
but what does it actually look like in the classroom?’ In 
response, Hendricks and MacPherson requested and 
collated questions on different areas of practice, from 
experienced teachers and NQTs. These questions were 
then put to experts, who were interviewed separately and 
asked to respond with as practical an answer as possible.

Each section looks at a different element of school 
practice, from Assessment, Marking and Feedback, to 
SEN, to Questioning. Questions are posed, and then 
answered by the two experts in that field. Assessment, 
Marking and Feedback has Dylan William and Daisy 
Christodoulou, for example. Learning Myths is addressed 
by David Didau and Pedro de Bruyckere. The questions 
are practical, theoretical and pedagogical: in Reading 
and Literacy one of the questions is ‘Why is there still no 
agreement over phonics versus meaning-based reading 
interventions’, while in Memory and Recall the first 
question is ‘Most of my students leave exam revision to 
the last week. How can I encourage them to avoid this?’

As a busy classroom teacher, one of the things I 
really liked about this book was that I could dip into 
chapters depending on what my interests or current 
issues are. The clarity of layout meant I could even 
go to a particular question in that chapter, and look at 
what the answers might be. This was a book I took with 
me on a train journey and shared enthusiastically with 
friends and colleagues.

My only caveat would be that it is slightly a case of 
‘the parson’s egg’ – good in parts. Because each chapter 
uses different experts, there is an unevenness in some of 
the responses. You can see the true theorists sometimes 
struggling to come up with tangible ‘what to say in the 
classroom’; some of the contributors are stronger than 
others, have more of my respect and I feel have more 
success behind them which leads me to pay attention to 
their suggestions. Having said that, the good parts are, 
indeed, very good, and worth the time.

This is a book I am going to keep in my desk, because 
I know I can dip into it for a reminder or a review of 
something that is playing on my mind. With 20 plus 
years of experience behind me, it still has worthwhile 
practical advice, and I have already recommended it to 
teachers new to the profession.

Raina Parker
NATE Vice-Chair

Texts for Teachers
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Keith Davidson confronts an adverbial.

Today we have naming of parts …
 … Japonica
Glistens like coral in all of the neighbouring gardens,
 And today we have naming of parts.

 … and the point of balance,
Which in our case we have not got; and the almond-
blossom
Silent in all of the gardens and the bees going backwards 
and forwards,
 For today we have naming of parts.

(‘Naming of Parts’, Henry Reed, Lessons of the War, I)

Prompted by the BBC TV’s 3-part adaptation, I was re-
reading E. M. Forster’s Howards End, only to be stopped 
short by an odd sentence: ‘Most complacently did Mrs 
Munt rehearse her mission.’ Yes, a fronted adverbial. So, 
noted and named [1 mark] – and move on? But this is a 
fronted adverbial with attitude: pre-posed at the head 
of this one-line sentence, but also at the head of a page-
and-a-half long paragraph, and at the head of a chapter 
(III). What’s that all about?

For a start, it’s a rather strange sentence. A standard 
unmarked sequence – Subject (S)… Verb (V)… Object 
(O)… Complement (C)… would have read:

 Mrs Munt (S) rehearsed (V) her mission (O)  
complacently (C).

Neutral narrative, without comment. But that’s 
subverted in Forester’s odd sequence, reversing the 
usual (S) – (V) sentence positions:

 Most complacently (C) did (V-) Mrs Munt (S)  
rehearse (-V) her mission (O).

placing Mrs Munt centre stage flanked by her mission 
and her complacent manner, this all pointed in the 
alliterative speech rhythm of the pattern of what is in 
effect a regular verse line, trochaic if you will (forward 
slashes marking the likely stressed syllables):

 /Most com/placent(/)ly /did Mrs /Munt re/hearse her /
mission.

We may need to listen when we read. And in place of 
the simple past rehearsed, a modal construction, the past 
tense assigned more emphatically to the auxiliary did, 
the lexical verb realised as the infinitive rehearse.

