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Editorial
English, Gender and Sexuality
This special edition of Teaching English focuses on questions of gender and 
sexuality as they manifest themselves in the English curriculum and classroom. 
We begin with articles which explore gender bias in the curriculum, moving  
on to questions of power and gender, and finally to issues of sexuality and  
trans inclusion.

In ‘Invisible Women’, Rachel Fenn reports on research which shows that 
women authors continue to be woefully under-represented in the curriculum 
and suggests books and strategies for improving the situation. In the first of a 
new series, ‘The Gender Agenda’, Emma Herod develops this theme, arguing 
that we need not only to teach more women authors but also explore more 
female perspectives in existing texts. In ‘Tell Me The Truth About Love 
Poetry’, Cathy Savage reflects on what she has concluded about gender balance 
in English after several years of teaching ‘Love Through the Ages’ at Literature 
A Level, focusing on the dominance of male voices, male desires and the male 
gaze in the poetry anthology selection.

Patriarchy, misogyny and the representation of women also take centre 
stage in articles by Olivia Tolley and Robert Lawson. In ‘ “Till thou didst violate 
the honour of my child” ’, Olivia Tolley reflects on how we might deal with 
issues of rape, conquest and female agency when we teach The Tempest at KS3, 
focusing on relationships between Miranda, Cailban and Prospero, whilst 
Robert Lawson discusses ‘Language, Masculinities and the English Curriculum’ 
– offering a devastating analysis of current online misogyny, a warning about 
the radicalisation of young men in our society, and suggestions of how the study 
of English Language might counter these trends.

James Hodge turns to questions of sexuality and the representation of 
gender roles in two articles about English and LGBTQ+ issues. In ‘Let Us Go 
Then, You and I’, he follows calls for greater representation of Black and female 
voices and perspectives – in this and previous editions of Teaching English – 
with a call for greater inclusion of LGBTQ+ voices and perspectives, exploring 
some of the literature which mattered to him as he grew up gay. Then, in ‘We’re 
Here, We’re Queer and We’re in the Classroom’, he summarises some key ideas 
in queer theory and gender studies and their potential for increasing inclusive 
and critical approaches in the English classroom.

The call for inclusive representation and critical attention to gender roles 
in English is extended further in Thai Braddick’s article ‘Beyond Binaries’, 
which explores the experience of trans teachers and students in the classroom 
and suggests useful texts to bring into play. Finally, links between gender and 
sexuality are again the focus of Elisabeth Quincey’s article, which explores 
the relationship – and the overlap – between issues of gender and sexuality in 
English Language A Level.

News, Reviews, columns
This edition also features the usual news and reviews, and columns on a range 
of topical issues. Trevor Millum and Chris Warren’s epic series of ‘39 Steps’ 
for teaching poetry sadly comes to an end, and ‘Hall of Fame’, a new series 
of portraits of fictional teachers by Carol Atherton, begins with reflections on 
the redoubtable Mrs Lintott in The History Boys. A range of issues to do with 

pedagogy and assessment are dealt with in the NATE 
Secondary Working Group’s article about lessons 
learnt during the pandemic, in Andrew McCallum’s 
column on activities to develop student confidence 
with the critical essay, and in Peter Thomas’s critical 
survey of exam assessment issues over the last 50 
years. Finally, Jonathan Morgan, NATE’s Director, 
reflects on the impact of NATE’s work over the 
last three years and explains the principles guiding  
our work.

Gary Snapper
Editor

Themes for future editions  
of Teaching English:
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November 2022 – Our Shared World: Social 
Justice and the Environment in English 
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November 2023 – Media, Non-fiction and 
Critical Literacy
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GSCE English continues to be a cause for 
concern. Whilst the government has recognised 
the challenges confronting students this year 
by providing additional advance information 
about assessment, the broader question of 
whether the GCSE English specifications are 
fit for purpose remains. Against the backdrop 
of a continuing decline in numbers taking 
English at A Level and in HE, and following 
its survey on English teachers’ views on the 
issue, published in the last edition of Teaching 
English, NATE continues its GCSE English 
campaign, in association with the Common 
English Forum, which plans further work to 
raise awareness of the need for reform.

Another significant focus for NATE this 
year is the Our Shared World campaign. Our 
Shared World is a coalition of UK organisations 
advocating for education about sustainable 
development and global citizenship. NATE is 
in the process of setting up a working group 
to develop this work. New working groups 
are also planned on Language, Media, and 
Gender. (See page 6 for details).

We’re pleased to say that the many responses 
made to the government by universities and 
subject associations, including one from 
NATE, about the government’s proposed 
ITT Market Review, have led to a softening 
of proposals for the provision of ITT. ITT 
providers will still, however, have to be re-
accredited, and the difficult and work-heavy 
re-accreditation process has already begun. 
ITT providers will have to wrestle with the 
increased interference in the ITT curriculum. 
NATE’s ITE and Post-16 Working Groups will 
be monitoring the situation.

As schools and Education faculties around the 
country continue to deal with the challenges 
of the pandemic, NATE continues to plan a 
programme of CPD to support teachers of 
English, as well as developmental work on a 
number of key areas in English.

This year’s programme of English CPD 
began in November with the annual ITE 
Conference, presented by NATE’s ITE 
working group, which focused on issues of 
Knowledge in English. NATE’s Reviewing 
Literature working group then offered an 
online CPD session on Diversifying the 
Canon. Details of both these highly successful 
sessions may be found on the Page 7, and 
the sessions themselves remain available 
for viewing on the NATE website, along 
with a series of previous CPD sessions on 
diversity, creativity and inclusion in English. 
Future sessions planned include a series of 
online workshops on teaching GCSE English 
Language and Literature in the Spring and 
Summer: see the NATE website for full details.

By the time this magazine goes to print, this 
year’s Harold Rosen Lecture will have taken 
place, given by Victoria Elliott (University 
of Oxford) and entitled Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies: English Literature in Secondary 
Schools. Plans for NATE’s Annual Conference 
in 2022 are in progress, whilst it also hoped 
that the postponed Poetry Conference, in 
partnership with Poetry by Heart and the 
Manchester Poetry Library, will take place 
finally in 2022. In May, too, NATE is running 
a major Primary English Conference, with 
speakers including Frank Cottrell-Boyce, 
Chitra Soundar, Pie Corbett, Lemn Sissay, 
Abi Steele, Chris Lloyd and John Dougherty

This year, too, the English: Shared Futures 
Conference will again take place in July – a 
conference led by the English Association 
and University English, in association 
with NATE and NAWE, bringing together 
different sectors in the discipline of English. 
Further details may be found at https://
englishsharedfutures.uk.

In preparation for the poetry conference, 
NATE is launching a Poetry Survey to gain 
more information about the current challenges 
of teaching poetry, with the eventual aim of 
developing resources and CPD for the sharing 
of good practice. Further details are below 
and on the NATE website. Please spend a few 
minutes completing the survey! Meanwhile, 
a new resource for teachers – Developing 
English Subject Knowledge – has been 
published on the NATE website; the pages 
are still in development and will be updated 
regularly.

NATE in 2022: CPD, Campaigns and more… 
Focuses include GCSE English, Poetry, ‘Our Shared World’ 

News and Views 
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GCSE English Language: 
Time for Change

Following the launch of NATE’s GCSE English Language 
campaign in June this year, English teachers were 
provided with the opportunity to express their views 
on the current qualification and its impact on learning 
and teaching. Here we present the survey findings and 
proposals from NATE’s Management Team.

“In May this 
year, NATE 
launched its 
campaign for 
changes to 
be made to 
GCSE English 
Language.”

Context
The demands of the current English GCSEs, first 
examined in 2017, and the continued pressure of school 
performance measures related to GCSE results, have 
exerted considerable influence on the KS3 curriculum 
and affected uptake of A Level English.

Schools increasingly use KS3 as a preparation ground 
for GCSE English content and assessment – an issue 
recently highlighted by Ofsted. Due to the narrowing 
of curriculum content in the revised GCSE, the impact 
at KS3 is doubly of concern. NATE hears many tales of 
schools designing their KS3 English experience around 
GCSE content and assessment methods – for instance, 
drilling students in the GCSE assessment objectives 
from Year 7 and using GCSE-style exams produced for 
KS3 by Awarding Bodies. The removal of KS3 levels of 
attainment and the reduction in national curriculum 
requirements for KS3 has exacerbated this process, 
allowing the colonisation of KS3 by KS4. 

In addition, applications for English at A Level and 
HE have declined significantly. Applications for HE 
study of English were down a third from 10,740 in 2021 to 
7045 in January this year. A Level English figures show 
a significantly greater decline since the introduction 
of the revised GCSE and A Level specifications, first 
examined in 2017:

2012 2016 2021

English 
Language

24,416 21,933 14,230

English 
Literature

49,070 48,973 36,135

English 
Language  
& Literature

16,476 12,470 7,155

All A Level 
entries

89,952 78,800 57,515

Calling All Teachers of Poetry
NATE launches poetry survey to explore challenges and share good practice

The English teaching community, including 
NATE, Poetry By Heart, The Poetry Archive, 
The Poetry Society, National Poetry Day, 
The English Association and The Centre for 
Literacy in Primary Education, believes that 
the lives of young people can be enriched 
by their experience of poetry, within and 
beyond the classroom. We are keen to get 
the views of classroom practitioners at 
all key stages (and levels of experience) 
on their experience of poetry from the 
perspective of a learner and teacher.

The aim of this survey is to raise the 
profile of poetry teaching, share good 
practice and explore some of the challenges 
that young people and teachers face. We 
plan to publish the findings of this survey 
later in 2022. As a thank you for your time, 
your name will go into draw to win a set of 
the 2021 CLiPPA shortlisted texts.

Please visit www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/
NATE-Poetry-Survey to fill in the survey, 
or follow the link from the NATE website. 
We thank you in advance for your time.

Have your say on:
• The joys and challenges  

of teaching poetry

• How young people’s lives 
can be enriched by their 
experience of poetry

• The changes you would  
like to see

NATE News 
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NATE News

NATE Publications
Teaching English
Themes for forthcoming issues: 

June 2022 – Teaching Literature
November 2022 – Our Shared World
March 2023 – General issue
June 2023 – NATE at 60: English Past, Present and Future
November 2023 – Media, Non-fiction and Critical Literacy

All suggestions for contributions are welcome: they do not 
have to address the planned themes. See the detailed notes 
for contributors on the Teaching English page on the NATE 
website, and/or email the editor at secondary@nate.org.uk. 

NATE/Routledge Book Series
Two significant books have recently been 
published in the NATE/Routledge series:

Teaching English Language and 
Literature 16–19
Edited by Furzeen Ahmed, Marcello 
Giovanelli, Megan Mansworth and  
Feicity Titjen

Knowledge in English: Canon, 
Curriculum and Cultural Literacy
By Victoria Elliott

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 
secondary@nate.org.uk

English in Education
Themes for forthcoming issues of English in Education 
include Teaching Poetry, The Work of Margaret Meek 
Spencer, Critical Literacy and Social Media, and NATE  
at 60. The online journal, along with instructions for 
authors, is at www.tandfonline.com/REIE, and print  
copies will be sent to members.

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

Primary Matters
This term’s edition of Primary Matters is now available  
at the NATE website. It contains articles on a range of 
themes, including vocabulary, whole-class and free writing, 
poetry, songs, literacy at KS2, grammar and reading.  
Email the editor, Janet Gough, at primary@nate.org.uk  
if you’d like to contribute.

NATE Working 
Groups: ‘Our 
Shared World’

NATE has been working with Our Shared 
World, a coalition of UK organisations 
advocating for education about 
sustainable development and global 
citizenship. First chaired by Oxfam 
and WWF-UK, and currently chaired 
by SEEd and CoDEC, Our Shared 
World is a coalition of more than 150 
members including NGOs, Businesses, 
Universities; Teacher, Headteacher and 
Student Unions, Subject Associations, 
Youth Groups, and individuals.

In order to play a greater part in this 
coalition, NATE is setting up a working 
group to participate in Our Shared World, 
responding with initiatives to help 
develop NATE’s offering in this area 
and disseminate ideas and resources 
amongst English teachers. There will 
be an edition of Teaching English with 
theme Our Shared World in November 
2022, and further details of the working 
group will be available shortly.

NATE has worked with Oxfam, the 
original co-Chair of Our Shared World, 
for a number of years to help produce 
resources for English teaching. It is also 
a partner organisation in the BFI/DFID 
Connecting Classrooms through Global 
Learning network.

See https://oursharedworld.net for 
further details of Our Shared World, and 
https://www.nate.org.uk/global-learning- 
in-english for further details of NATE’s 
work in this area.

NATE is also in the process of 
planning new working groups on 
Language, Media and Gender. Please 
contact Gary Snapper at secondary@
nate.org.uk if you are interested. See 
www.nate.org.uk/working-groups for 
further information.
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News and Views 

and Robinson Crusoe alongside JM Coetzee’s 
novel The Foe – all texts concerned with 
slavery and islands.

spoke about how knowledge is developed in 
relation to writing, focusing on the acquisition 
of ‘writerly’ knowledge about the craft of 
writing and the interplay between reader, 
writer and text.

In an inspirational morning of CPD in 
November, NATE’s Reviewing Literature 
working group gave a series of presentations 
focusing on classroom applications of ideas 
about diversifying the canon in English. The 
key idea of the session was that teachers can 
devise units of work which bring canonical 
texts prescribed by the curriculum) into 
dialogue with diverse, non-canonical texts – 
thus enriching the curriculum and set text 
study.

Furzeen Ahmed and Lesley Nelson Addy 
showed how the study of ‘key stories’, 
‘fairy stories’ and ‘traditional tales’ (a focus 
of the Primary National Curriculum for 
English) can be broadened in the primary 
classroom to include reading and discussion 
of contemporary texts which deal with issues 
of migration (Kate Milner: My Name is Not 
Refugee) and racial representation (Lupita 
Nyong’o: Sulwe). 

Jessica Tacon and Aaishah Rauf focused 
on KS4, pairing A Christmas Carol with CLR 
James’s Minty Alley – both novels from the 
bildungsroman genre – and An Inspector 

NATE’s annual ITE conference was held online 
in November, with five different, valuable 
perspectives on the question of knowledge in 
English at its heart – recommended viewing 
for anyone, not just ITE tutors.

Both Robert Eaglestone (Royal Holloway 
London) and Victoria Elliott (Oxford 
University) explored the ways in which 
knowledge in English is constructed in the 
classroom, offering a critique of some of the 
ideas about powerful knowledge and cultural 
capital which are currently influential 
and which in some ways work against the 
spontaneity and diversity of the English 
classroom. Lesley Nelson-Addy (Oxford 
University) developed these themes in 
relation to ideas about the dialogic classroom 
and the diversification of the English 
curriculum.

Taking an alternative path to a similar 
end, Paul Howard (University of Bristol) 
spoke about knowledge from a neuroscience 

Calls with The Boxer by Nikesh Shukla – both 
focusing on social tension and prejudice. 
Finally, Thishani Wijesinghe set The Tempest 

perspective, exploring the ways in 
which knowledge is acquired through a 
layered process of engagement, building, 
consolidation and generation of new ideas. 
Finally Debra Myhill (University of Exeter) 

NATE Conference: Diversifying the Canon 

NATE 
Conference: 
Knowledge  
and English

NATE’s INITIAL TEACHER 
EDUCATION CONFERENCE

Ideal for all those involved in the training and professional development of English 
teachers, NATE’s ITE one-day conference will focus on knowledge and what this 

and can be viewed online. In-person bookings have now closed due to reduced 
capacity.

£35 (NATE 
members)
£39 (non-NATE 
members)
bit.ly/NATE-ITE-
Nov-21

What is knowledge in English teaching and what does this mean for ITE?

Velda Elliot 
Associate Professor of 
English and Literacy 

College, Oxford. 

Robert Eaglestone 
Professor of 
Contemporary Literature 
and Thought at Royal 
Holloway, University of 
London. 

Lesley Nelson-Addy is a 
PGCE English Curriculum 
Tutor and supervisor on 
the Masters in Learning 
and Teaching course at 
Oxford University. 

Paul Howard-Jones is
Professor of Neuroscience 

Bristol. 

Debra Myhill

Director of the Centre for 

University of Exeter

Thursday, 18th November 2021 (online) 

Diversifying the Canon Saturday, Nov 20th 2021 
10am - 12pm (online)
£5 NATE members
£10 non-members
bit.ly/NATE-Diversifying-
the-Canon_Nov20

Following the success and feedback from NATE’s Diversity CPD last term, we are delighted to announce 

NATE’s Reviewing Literature Working 
Group
studied alongside canonical texts. 

Lesley Nelson-Addy is a 
PGCE English Curriculum 
Tutor and DPhil candidate 
at Oxford University 

Jessica Tacon is second in 
English at City of London 
Academy and leads The 

Aaishah Rauf is an English 
teacher at Windsor High 
School and Sixth Form.

Furzeen Ahmed is Associate 
Lecturer in English Language 
at the University of Derby.

Agenda 

10 – 10.10 welcome and intro

including Q&A
Picture books (Primary - Infants)  

including Q&A
Picture books  (Primary - Juniors) 

10.50 – 11 break

including Q&A
(KS3) – A Christmas Carol 

including Q&A
(KS4) – An Inspector Calls

including Q&A
(KS5) –Shakespeare Thishani Wijesinghe 

is head of English at 
Royal Grammar School, 
Guildford.
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NATE News

National Theatre: Hamlet for Year 6  
and 7
An energetic retelling of Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet will perform in the Dorfman Theatre 
from 4–6 April 2022 and as part of a tour to 
state schools in Liverpool, Wolverhampton, 
South Essex and Sunderland from 7th March. 
The production will tour into secondary 
schools for visiting primary school pupils 
and Year 7s to watch together. Resources to 
support teaching are available for primary 
schools. Tickets are now available at www.
nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/hamlet.

Poetry By Heart, which returns this year 
to Shakespeare’s Globe for its nationalist 
finalists’ event, is keen to let schools know 
that there’s still time to enter this year’s 
competition.

