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74: Lockdown Special: Reflections on 
Teaching Remotely 
Richard MacDonald charts his development of remote 
teaching strategies in the early weeks of lockdown. 

(NATE would welcome further reflections on the 
development of remote teaching strategies in English. 
Please contact the editor at secondary@nate.org.uk if 
you’d like to write.) 

 
 

Introduction 
As school closure loomed and we all started to evaluate how we might still teach without seeing 
the children we work for, I found myself re-thinking my approach (as both a teacher and head of 
department).  This article is a reflection on the ideas and processes that I went through over the 
first few weeks of school closures. 

One of my main focus areas has been Year 10, as I wanted to ensure a level of consistency for the 
Year 10 classes at my school, mirroring the departmental sequencing of knowledge and concepts 
in our curriculum.  This has also offered the benefit of supporting staff workload (as staff have then 
been able to focus more on engaging with students rather than planning resources at KS4).  
However, I’ve also been planning for my own Year 12 English literature and English language 
classes, where I wanted to maintain the teaching of ambitious content as well as fostering 
independent study skills. 

In the first week of closure, I was fortunate that my trust had already planned ahead for potential 
closure.  As part of this, I’d prepared resources to support students across our four trust 
secondaries for some consolidation tasks for the first week.  This was valuable in that it reduced 
the workload for other leaders across the trust, giving us a ‘holding pattern’ for the first week that 
then allowed for the English leader in each school to plan the learning for their context. 

 

Core Principles 
From the outset, I knew that it would be important for myself and my department to focus on some 
core principles of learning to make remote teaching productive and fulfilling for our students.  In 
doing so, I hope that we are producing materials that still allow for our students to value and enjoy 
their study of English. 

At the heart of this are the links between what’s done at home and what has been and will be 
studied in the classroom.  Through this, we’ve aimed to help students value what they do at home 
as they can recognise how it builds on their learning before closure and how it will prepare them for 
learning when we return.  However, this has also led me to recognise the need to evaluate 
curriculum plans when schools reopen: we cannot continue from ‘where we left off’ but the huge 
variety in the home contexts for each student also means that we will be dealing different levels of 
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knowledge accrued in the closure period.  In this sense, the impact of effective assessment for 
learning (AFL) will be key. 

 

I’ve also been keen to exploit the benefits of effective retrieval practice through the tasks set for 
remote learning.  There is a host of research that supports the importance of ‘review’ and retrieval 
practice, including Rosenshine’s ‘Principles of Instruction’ (2012), which highlight how reviewing 
knowledge helps ‘strengthen the connections’ between knowledge.  We all know that students 
return in September each year having lost knowledge over the six week holiday; effective retrieval 
tasks will reduce the impact of this effect across the closure period. 

Lastly, I wanted to ensure that we’re considering the accessibility of tasks to all students.  This is 
important in terms of the clarity of instructions/success criteria (all students need to be able to fully 
understand what is expected when we’re not there to check their understanding in the moment).  
Breaking tasks down into manageable chunks (something I usually do verbally in the classroom) is 
a useful strategy to employ.  We also need to adapt what we plan to support the different contexts 
students will be working in, whether it be the time they have to spend doing the tasks, the 
technology they have available to complete any online learning or the support they are able to 
access through family or technology. 

 

New Content 
After the initial consolidation work of the first week, I was keen to start to think about how we might 
start to deliver new content to these students.  For Year 10, I wanted to reinforce the links to their 
study of the anthology poems, so I focused on teaching students how to plan and open an essay 
for poems they’d covered so far.  The departmental sequence supported this (it was a quick job to 
see which poem each class was up to, and it linked in with our plan to cover the poems in thematic 
clusters).  However, my own classroom practice relies on a large amount of live modelling.  Though 
I wasn’t able to incorporate student discussion into my model, I was still able to model the writing 
process through using a visualiser to record a live model that could be accessed on YouTube.  
Students then used this to write their own opening which was emailed to their teacher for feedback.  
It was also easy to adapt this for learners who couldn’t access YouTube, as they were posted a 
paper copy of the model with some questions that would allow them to study the model before they 
also wrote their own. 

For Year 12, addressing new content was easier (especially for English language, where we are 
fortunate enough to have textbooks that we lend to KS5 students each year).  Setting them reading 
tasks, followed by questions to respond to was simple enough and following this up with an essay 
that required them to use this knowledge meant that I could then give feedback on their learning. 

 

Collaboration 
That being said, I was aware that I always start the year for A Level classes with an exploration of 
how important discussion is to our study of either language or literature, highlighting the value it 
holds in shaping and debating concepts and interpretations.  This was also highlighted by my 
students, who shared that they had already discussed how English is a tricky subject to study in 
isolation. 

Whilst difficult to introduce with a cohort of over 200 Year 10 students, this was still something I 
could arrange for Year 12 (especially after checking their access to internet and devices before the 
closure).  Through the use of virtual conference software (with appropriate security measures in 
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place), I was able to host a video conference where we used the material from independent study 
(reading of theories for language and a chapter of the set text for literature) to debate ideas.  The 
planning for this involved more structured questioning on my part, as I wanted to ensure that 
students recognised the value of the discussion.  Moreover, I needed to consider students’ 
emotional states given the world we are now living in, so there was less use of cold-calling (which I 
knew causes anxiety in some of my students) and more focus on developing ideas that they could 
then write about in an essay task. 

 

Assessment and Feedback 
When in the classroom, we constantly assess students’ learning, whether it be through verbal 
questioning, a short response on a post-it note or written feedback on a longer piece. 

For both Year 10 and Year 12, I’ve highlighted how their work led up to some form of written 
response.  Initially, these were submitted by email and teachers responded with the feedback 
(through a departmental email, so that teachers who were ill/caring for dependents did not need to 
worry about checking their emails).   

Yet I still felt that the power of verbal feedback meant that the detailed feedback on Year 12 
responses wasn’t all being responded to.  For this reason, I decided to video my feedback (through 
a screen recorder app), with me talking through their essay on the screen.  A recent article by Amy 
Fancourt (2020) helped me to consider how to set up an effective reflection process for this, as 
students then filled in a simple sheet to document my feedback before redrafting a section.  This 
also went down well with students, one of whom highlighted that having to make notes of my 
feedback made them “engage with it more.” 

Going back to the importance of retrieval practice, I have also been keen to assess how well Year 
10 have been revising content from earlier in the year- as this is bound to impact what knowledge 
we need to cover when we return.  For this reason, we’re putting together a multiple choice quiz on 
key knowledge for ‘A Christmas Carol’ and ‘Macbeth’.  For this we’re using Microsoft Forms for all 
students who can access it (and a paper copy for those who can’t), as this will allow us to see 
patterns in what students can retrieve, through question-level analysis. 

 

Next Steps 
It is clear to me that how we teach in the current climate is an evolving process, as we constantly 
evaluate what works for both staff workload and student learning.  Because of this, I’m inclined to 
agree with Hodges et al (2020) that the current ‘emergency remote teaching’ should not be 
confused with the carefully designed ‘online education’ for existing online programmes. 

That being said, I do feel that we are able to reflect and constantly improve how we teach remotely 
for a good deal for the children we prioritise.  This constant reflection and improvement is still one 
of the aspects of teaching I enjoy, and has led me to already consider different ways of working to 
trial after the Easter break (from remote whole-class feedback to other means of digital 
collaboration). 

Richard McDonald (@rjmcdonald24 on twitter) is Director of English at Driffield School and Sixth 
Form and English CPD Lead for The Education Alliance 
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