The effect is to insist on Mrs Munt’s determination 
in this ill-conceived expedition to rescue Helen from 
Howards End. Her stance is clearly contradictory, 
rehearsing her mission (post-posed in final position), not 

carefully but, as qualified, Most complacently (foregrounded 
in the fronted position). Narrative as commentary, 
gentle mockery. It’s in the vein of quiet comedy that 
runs throughout the narration, sadly missing in an 
otherwise honest adaptation in which the narrative 
voice had no role. There’s more to Forster than just the 
story. There is, for instance, something about that plain 
name ‘Mrs Munt’ as highlighted here. It’s used 
throughout by the narrator in the novel, while in the 
adaptation she was mostly just the Schlegels’ ‘Aunt Juley’. 
The name is exploited in that mischievous play of names 
in the novel’s account of the Queen’s Hall concert:

It will be generally admitted that Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony is the most sublime noise that ever penetrated 
into the ear of man. All sorts and conditions are satisfied by 
it. Whether you are like Mrs Munt, and tap surreptitiously 
when the tunes come – of course, not so as to disturb the 
others – or like Helen, who can see heroes and shipwrecks 
in the music’s flood; or like Margaret, who can only see 
the music; or like Tibby, who is profoundly versed in 
counterpoint, and holds the full score open on his knee; or 
like their cousin Fraülein Mosebach, who remembers all 
the time that Beethoven is ‘echt Deutsch’; or like Fraülein 
Mosebach’s young man, who can remember nothing but 
Fraülein Mosebach: in any case, the passion of your life 
becomes more vivid, and you are bound to admit that such 
noise a noise is cheap at two shillings. It is cheap, even 
if you hear it in the Queen’s Hall, dreariest music-room 
in London, though not as dreary as the Free Trade Hall, 
Manchester; and even if you sit on the extreme left of the 
hall, so that the brass bumps at you before the rest of the 
orchestra arrives, it is still cheap.

In the absence of the narrator, such comedy was sadly 
missing as this was acted out on screen. This narrator 
demands to be heard at the outset in that oddly off-hand 
opening to the novel, ‘One may as well begin with Helen’s 
letters to her sister’, and reminds us from time to time 
throughout who’s in charge, as in this gently satirical 
account of Mrs Munt’s resolute complacency.

Is this Forster himself in his own voice, or rather 
the voice of a partially characterised persona, distinct 
from the author and somehow complicit in what’s going 
on? Did Forster have a label for what he was doing in 
exploiting this stylistic feature? That’s beside the point; 
he knew what he was doing. And if we now know what 
we’re supposed to call it that may not much matter 
either; have we picked up what’s going on?

Only connect …

Only connect …
Naming of parts

Subject Matter Reviews and Columns 

“Did Forster 
have a label 
for what he 
was doing in 
exploiting 
this stylistic 
feature? 
That’s beside 
the point; he 
knew what he 
was doing.”
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Beth Tovey

Literary Signposts

Subject Matter

A note on ‘rehearse’
Notice that the infinitive is this stand-alone, 
unmarked form of the verb (not marked by person, 
number or tense). And it cannot be split. What 
can be split is the infinitive phrase formed with 
the preposition ‘to’ and functioning as a sentence 
component, subject, object …:

To carefully rehearse (S) was her mission.
She wanted to carefully rehearse (O)…

Splitting the phrase, not the infinitive itself, is a 
stylistic option, though suffering from disapproval 
this many a day on the erroneous assumption that 
it is the phrase the constitutes the infinitive. The 
stand-alone items in modal constructions give the lie 
to this. But it is odd that in English it is the infinitive 
phrase (‘to’ + infinitive) that is taken to be the citation 
form of the verb (in contrast to the cognate languages, 
French and German, in which the single unmarked 
form of the verb simply serves) – hence, no doubt, 
the confusion. So, please, now put this one to rest 
- while noting that this single, unmarked infinitive 
form also serves as the imperative in English!