This year, there are three categories – 
Classic, Freestyle and Showcase – which allow 
for all kinds of poetry performance – solo or 
together, formal or informal, poems on the 
Poetry By Heart website, in other languages, 
or self-penned. In the Classic competition 
there is the chance to be crowned National 
Champion in Key Stages 2.3.4 and 5. Julie 
Blake and Tim Shortis, Directors of Poetry 
By Heart, write:

Shakespeare’s Globe: Macbeth  
for KS3/4
Macbeth is this year’s Playing Shakespeare 
with Deutsche Bank play. The project 
provides over 20,000 free tickets to state 
school students in London and Birmingham. 
Productions exclusively for schools will 
run from 3–30 March 2022 and public 
performances from 12 March–16 April 2022. 
Free workshops for students, free CPD and 
free online resources are available to eligible 
schools to support teaching. Details at https://
shakespearesglobe.com/learn.

‘Every pupil who commits a poem to memory 
is a winner because they will always have that 
resource to draw on, possibly for their whole life. 
But by getting an entry together for the national 
competition, however small, however last minute, 
you and your pupils are immediately in with 
a chance of so much more. You just never know 
where you’ll end up with Poetry By Heart – 
some of last year’s finalists even performed at 10 
Downing Street – but you have to be in it to win it!

Of course, we want to see and hear amazing poem 
performances. But it’s not just about that. This is a 
truly national competition and we select finalists to 
make sure every region of England is represented. 

In every competition category and key stage there 
will be someone from the North West, the North 
East, Yorkshire & Humber, West Midlands, East 
Midlands, East, London, South East and South 
West. It’s always been like that - and it could be 
your school and your pupil representing your 
region. And no matter how far you come, if your 
pupil is a finalist, it’s all paid for.

And even if your pupil doesn’t get selected as a 
national finalist, there are the Golden Tickets. 
If there’s a reason you and your pupil should  
be there, you’ll be able to enter the draw for a 
Golden Ticket.’

Royal Shakespeare Company:  
Live Lesson on Much Ado 
The RSC’s next Schools’ Broadcast will be a 
Live Lesson on Much Ado About Nothing on 7 
March, then available on demand from 8th 
March. Filmed from the RST stage on the set 
of Much Ado about Nothing, actors and directors 
from the production will work with an RSC 
practitioner exploring key scenes, character 
relationships and themes in the play. Running 
time is approximately 60 minutes. Register at 
www.rsc.org.uk/learn.

On Stage and On Screen
RSC, NT and Globe Shakespeare events for KS2–4

Poetry By Heart News
March 31st deadline still gives time to enter this year’s competition
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What’s on News and Views 

NATE Events
www.nate.org.uk

NATE Online Primary Conference
Primary Matters
Speakers: Frank Cottrell-Boyce, Chitra Soundar,  
Pie Corbett, Lemn Sissay, Abi Steele, Chris Lloyd, 
John Dougherty
Sat 21 May 2022, online 9.15-4.30

EA/UE Conference with NATE,  
NAWE and IES
English: Shared Futures
Manchester, Fri-Sat July 8-9 2022
Speakers to be announced

NATE Online CPD Sessions 2022
Dates and speakers to be announced

The following online events have taken place, 
but videos of presentations are available online:

Creativity in English
Secondary English INSET 2020
Speakers: Jonathan Morgan, Peter Thomas,  
Gary Snapper

Using Challenging Texts for Richer 
Responses
Primary English INSET 2020
Speaker: Bob Cox

Creative Literacies and the 21st  
Century Learner
Online Conference Autumn 2020
Speakers: John Yandell, David Buckingham, 
Andrew Burn, Julie Blake, Lorna Smith, James 
Durran, Steve Connelly, Peter Thomas

Diversity in the English Curriculum
Online Conference Spring 2021
Speakers: Bennie Kara, Daljit Nagra, Rob 
Drummond, John Perry, Peter Thomas, CLPE, 
NATE Working Groups

Inclusion, Gender and Sexuality  
in English
Online conference Summer 2021
Speakers include Geoff Barton

Knowledge in English
Online conference Autumn 2021
Speakers: Robert Eaglestone, Victoria Elliott,  
Lesley Nelson-Addy, Paul Howard-Jones

Diversifying the Canon
Online conference Autumn 2021
Speakers: Furzeen Ahmed, Lesley Nelson-Addy, 
Aaishah Rauf, Jessica Tacon, Thishani Wijesinghe

Other Events
UKLA National Online Conference
Reflecting Realities: Equity 
and Inclusion in Literacy
Speakers: John Agard, Christine Callender,  
Farrah Seroukh, Sabine Little, Nicola Izibili
Sat 26 Mar 2022, Online
https://ukla.org

PTI CPD Online Courses:
Developing Students’ Oracy 
Speaker: Alex Morton
Wed 9 Mar 2022, 4pm, online

Beyond the Miller and the 
Wife of Bath: Investigating 
Chaucer KS3-KS5
Speaker: Charlotte Steenbrugge, Victoria Walker
Thu 17 Mar 2022, 4pm, online
www.ptieducation.org

PTI CPD Subject Day:
Understanding and Exploring 
Different Perspectives 
Speakers: Jenny Carla Moran, Lucy Hyams
Thu 24 Mar 2022, 9am, London SW1
www.ptieducation.org

British Library Online CPD
Teaching Macbeth in Context
Speakers: Amy Leach, Carol Atherton, Patrick Cragg
Thu 24 Mar 2021, 4 pm, online
www.bl.uk

Shakespeare’s Globe 
Playing Shakespeare: Macbeth
19 Mar–16 Apr 2022, Shakespeare’s Globe
Online resources available
www.shakespearesglobe.com

Shakespeare’s Globe Study Days
A Level and GCSE Study Days
Bespoke study days online or in person
www.shakespearesglobe.com

RSC On Demand Study Day
GSCE Student Conferences: 
Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet
From 26 April 2022, online
www.rsc.org.uk

BFI Education Student Study Days
All the World’s a Stage: 
Introduction to Shakespeare 
for KS3
15 Mar 2022, BFI Southbank London

Something Wicked This Way 
Comes: Macbeth at KS4
23 Nov 2022, BFI Southbank London
www.bfi.org.uk

English and Media 
Centre Online CPD
www.englishandmedia.co.uk
EMC Courses for teachers, (all online), 
include:

Creatively Critical at AL 
Twilight, 16th March
Course tutors: Barbara Bleiman and Lucy Webster

Teaching Unseen Fiction for 
GCSE Language
Twilight, 17th March
Course tutors: Lucy Hinchliffe and Kate Oliver

Teaching Love & Relationships 
Cluster – AQA Anthology: 
Inspiring Strategies
Twilight, 24th March
Course tutors: Lucy Hinchliffe and Kate Oliver

Reading Comprehension: 
What Matters 
Twilight, 30th March
Course tutors: Barbara Bleiman

Teaching Writing for GCSE: 
Inspiring Strategies
3 linked twilight sessions: 27th, 28th April, 
4th March 
Course tutors: Andrew McCallum and Kate Oliver

Future of News: Keeping Media 
and English Teaching Relevant
Afternoon, 22nd June
Course tutors: Andrew McCallum and  
Claire Pollard

Gresham Lectures
www.gresham.ac.uk
Free online lectures for schools
Gresham College in the City of London, which has 
been providing free lectures for over 400 years, 
offers free access to many of its lectures online, 
and has a selection of lectures from previous 
seasons suitable for English teachers and sixth 
form students at www.gresham.ac.uk/schools/
english. The current season will also be available to 
watch online, either live or later. Previous lectures 
are available to ‘watch now’ on the website. Watch 
now’ lectures include a wide range of literary topics, 
including Dickens, Eliot, Shakespeare, and The 
Romantics (including two lecture series by Prof 
Jonathan Bate) and more general topics such as 
theatre, rhetoric, literary London, etc. This year’s 
season of lectures includes ‘The Powers of the Novel’ 
series (Prof John Mullan) and the series ‘How Not 
to Be Human: Exploring Humanity through Science 
Fiction’ (Prof Jim Endersby).
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Media Studies: English in the News

Prodigies surprise 
Professor and public
Tom Rank surveys media coverage of English
In which lives are saved but not GCSE English, accents still arouse ire 
– and an old revolutionary is shocked

The extraordinary English
teacher who transformed
my life for ever 

It’s always heart-warming to hear of a 
life transformed by an English teacher, 
especially what the result has been a lifetime 
of performances that have touched so many. 
Actor Patrick Stewart described movingly in 
the Guardian how Cecil Dormand, a teacher 
at the secondary modern where I ended up... 
would change my life when I was 12, by putting 
Shakespeare into my hands for the very first 
time…. He cast all the speaking roles and told us 
to start reading. We all did, but silently.’No, no, 
you idiots, not to yourselves!’ he yelled.’Out loud! 
This is a play.... It’s life. It’s real.’

HOW CAN WE SAVE GCSE AND
A-LEVEL ENGLISH?

He saved me when I was a boy and my education 
was failing, Patrick Stewart wrote. Who or 
what, Dan Clayton asked in the Times Ed 
in November, will save GCSE and A-level 
English? As Dan wrote, the English language 
is a fascinating topic for discussion and one that 
many of us... feel deeply invested in. Yet, language 
education in England has never been high on 
the agenda and it’s not even something that we 
really get to talk about as part of the current 
(and inaccurately named) English language 
GCSE. NATE’s own survey last summer 
demonstrated (to no surprise to members) 
there’s general dissatisfaction with the current 
GCSE on the part of both teachers and students... 
Student numbers are markedly down at A level, 
too. Noting our GCSE reform campaign, 
Dan suggested we need to also push for more 
language study across the secondary English 
curriculum. 

People are ‘accent policing’
Angela Rayner – why?

Patrick Stewart’s West Yorkshire upbringing 
may not have held him back in the end, 
but accent prejudice continues to punish 
public figures. Katie Edwards wrote in the 

Independent, after the Labour Party’s Deputy 
Leader’s language had been ‘critiqued’: 
People are ‘accent policing’ Angela Rayner – why 
does this only ever seem to happen to women? 
Edwards added: My South Yorkshire vowels 
were the subject of listener complaints when 
I turned my hand to a few presenting stints on 
the radio…. The abuse women with regional 
accents receive from the self-appointed accent 
and grammar police exposes poisonous attitudes 
to women, racial minorities and the working 
classes more broadly. On cue, James Innes-
Smith wrote in The Critic, ‘Britain’s newest 
magazine’, In defence of good grammar: Why 
Angela Rayner needs to stop torturing our 
language. The Voiceover Gallery says that 
James Innes-Smith has a warm, authoritative 
RP voice, ideal for upmarket advertising, but 
as a native of Derbyshire he can mimic all the 
subtle Midland accents. His impression of a 
posh 1950s announcer has been described as 
‘uncanny’. Oliver Kamm of the Times was 
unimpressed: Like natural selection, grammar 
is important general knowledge that protects you 
from charlatans, e.g., the ‘good grammar’ crowd. 
(Here’s a dreadful and odious example.) 
 

AN ACCENT CAN BE REET
USEFUL AT T’ BBC

Against these odds a distinctive regional 
accent may still be an asset. The Times 
reported in December that candidates vying to 
become the BBC’s next political editor are likely 
to highlight their contacts book, experience and 
the big stories they have broken. But one of the 
main contenders to replace Laura Kuenssberg 
when she steps down at Easter has an additional 
weapon in his arsenal: a Yorkshire accent. Who 
can it be? Ian McMillan? Simon Armitage? 

Is this picture proof some
schools are turning into anti-
Tory indoctrination factories?

As usual, the answer to this headline is ‘no’, 
though not for Professor Frank Furedi in 
the Daily Mail: As an educator for 45 years, I’d 
be hard pressed to come up with something as 

shocking as that picture of a primary school pupil 
scowling at a whiteboard on which the words 
‘lies’, ‘selfish’ and ‘mistrust’ were scrawled above 
‘Boris Johnson’. He’d spotted a letter apparently 
written by a ten-year-old — something of a 
prodigy, I would suggest, given the maturity of 
the language, perhaps having read the Mail’s 
recent complaint that children are starting 
secondary school with a reading age of SIX. 

It’s Prof Furedi, former leader of the 
Revolutionary Communist Party, on a 
photograph of a primary classroom where 
pupils wrote to their MP. This lesson, 
the beleaguered Head explained to the 
Independent after denunciation by the 
Education Secretary, was linked to the English 
curriculum where children constructed letters 
using their skills to form arguments, assess 
evidence and develop their critical thinking…. 
pupils watched recent coverage on Newsround... 
and some of them asked to write to their local MP 
to share their views. Heads’ leader and former 
English teacher Geoff Barton went on BBC 
Politics Live to respond and later tweeted: 
Does politics have a rightful place in school 
classrooms? (Spoiler: of course).

BOOK A PRIZE: IDAHO LIBRARY HAS
WAIT LIST FOR STORY EIGHT-YEAR-
OLD HID ON A SHELF

In this month’s good news story, here’s a 
young prodigy to confound grumpy old 
Frank. When eight-year-old Dillon Helbig 
finished writing his book, The Adventures of 
Dillon Helbig’s Crismis, in mid-December, 
he wanted everyone to read it, the Guardian 
reported. So he decided to self-publish. During 
a visit with his grandmother to the Library in 
Boise, Idaho, Dillon quietly deposited his book, 
signed ‘by Dillon His Self ’, on to a nearby shelf. 
A librarian spotted it, his son liked it so 
he stickered it and placed it with graphic 
novels for adults, teens and kids. His tale of 
a Christmas star, the first Thanksgiving and the 
north pole has proved a surprise hit, and soon 
had a waiting list of 55 readers. Dillon already 
has two more books under way. Must be a 
lesson for us all here, Professors included.

News and Views 
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A View from the Chair

Rachel Roberts reflects on the decline in A Level 
English numbers and what we can do about it.

Stopping the 
Decline and Fall

News and Views 

I really enjoyed doing A Levels. Focusing on 
subjects in which I was particularly interested 
and having my academic and intellectual 
horizons broadened were personally 
transformative. I liked the deep thinking and 
intellectual sparring of my philosophy and 
history classes for sure, but it was in English 
that I felt most at home.

The intimacy of reading, discussing, and 
arguing remain almost Proustian memories 
for me that can be triggered by a particular 
arrangement of green municipal chairs or a 
specific shade of strip lighting… and I’m back, 
talking about gender roles in As You Like It; 
what it is to be a woman in the Blood Axe Book 
of Contemporary Women Poets; empathy for 
Henchard in The Mayor of Casterbridge; the 
green-tinged imagery of nostalgia in The Go-
Between.

My love for the subject was cemented at 
A Level and set me on my career pathway 
to teaching English and I suspect that many 
teachers of English will have had similar 
experiences. Why wouldn’t you take English A 
Level, I’d scoff—it’s the very best of education!

Of course, I recognise that not everyone 
enjoys the minutiae of analysis (‘it spoils 
everything!’ says my science-y friend) or they 
have a specific career in mind that requires 
STEM-only choices post-16. Despite this, 
English has remained a popular option at 
A Level. It’s a great facilitating subject. It 
complements other humanities and arts 
choices. It broadens students’ knowledge of 
and engagement with the world.

Decline in numbers
However, over the last ten years, there has 
been a noticeable and worrying decline in 
the uptake of A Level English(es): from 49K 
candidates in 2012 to 38K in 2020 for English 
lit; 24K to 14K for English Language. There 
appears to be a knock-on effect for English 
undergraduate numbers too.

Some of the reasons for the decline 
identified in NATE’s Post-16 & HE Working 
Group’s report (Teaching English Issue 24, 
Autumn 2020) include increased emphasis 
(and perceived value) in STEM subjects—not 
least from the government; the removal of AS 
options; and the Russell Group universities’ 
‘facilitating’ subjects list, which excluded 
English Language. There is also evidence to 
suggest that there is student disengagement 

with English studies at KS3 and 4, with the 
current GCSE specifications seen as narrow 
and ‘traditional’ with their emphasis on 19th 
century texts and a lack of true engagement 
with English language and no reference to 
multi-modal texts.

In addition, NATE’s annual survey in 2020 
suggests that excessive school performance 
measures have led to the ‘bleeding down’ 
of GCSE texts into KS3, with both students 
and teachers finding aspects of the English 
curriculum stultifying. (See Nancy Nicholls’ 
impassioned argument that the current 
GCSE is not fit for purpose in NATE News, 
December 2021.)

What can we do?
So, what can we do about it? In May of last 
year, NATE launched a campaign for changes 
to be made to GCSE English Language and 
we have joined together with other English 
subject associations as part of the Common 
English Forum to lobby for change to the 
specification. Hopefully, there will be positive 
news on this front soon.

Whilst there is clear evidence that suggests 
some of the reasons for the continued fall in 
A Level English numbers, we do not have data 
from those who matter the most: the students 
themselves. I am currently running a research 
project, the aim of which is to gather Year 11 and 
Year 12 students’ opinions and perspectives of 
English: what they think of it, what they enjoy, 
what they find challenging, why they have or 
haven’t opted for English at A Level.

It is early days, but initial findings suggest 
that students can’t always see the link between 
English and a clear career pathway. To help 
with this, some helpful graduate stories can 
be found the on the EMC website, as well as 
the ‘18 Reasons for Doing an English Degree’ 
poster, which champions the benefits of 
studying English.

The students I’ve spoken to so far cite 
as positives the opportunity to engage with 
different experiences and perspectives in 

English literature and feeling empowered 
in their knowledge of language use through 
studying language and linguistics. The 
dynamic, ‘live’ and personal nature of reading 
text and the creativity of studying English, have 
also come through strongly in these interviews.

This research is ongoing, and I hope to 
have more detailed and concrete findings to 
share with the English teaching community 
in the summer. In the meantime, some 
implications for us are:

• to consider the content, design and structure 
of the English curriculum at secondary level

• to emphasise the qualities and worth of the 
discipline beyond the classroom

• to centre the joy that studying English can 
generate.

I remain hopeful that we can turn the tide and 
see a renewed rise in English.

If you have found that uptake of English A Level 
in your school has remained constant or increased, 
please do get in touch – we would be really interested 
in sharing strategies within the English teaching 
community. Please contact: Chair@NATE.org

Rachel Roberts
is Chair of NATE
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Written by Barbara Bleiman 
and Dan Clayton (English 
and Media Centre), 
Professor Robert Eaglestone 
(Royal Holloway, University 
of London), Professor Gail 
Marshall (University of 
Reading) and Professor 
Katy Shaw (University of 
Northumbria)

Reasons 
for Doing 
an English 

Degree

in a Nutshell

 1 There are many di� erent degrees to choose from – English 
Literature, English Language, Creative Writing, Linguistics, 
Cultural Studies, Liberal Arts, Comparative Literature and 
combined or joint honours too! 

 2 As an English student, you’ll be part of the longest 
conversations of humanity, learning from the past, in the 
present, for the future. 

 3 It’s about creativity – in the texts you read, how you respond 
and how you discover creativity in yourself. 

 4 Language is personal, social and political – it shapes us and our 
world so studying its use is vital.

 5 English and Creative Writing degrees focus on the ways we 
shape language every day in talking and writing, in literature, 
the media and the workplace.

 6 In English Literature and Creative Writing degrees, you’ll 
read wonderful novels, poems, plays and other texts 
from all periods.

 7 What you read for pleasure is part of what you study – it will 
fuel you as a reader and as a person for the rest of your life.

 8 In English Language degrees you study everything from Twitter 
to children's language, the slang of di� erent ‘tribes’ and the 
diverse voices of the English-speaking world.

 9 Literature has always led technological change, from medieval 
manuscripts to e-readers and screens. 

 10 English is rich in variety. Texts in English come from diverse 
cultures across the globe.  

 11 English the subject isn't always in English – texts in 
translation let us read across national borders and think about 
communication between cultures.

 12 English is contemporary – since language and literature are still 
growing and changing, you’ll be involved in shaping them.  

 13 In English degrees you think about technology, history, 
geography, philosophy, the visual arts and science. You might 
even use the scientifi c tools of data analysis.

 14 English is about both dissensus and consensus –
the disagreements are as intellectually engaging as 
the agreements. 

 15 You’ll be taught by enthusiastic experts who are also thinking, 
researching and publishing on the texts that you’re studying.

 16 English degrees are assessed in lots of di� erent ways – creative 
work, reviews, presentations, coursework, discussions, essays 
and portfolios as well as traditional exams.

 17 Employers LOVE English graduates – research shows 
companies value communication, collaboration, critical 
thinking, independence, adaptability and resilience. English 
teaches all of these.

 18 English is about who you are, how you express yourself and 
how you think critically about the world around you.

18 Reasons Poster FINAL 2.30pm.indd   1 08/10/2018   14:26

“Initial findings suggest 
that students can’t always 
see the link between 
English and a clear 
career pathway.”
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NATE’s Impact Report 2019–21

NATE: The Last 
Three Years

Jonathan Morgan reflects on his first three years as 
Director of NATE and attempts to evaluate NATE’s 
impact over that time.

As NATE approaches its 60th birthday in 2023, it seems 
timely that we reflect on where we’ve been, what we are 
doing and what the future holds for our association.

Directing NATE
I’ll begin by outlining the challenges that confronted me 
when I began working for NATE three years ago. Taking 
on the role of Director in early 2019 filled me with feelings 
of pride, apprehension and a little confusion about what 
the role would actually entail. Having a background 
in leading English departments, consultancy, senior 
examining and writing textbooks should have prepared 
me well for the role. It didn’t – well, not really.

I hadn’t appreciated the challenges of managing a 
charity, without any experience of – well, managing a 
charity (good job I didn’t mention that in the interview!). 
It would have been handy, on reflection if I had had 
previous experience of preparing accounts, event 
management, administration, marketing, databases, 
website creation, desktop publishing, social media 
campaigns and so on, whilst also having some idea of 
how to liaise with the Charity Commission, accountants, 
solicitors, suppliers, insurance services amongst others.

So, learning on the job has taken on a whole new 
meaning to me since I started at NATE (and huge 
thanks to former Chair, Peter Thomas, for babysitting 

me for the first year at least!). I’ve come through 
it relatively unscathed – with counselling sessions 
reducing from daily to weekly and the involuntary 
twitch being controlled with high doses of medication! 
It’s just a shame that Hazy Jane Brew Dog isn’t available 
over the counter … I jest, of course.

In fact, it has been a genuine privilege and honour to 
be NATE’s Director, particularly during the tumultuous 
times we’ve all faced over the past two years. And my 
knowledge and experience of English teaching has, of 
course, been beneficial.

NATE’s aims and values
Perhaps one thing that helped to get me the job were 
the proposals I put forward, in my interview, for what 
I believed NATE should be – indicating its aims and 
values:

• A Leader

• A Provider

• A Promoter

• A Collaborator

• A Defender

These are still our aspirations, now expressed as follows, 
with some semantic (rather than strategic) changes:

Our values: we strive to be …

• a leader of research and debate on curriculum 
design and assessment

• a provider of effective CPD, consultancy, 
publications and reports

• a promoter of good practice

• a collaborator with key stakeholders, regionally, 
nationally and internationally

• an advocate of the cultural and philosophical 
importance of English as a humane discipline

(My opening address to members three years ago – when 
I had significantly more hair! – outlined these plans, and 
may be read in Teaching English, Issue 20, Page 6.) 

“As NATE 
approaches 
its 60th 
birthday in 
2023, it seems 
timely that 
we reflect on 
where we’ve 
been, what 
we are doing 
and what 
the future 
holds for our 
association.”
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NATE News 

NATE: Leader, Defender,  
Promoter, Provider, Collaborator
NATE’s new Director spells out the 
Association’s current priorities.
Jonathan Morgan, who became NATE’s Director of 
Communication and Development in April, has been 
working with the Association’s management to establish 
priorities for the association in the coming years. Here he 
sets out his thinking so far.

I feel very privileged to be the newly appointed NATE Director of 
Communication and Development and I look forward to working 
with our members to give English teachers a strong national 
voice in relation to the ongoing challenges of the current national 
context. I would like to thank our previous Director, Paul Clayton, 
for his work steering NATE through some difficult circumstances 
over the last four years, and for his dedication to the association 
over thirty years. 

It has never been more important for English teachers to be 
represented nationally, and for their inspiring work to be recognised, 
promoted and disseminated throughout our community and 
beyond. NATE publishes a host of innovative and inspiring teaching 
ideas through its various print and e-publications, and we encourage 
members to contribute to those. One of my priorities as Director 
will be to seek out even more examples of high quality teaching and 
learning so that good practice can be shared with a wide range of 
English teachers – and I will provide support for local Teach Meets 
as a forum for sharing ideas and resources and for discussing local 
and national issues affecting English and English teachers. 

Our Chair, Peter Thomas, describes our subject succinctly as a 
‘values-rich humane discipline’ and I wholeheartedly agree. It is vital 
that, despite many pressures beyond our control, we find time and 
energy to use our love of English to motivate and inspire the young 
people we are privileged to work with. NATE’s role as an engine 
for development is evident in our professional magazines Teaching 
English and Primary Matters and our research journal English in 
Education. These are vital components of NATE’s mission to debate, 
develop and celebrate English teaching. 

Our current priorities are to:

• Raise the profile of NATE, publicising its values and its impact as 
a major contributor to the future of English and Literacy

• Consolidate, strengthen and widen NATE membership

• Enhance our use of digital platforms to improve communication 
with members and the wider English teaching community

• Develop our CPD, consultancy and publications to improve the 
quality of English teaching. 

In order to achieve our mission and meet the needs of the English 
community, members must have a greater voice in shaping the 
future of NATE, adapting it to the changing educational, political, 
cultural and economic landscape. In the coming months we are 
seeking your support to ensure that NATE evolves and thrives as a:

You can begin to help shape the future of NATE by completing 
the survey that will be sent out to you in the coming weeks. NATE 
members must have a key role in our future by communicating 
with us about the challenges and successes of English teaching.  
I look forward to working with you and seeing you at NATE’s 
Annual Conference on June 21/22, which promises to be another 
stimulating and inspiring opportunity to meet people who share a 
passion for teaching English. 

Jonathan Morgan

You can find out more about NATE’s Director in the ‘Teacher Feature’ on page 84.

Leader of research and debate on the future of English teaching, 
curriculum and assessment. NATE should be an 
authoritative and informed voice on the key changes  
of English affecting teachers and learners. 

Defender of the broader and deeper values of English, particularly 
against external agendas that diminish creativity, 
enjoyment and the cultural and philosophical importance 
of English as a humane discipline. 

Promoter of good practice nationally, including opportunities for 
enrichment and the celebration of NATE’s impact and 
success in improving the quality of teaching and learning. 

Provider of effective CPD, consultancy, publications and reports 
that enhance teaching provision. NATE should further 
develop high quality materials that meet the needs 
of teachers (and students), particularly through the 
development of on-line CPD. 

Collaborator with key stakeholders who have an impact on the quality 
of English teaching, locally, nationally and internationally. 
NATE should be a vital medium to connect the diverse 
strands of the English teaching community through its 
face-to-face meetings, conferences and consultancy as 
well as through the development of its digital network 
and output. 
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News and Views 

So, over the past three years, what progress have we 
made?

Operations
We’ve had many staffing and structural changes, 
including Chair and Vice-Chair, whilst creating the 
new roles of Secondary & Primary Officers. We’ve also 
changed our charitable status, updated NATE’s policies, 
created a new website, revised our membership options 
and found a new home. I also took the decision to take 
on much of what we do in-house, including membership 
admin, conference planning, marketing, website design 
and social media communication – partly as a cost-
cutting exercise to protect the association, but also 
to help me to understand the mechanics of the role, 
without being too dependent on outside agencies. (Ok, 
fine, perhaps I’m a control freak too!).

Working Groups
NATE’s Working Groups (previously known as 
committees) have played a crucial role in the 
association’s history, working to formulate and 
promulgate progressive ideas about and positions on 
specific aspects of teaching English, and to help the 
association shape its responses to policy and curriculum 
change and development.

A key focus of NATE’s work over recent years has 
been to increase participation, so we are very pleased 
that we have a number of new Working Groups 
which have been very active through the training and 
publications they have produced. These include the 
Reviewing Literature group, the Secondary group, and 
the Assessment & Learning group. We have plans for 
even more working groups in 2022, including Language, 
Media & Social Justice groups. 

Diversity and Inclusion
I am very proud that we have become more inclusive 
and diverse in what we offer members and the wider 
English teaching community – and not in a tokenistic 
way either. As well as recruiting a new SEN & Inclusion 
specialist to our management team, we have delivered 
a range of CPD promoting a diverse and inclusive 
curriculum, whilst ensuring that we provide support for 
teachers who are working with young people who have 
literacy challenges.

NATE’s highly successful conference dedicated 
to inclusion has greatly helped our understanding of 

SEN and the challenges teachers face in supporting 
young people who are increasingly becoming part of 
‘the forgotten third’, as Geoff Barton (ASCL General 
Secretary) has reported.

This focus on promoting diversity has become 
embedded in NATE’s offer to members (note, for 
instance, the theme of this issue of Teaching English), and 
this will continue, particularly through the incredible 
impact our Reviewing Literature Working Group 
has had in promoting diversity across the curriculum 
through the CPD and publications they have provided.

NATE’s multicultural and diversity working group 
has also continued to produce fantastic work in this 
area, with the contributions of Valerie Coultas and 
Stuart Scott rightly recognised when receiving NATE’s 
newly created Diversity & Inclusion award for 2020.

Feedback from our conferences on diversity, 
inclusion & sexuality include:

‘It was absolutely brilliant. Probably one of the most 
practically informative and authentic conferences 
on Diversity & Inclusion I’ve seen over the last few 
years. I’ll see what I can bring into my classroom - but 
importantly, I am starting out on this journey with 
these issues firmly at the forefront of my mind.’

‘I think that I’ve been really struggling with the 
somewhat superficial nature of responses to anti-racist 
curriculum - this conference gave me a really good 
framework for how to conceptualise a much deeper 
and more meaningful engagement with potential 
solutions. It also helped me put the debates into the 
context of some of the bigger tensions in teaching at 
the moment - which I was aware of but couldn’t quite 
name until processing the context’.

‘All the speakers were fantastic and touched on a really 
good range of topics relating to diversity, sexuality and 
gender. I was particularly impressed by the discussion 
about autism and have already spoken to my colleagues 
about how we should be doing more to reach autistic 
teachers and young people through our work’.

‘Such a rich variety of voices! I will be taking so much 
of what I have heard here today into next year’s PGCE, 
so many thanks.’

“I am very 
proud that we 
have become 
more inclusive 
and diverse in 
what we offer 
members and 
the wider 
English 
teaching 
community. 
This focus on 
promoting 
diversity 
has become 
embedded in 
NATE’s offer 
to members, 
and this will 
continue.”
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Publications
Teaching English
NATE’s flagship magazine, Teaching English, has 
continued to be the foremost publication for anyone 
involved in the teaching of English, providing news, 
views and reviews as well as an informative and 
analytical exploration of the significant subject 
developments that affect English teachers today.

We are delighted with the number of new writers to 
the magazine over the past three years who have taken 
the opportunity to have their work published, under the 
supportive guidance of our editor, Gary Snapper. From 
academics and authors to subject leaders and English 
teachers who are at the start of their teaching journey, 
Teaching English gets teachers talking and thinking, 
appealing not only to classroom teachers of English, 
but also to lecturers, advisers, researchers and teacher 
trainers within English Language, English Literature, 
Media and Drama.

Over the past three years, there has been 
comprehensive coverage of all the significant areas of 
English teaching, including issues on ‘Creative Reading’, 
‘Decolonising the Literature Curriculum’ and ‘Teaching 
Language – Literacy, Linguistics and Literature’.

English in Education
NATE’s prestigious international journal, English in 
Education, continues to keep teachers and academics 
informed about the most recent research into the 
teaching of English and to contribute to national and 
international debates about the subject. Under the 
editorial leadership of John Hodgson, its reach and 
impact are increasing every year – with nearly 3000 
readers and institutions worldwide accessing the journal 
in 2020 and downloads up to 44,000 in the first 8 months 
of 2021 (including 22,000 downloads coming from 
readers in Australia, the US, the Netherlands and China) 
– an increase of 34% over the same period in 2020.

Over the past three years, the journal has explored a 
range of issues affecting English teachers and academics 
across the world, from ‘Grammar in schools: politics, policies 
and pedagogies’ to ‘Multilingualism and English Teaching’. 

Primary Matters
Although Primary Matters has evolved to become a 
digital-only publication due to budgeting constraints 
and our relatively small primary membership (which 

is on the increase), this has not affected its quality or 
impact on subject leaders of English within a primary 
setting. Written by primary teachers, researchers, 
authors and the foremost English primary specialists it 
provides the busy classroom practitioner with ideas that 
are stimulating, entertaining, sometimes controversial 
but invariably practical.

Under Janet Gough’s leadership, it continues to 
engage with the diversity of the primary environment 
and offer suggestions to hone pupils’ English skills 
across the curriculum in reading, writing, speaking and 
listening. Recent articles, for instance, have ranged from 
Michael Gray’s ‘The Importance of LGBTQ+ Literature’ 
to Pie Corbett’s ‘Exploring the Writer’s Eye’. 

NATE News and IllumiNATE
NATE News has evolved as a termly digital magazine, 
brimming with news, events, opportunities for teachers 
and students, comment, and much more. Editing this 
publication is one of the highlights of my job, a way of 
informing members directly about what NATE has to 
offer and about the incredible work that is being done 
by our colleagues within the wider English teaching 
community. It’s also been a pleasure to read our ‘Trainee 
Tales’, which have provided invaluable advice on how 
to manage the incredible challenges of learning to teach 
during a pandemic.

Our email offering also includes the half-termly 
IllumiNATE, each time providing a teaching resource 
written by a NATE member: thanks to all those who 
have contributed them over the last three years.

The NATE Routledge Book Series
NATE continues to collaborate with Routledge in a 
series of authoritative, cutting-edge books about English 
teaching, now numbering 15 titles. Some tend towards the 
practical, others are more academic, but all are intended to 
provide a comprehensive overview of an aspect of English 
teaching suitable for teachers, advisers and lecturers in 
English education, as well as PGCE and MEd students.

Over the last three years, we have published three 
important volumes: ‘Knowledge in English’, ‘Teaching 
English Language 16–19,’ and ‘Teaching English Language 
and Literature 16–19’. Titles on English and Drama, on 
English and Creativity, and on English and Personal 
Response are lined up for the next year, as well as a 
second edition of ‘Teaching English Literature 16–19’. 

“Teaching 
English gets 
teachers 
talking and 
thinking, 
and we are 
delighted with 
the number of 
new writers to 
the magazine 
over the past 
three years 
who have 
taken the 
opportunity 
to have 
their work 
published.”

NATE: The Last Three Years – NATE’s Impact Report 2019–21
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Tell Me The Truth 
About Love Poetry 
by Cathy Savage

“Apart from any 
question of equality, it’s 
just plain dull seeing 
the world through  
a predominantly 
masculine filter. And 
not simply masculine, 
but a heteronormative 
one at that.”
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News and Views 

“It’s vital that 
we stand up 
for English 
teachers and 
provide a 
voice for our 
members on 
the issues that 
affect them 
and the young 
people they 
inspire every 
day. Our voice 
has grown 
stronger, with 
a variety of 
position papers 
published and 
campaigns 
launched over 
the last three 
years to defend 
our subject and 
affect change.”

The Pandemic and CPD
Of course, the pandemic has had an impact on NATE 
as a not-for-profit, non-funded charity – particularly 
the loss of conference income and sponsorship, and 
advertising. However, through the wonderful support 
of our dedicated volunteers, presenters, trustees – and 
members – we have evolved successfully.

And whilst NATE isn’t known for shouting from the 
rooftops about its success and impact (perhaps because 
humility and humanity – part of seeing English as a 
humane discipline – are at the heart of how we operate), 
we are proud of the online CPD we’ve offered over the 
past two years, with high delegate numbers from across 
the globe. Teachers who would not have ordinarily been 
able to access a NATE event have joined our community 
online – a key affordance of the technology, despite the 
challenges of screen-time fatigue.

Feedback from online CPD:

It was brilliant for me to be able to join virtually as I am 
based in Belgium and with a young baby it would have 
been hard for me to travel to attend the session.