But a teaser: ‘rest’, a noun or an infinitive in ‘put 
this one to rest’? [No ‘correct’ answer!]

Keith Davidson
is a recipient of NATE’s Lifetime Services  
to the Association Award

‘Fronted Adverbial’ cartoon by Chris Riddell, with kind 
permission.

“The infinitive 
cannot be split. 
Splitting the 
infinitive 
phrase is  
a stylistic 
option, though 
suffering from 
disapproval  
on the 
erroneous 
assumption 
that it is the 
phrase that 
constitutes 
the infinitive.”
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Get The Lingo

Decades:
From Britpop 
to Bling

The Nineties
As the millennium drew to a close, despite two world 
wars in one century, war continued its course and with 
it a new set of vocabulary, with friendly fire, ethnic 
cleansing, and rapid-reaction force.
Politics, as ever, brought new definitions with events 
such as the council tax and cash for questions, terms 
such as green shoots of economic recovery and 
parliamentarians’ chicken run. New Labour and its 
third way, brought tough love, off-message and welfare 
to work.

Commerce introduced the loyalty card. The 
computer industry, ever-advancing, coined the Web, 
created mouse potatoes and cybercafes, web sites 
and home page, spam, morphing and famously the 
millennium bug.

Cool Britannia and Britpop reinstated a sense of 
confidence, despite benefit tourism, crusties, trailer 
trash, negative equity and jobseekers. There were 
docusoaps, personal stereos, red top tabloids, and 
workers dressed down and hot-desked while the 
media was accused of dumbing-down and naming  
and shaming.

Sexual mores meant that now there was Viagra, 
outing and bobbitting. The youth culture involved 
laddish behaviour and heroin chic, were loved-up, 
wore grunge clothes, drank alcopops, sat in chill-out 
rooms and told others to get a life or get their kit off. 
Their own inventive lingo brought saddo, poptastic, 
phat, slapper and babelicious.

Fashion created bad hair days. Sport had nul points, 
golden goal and spread betting, and, in cricket, barmy 
army and ball-tampering. Daredevils went canyoning 
and zorbing. Food could be come in juice boxes, and 
meet was sold on the bone, churches embraced the 
happy-clappy if perhaps not the pre-nup. Children 
could be home alone. Dadrock, a disparaging term for 
rock music played by middle-aged rock stars, was the 
step before the elderly who suffered descriptions such 
as granny dumping and the grey pound.

Less topically induced in this decade came 
decluttering and misper (a person reported missing). 
Patronisingly or otherwise people said bless while 
mwah was the new air-kiss. Cleverly, a pharm was a 
place where genetically modified plants or animals 
were grown or reared to produce pharmacological 
products.

The Noughties
Youth culture, the coiner of so much vocabulary with 
which to confound older generations, created chavs, 
bling, bovvered and the cuddle puddle (for a heap of 
exhausted ravers) and fogging for children showing 
minimal reaction to or agreeing with the taunts of a bully.

Politics created the glass ball environment (US 
intelligence jargon) of the weather in Iraq being often 
conducive to collecting images from above and, with 
the media’s help, goldfishing for one politician talking 
inaudibly in an interview (you can see his lips move but 
only hear the reporter’s words) and doughnutting for a 
carefully created seating plan which places an ideal 
group of MPs (women, photogenic, ethnic minority 
etc.) around a leader for the ideal television shot.

Office jargon, another major source of neologisms, 
gave us chair plug: someone who sits in a meeting but 
contributes nothing and fox hole: the area beneath desk 
where telephone calls can take place peacefully.

The computer revolution brought blogs, podcasting, 
mashups, wiki, Facebook and Twitter and entertainment 
spawned meh (US slang from “The Simpsons”) meaning 
boring, apathetic or unimpressive.