I liked the format. I wouldn’t have wanted this to be any 
more interactive (break-outs etc.). I wanted to turn up on a 
Saturday morning, listen to some thoughtful presentations 
and do the ironing at the same time! I was pleased therefore 
that there was no expectation to have cameras on; this 
showed a good appreciation of what it means for teachers 
to be giving up part of Saturday for CPD. I appreciated the 
format and I wouldn’t suggest any changes.

In the circumstances (Covid restrictions) I really 
thought this conference was brilliant and really should 
be the template for other online conferences.

Membership
Membership has grown steadily (approximately 1000 
extra members in the last year). I’d like to thank our 
membership manager Janet Gough (multi-tasking as 
NATE’s Primary Officer too) for getting a real grip on 
membership and providing personalised support.

A large proportion of new members are trainees and 
Early Career Teachers; we are delighted to have the 
opportunity to support new teachers to the profession, 
particularly during a time when the pandemic has 
significantly impacted their training and professional 
development. It’s vital that we develop our support 
further for new teachers so that they can thrive during 
their post-pandemic teaching careers, and – we hope – 
make a valuable contribution to NATE as they develop 
their subject expertise. On a very practical level too, we 
need to make sure that our trainee members turn in to 
paid members after their free trial comes to an end!

‘I have only just become a member, and what has shown to 
be important to me is the family atmosphere of people who 
all want to make the world of education better for children. 
It’s such a great platform for networking with others who 
are equally passionate about English in education.’

Providing a voice for members
It’s vital that we stand up for English teachers and 
provide a voice for our members on the issues that 
affect them and the young people they inspire every day. 
Our voice has grown stronger, with a variety of position 
papers published and campaigns launched over the last 
three years to defend our subject and affect change.

Position papers have included papers on KS3 
English, GSCE English, Post-16 English and Creativity 
in English, and one on the relationships between 
Curriculum, Assessment, Knowledge and Power. We  
are also currently working with the Common English 
Forum and liaising with the DfE in the hope of 
influencing KS4 curriculum reform, following our 
survey and report findings. 
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GCSE English Language: 
Time for Change

Following the launch of NATE’s GCSE English Language 
campaign in June this year, English teachers were 
provided with the opportunity to express their views 
on the current qualification and its impact on learning 
and teaching. Here we present the survey findings and 
proposals from NATE’s Management Team.

“In May this 
year, NATE 
launched its 
campaign for 
changes to 
be made to 
GCSE English 
Language.”

Context
The demands of the current English GCSEs, first 
examined in 2017, and the continued pressure of school 
performance measures related to GCSE results, have 
exerted considerable influence on the KS3 curriculum 
and affected uptake of A Level English.

Schools increasingly use KS3 as a preparation ground 
for GCSE English content and assessment – an issue 
recently highlighted by Ofsted. Due to the narrowing 
of curriculum content in the revised GCSE, the impact 
at KS3 is doubly of concern. NATE hears many tales of 
schools designing their KS3 English experience around 
GCSE content and assessment methods – for instance, 
drilling students in the GCSE assessment objectives 
from Year 7 and using GCSE-style exams produced for 
KS3 by Awarding Bodies. The removal of KS3 levels of 
attainment and the reduction in national curriculum 
requirements for KS3 has exacerbated this process, 
allowing the colonisation of KS3 by KS4. 

In addition, applications for English at A Level and 
HE have declined significantly. Applications for HE 
study of English were down a third from 10,740 in 2021 to 
7045 in January this year. A Level English figures show 
a significantly greater decline since the introduction 
of the revised GCSE and A Level specifications, first 
examined in 2017:

2012 2016 2021

English 
Language

24,416 21,933 14,230

English 
Literature

49,070 48,973 36,135

English 
Language  
& Literature

16,476 12,470 7,155

All A Level 
entries

89,952 78,800 57,515
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Partnerships & Collaboration
We have developed a host of positive partnerships 
with like-minded colleagues who care equally about 
the future of English teaching, teachers and the 
young people they work with. Partnerships with 
other organisations include The English Association, 
University English, Poetry by Heart, The English 
and Media Centre, British Library Learning, The 
Runnymede Trust, and The Ideas Foundation. Below, 
three of our partners comment on the value of such 
partnerships.

“We have developed a host 
of positive partnerships with 
like-minded colleagues who 
care equally about the future 
of English teaching, teachers 
and the young people they 
work with.”

NATE: The Last Three Years – NATE’s Impact Report 2019–21

Andrea Varney – National Outreach manager  
for Digital Learning (British Library)
In my role as National Outreach Manager for Digital 
Learning at the British Library, it has been wonderful 
to work with NATE to help us reach and support our key 
audience of English teachers across the UK. We’ve been 
delighted to share news of our websites and campaigns 
– including Discovering Literature, Discovering 
Children’s Books and our Black literature timeline – in 
NATE’s online lists of resources, in Primary Matters, 
NATENews and @NATEfeed, helping us to ensure 
that they’re widely accessible and useful. In 2019, I 
attended the conference in Chester, building invaluable 
contacts with teachers and advisors right from Cumbria 
to Sheffield. These personal face-to-face contacts have 
been crucial to the success of our online programmes 
during the pandemic.

Tim Shortis & Julie Blake (Directors of Poetry  
By Heart)
Poetry By Heart’s core team are NATE members and that 
experience has helped shape our development of Poetry 
By Heart since 2012. We have found further opportunities 
for fruitful collaboration since NATE formally joined the 
Poetry By Heart partnership in 2020 including working 
together in partnership meetings and on NATE’s Teacher 
Poetry Survey. We welcome the recent development of 
NATE’s online CPD capacity and the discussion at those 
events continues to shape what we do. In turn we’ve also 
helped NATE to develop closer dialogue with leading Arts 
Council funded organisations in the poetry sector and 
with sister professional associations and agencies such as 
The English Association and CLPE.

Heather MacRae – Chief Executive Ideas 
Foundation
The Ideas Foundation partnership with NATE has 
been excellent. Working with Peter Thomas and 
NATE members we have created a digital storytelling 
programme that was trialled in Cumbria that covers so 
many great learning aspects – linking English to careers, 
developing digital skills in partnership with Adobe and 
Canon, encouraging writing skills, inspiring students 
to use their voices to improve the planet. We have also 
extended our partnership into other resources such as 
Creative Persuasion where teachers can download a range 
of advertising and communication briefs that they can use 
in the classroom. The briefs have inspirational content 
from Nike, John Lewis and other brands that are relatable 
to students. We have a new project funded and aligned 
with the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee Pageant and we hope 
that NATE members will be the first to get involved.
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Live the Story
Creativity, Criticality and Active Learning in 
the English and Media Classroom: A Model.

“I hope this 
project offers 
a model to 
those who 
share NATE’s 
concern with 
the purpose 
and values of 
UK English 
teaching.”

Features: Creative Reading 

‘This is one of the best things I’ve been involved with in a 
lifetime’s work in English’ is a starter I’ve not used before 
– and one I’m surprised to be using when the state of 
English worries me.

I’m talking about a curriculum initiative that grew 
out of voluntary enthusiasm to stimulate and engage 
about 400 students in West Cumbria. The Live the 
Story project has been a triumph of collaborative 
multi-media communication. I’ve been working with 
several agencies whose common agenda has led to a 
very productive partnership. I hope the project offers 
a model to others who share NATE’s concern with the 
purpose and values of UK English teaching.

Some background
NATE as a professional association obviously cares for 
the health and welfare of teaching and learning in 
English. As the English curriculum and ideas about 
teaching and learning evolve, NATE responds with an 
independent commitment to values that may or may 

not coincide with those of other stakeholders in that 
evolution, such as Ofqual, Ofsted, the DfE, universities, 
and the wider public of parents and employers. These 
responses and critiques of curriculum and assessment 
are articulated through NATE’s publications – Teaching 
English, Primary Matters, English in Education and NATE 
News. Further responses have been available to those 
stakeholders who have sought the view of the association, 
though recent history has seen major educational change, 
particularly in English, initiated without reference to 
the professional associations. Additionally, NATE 
produces classroom-ready resources for KS3, GCSE and 
A Level that embody its general principles and priorities.

My own activity, within and without NATE, since 
gradually withdrawing from a 30+ year role in GCSE 
design and assessment, has included INSET in the  
UK, Europe, the Middle East and the Far East. My 
focus has broadened from specific exam intervention to  
wider matters of motivation, ambition and the pleasures 
of language.

NATE Chair Peter Thomas reports on a project in which 
NATE, in partnership with the Ideas Foundation, has 
collaborated with creative media professionals to model 
English teaching strategies which put creativity, critical 
thinking and active learning before exam preparation.
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News and Views 

“I’d like to 
take this 
opportunity 
to thank 
you for your 
membership 
and 
participation 
in your 
professional 
association, 
helping
NATE to 
continue 
empowering 
English 
teachers to 
inspire the 
colleagues  
and young 
people they 
work with.”

What impact has NATE had?
In producing this report, I asked for the views of 
members about what we have done well and what we 
should improve on for the future. Below is a snapshot 
of these views. 

What have we done well?

NATE has always been at the forefront of intellectual 
and professional leadership of subject English across 
all phases. As a young teacher, able to exchange ideas 
with colleagues in all contexts was invaluable to 
my development and effectiveness as a teacher and 
prepared me for 30 years as an adviser and inspector.

I regularly implement ideas from Teaching English 
in my classroom and use these ideas to encourage the 
teachers in my dept to extend their planning.

For many years NATE has helped me keep abreast with 
national developments in English in numerous ways. 
I’ve found the online newsletters especially helpful for 
alerting me to new publications and CPD offers.

NATE has kept me in touch with inspiring colleagues 
across the country. It has given me a place to publish 
and to read relevant research (English in Education). 
Teaching English has sustained my interest over the 
decades and given me lots of ideas to use in my own 
practice. I have also felt supported by NATE colleagues 
when I have tried to challenge policy developments 
that seem suboptimal.

I have been able to develop my ideas and teaching 
around diversity and share this with NATE who have 
been very forthcoming and supportive.

I have used the articles to share ideas with my 
colleagues and give guidance to trainee teachers. I 
have also used recommendations of texts for KS3 and 
reviews of resources to help me improve our school’s 
provision at KS3.

It has enabled me to keep trying new approaches. It 
has helped me to stay open to creative, interesting 
ways of teaching.

What could NATE do to have greater impact?

I think I want materials that directly relate to classroom 
practice - things that can be easily tweaked/adapted. I 
want concise, easy reads to help with subject pedagogy 
– and I want these to reflect the current situation we 
find ourselves in – for example, intervention in light 
of covid; Ofsted curriculum intent/implementation; 
GCSE related materials etc. I need things to be directly 
related to day-to-day reality in school.

More affordable CPD, more regular and shorter 
‘bursts’ of CPD on a focused area or topic in English. 
Really ‘liftable’ classroom strategies – that is what 
time-poor teachers want – resources they can take and 
use or easily adapt

Engage as fiercely as possible with the political 
decision-makers, involving professionals working in 
all sectors, particularly in schools.

Future Plans & Priorities
In order to fulfil our objectives, we have identified nine 
areas of priority to guide our work in the following year.

Plans for 2022–3

Enhancing 
teaching and 
learning in

Contributing to 
the profession 
through

Developing the 
association 
through

•  Language, 
Literature and 
Media

•  Professional 
development and 
research

•  Developing 
income streams 
and membership 
benefits

•  Literacy, 
Creativity, 
Oracy and the 
Curriculum

•  Informing the 
national debate

•  Responding to 
the impact of 
Covid

•  Inclusion, 
Diversity and 
Citizenship

•  Participation and 
collaboration

•  Improving 
NATE’s digital 
communication

NATE (still) Needs You! (perhaps more  
than ever)
As NATE’s sole employee, who already stretches the 
goodwill of our volunteers and officers to the limit, I’d 
like to make a direct appeal to you to help us achieve 
these ambitious aims.

Despite it being a privilege to report on all of this 
shared success, NATE remains in a delicate position 
in the current climate. We are entirely dependent on 
membership subscriptions for our survival – even more 
so today, due to the changing dynamics of CPD and 
teacher resources (which are often advertised as free on 
social media, but come without the quality assurance 
that takes place in putting together a NATE event or 
resource).

We have a wonderful history, and we share the 
aspirations of other subject associations and CPD 
providers – but we don’t always have the capacity or 
financial security to achieve these, despite punching 
well above our weight. We currently have approximately 
2500 members, with a significant proportion being 
(free) trainee members – so we must expand our reach 
in order to have a greater voice and impact.

There are a number of things you can do to support 
NATE:

You can:

1. Join NATE (if you have not done so already), 
spread the word about NATE, or recommend  
a friend!

2. Contribute to NATE’s publications

3. Deliver a conference workshop or seminar

4. Become a NATE regional representative

5. Participate in research and development

6. Get your department to join NATE.

And finally…
I’d like to take this opportunity to thank NATE 
members for showing such loyalty to your professional 
association through your membership and participation, 
thus contributing to NATE being able to continue 
empowering English teachers to inspire the colleagues 
and young people you work with.

Find out more about what NATE does and how you can help 
at www.nate.org.uk/nate-needs-you and www.nate.org.
uk/about/what-nate-does.
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What they 
didn’t teach us  
on the PGCE
Alison Binney’s poignant 
poem reflects on the 
experience of teaching 
during the pandemic.

Which questions to answer. What to do

with a dropped tissue. How to stand back.

How to hold your breath. What not to hand out.

When to hide in the loo. How to go to school

the day the newsreader’s voice cracks.

How to give out books without touching them.

When to turn away. How to wash your hands

after the soap runs out. How to stay at home.

How to sit at a desk. How to listen to a missing

homework. When to switch off. How silent

a Chat can be. What to say to the dad who doesn’t

want any of that school bollocks in his house.

How to go back. What to leave behind. How

to teach poems in a lab. How to command

respect in a mask. What to forget. How to fill holes.

What that cough doesn’t mean. When to breathe.

How to spot confusion from two metres.

What not to take in. How many bananas you need.

What to say to the boy whose mum died

after he brought it home. How much

you can carry. Why there is never enough tea.

Alison Binney
teaches English in a state secondary school and to trainee 
teachers on the PGCE English course at the University of 
Cambridge. Her first poetry pamphlet, Other Women’s Kitchens, 
won the Mslexia Women’s Poetry Pamphlet Prize 2021.

The National 
Writing Project 
(UK)
www.nationalwritingproject.uk
The National Writing Project offers 
English teachers around the country the 
opportunity to write together informally, 
developing their own writing and in the 
process their knowledge of how to teach 
writing effectively in the classroom. Find 
out more below and at the NWP website.

NWP is a grass-roots project which sets out to explore writing 
more fully and to find answers to the question, ‘What happens 
when teachers gather together to share their writing?’ 

Teachers of English enjoy regular, free opportunities to write. 
They are led by an experienced group leader and strengthened 
professionally by discussion with peers. NWP groups come 
to a fuller understanding of what it is that writing can offer 
themselves and the children they teach. NWP teachers find 
that their classroom practice is transformed. Young writers start  
their own stories in their own ‘voices’ and ‘own’ all parts of the 
writing process. 

The project was started in 2009 by Jenifer Smith, University 
of East Anglia, and by Simon Wrigley, English adviser for 
Buckinghamshire, 2004–2013, and chair of NATE, 2004–6. 
The UK project grows from the direct experience of running 
writing groups at NATE conferences, 1990-present, and borrows 
heavily from the long experience of the US national writing 
project (nwp.org.us), 1974–present. NWP UK aims to deepen 
understanding about what writing is, what it can do for us, and 
how the process can be more meaningfully managed in schools.

There are currently NWP UK groups around the country. They are 
listed on the NWP UK website at www.nationalwritingproject.uk/
writing-groups. If you’d like to join – or to start a local group – please 
contact the NWP via the website.

Creative Writing
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News and Views 

New Horizons
Josh Clarke introduces the group’s current focus on post-pandemic 
oracy and student voice.
‘Out of adversity, comes opportunity.’ When Benjamin 
Franklin uttered these words, he likely had little 
understanding of how they would come to festoon the 
scripts of motivational coaches the world over, their 
hopeful meaning readily and helpfully applicable 
to almost any situation. NATE’s Secondary Working 
Group is certainly not above aphorism, and has been 
considering how the time spent by English teachers 
in adapting their schemes of learning and meeting 
their students’ needs during the challenging period of 
the COVID-19 pandemic might be put to continued 
productive use following the return to classroom-based 
teaching. 

It has been demonstrated that the ‘effects of even 
short disruptions in a child’s schooling on their learning and 
wellbeing [can] be acute and long lasting’ and yet that the 
pandemic may have led teachers to ‘improve their skills to 
incorporate different media in lessons when schools are open’ 
(Unicef, 2021). In these articles, we see how some English 
departments are already seeking to ‘incorporate aspects 
of remote education into their teaching after the pandemic’ 

while, through the use of audiobooks, avoiding Ofsted’s 
observation that ‘in the case of self-isolating pupils, some 
leaders said that pupils would generally receive a different 
offer compared to their peers [in the classroom]’ (2021). 

Despite the many and varied challenges faced by 
English teachers over the course of the past couple 
of years, we now encounter exciting opportunities 
to refresh our approach to collaboration and genuine 
engagement in our classrooms. NATE’s Secondary 
Working Group will continue to champion the value of 
English classrooms vibrant with teacher and student 
talk of all kinds, to celebrate the rich diversity of 
language usage, dialects, and perspectives that our 
learners bring with them and to reiterate the view that 
every child’s voice matters and deserves to be heard. 

As we continue to face both challenges and 
opportunities in our post-lockdown classrooms, our 
hope is that by embracing oracy and technology we can 
help our students to recover and rebuild in school and 
beyond, and also to rediscover for ourselves the power 
of purposeful talk in all learning. 

How can we build on some of the positives that emerged 
from online learning as we strive to make good the 
damage? NATE’s Secondary Working Group – Joshua 
Clarke, Claire Woozley, Josh Roy and Georgia Murphy – 
reflect on some approaches to classroom talk and reading.

Out of Adversity?
Lessons from the pandemic

“By embracing 
oracy and 
technology 
we can help 
our students 
to recover 
and rebuild 
in school 
and beyond, 
and also to 
rediscover 
for ourselves 
the power of 
purposeful 
talk in all 
learning.”

Rebuilding Talk  
for Learning 
Claire Woozley explores how we 
can renew our focus on purposeful 
classroom talk through clear 
expectations, sensitive scaffolding 
and clear questioning.

Whilst growing numbers of schools are prioritising 
oracy, remote teaching and online lessons have created 
obvious and significant barriers to constructive talk for 
learning. Whether it be students’ reticence to contribute 

verbally, the limitations of technology and signal, or 
the demands of busy homes, many teachers reported 
a decrease in students’ oral participation during online 
learning. 
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Out of Adversity? – Lessons from the pandemic

“Group-
work allows 
students to 
support one 
another and to 
make thinking 
explicit 
through 
discussion. 
The act of 
speaking is 
particularly 
powerful in 
consolidating 
what is learnt 
and in making 
it explicit.”

Further, a recent briefing from the EEF reported very 
high levels of concern for school starters, particularly 
in communication and language development (Bowyer-
Crane et al., 2021), with my own research indicating 
similarly high concerns in secondary schools, where 
two-thirds of teachers noticed a decrease in verbal 
responses during online learning. More worryingly, 
two thirds of respondents also reported that students 
were still showing some reluctance to speak in their 
in-school lessons. So, how can we now encourage 
purposeful classroom talk, and build a rich oral culture 
in our classrooms? 

First, a renewed focus on careful, explicit and 
repeated teaching of expectations around classroom 
talk. How confident are we that every student in our 
classroom knows exactly what to do when we ask 
them to discuss in a pair or a group? As much as it may 
feel obvious to us as teachers, can we assume that all 
students understand our expectations if we haven’t 
specified them in advance? Specifics might include 
looking at the speaker, using a particular register, or 
turn-taking. Once the specifics are in place, we may 
repair and rebuild the habits and routines necessary 

for successful discussion, whether in the classroom  
or beyond. 

Then, building on our expectations, we can begin 
the careful scaffolding of oracy skills. This can be 
especially useful in paired talk through strategies such 
as ‘talk tasks’ with sentence stems and useful phrases. 
To enable students to focus first on the act of speaking 
fluently, begin with allocated roles and provide a 
specific point of view for students to express. This way 
we can emphasise clear expression, rather than asking 
students to also generate personal opinions. As we then 
withdraw scaffolding, students can apply the same 
clarity to their own viewpoints.

Finally, let us consider our own verbal responses to 
student contributions and how we manage classroom 
discussion. Are there ways to reduce the stakes in whole-
class questioning through phrasing such as ‘what are 
you thinking?’ and ‘where are you at?’ Can we be more 
mindful of rephrasing and rewording student responses 
to get to the ‘right’ answer and instead encourage 
greater student participation through questions such 
as ‘what’s the difference?’ or ‘how can we build on this 
answer?’ 

Multi-Modal 
Communication 
to Encourage 
Metacognition
Josh Roy suggests ways we can 
emulate successful aspects of  
the online chat characteristic  
of online learning.
As unaccustomed as we were as teachers to online 
modes of communication for teaching, we did find 
ourselves communicating with learners in their own 
environment – via remote and online platforms. We 
saw students come to life through the ‘chat’ functions 
on these platforms – not just with their teachers, but 
with each other. After asking questions, we received 
near instantaneous responses from students who would 
typically be less likely to voluntarily contribute in face-
to-face practice. 

How might we emulate this ‘online chat’ in our 
schools to encourage this kind of instant reflection in 
the classroom?’ We know that real-time feedback is key 
to improvement in many subjects and, in English, this 
kind of response to ideas is essential.

Metacognition, as the EEF Toolkit recognises, is 
particularly powerful when using group-work as it 
allows students to support one another and to make 
thinking explicit through discussion. The act of speaking 
is particularly powerful in consolidating what is learnt 
and for making it explicit. From remote learning we 
may transfer several elements to the classroom:

• asking metacognitive questions – those which 
encourage students to reflect on their processes

• using exploratory talk as a ‘collective brain’ in the 
classroom – moving away from the teacher as a 
‘fount of all knowledge’ where appropriate

• making talk as private as possible before drawing 
it out, thus allowing students to rehearse their 
responses

• using coloured pen to make talk visible (Hattie, 
2012)

• using initial student responses as the basis for 
discussion and for drawing out further thinking 
(Lemov, 2014)

Here is a sequence designed to recreate the aspects of 
online chat in the classroom that were especially powerful: 

1. Explain to the students the power of online 
discussions and the purpose behind this academic 
style of discussion

2. Teach the routine of talking: students take turns and 
it should be cumulative (Alexander, 2017)
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“Audiobooks 
may offer 
a way to 
increase time 
spent reading 
for pleasure 
or for set texts 
in school. 
There is scope 
for the audio 
version of the 
set text to be 
used more 
extensively 
in classrooms 
alongside 
the physical 
version so 
that students 
can ‘read with 
their ears’ as 
well as their 
eyes.”

Audiobooks:  
At Home and  
At School
Georgia Murphy argues that 
audiobooks could be a valuable 
additional tool in engaging 
students with reading for  
pleasure.
Moving beyond general principles of oracy development 
for the post-remote learning era, we have reflected  
on how audiobooks proved successful in teaching 
literature virtually, and how they remain so back in the 
classroom. 

I was inspired to incorporate the use of audiobooks 
in my English classroom for two reasons. I decided 
that including an audiobook was a way of including an 
element of ‘stretch and challenge’, but also of teaching a 
more diverse and inclusive curriculum. The text I chose 
was a homage to Of Mice and Men: Ugly Dogs Don’t Cry, 
by DD Armstrong, a young, black, British author. 

The scheme of work was taught in the summer term 
of 2021; whilst the school had gone back to in-person 
teaching, remote and hybrid learning was a key element 
of my teaching during this period as the Year 9 cohort 
had multiple instances of the entire bubble being sent 
home or individual students having to self-isolate and 
therefore ‘dial’ in to our live lessons. Nonetheless, 
many of the lessons were taught with all students in 
the room, demonstrating the adaptability and potential 
of incorporating audiobooks into secondary English 
teaching.

Firstly, a note on definitions. Both audiobooks and 
eBooks are classified as ‘digital books’ (Perrin, 2019). 
An audiobook is, according to Merriam-Webster 
(2021), ‘a recording of a book or magazine being read 
aloud’, and thus not to be confused with an eBook: ‘a 
book composed in or converted to digital format for 
display on a computer screen or handheld device’, 
often referred to as an online book. The two differ as 
an audiobook changes the dimension of reading to a 

‘listening’ activity, particularly if it is done without the 
text in front of the reader (as we did in the classroom – 
there were no physical, hard copies of Ugly Dogs Don’t 
Cry). 

Audiobooks offer a way to ‘read with the ears’ as 
opposed to ‘reading with the eyes’ (Moore and Cahill, 
2016), and whilst there is disagreement about the level 
of cognitive benefit of listening to a book being read 
aloud, as opposed to reading the print-based version, 
most educators agree upon the ‘nuanced’ and varied 
nature of gaining reading proficiency (Moore and 
Cahill, 2016). 

There is a dearth of research on the use of 
audiobooks in education and their use and potential in 
classroom teaching. Jennifer Moyer’s literature review 
on audiobooks and eBooks, published in 2012, focuses 
on the use of digital books in classrooms, and the 
implications for purchasing decisions by local libraries. 

Moyer takes note of a small, year-long action-
research project conducted in America in 2011 where 
a teacher used audiobooks during silent reading time 
to gauge whether they could improve test scores and 
comprehension (Cooper in Moyer, 2012). At the end 
of the school year, the results showed that there were 
benefits for both higher and lower attaining students, 
with ‘at-risk students … able to improve up to the basic 
level and a few up to the proficient level [and] the basic and 
proficient students were able to increase their levels, with 
many improving to the advanced level’. The teacher also 
found that students showed ‘improved attitudes toward 
reading, especially those reading below grade level and 
reluctant boy readers’. 

3. Pose the question and get students to ‘type’ – having 
something written means they’ll all have something 
to say (Lemov, 2014)

4. A-B: B writes (in green to make the metacognition 
and discussion explicit, and to emulate the instant 
and ‘private’ discussions that happened online)

5. B-A: A writes (the writing allows teacher and students 
to see evidence of learning from the conversation 
and makes it meaningful) 

6. Whole class discussion: remind students of the 
‘collective brain’ and then continue to log ideas in 
green pen. Listen first and then write, rather than 
simultaneously listening and writing 

7. Challenge by scripting metacognitive discussion 
prompts for each turn – an academic discussion 
could be the main activity. 

Teachers have reported an improved climate for 
learning as students respect each other and listen more 
attentively, even beginning to turn-take sensitively as 
they know they will need to log what they hear. Follow-
up questions to students have focused on elevating 
existing answers, leading to reduced social anxiety with 
the ‘cold-calling’ strategy and to making AfL processes 
more thorough and informative. Classroom discussion 
has employed more evaluative metacognitive skills 
whereby students comment on each other’s work 
constructively and immediately. 
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Student voice and experience
As Moore and Cahill (2016) note, whilst educators 
know of the benefits of reading, ‘many young adults 
dislike reading, choose not to read, or engage in other 
activities that limit the time available to read’. Audiobooks, 
therefore, may offer a way to increase time spent 
reading for pleasure or for set texts in school. At the 
end of the scheme of work, my own class filled in a 
survey on their experience and preferences regarding 
reading physical or digital books (including questions 
about both audiobooks and eBooks). 12 out of the 19 
boys in the class answered the questions. 

• When asked: ‘If you had a choice and you were BY 
YOURSELF, would you prefer to read a hard copy book, 
read an eBook (e.g. Kindle) or audio book?’, 8 out of the 
19 boys responded that they would prefer a hard 
copy book, 2 responded with an audiobook and 2 
with an eBook. 

• When asked: ‘If you had a choice and you were  
IN CLASS, would you prefer to read a hard copy  
book, eBook or listen to an audiobook?’, 5 out of the 19 
boys responded that they would prefer a hard copy 
book, 6 responded with an audiobook and 1 with an 
eBook. 

• When asked if they would be ‘more or less likely to 
read a hard copy book in a public place or listen to an 
audiobook’, 6 said a physical book and 6 responded 
with an audiobook.

• Finally, when asked if ‘listening to the audio version  
of Ugly Dogs Don’t Cry as a class helped them to 
remember elements of the text’, 6 said that it helped  
and 6 responded that it didn’t help or was the same  
as it would have been if they had read a physical 
copy. 

Implications 
The results from the surveys indicated that many of 
the boys, from a high prior-attaining cohort, enjoyed 
reading already, and were not ‘reluctant’ readers; 
indeed, many of them noted that they enjoyed reading 
hard copy books independently and for pleasure in  
their spare time. The survey results did indicate that 
even for a higher attaining, motivated class, audiobooks 
might be an enjoyable way to listen to set texts together 
as a class or as an option at home over the summer 
break. 

Nonetheless, the results from my class, and from 
Moyer’s research (2012), perhaps indicate that the 
biggest gains might be made when audiobooks are used 
for less proficient, ‘reluctant’ or lower-attaining readers, 
so there is scope for further research to be done with 
these students. There is also scope for the audio version 
of the set text to be used more extensively in classrooms 
alongside the physical version (sometimes known as 
RWL or Reading While Listening) so that students can 
‘read with their ears’ as well as their eyes. This would 
add enjoyment, variety and would aid memory of 
important details of the text for students.
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… TO 
ENGAGING 
WITH POETRY
Reading and writing 
poems in the English 
classroom

The eleventh instalment 
of this series, in which 
Trevor Millum and  
Chris Warren suggest  
39 enjoyable approaches 
to poetry, looks at 
‘instamatic’ poems,  
poems with repeating 
frameworks, and poems 
using letter symbolism.

Step 37
Hidden Origins
Kenneth Koch’s famous, and quite simply wonderful, book, Rose Where 
Did You Get That Red, encourages children to respond to poetry by 
writing their own. Koch isn’t deterred by the inherent difficulty of a 
poem. It’s the idea he’s after. The language of the poem has its effect, 
yes, influencing vocabulary choices in subtle ways, but his students 
were not expected to understand everything – they would enjoy the 
words, grasp the central idea, and then write.

A classic example is this poem, by Arthur Rimbaud, written when 
the poet was 16. The words and images are fantastical, strange – but the 
idea is brilliantly simple and easy to pick up. You might ask students what 
association various letters of the alphabet have for them. You could start 
with vowels, but it doesn’t have to be restricted to vowels. What colour are 
they? What other ideas come to mind that spring from that sense of colour?

When Koch tried this approach with children in New York the 
results were astounding, and when I followed in his footsteps myself 
many years later, prompted by Tim Longville, my class responded again 
with astonishing writing. It was as if the imagination was suddenly 
unlocked, and the unseen baggage of those so-familiar letters emerged.

I suggest the same magic may be true of other sets of symbols in 
our world. Do the numbers 1 to 9 carry secret, personal meanings too? 
There’s one way to find out – ask your class to write about them!

Writing Suggestions
You have read the poem ‘Vowels’. You are going to write poems of 
your own about the vowels, or any other letters. In every line you need 
to give the colour that comes to mind. And once you have decided 
the colour, other ideas will flow related to that colour. Rimbaud also 
mentions sounds, so you might want to mention them too, since letters 
are symbols for sounds.

Vowels (by Rimbaud, written at age 16, translated from French)
A black, E white, I red, U green, O blue: vowels,
One day I’ll reveal your hidden origins:
A, a hairy, black corset of iridescent flies
Which bombard around cruel stenches;

Valleys of shadow; E, white plainness of steam and tents,
Spears of proud glaciers, white kings, trembling white cow parsley;
I, crimson, spat blood, laughing beautiful lips
In anger or penitent drunkenness;

U, cycles, divine vibrations of deep green seas,
Peace of pastures scattered with cattle, peace of wrinkles
Imprinted by alchemy on great studious foreheads;

O, supreme bugle full of strange clashing noises,
Silences crossed by Worlds and Angels:
—O Omega, violet ray of Her Eyes!

Teaching Tips
It isn’t necessary to analyse this poem too closely, or look for 
examples of figurative language. There are times and places for that 
approach. In this case the poem is a launchpad for the imagination, 
and a reading to enjoy the words, mysterious as they are, is enough. 

You could experiment with having a different reader for each 
letter, or take that one step further and split the class into groups 
of 5 to practise for a performance of the poem. But as soon as you 
can you want to get to the writing: five vowels (or 5 other letters) 
– what colours are they? What other things have that colour? Are 
there any sounds associated with the letter? What are the hidden, 
secret, magical origins of each one?
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Step 38
Photo poems
In the 1970s Edwin Morgan published a series of poems he called ‘Instamatic’ poems. This is what he said 
about them:

‘I began … writing short poems which were directly about events which I had either read about or seen in newspapers 
or on television. So it’s a poetry which is very closely related to real life in that sense, but I gave myself the kind of 
restriction that the poem must be presented in such a way as to give a visual picture of this event, whatever it was, as 
if somebody had been there with an Instamatic camera and had just very quickly snapped it … ‘

This Step invites your class to write ‘instamatic’ or photo poems of their own, based on Edwin Morgan’s 
rules – either from an actual photo, or reconstructed from a reported event so that readers can conjure up an 
image in their heads that is a snap-shot of time, a fixed visual moment.

If you want to follow Edwin Morgan’s lead, ask the class to write the place and the date as the title.

Writing Suggestions
These days everyone carries a camera with them on mobile phones, and thousands of instant photos are 
taken. So we are all familiar with the form of a photo, and most of us have some examples to choose from. 
Some of these images capture incidents in the street, accidents, even political events. The challenge with this 
Step is to convert the instant moment-in-time of a photo into words. You can use a picture you’ve actually 
taken yourself, or one that you have seen in a newspaper or magazine. Edwin Morgan, who explored this 
type of poem, sometimes imagined the picture from the newspaper report. So that’s another possibility, if 
you don’t have a good photo you can use. What you are aiming at is a very precise word-picture, so that the 
reader can imagine the scene clearly, and where all movement is frozen (as it is in a photo).

Two important tips:

• Use the present tense. 

• Add the date to the title.

Two good examples: poems from Edwin Morgan’s ‘Instamatic Poems’.

Nice, 5 March 1971
White curtains have been excitedly
drawn back, and four white faces  
of children
crowd into the window, staring out,
two with noses pressed to the pane,
two with mouths saying Oh.
For it’s the Riviera snow.
The palm-trees are white!
The mimosas are white!
The railings are white!
The car roofs are white!
Only the cat is black.
Oh but the sea is black —
look how the sea is black!

Glasgow, 5 March 1971
With a ragged diamond
of shattered plate-glass
a young man and his girl
are falling backwards into  
a shop-window.
The young man’s face
is bristling with fragments  
of glass
and the girl’s leg has caught
on the broken window
and spurts arterial blood
over her wet-look white coat.
Their arms are starfished out
braced for impact,

their faces show surprise, shock,
and the beginning of pain.
The two youths who have pushed 
them
are about to complete the operation
reaching into the window
to loot what they can smartly.
Their faces show no expression.
It is a sharp clear night
in Sauchiehall Street.
In the background two drivers
keep their eyes on the road.

In the first, the surprise and delight of children experiencing snow in the South of France, where it 
is a very rare event, is caught ‘photographically’. Notice how we experience colour in the poem. The 
second one recounts a shocking incident. This poem has plenty of support material on the web if you 
want to study it in detail, but we’d recommend that you use it as a model for creative writing first, before 
deconstructing and analysing it (for some readers, a destructive process which can ‘kill’ the poem).

Teaching Tips
•  Morgan’s Instamatic Poems are mostly quite short, so perhaps you might want to suggest a limit.

•  Explore why the present tense is appropriate for Instamatic poems.

•  Although the places are well defined, the people are nearly always anonymous. That’s a rule you might 
want to keep. If the poem involves any people, omit their names.

•  Both examples have an ending that is thought-provoking. Is that something your class can achieve?