Social habits created smirting for the flirting 
between people who are smoking cigarettes outside a 
no-smoking office, pub, etc., the urbeach (an urban 
beach from a trend which begun with the Paris Plage in 
2002), flairing: the action of bartenders of balancing, 
catching, flipping, spinning or throwing with finesse 
and style, public bakists for young couples who insist 
on french-kissing passionately in front of everybody 
and not caring, and hunter-ditherer for a man who 
wavers with regard to commitment in a relationship.

New family structures created the goose father who 
lives alone having sent his spouse and children to a 
foreign country to learn English or do some other form 
of advanced study and the ant hill family for the trend 
whereby children move back in with their parents so 
that all work together towards group financial goals.

Fashion brought trout pout for the effects of collagen 
injections that produce prominent, comically oversized 
lips resembling those of a dead fish and menoporsche for 
the phenomenon of middle-aged men attempting to 
recapture their lost youth by buying an expensive sports car.

Out in the countryside came witches’ knickers 
(shopping bags caught in trees, and flapping in the 
wind) and cowpat roulette: a game from Somerset in 
which villagers bet on which plot of land will be the first 
to receive a cow’s calling card.

Adam Jacot de Boinod explores 
the English of the 1990s and 2000s.

Reviews and Columns 

Adam Jacot de Boinod
is the author of The 
Meaning of Tingo and Other 
Extraordinary Words from 
around the World, published 
by Penguin Books
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The Teacher Feature

In this column, NATE invites one of its active members to reflect  
on some of the things that have inspired them in life, literature  
and English teaching. This term’s teacher is Louisa Enstone,  
who teaches at Darrick Wood School, Orpington.

Louisa Enstone
Reviews and Columns 

The Teaching?
• Before I was a teacher, I worked in finance in the 

city of London. In a thousand ways it was similar to 
teaching: the need to be hyper-organised; long, long 
hours; demanding clients; demanding bosses. As I said 
– similar. The major difference? The pay…

• Becoming a teacher was the b-e-s-t decision that I ever 
made. Every day I watch kids learn new things, make 
new connections, and explore new ideas. 

• A few years ago, my new-to-teaching curiosity led to 
starting a research project with the sub-title of ‘why 
on earth do we teach PEE?’. This year my focus has 
shifted onto mental health and wellbeing provision 
for our whole school. I have enjoyed working with an 
amazing group of students who are passionate about 
challenging the status quo. 

• My small classroom-based study on PEE turned into 
a rabbit-hole of research, which NATE saved me from. 
In July 2016 NATE invited me to present my research 
findings at their Annual Conference, so I had to 
finalise the project. I was blown away when NATE 
award me their Teacher-Researcher award in 
recognition of the research. 

The Books?
• If you have ever been in one of my assemblies, you 

will have heard this story before. I apologise! I really 
struggled to read as a child. I have less than 40% 
vision in one eye and spent most of my childhood 
with my dominant eye patched, in an attempt to 
force my weak eye to work. The result – I hated 
reading. The first books I remember loving as a 
teenager were Sweet Valley High! 

• After that I read a lot. Life-changing moments were 
The Outsiders by SE Hinton (I’m a Generation Xer – 
it felt real); Orlando by Virginia Woolf; Wuthering 
Heights; The Lord of the Rings; 1984. The list goes  
on. I read wildly and all the time. Anything and 
everything.

• Right now, I’m a huge fan of JG Ballard. His 
environmental novels have a prophetic timelessness 
that I find fascinating.

• Our house is also full of non-fiction. I find myself 
dipping in and out of arctic adventures, spy stories, 
journeys across desserts, and death row histories.

The Culture?
• Being a true homebody, my favourite cultural 

experiences are those I can experience close to home. 
In South East London, this means the Horniman 
Museum, an eclectic collection of swag from the 
Victorian adventurer. I do love a good museum. The 
V&A is the best.

• As an undergraduate I worked in theatre, film, and 
opera. I still feel the sick-excitement at the beginning 
of a production, as if I am a stage hand. This year 
I was blown away by the RSC’s Roman plays: their 
production of Antony & Cleopatra was one of the best 
I have ever seen.