39 Steps to Engaging with Poetry

“This Step 
invites your 
class to write 
‘instamatic’ 
poems of their 
own, based 
on Edwin 
Morgan’s 
rules – either 
from an actual 
photo, or 
reconstructed 
from a 
reported 
event so that 
readers can 
conjure up 
an image in 
their heads 
that is a snap-
shot of time, 
a fixed visual 
moment.”
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Step 39
Some classic models 
Sometimes a poem has a very dominant pattern 
that can be borrowed wholesale. The Mersey Poets 
had a special taste for them, but you can find them 
everywhere when you begin to look. Roger McGough: 
‘40 – Love’ and ‘The Fight of the Year’ have structures 
that can be borrowed easily; Adrian Henri: ‘Love Is’, 
‘Without You’ and ‘Stufferation’ – all brilliant examples. 
Wallace Stevens: ‘13 Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’ and 
‘Someone Puts a Pineapple Together’ – tried and trusted 
models to use. Also Penelope Shuttle: ‘Inventing’.

Some of these poems focus on a subject and, 
using a repetitive framework, attempt to define it, 
deploying personal reference, metaphor, simile, 
whimsy and humour – anything that will make the 
definition clearer, more rounded or surprising. With 
a class, you can borrow the framework of repeats, but 
change the subject, or write an alternative definition 
of the same subject.

Wallace Stevens adds a count to his poem of 
definition, ‘13 Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’, and uses 
cryptic, riddling ideas – but the aim and the outcome 
are the same. His poem ‘Someone Puts a Pineapple 
Together’ is all riddle, and just wonderful to borrow. 
Penelope Shuttle deliberately propels the reader 
into the world of the imagination, and if you use 

her poem as a model encourage unrestricted, free-
flowing creation.

Expect outstandingly original poems if you use 
these models!

Sylvia Plath’s ‘Metaphors’, a riddling definition of 
pregnancy, works in a similar way. Nine lines long to 
represent the nine months, it starts with the line: ‘I am 
a riddle in nine syllables’, all good hints to the subject 
matter. (A note of advice: riddle poems should be 
allowed to work as riddles first, without giving away 
the answer. Allow time for puzzling and discussing. 
The penny-drop-moments will be worth it!)

Below is Edwin Morgan’s poem ‘A View of Things’, 
with its alternating antonyms. You can see straight 
away how this sort of structure supports hesitant 
writers – they can just start writing and the ideas 
will flow. The two verbs, love and hate, can be 
changed if you want to diverge from the original, but 
the scaffold works perfectly well ‘as is’. This poem 
doesn’t define a single thing, but as a cumulative 
effect helps to define the writers taste, preference, 
likes, dislikes, and as such, communicates a great 
deal about the person.

Once you have the idea, the same approach can 
be used for other poems with a dominant pattern.

Writing Suggestions
Write a poem about loves and hates. Start each line 
with the same phrases, and alternate between them 
as Edwin Morgan has done. Some of these ideas can 

be personal to you. Others can be funny, or slightly 
crazy. Keep alternating until the poem feels right, or 
until you begin to run out of ideas. 

A View of Things
what I love about dormice is their size
what I hate about rain is its sneer
what I love about the Bratach Gorm is its unflappability
what I hate about scent is its smell
what I love about newspapers is their etaoin shrdl
what I hate about philosophy is its pursed lip
what I love about Rory is his old grouse
what I hate about Pam is her pinkie
what I love about semi-precious stones is their 
preciousness
what I hate about diamonds is their mink
what I love about poetry is its ion engine
what I hate about hogs is their setae
what I love about love is its porridge-spoon
what I hate about hate is its eyes
what I love about hate is its salts

what I hate about love is its dog
what I love about Hank is his string vest
what I hate about the twins is their three gloves
what I love about Mabel is her teeter
what I hate about gooseberries is their look, feel,  
smell and taste
what I love about the world is its shape
what I hate about a gun is its lock, stock and barrel
what I love about bacon-and-eggs is its predictability
what I hate about derelict buildings is their reluctance 
to disintegrate
what I love about a cloud is its unpredictability
what I hate about you, chum, is your china
what I love about many waters is their inability to 
quench love

Edwin Morgan

Teaching Tips
You may need to establish a rule that no names 
are used in the writing. (Although Morgan does 
mention four names, they appear to be invented). 

It might take writers into negative territory if they 
used the poem to ridicule others. Focus on external 
things rather than people, perhaps?

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

“Some of 
these poems 
focus on 
a subject 
and, using 
a repetitive 
framework, 
attempt to 
define it, 
deploying 
personal 
reference, 
metaphor, 
simile, 
whimsy and 
humour. 
With a class, 
you can 
borrow the 
framework 
of repeats, 
but change 
the subject, 
or write an 
alternative 
definition 
of the same 
subject.”

Poems by Edwin Morgan may 
be found in Morgan’s Collected 
Poems (Carcanet 1990), and 
are reprinted by kind permission 
of the publsihers.
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“The most 
popular 
texts studied 
remain those 
authored 
by white 
men, about 
white male 
experiences.”

‘We are what we read’ is a commonly cited maxim. From 
a young age, we learn about the world from the stories 
we hear. Our moral codes are reinforced in the fairy 
stories we listen to at bedtime, and our perception of 
what is ‘normal’ is shaped by patterns in the narratives 
we experience. For much of modern history, normative 
narratives have revolved around white, patriarchal 
values that reinforce active roles for men and white 
people and passive roles for women and people of colour. 

Over the last twenty years, a recognition of the 
exclusionary, discriminatory and limiting nature of these 
has led to increasing amounts of writing for children 
by and about people from a range of more diverse 
backgrounds. However, this diversity is still not reflected 
in the diet of literature studied in schools. As Penguin 
and the Runnymede Trust’s ‘Lit in Colour’ report (2021) 
has shown, the most popular texts studied remain those 
authored by white men, about white male experiences. 

Gender and the curriculum
While recent, much needed addressing of racial diversity 
has revealed a significant under-representation of 
BAME voices on the curriculum, no comparable 
research has been undertaken to investigate gender 
imbalance. This is despite the increased recognition 
of sexual harassment and misogynistic behaviour in 
schools experienced by girls, revealed in UK Feminista 
and NEU’s report ‘It’s just everywhere’ (2017) and the 
scandal of the ‘Everyone’s Invited’ website. Ofsted’s 2021 
report into the website’s findings commented on how 
boys have a sense of ‘superiority’ that makes them feel 
they can treat girls as they wish. They recommended 
that the solution was an improved RSE curriculum 
focusing on consent. 

However, this focus on RSE as a panacea for misogyny 
has ignored the role of the academic curriculum in 
forming and reinforcing patriarchal values in children, 

Gender Bias in the 
English Curriculum

Invisible Women

Research findings by End Sexism in Schools 
demonstrate the gender imbalance in the English 
curriculum. Rachel Fenn discusses these findings 
and suggests steps every department can take to 
audit and make changes to what they teach.
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“The academic 
curriculum 
has a role in 
forming and 
reinforcing 
patriarchal 
values in 
children. If we 
don’t tackle 
the misogyny 
that’s 
embedded 
into the 
curriculum, 
everything 
else will 
only ever 
be window 
dressing.”

which is what leads to misogyny and violence towards 
women in the first place. The reality is that pupils leave 
RSE lessons and walk into classrooms where they’re 
taught a curriculum that directly contradicts everything 
they’ve just been told about respect and equality. If we 
don’t tackle the misogyny that’s embedded into the 
curriculum, everything else will only ever be window 
dressing.

End Sexism in Schools 
I am one of the founders of grassroots campaign 
organisation End Sexism in Schools. Unsatisfied with 
PSHE being touted as the only solution to misogyny, we 
wanted to research what was being taught by and about 
women in our classrooms, and our first project was to 
undertake an England-wide survey of the literature 
texts studied at KS3. This research has never been 
done before, as it is a huge task; every school has the 
flexibility to teach what they like at this level, so each 
had to be researched individually. 

After six months of research carried out by 60 
volunteers, who between them researched the English 
curriculum of over 1500 schools in England, we have 
been able to prove unequivocally that gender bias 
overwhelmingly exists within the English curriculum. 

Key findings:
(Please note these statistics are preliminary and may 
be subject to slight change on publication of our full 
findings.)

• 65% of schools – a clear majority – teach no 
whole texts by female writers over the three 
years of KS3

• 27% of schools teach only one whole text by a 
woman over the three years of KS3

• 7% of pupils study a whole text by a female 
writer at KS4

• The majority of school pupils in England never 
study a whole text by a female writer between 
the ages of 11 and 16

• While 25% of text options on the curriculum 
at KS3 are by female authors, in practice, 
only around 15% of these are designated as 
compulsory 

• 1% of plays on school curricula are by female 
playwrights 

• 18% of novels on school curricula have a 
female protagonist 

1. Women writers are relegated to the sidelines 
Where women’s writing is featured on the curriculum, it 
is often taught in extract form, such as individual poems 
or speeches. Extracts tend to be taught in a single lesson, 
leaving little time to explore the writer and their work 
in depth. When taught alongside whole texts written 
by men, which take weeks to teach, this sends a clear 
message that women’s writing is of less importance 
and value. Not teaching whole texts by women is 
inexcusable; women are 51% of the population, and the 
teaching of their writing should therefore take up half 
of all curriculum time.

2. The same texts dominate across every  
year group
Five novels dominate the teaching of KS3 English and 
feature heavily in every year group: Of Mice and Men 
by John Steinbeck, Animal Farm by George Orwell, A 
Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, The Boy in the Striped 
Pyjamas by John Boyne, and Lord of the Flies by William 
Golding. When it comes to plays, in every school there 
is a predominant diet of Shakespeare, with a sprinkling 
of J B Priestley’s An Inspector Calls, Willy Russell’s Blood 
Brothers and Arthur Miller’s The Crucible. 

These texts all have in common a white male writer 
and a white male protagonist. In many schools, their 
entire KS3 curriculum is solely made up of these texts. 
While they certainly have literary merit, the lack of 
diversity is troubling. What has led us to the belief that a 
diet of such homogeneous, patriarchal literature is still 
an appropriate approach to literature teaching in 2021?

3. Teaching a novel by a female author isn’t 
enough
Half of novels taught by a female author have a male 
protagonist. R J Palacio’s Wonder is a very popular 
example, as is Annabel Pitcher’s My Sister Lives on the 
Mantelpiece. When planning a diverse curriculum and 
choosing female-authored texts to teach, it is vital to 
realise that teaching a novel or play by a female writer is 
not enough; we need to ensure that female protagonists 
are present, too. 

The fact that only 18% of novels by authors of both 
genders feature a female narrator and/or protagonist 
means that pupils are rarely hearing women’s voices, 
perspectives or experiences in our classrooms. If boys 
are never exposed to the inner workings of girls’ minds, 
and encouraged to enter into their emotional lives 
through empathising with female characters, how can 
they ever learn to relate to and respect them as equals? 
And what effect does it have on girls to only ever hear 
male voices in their classrooms? Where is curriculum 
space provided for them to discuss, celebrate and 
validate their own experiences as women? 

As Marian Wright Edelman famously said, ‘you can’t 
be what you can’t see.’ Girls need to see a myriad of 
female lives reflected in the literature they read, and 
they need to see that women are capable of writing great 
literature. If the message we give to them is that men 
are the only active participants in life, and the only great 
writers worth reading and discussing are male, we are 
doing enormous damage to girls’ self-esteem and self-
actualisation, and limiting the scope of their ambition.

4. Women are portrayed as victims 
If women aren’t invisible in the texts being taught, 
they are often represented as victims. Of Mice and Men, 
by far the most popular text at KS3, features Curley’s 
Wife as its sole female character. Not only does her 
name signify her identity as being inextricably bound 

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

“After six months of research carried out by 
60 volunteers on the English curriculum of 
over 1500 schools, we have been able to prove 
unequivocally that gender bias overwhelmingly 
exists within the English curriculum.”
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Invisible Women – Gender Bias in the English Curriculum

to her husband’s, she is characterised as a whore for 
being flirtatious and wearing dresses and high heels, 
and is then blamed for her own murder at the hands 
of Lennie, for whom the reader’s sympathy is elicited 
because he ‘didn’t mean to’. While many teachers we 
spoke to during our research said that they used the 
portrayal of Curley’s wife to explore feminist readings 
of the text, this doesn’t negate the fact she is being 
presented through a patriarchal gaze. Perhaps the 
truly feminist way to teach this text is to not teach it 
at all?

Changing Your Department
When the majority of schools never teach a whole 
text by a female writer throughout the entirety of KS3 
and 4, it’s clear we have a problem. Girls make up over 
half of our classrooms, and yet their voices – both 
as writers and as characters – are marginalised and 
excluded. The lack of female writers at GCSE is a widely 
recognised issue, but even when we do have a choice 
of what to teach in the younger year groups, we are 
still overwhelmingly choosing a diet made up of male-
authored, male-voiced literature. As English teachers, 
we must take responsibility for these choices; at KS3, no 
one is forcing us to teach anything, so why are we still 
teaching so many white, male-authored texts? 

When I was Head of Department, looking at gender 
balance in our curriculum, I posed a series of questions 
to my colleagues to help us carry out an audit of our text 
choices. We found it an enlightening experience, and it 
was a catalyst for positive change. I list the questions 
below for you to start a conversation with your own 
departments.

1. What do we teach currently? What are whole 
texts, and what are extracts?

2. What is the gender balance of these texts?

3. What is the gender balance of the 
protagonists?

4. Why are we teaching the texts we’re teaching? 
What makes us choose what we choose?

5. Are our choices impacted by bias? Where 
might these biases come from?

6. What messages – implicit or explicit – are the 
texts we’re teaching giving about gender? Are 
we happy with these messages, or are they 
potentially troubling?

7. Are the male authored texts we’re teaching 
offering something to our pupils that female 
authored texts can’t? 

8. What would a gender-balanced curriculum 
look like? What might need to change to 
make that happen?

9. What entrenched ideas about what ‘should’ 
be on the curriculum do we have and where 
have these come from? Are these valid? 

10. What do we want our pupils to gain from their 
literature lessons? What values do we want to 
communicate? What type of thinkers do we 
want to create? Is our current list of texts 
enabling this to happen? 

What we found from our discussions is that many of us 
had continued promoting and teaching a set of texts 
learned from previous schools or teacher training 
placements, without stopping to question why they 
were on the curriculum in the first place, and whether 
a female-authored text could offer pupils the same 
learning opportunities and experiences. 

There was also the practical reality that we teach 
what is easy, and what we have access to; it is no 
surprise that the most popular texts at KS3 are former 
GCSE texts, for which there are plenty of resources 
and schemes of work online, and plenty of copies in 
our book cupboards. There’s no denying that teaching 
what we’ve always taught saves us time and money. In 
the long run, though, it’s depriving our pupils of a rich, 
varied, balanced curriculum that gives everyone the 
opportunity to see themselves and their experiences 
reflected in the texts they read, as well as the opportunity 
to learn about, empathise with and understand those 
who are different from themselves.

And finally …
As teachers, we are always encouraged to be reflective 
practitioners, and reflecting on the curriculum we 
teach should be a central part of this process. While 
time and money are always short in schools, ensuring 
our curriculum meets the needs of the children we 
teach must be our priority. If the idea of changing 
your curriculum feels overwhelming, remember that 
change doesn’t need to happen overnight; it can be 
gradual, and incremental, with one text being changed 
at a time. Redesigning the curriculum so that it reaches 
a proportional split of 50/50 male/female texts in the 
curriculum, can be a process that takes place over 
two or three school years. This enables change to 
remain manageable and achievable within department 
workloads and budgets, while also allowing time for 
further reflection, research and reading to take place. 

We can’t continue to allow excuses to keep us from 
changing the status quo. There needs to be an urgent 
recognition that tackling misogyny is everyone’s 
responsibility in schools, and every subject’s curriculum 
needs to ensure that patriarchal values aren’t continuing 
to shape pupils’ thinking. Let’s start with English; so 
many fantastic female writers are waiting for their 
turn in our classrooms ( – see the list on the next page, for 
instance – ), and so many of our pupils desperately need 
to hear their voices.

Rachel Fenn 
has been Head of Department at an international 
school in London for the past six years. She is author of 
Teaching Grammar Through Literature (Routledge 2018) 
and Teaching Nineteenth Century Literature (Routledge 
2019) and is currently studying for an MA in Dramaturgy 
and Writing for Performance. The End Sexism in Schools 
website is at: https://endsexisminschools.wordpress.com.

“So many fantastic female 
writers are waiting for their 
turn in our classrooms , and so 
many of our pupils desperately 
need to hear their voices.”

“When the 
majority of 
schools never 
teach a whole 
text by a 
female writer 
throughout 
the entirety of 
KS3 and 4, it’s 
clear we have a 
problem. Girls 
make up over 
half of our 
classrooms, 
and yet their 
voices – both 
as writers and 
as characters 
– are 
marginalised 
and excluded.”
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Rethinking the English Curriculum:  
A List of Books by Women Authors
Below is a list of alternative female-authored choices for each KS3  
year group that I hope will be of help in enabling you to start rethinking 
your literature curriculum. Each text is beautifully written, emotionally  
and morally complex, and offers pupils the opportunity to engage with  
a different time and place to their own.

Year 7
Pax by Sara Pennypacker
Peter is forced to abandon his beloved pet fox Pax when war breaks 
out in contemporary America, leading him on a journey across the 
country to find him again. Told in alternate chapters from Peter 
and Pax’s perspectives, this is a moving and powerful novel.

Wolf Hollow by Lauren Wolk
Annabelle’s peaceful life in rural post-war America is shattered 
when her school bully Betty disappears, and suspicion is placed on 
her friend Toby, a traumatised war veteran who lives in the woods. 
A deeply compassionate novel that explores the consequences  
of prejudice.

Chinese Cinderella by Adeline Yen Mah
This classic memoir tells of Yen Mah’s troubled childhood in early 
twentieth century China. Simply written but powerfully told, this 
offers pupils the opportunity to learn about Chinese history and 
culture, as well as the unshakeable strength of the human spirit.

Year 8
Clap When You Land by Elizabeth Acevedo
When Camino’s father dies in a plane crash, she discovers  
that he has been living a double life, and that she has a sister, 
Yahaira, exactly the same age as her. Told from the perspective 
of both Camino and Yahaira, this is a powerful novel, based on a 
true event.

Code Name Verity by Elizabeth Wein
Set during WWII, this is the story of working-class Maddie  
and aristocratic Queenie, one a pilot, one a spy. Told from both 
their perspectives, this tale of courage, betrayal, danger and 
the strength of true friendship is a thrilling, challenging and 
remarkable read.

The Lie Tree by Frances Hardinge
When Faith’s father is found dead, she discovers his secret lie tree; 
when a lie is whispered to it, fruit grows, which tells the person 
who eats it a hidden truth. But as Faith’s lies start to spread around 
her small community, things begin to spiral out of control.

Year 9
A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith
A modern American classic, this is the tale of Francie Nolan, 
born to impoverished immigrants in Brooklyn at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Her determination and courage enable her to 
dream beyond her circumstances and strive for a better life.

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou
This celebrated first volume of Maya Angelou’s memoirs tells of 
her childhood as a poor Black girl in the segregated South. A tale 
of triumph over adversity, it’s also a powerful introduction to the 
realities of racism. A remarkable read.

Frost in May by Antonia White
Nanda is nine when she is sent to a convent school; this tells of her 
experiences as she struggles to fit in, make friends, and find out what 
she really believes. A newly rediscovered twentieth century classic.

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  
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“By the end of 
the day, I felt 
battered, weary 
of the number 
of times I had 
heard myself 
pronounce 
the words 
‘male desire’, 
‘objectification’, 
‘male gaze’, 
‘lack of female 
agency’.”

Love. With this single word, the lesson begins. Bright-
eyed, eager students, embarking on their A Level 
journey, throw out words that I scribble up onto the 
white board. Passion. Devotion. Lust. Desire. Pain. 
Heartbreak. Comfort. Marriage. Sex. Loss. Jealousy. 
The words build and swirl in a glorious mindmap of joy 
and sensual possibility on the board. 

Unsurprisingly, no one puts forward the idea that 
love is an exclusively male experience.

And so we begin the literary trail that takes us through 
a set novel, a Shakespeare play and AQA’s Anthology: 
Love poetry through the ages pre-1900. And there’s the rub.

After five years of teaching this particular syllabus, 
during which I’ve tended to space the anthology poetry 
out across several months, I found myself, in lockdown, 
recording video revision lessons on each of the poems 
back-to-back on a single rainy Saturday. I started the 
day full of energy and enthusiasm for the task – I’ve 
enjoyed teaching many of these poems enormously. But 
by the end of the day, I felt battered. Not just battered 
– dejected and weary. Specifically weary of the number 
of times I had heard myself pronounce the words ‘male 

desire’, ‘objectification’, ‘male gaze’, ‘lack of female 
agency’, ‘commodification’. 

I found myself thinking back to the mind map. 
Nobody in the room ever says, ‘Ah, love. Isn’t that 
something that just happens to men?’. 

For the first time in a long time, I took a long hard 
look at the anthology. It struck me that what it represents 
is not Love through the Ages, but more accurately 
male desire through the ages. Even the single female-
authored poem in the collection, Christina Rossetti’s 
‘Remember’, is depressingly passive in its portrayal 
of a dying woman exhorting an implicitly controlling 
man who ‘tells [her] of our future that you planned’ first to 
remember, then forget her.

When we first started teaching the anthology in 
2015, we raised our eyebrows at its narrow scope. Only 
one female poet in the pre-1900 section? Just six out 
of 15 in the post-1900 section? And every single poet 
white? But our eggs were firmly in the AQA basket and 
so we carried stoically on, grumbling that after all, it 
simply followed in the pattern of so many other exam 
anthologies over the years. 

Tell Me the 
Truth About 
Love Poetry…
‘Love through the 
Ages’? Or ‘Male 
Desire through  
the Ages’? 

‘Why is there only one woman in it?’ and ‘Were the 
women not good enough to include?’, Cathy Savage’s 
students asked about their AQA A Level pre-1900 
poetry anthology. Here she takes ‘a long hard look’ at 
the representation of women at A Level and suggests 
some alternative approaches.
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“Literature is 
undeniably 
a product of 
culture and we 
see it as such 
but we need 
– we deserve 
– and indeed 
we ought – 
to hear the 
female voices 
too. To see 
it from both 
sides. To hear 
from the 
women, the 
wives, the 
mistresses, 
the widows, 
the mothers 
and the lovers, 
rather than 
simply from 
the men.”

Where are the women?
Where are the women? Of course, they are there in 
the shadows of the poems – the dangerous promise of 
Anne Boleyn, the recalcitrant virgins holding Donne 
and Marvell at bay, the wronged women seduced 
and abandoned by their Cavalier lovers, the desired, 
unattainable married women haunting Burns and 
Hardy, the femme fatales (one of whom may or may not 
be an 11-year-old child) destroying Keats’ knight and 
Dowson’s enjoyment of a good prostitute.

The simple act of killing the flea, in Donne’s brilliant 
dramatic monologue, probably gives the nameless 
object of his desire more agency than any other woman 
in the collection – even if it is all part of his rhetorical 
trap. The only other woman with a will of her own is 
Keats’ fatal faery, dripping with sex, tuberculosis and 
laudanum, who has her wicked way with the knight 
and leaves him desperate and dying. But is this really a 
rounded view of love through the ages?

When you find yourself rejoicing in the parodic 
female voices of Hardy’s ‘Ruined Maid’, revelling in 
some male proto-feminism – enjoying him speaking 
up for these powerless and dispossessed women and 
highlighting the exploited, commodified lives they led, 
the question persists – where are the actual women? 

Of course, it’s no surprise at all that any Literature 
course – any course including cultural history of any 
kind – will necessarily dwell upon patriarchal order and 
expectations: but sometimes it feels like the misogyny 
implicit in the texts is so dense that you have to perform 
an act of virtual double-think to stop the students 
despising the male writers they’re studying.

A parade of female victims?
There are moments when teaching the Love through the 
Ages paper can feel like analysing a seemingly endless 
parade of female victims. In an effort to rebalance this 
a little, we recently moved away from teaching The 
Great Gatsby – still the most popular set novel ‘by far’ 
according to the latest examiner’s report – and replaced 
it with Wuthering Heights. For those of us teaching Paper 
1 at my school, with Shakespeare, the anthology and 
F.Scott Fitzgerald as our set texts, it had all begun to 
feel rather more like a ‘Man’s World through the Ages’ 
paper, oozing with jealous men attempting to possess 
women. With Gatsby still top of the novel charts and 
Othello still ‘by far the most popular’ Shakespeare, there 
must be classes all across the country who feel the same. 

Don’t misunderstand me. Gatsby was a joy to teach and 
Othello – apart from being a wonderful play – remains a 
fantastically rewarding exploration of the lives of those 
various Others, including both black men and women, 
in the text. But after some discussion of our options, we 
chose Wuthering Heights to disrupt the masculinity of it 
all – and enrich a view of what love might mean to more 
than just a male writer. The maelstrom, wildness and 
destructive capability of suppressed desire, the focus on 
spiritual or soulful love ( – ‘whatever our souls are made of, 
his and mine are the same’ –) over physical love-making 
– enriches the course – rounds it out – feminises it – 
humanises it.

Oddly though, teaching Brontë has actually only 
exacerbated our sense of the oppressive masculinity 
of the anthology. As the exam task involves comparing 
the anthology to the novel, virtually every essay, by 
necessity, ends up commenting that part of the contrast 

between the two texts lies in the opposing gender 
perspectives – typically, something along the lines of: 
‘The poem crystallises male sexual desire with a sense of 
urgency and immediacy, while the novel explores the spiritual 
bond between two characters tied together since childhood, 
with a level of psychological depth afforded by the multiple 
voices in the frame narrative.’

The contrasts and parallels to be drawn between the 
poetry and the novel are fantastic. But multiple voices 
aren’t only the province of the frame narrative. These 
could easily exist within the anthology, had someone 
only thought about it when it was being constructed.

‘Why is there only one woman in it?’
The most common question I’m asked by students 
about the pre-1900 Anthology is ‘Why is there only one 
woman in it?’ Why indeed.

It’s important to point out that obviously AQA are 
by no means unique in this deficit. Edexcel offers a 
different route into poetry at A Level, relying on pre-
published period anthologies rather than producing 
their own, but there is an option to study a specific poet 
rather than a period, and of the six individual poets 
they offer for a single-poet focus, only one is female. 
Yes: Rossetti – though of course at least a selection of 
her works would have to include the succulent fruits of 
‘Goblin Market’, which would at least surely ensure a 
conversation about imagining and representing female 
desire in a pre-1900 world.

Nobody wants to airbrush out previous incarnations 
of patriarchal order: we’re all historicists now. Literature 
is undeniably a product of culture and we see it as such 
but we need – we deserve – and indeed we ought – to 
hear the female voices too. To see it from both sides. 
To hear from the women, the wives, the mistresses, the 
widows, the mothers and the lovers, rather than simply 
from the men. 

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

Christina Rossetti
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“When I went 
to the library 
at Chawton 
House – the 
mansion once 
owned by 
Jane Austen’s 
brother and 
now home to 
an astonishing 
collection 
of women’s 
writing – and 
saw the row 
upon row 
upon row 
of works by 
women written 
between 1600 
and 1830 my 
jaw dropped. 
So many? How 
could there be 
so many?”

Tell Me the Truth About Love Poetry… – ‘Love through the Ages’? Or ‘Male Desire through the Ages’?

What the exam boards persist in offering, when 
it comes to pre-1900 poetry, is that hackneyed cliché 
of a canon – pale, male and stale: and you have to 
wonder how on earth that can be the best we can do 
in the 21st century. After all, apart from any question 
of equality, it’s just plain dull seeing the world through 
a predominantly masculine filter. And not simply 
masculine, but a heteronormative one at that – even 
if Sonnet 116 may have been written with an amorous, 
rather than simply patron-pleasing eye for Wriothesley. 
Where’s Oscar Wilde in all this? Walt Whitman?

‘Weren’t any women poets good enough  
to include?’ 
The second question I’m asked is the one that worries 
me more: ‘Weren’t any women poets good enough to 
include?’ And that, surely, is where the real damage of 
these exam board anthologies lies.

It’s insidious. I’ve studied enough Literature in my 
time to feel the gaping absence of women writers, but 
the anthology cements it to a point where their absence 
seems acceptable – even inevitable.

Last September I went to Chawton House – the 
mansion once owned by Jane Austen’s brother and 
now home to an astonishing collection of women’s 
writing. When I walked into Chawton library and saw 
the row upon row upon row of works by women written 
between 1600 and 1830 my jaw dropped. So many? How 
could there be so many? 

So, it isn’t simply that women didn’t write. Their 
books had short print runs and limited, often private 
circulation, yes, but those voices weren’t, as Virginia 
Woolf suggested in A Room of One’s Own, simply 
suppressed into silence or dead – like Shakespeare’s 
imaginary sister ‘who never wrote a word and was 
buried at the cross–roads.’ This is about choices and 
about who has been made visible down the years. After 
all, it’s not as if every male writer left a thousand-copy 
print run of his work behind either, is it?

Let’s not perpetuate by exclusion the myth that 
what exam board anthologies offer us at A Level – 
and GCSE too – is necessarily the very best that the 
centuries can offer, rather than simply a rehashing of 
what has been offered repeatedly over centuries as 
the only voices that count. The poets they include are 
undeniably brilliant: by and large they are poets we’ve 
revered for centuries. They are there because their 
works are rightly famous. But it’s worth remembering 
also that their works are largely famous because they 
are male.

‘Must it all be male gaze?’
Perhaps my sense of delayed outrage this year is also 
because my eldest daughter is in Y11 and currently 
considering whether she wants to do an A Level in 
English Literature. She’s a sparky, independent young 
woman. When we have family movie night on a Saturday, 
a few of our old favourites have proved more sexist then 
we remembered (– don’t get her started on ‘Grease’ –) 
and have drawn laughter and rational contempt from 
her 21st century eyes. I imagine her reaction to the Love 
poetry through the ages anthology. Must it all be male 
gaze, Mum? Seriously? In 2021? 

The irony of presenting this androcentric collection 
to English Literature classes, which in the most recent 
figures (2019) were still running at 70 per cent female 
take-up, is particularly galling.

The students we teach are well aware that these 
poems are windows on other eras – as remote as other 
planets perhaps – but we must not forget that these 
windows have been curated. These perspectives have 
been chosen – and as a result, those other planets are 
perpetuated into our own time and space. 

These aren’t classes of squeamish little misses. 
These are normally mixed (albeit girl-heavy) classes 
populated by the Netflix generation, who’ve seen love in 
all its glory and lapped up every shade of sexual desire 
that Sex Education and Bridgerton can offer. They know 

Oscar Wilde

Walt Whitman
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that female desire exists – they’ve seen an increasing 
amount of female gaze on TV and film and they know 
that female sexual pleasure is possible. Heavens, they 
even know that older women can enjoy sex – they’ve 
heard Christine Baranski proclaim as the voracious 
Tanya in Mamma Mia 2, ‘Be still my beating vagina!’

Metaphysicals and Rollocking Cavaliers
The anthology all starts harmlessly enough. Wyatt’s 
sonnet on his vain desires; Shakespeare’s philosophical 
argument for eternal love. They appreciate the wit 
and attempted charm of the Metaphysical poets, even 
though they accurately and swiftly surmise that sex is 
the ultimate goal. There seems to be at the very least a 
sense of appreciation for the lover in the moment. 

But what if we set these against a female perspective 
of love from the same period? Say the happily married 
Anne Bradstreet claiming in ‘To My Dear and Loving 
Husband’: 

I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold
Or all the riches that the East doth hold.
My love is such that rivers cannot quench, 
Nor ought but love from thee give recompense.

Or Ephelia’s breathless lines in ‘Love’s First Approach’:

I felt my blood run swiftly to my heart,
And a chill trembling seize each outward part:
My breath grew short, my pulse did quicker beat,
My heart did heave, as it would change its seat:

Wouldn’t those broaden our view?
Instead, Donne and Marvell are followed by a pair of 
rollicking Cavalier philanderers – same sense of sexual 
entitlement, but without the heart. Lovelace lamenting 
his ‘tedious twelve hours’ with the woman he’s just 
bedded has students scoffing in incredulity. The faces 
in the room are a picture as we explore the metaphor 
of ‘treasure in un-plowed-up ground’ and explain that he 
wants to go and spread his seed among virgins. 

Are these testimonies to 17th century privileged male 
banter really essential? Perhaps they are. They certainly 
give us a flavour of the times. But two of them? How 
much better might we all have been served, if instead 
of consolidating Lovelace with the amorous excuses 
of the ultimately ill-fated syphilitic alcoholic Wilmot, 
we’d instead set Aphra Behn alongside him, with her 
‘Thousand Martyrs’ – interpreted variously as either 
satirical parody of Cavalier style behaviour, or lyrical 
exploration of her own bisexual desire. How much 
richer would our exploration of 17th century poetry be 
for being able to set Lovelace’s lines against: 

Alone the glory and the spoil
I always laughing bore away;
The triumphs, without pain or toil,
Without the hell, the heaven of joy.
And while I thus at random rove
Despise the fools that whine for love.

‘The worst of male sexual practice…’
Without this plurality of voices, what the students 
see with depressing clarity in the poets we study, are 
behaviours that they recognise as the worst of male 
sexual practice – consequence-free male entitlement 
to sex, cheerful infidelity, male privilege, desire for 
ownership, voyeurism, even a flash of paedophilia. 

We may laugh at the extravagant egotism of Lovelace 
or at Wilmot essentially asking a wife to pipe down and 
put up with his exploits then forgive him at the end so 
he can go to heaven. And yet, even as they laugh – and 
connect it to boys they know – to exploits at parties 
and notorious ‘players’ – my discomfiture increases. 
Because, even though we’re critiquing it, even though 
we’re laying it bare for the dehumanising, misogynist, 
pleasure-seeking egocentricity it seems to be, we’re 
also reinforcing – at some level – that this is what male 
desire looks like. That those boys, at those parties, are 
part of a tradition. 

And I get a nasty shiver as I feel that perhaps, rather 
than critiquing Cavalier poetry, we’re also normalising 
some unpleasant 21st century behaviour. And we didn’t 
have to. Other poems – other perspectives – are available. 

We revel in the voices of those who the students 
feel seem to be ‘good’ men – Shakespeare, Hardy…; 
the class warm to Burns, pleased to hear of a love that 
sounds heartfelt and intense. Then I break it to them 
that his intense year of love for Agnes McLehose was 
also marked by him leaving her maid pregnant with an 
illegitimate child. Uncontrollable male desire. There’s a 
predictable rolling of eyes. 

Left to right: Anne Bradstreet, 
Mary Villiers (thought to be 
have been the poet Ephelia).

Aphra Behn
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One thing is certain. The poems give us plenty to talk 
about. And there’s nothing we love better in an English 
room than lively discussion. These poems, with their 
particular kind of cultural history, act as a catalyst for 
a crash course in patriarchy and feminism. But surely 
this would be much better served with a diversity of 
voices? In an ordinary mixed classroom, the boys would 
appreciate this just as much as the girls: as the room 
erupts against the lines of yet another objectifying male 
– this time Byron, fantasising over his cousin’s wife – 
those boys in their minority squirm in discomfort, 
aware that they are the present face of masculinity in 
the room. 

Making choices
The exam board choice of poetry even amongst the 
male poets is another interesting example of curation. If 
Marvell was already there with ‘To His Coy Mistress’, why 
compound it with Donne’s ‘The Flea’? Why not use ‘The 
Good Morrow’ with its rapturous appreciation of mutual 
love and implicit female pleasure? Surely the lines:

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,
And true plain hearts do in the faces rest;
Where can we find two better hemispheres,
Without sharp north, without declining west?

would be a much more interesting counterpoint to:

Had we but World enough, and Time
This coyness Lady were no crime.

… or must we think that all the women of the time were 
either temptresses or frigid virgins?

At least the later poems in the collection – ‘At an 
Inn’, ‘La Belle Dame’, ‘Non Sum Qualis Eram Bonae 

sub Regno Cynarae’ – provide us with men haunted by 
female figures – rather than simply demanding them. And 
perhaps the aim of this pre-1900 collection was to offer 
some kind of dull curve of masculine enlightenment: 
after all, there’s a curious twist in chronology in placing 
Keats’ ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ after Hardy in an 
otherwise chronological selection. 

But equally there’s a circularity in it all. The 
anthology opens with a love-lorn man moaning that he 
can’t catch the ‘hynde’ he’s after because someone else 
owns it, and ends with another love-lorn man moaning 
that even prostitutes can’t distract him from the girl he 
really loves and cannot have. Is that really the best we 
can do?