• With three teenage daughters, my TV watching 
choices can be a little limited. We love The West Wing 
and have re-watched it in the last year. I love the new 
Handmaid’s Tale series –Gilead is even more real and 
terrifying than ever.

The Spare Time?
• As a full-time teacher, spare time does feel precious 

and limited! Right now, any free time is probably 
spent napping on the sofa.

• Besides napping, my true love is writing. My 
undergraduate degree is in Creative Writing (mostly) 
and while studying I developed a habit of writing 
regularly.

“I was blown away by the 
RSC’s Roman plays: their 
production of Antony & 
Cleopatra was one of the 
best I have ever seen.”
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LOOKING FOR YOUR  
NEXT TEACHING ROLE?
LOOK NO FURTHER
TEACHER OF ENGLISH 
UXBRIDGE HIGH SCHOOL
London, MPS/UPS
Uxbridge High School is an ambitious and dynamic converter 
academy with over 1,200 students aged 11 -18. The school  
has much to celebrate including committed and focused  
staff, outstanding facilities, supportive governors and  
a thriving sixth form. It is seeking a teacher of english to  
work within its hard working and dedicated team to help  
the school continue its work on improving english results  
for all students. This position is ideal for an experienced  
or newly qualified teacher. 

Contact Brett Coventry on 020 3818 7041,  
email uxbridge.high@hays.com  
or visit hays.co.uk/jobs/uxbridge-high-school

TEACHER OF ENGLISH 
BALAAM WOOD SCHOOL
Frankley, to start September 2018
Balaam Wood is a vibrant and friendly, 11-16 secondary school 
serving the community of Frankley. The school is seeking an 
enthusiastic and committed part-time teacher of english (0.6) 
to join its team. You will be responsible for providing, engaging 
and positive teaching to pupils with the aim of raising the 
attainment of all. If you would like to be part of a school that  
is committed to becoming the very best, share its vision and 
have the skills to match, we would like to hear from you. 

Contact Alison Clements on 0121 236 4476  
or email balaamwood@hays.com

TEACHER OF ENGLISH
YORK HIGH SCHOOL
York, MPS/UPS
York High is committed to making a difference to the lives of 
all students. With a new dynamic leadership team supporting 
students and the community, there is real commitment to 
implementing change through high quality teaching and 
professional development. The school is seeking to appoint 
a teacher who will share the same beliefs and vision for the 
future. This includes the expectation of good teaching and 
learning and an environment where colleagues work to the 
highest standards of professionalism.

Contact Paula Read on 0113 200 3710, 
email paula.read@hays.com  
or visit hays.co.uk/jobs/yorkhighschool

TEACHER OF ENGLISH
THE UCL ACADEMY
London Borough of Camden, MPS/UPS Inner London Weighting
The UCL Academy is a popular oversubscribed STEM  
specialist Academy with a rich and high quality curriculum, 
using challenging literature over different time periods from  
across the world. It is seeking an energetic and inspirational 
teacher who is passionate about teaching English language 
and literature. Lessons in English aim to encourage 
independence, enquiry, creativity and academic rigour.  
The Academy’s sponsor, University College London, is among 
the top universities in the world and the UCL Academy  
benefits terrifically from this supportive partnership.

Contact Faye Harrison on 0207 259 8770,  
email uclacademy@hays.com  
or visit www.hays.co.uk/jobs/the-ucl-academy 

hays.co.uk/education

facebook.com/HaysEducationUK @HaysEducationUK 

This is just a selection of the opportunities that we currently 
have to offer. To contact one of our recruiting experts, email 
us at permanent.education@hays.com or visit us online.

REFER A FRIEND AND EARN £250*

If you refer a teaching colleague and they are placed with Hays.

 *Terms & conditions apply. hays.co.uk/refer-a-friend
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