Why not counterpoint these later poems with some 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning? Wouldn’t her ‘Sonnet 22 
from the Portuguese’ offer something new with its lines:

When our two souls stand up erect and strong,
Face to face, silent, drawing nigh and nigher,
Until the lengthening wings break into fire
At either curvéd point, — what bitter wrong
Can the earth do to us, that we should not long
  Be here contented?

Or perhaps E. Nesbit’s question from ‘The Wife of All 
Ages’ in 1886:

‘Suppose I yearned, and longed, and dreamed, 
and fluttered, 
What would you say or think, or further, do? 
Why should one rule be fit for me to follow, 
While there exists a different law for you?’

And why must the tragic Dowson represent decadence 
and fin de siècle amour? Why not Wilde? If Dowson’s 
outpouring (which may, or may not, have a certain 
paedophilic quality to it, if we read his biographical 
desire for 11-year-old Adelaide Foltowicz into the 
lines) is acceptable, then why not an exploration of 
Wilde’s forbidden love? Instead of Dowson discussing 
the ‘bought red mouth’ and claiming in his mournful 
alexandrines that he remains faithful in his fashion, 
why not Wilde, writing in ‘Helas’:

To drift with every passion till my soul
Is a stringed lute on which all winds can play,
Is it for this that I have given away
Mine ancient wisdom, and austere control?

Wouldn’t that have enabled us to go beyond objectifying 
women?

Or what if, instead of a male poet of the late 1800s, 
we’d chosen Dollie Radford, with the gorgeous lines 
from ‘Her Hair’: 

Each morning, as the day begins,
Her hair is sunlight to my eyes,

Or the rapturous pain of Alice Meynell, from ‘To Lallie 
(Outside the British Museum)’:

Up those Museum steps you came, 
And straightway all my blood was flame, 
O Lallie, Lallie! 

… though this would have meant not simply female 
desire, but female desire for other women. Imagine if 
the anthology had made space for that view of pre-1900 
poetry!

Tell Me the Truth About Love Poetry… – ‘Love through the Ages’? Or ‘Male Desire through the Ages’?

Above: Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning

Right: E. Nesbit

Below: Dollie Radford
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So much more to say …
In short, there is so much more to say than is currently 
offered in the narrow slice of what passes for Love 
through the Ages. 

Naturally, people will argue that you can’t please 
everyone; that trying to span the portrayal of love 
across four centuries in 14 poems was always going to 
be an impossible job; that the issue of diversity didn’t 
cross their minds. But surely that is the very point.

Presumably, since its publication in 2015, numerous 
people have probably pointed out its shortcomings. 
The gender imbalance has not been replicated in the 
unseen poetry section of the Love through the Ages paper, 
which has maintained a pretty fair split. But even this is 
interesting. 

The 2019 exam served up something of a curve-ball for 
students anticipating a focus on romantic love: two poems 
on motherhood. Ah, motherhood. The safest possible 
sort of female desire. Given that one of the poems was by 
the brilliant Audre Lorde, it’s hard not to feel that these 
particular poems were a rather cowardly choice. 

In a section of the exam previously devoted entirely 
to romantic love – would they have included two poems 
on fatherhood, I wonder? Stranger still, both of the 
poems were by 20th century women. Given that there’s 
an expectation of the poems to demonstrate something 
‘across the ages’, might it not have been so much more 
interesting to counterpoint one of the modern poems 
on motherhood with Ben Jonson’s lament ‘On my First 
Son’?: 

Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy;
My sin was too much hope of thee, lov’d boy.

This would have had the additional bonus of suggesting 
that men might have other affectionate feelings beyond 
a desire for sex and also have avoided the implication 
that parenthood is a uniquely female aspect of love.

Invisible Women
The weekend that I produced the revision videos was 
also the weekend of the hastily pulled government 
‘Stay at Home’ advert, depicting apparently 1950s’ 
housewives with ironing boards, children, brooms and 
buckets, while just one male figure lounged on a sofa, 
casting his protective arm over his family. Though 
unconnected, an all too obvious thread seemed to link 
them both. There simply aren’t enough women in the 
room when these decisions are being made.

However generously you view the selection, you 
can’t deny that the Anthology – like so many other exam 
board anthologies – offers a very skewed picture of 
human experience. I’d hazard a guess that at the time it 
was put together, no one actually thought about gender. 
I’d hazard a guess that was the same problem with the 
‘Stay at Home’ poster. Who doesn’t think about gender? 
Typically men. Just as the people who don’t think about 
colour when they’re selecting these things are typically 
white. If you’re the norm and it looks like the norm, why 
would you see a problem?

If you haven’t already read Caroline Criado-Perez’s 
superb statistical journey through the world of Invisible 
Women, I’d thoroughly recommend it. All across 
the world, drug safety, town-planning, workplaces, 
responses to crises and emergencies, suffer from a 
lack of women being present in the planning stages – a 
lack of women being there to ensure that whatever is 
produced is safe and viable and desirable for men and 
women, rather than just ‘people’, which, as Criado-
Perez points out, too often just means ‘men’. 

Well, poetry is no different. I’m not claiming that an 
absence of female poets is life-changing in the way that 
an absence of female toilets in a disaster refuge centre 
might be, but these decisions have a cultural effect. And 
the inclusion of more female voices would be perception-
altering, mind-broadening, humanity-representing. 

Alice Meynell
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classes, I’ve 
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from male 
poets too.”
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Invisible Lovers: an alternative anthology
What’s to do then? Fill the gaps. Enrich the desert! 
Round this narrow offering out. Provide a depth and 
breadth of experience.

For my own classes, I’ve now produced a collection 
I call ‘Invisible Lovers’ to complement the exam board 
offering. (This anthology is available to download on the 
NATE website at: https://www.nate.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2022/01/Invisible-Lovers-Cathy-Savage.pdf ).

Perhaps in the end, the most depressing part is 
actually how easy it was to find potential poems for this 
selection. The rainy Sunday after that rainy Saturday, 
with a few anthologies by my side and a bit of Internet 
research – plus some recommendations from a couple 
of well-placed academics – and already I’d constructed 
the thing I’d been missing all this time: a selection of 
great poems by talented women and a couple of broader 
contributions from male poets too. Love songs and 
laments by Aphra Behn, Felicia Hemans, Katherine 
Philips, Ephelia, Emily Bronte, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, Amy Levy, Dollie Radford, Alice Meynell – 
plus Donne’s ‘Good Morrow’ and Wilde and Whitman 
celebrating ‘athletic love’ and ‘manly attachment’ – 
glorious in all their multiplicity and exploration of love.

If I could do that in just an afternoon, why, in the 
21st century can’t an exam board do better? Our unsung 
female poets deserve better. Our gay poets deserve better. 
Our students deserve better. If we’re going to talk about 
Love through the Ages, let us show them something that 
is rich and diverse – rather than retreading the same old 
road of male yearning year after objectifying year.

With great thanks for their recommendations to Professor 
Rachel Bowlby, Professor Jonathan Dollimore, Dr Julie Blake

Cathy Savage
is KS5 Subject Leader for English, Heathfield 
Community College

Useful sources:
https://www.poetrybyheart.org.uk/
https://www.bartleby.com/291/ (J. C. Squire, ed. 1921.  

A Book of Women’s Verse)
https://chawtonhouse.org/2021/01/new-online-

catalogue-books/
Eighteenth-century Women Poets – ed Roger Lonsdale, OUP
Nineteenth-century Women Poets – an Oxford Anthology, ed 

Armstrong, Bristow and Sharrock, Clarendon Press

Student View 1: Beth
We often think that in the pre-1900s everyone was 
extremely stoic and regimented, but that clearly is not 
the case. Literature has allowed people, throughout 
history, to express their deepest emotions. That’s the 
main reason I took the course. It’s a pity that all of the 
pre-1900 poets are male (except for Rossetti) and that 
most of their poems evidently make light of coercing 
women into sexual situations. Love, and poetry about 
love, is incredibly multi-faceted and I would like the 
anthology to reflect that. It’s important to see more 
poems reflecting the loss or gain of love by people 
such as Emily Dickinson or Oscar Wilde – poets who 
faced adversity because of their gender, sexuality and 
many other marginalised social identities. I also want 
the anthology to showcase poems by men that are 
earnest, vulnerable and emotional because currently 
the prevalent emotion that the exam board deems 
acceptable for male lovers to show is pure lust, even at 
the expense of female agency.

Student View 2: Maezie
Love in the anthology is overwhelmingly portrayed 
from the objectifying male gaze, which largely degrades 
the female subjects within the poetry and strips these 
women of any sense of female agency. Women are 
reduced to sexual objects. Selecting so many poems 
focusing on male sexual desire almost gives the 
impression that women don’t experience sexual desire 
themselves, which is far from reality. It portrays the 
idea that the majority of male poets writing about love 
pre-1900 were largely focused upon objectifying and 
manipulating many women to fulfil their own sexual 
desires and pleasures. This is far from the truth as there 
are many male poets pre-1900 who wrote about love in 
a significantly more emotional, spiritual and equal way. 
In addition, the love and relationships portrayed in the 
anthology are heterosexual and as a result this doesn’t 
give a full representation of love pre-1900, as there are 

many poets who wrote about homosexual love and 
relationships. The fact that there is only one poem 
written by a female author in the pre-1900 section of 
the anthology either gives the impression that virtually 
no female poets were present before 1900 or that the 
work female poets did write isn’t worthy of being 
studied by A Level students, neither of which is true. 

Student View 3: Niamh
If you asked me at GCSE to name a female poet I 
would probably be limited to the ones named in the 
anthology that we studied that year. It is good to have 
female representation, and to learn about writers’ 
struggles and their achievements despite the barriers 
in their way. The same goes for including female 
writers of ethnic minorities, allowing these poets to get 
the credit and publicity they deserve by being included 
in the anthology, as well as opening up conversations 
in class about abolition, suffragists, racial struggles 
and the patriarchy. I was astonished that poets such 
as Sappho existed (something I only learnt from the 
book ‘100 Nasty Women of History’). Such voices are 
drowned out by poets who never had to endure such 
intense prejudice and the destruction of their work due 
to their gender or the themes they covered. Therefore, 
I believe that to help develop every student’s potential 
and improve their learning experience, the diversity of 
writers in this anthology should be reassessed.

Student View 4: Jude
There are issues with the selection of poets in the 
anthology. This is because many of the poets were a 
part of the small elite group in society of white rich 
men. Because this gave them the power to do what 
they wanted, their experiences of ‘love’ were based on 
the sexual nature of it and its physical pleasure. The 
poems rarely or never focus on the other side of love: 
the commitment that should come with it and the 
emotional intimacy between two people.

Tell Me the Truth About Love Poetry… – ‘Love through the Ages’? Or ‘Male Desire through the Ages’?

Felicia Hemans

Katherine Philips

Anne Emily and Charlotte 
Bronte

Amy Levy



NATE | Teaching English | Issue 28 | 37

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

Sitting quietly in her classroom she stares, blankly, at the 
board. ‘I’ve heard all of this before,’ she thinks, ‘it’s all just 
the same.’ Frustrated, bored by the seemingly constant 
refrain of ‘Stevenson, Priestley, Owen, Armitage … he, he, 
he, he’, her attention begins to wander, her gaze drifts to 
the window, and the discussion going on in the classroom 
fades into the background. 

Research commissioned by Penguin Random House, 
published in June 2021, reveals that only 7% of GCSE 
English Literature students in England will answer 
a question on a novel or play written by a woman. 
AQA, the most popular exam board for GCSE English 
Literature, offers a choice of 18 novels or plays across its 
19th Century Novel and Modern Text units (it doesn’t 
seem fair to include Shakespeare in the statistics!) and, 
of those options, only 5 are written by a female author. 
In the poetry anthologies, which you would think would 
offer more scope for balance and representation, two 
thirds of the poems are written by male poets. The issue 
of representation when it comes to sex is a huge one, 
and one that I would argue has a significant ripple effect 

when it comes to the experiences, both educationally 
and beyond, of our young people. 

As someone responsible for developing and 
delivering an English curriculum myself, I am all too 
familiar with the pitfalls and hurdles involved. Budget, 
teacher knowledge, resources, time to write new 
schemes, to name but a few. Our curriculum is, as yet, 
not as balanced and representative as I would like it to 
be, certainly not at Key Stage 4 where, like most other 
students in the country, ours do not answer a question 
on a novel or play written by a female author. 

But, is it just as simple as changing text choice, when 
students’ grades and progress measures are always 
looming over us? How do we ensure greater balance 
and representation, while not adding to the workload of 
an already stretched teaching community?

The answer for me, is twofold: build in female 
perspectives and voices wherever possible, even if as an 
alternative to an original reading; and deliberately and 
passionately use literature to teach about those taboo topics 
that affect girls (boys too, of course) and which society 
only ever reluctantly and embarrassedly talks about. 

In the first of a series of articles, Emma Herod discusses 
the importance of narratives told with female voices 
and from female perspectives, and of tackling issues  
of female consent, desire and sexuality.

The Tales
 We Tell

The Gender Agenda

“Female 
perspectives 
and voices 
are vital but, 
so often, 
unheard. 
And yet, 
once we start 
looking for 
opportunities 
to include 
them, we find 
that they are 
everywhere.”



38 | NATE | Teaching English | Issue 28
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The Gender Agenda – The Tales We Tell

Female perspectives and voices
Female perspectives and voices are vital but, so 
often, unheard. And yet, once we start looking for 
opportunities to identify, imagine, and include them, 
we find that they are everywhere. 

One of our schemes at Key Stage 3 is an 
‘Introduction to Myth’ and, when writing it, we took 
great care, as always, to map out the specific myths, 
ideas, concepts, and vocabulary we wanted students 
to be taught through the unit. However, when writing 
this scheme, we also ensured that we did something 
else. For every myth we included, we made sure we 
had an alternative reading, a different perspective to 
the original telling. Initially, one of our reasons for 
doing this was to use the scheme to introduce ideas 
of perspective and context. We weren’t really thinking 
about sex, about male or female voices. But once we 
did, and we began deliberately including those female 
perspectives, those voices of female figures that have 
forever been imagined but unheard, we found we 
were including something else as well: experiences. 
And not just the experiences of these women – the 
poets, the authors, the historical and literary figures 
– but experiences of our own, of our own students and 
staff – those girls and women who never seemed to 
see themselves in the stories they had been exposed 
to previously, whose experiences of life and love did 
not align with the male-centric world of literature 
they had been told were the most important, the most 
valued, the most ‘canonical’. 

Re-telling tales
Take the story of Atlas. Traditionally a tale of war, violence 
and everlasting vengeance, in Jeanette Winterson’s 
hands, it becomes ‘Weight’; a story of emotion, torment, 

and destiny. Similar too, are the myths surrounding 
Odysseus and Penelope. Conventionally told as 
stories of Odysseus’ bravery and adventure, and of 
Penelope’s patience and unswerving loyalty in the face 
of Odysseus’ ‘wanderings’. Retold by Atwood, in ‘The 
Penelopiad’, Penelope’s tale becomes one that challenges 
the archetype of the faithful wife waiting patiently 
at home while her virile husband is away at war, and 
instead allows us to imagine a Penelope that both loves 
and is furious with her husband; is both desperate for 
his return and also for his comeuppance. Atwood’s 
version gives us a female character of far more depth 
and realism, enabling us to discuss the topics raised in a 
far more open and honest way, rather than against the 
backdrop of a romanticised paragon of fidelity! 

Two poems by Carol Ann Duffy act in a similar way: 
‘Mrs Sisyphus’ and ‘Eurydice’. Both offer readers the 
chance to consider female perspectives on, for many, 
all too familiar situations: a wife’s frustration at her 
husband’s obsession with wealth, power and personal 
success, rather than the more spiritual, emotional 
riches she values; and a woman’s desperate attempts to 
avoid the unwanted attentions of a besotted, persistent 
man. 

It is these issues, these topics, which make it so 
important to include female voices, and so powerful 
once we do. Literature is a wonderful subject for many 
reasons – not least because it allows us to talk with our 
students about critical life experiences, to give them a 
chance to discuss these in a safe space, and in a safe way: 
it’s not about them, not about their friends, it’s about 
a woman from Greek mythology. The time period, the 
characters, the language may all be very different – but 
the issues and the impact, the emotions and the effects, 
are the same. 
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Tackling the taboo
Nowhere is this more pronounced, and shown to be 
more important, than in my second way of ensuring 
balance and representation in our English teaching: to 
use literature to teach passionately about those taboo 
topics that affect girls and women, and which society 
only ever reluctantly and embarrassedly talks about. 
And once again, the benefit of this approach goes 
far beyond that of simple representation and gender 
balance. 

I’m talking about issues that do, admittedly, make 
a lot of people uncomfortable – thinking and talking 
about them: issues like female sexualisation, arousal, 
desire, consent, and sexuality. But, for me, that is 
entirely the point, and exactly the reason why we, as 
English teachers, should be willing to use our lessons, 
and our texts, to talk about these issues. 

One of the most rewarding experiences I have had 
in a classroom in recent years was when I spent several 
lessons delivering a mini sequence on the sexualisation 
of Juliet. During those lessons we used extracts from 
the play to explore Juliet’s sexualisation from an early 
age by her father and her surrogate parents (the Nurse 
and her husband); the dominance of male voices around 
Juliet’s future and fertility, with little regard for her 
own feelings; and finally, joyfully, Juliet’s willingness 
to express her own sexual arousal, and some quite 
specific desires. The reward, the ‘this has been worth 
the awkward silences and the patiently waiting for 
the giggling to stop’ moments for me were when I 
looked around the room and saw (broadly, but quite 
accurately in this case) nods, knowing looks, and quietly 
supportive exchanges between the girls; and looks of 
shock, embarrassment, and dawning understanding on 
the faces of the boys. 

I’m not saying these young people had never spoken 
about sexualisation before, had never been encouraged 
to consider the way society speaks about female 
sexuality before, but I would certainly argue that being 
able to look at these issues through the lens of a GCSE 
text, a lens which they believe to be so far removed 
from their world, allowed them to consider these issues 
more willingly, honestly, and more critically than they 
would otherwise have felt comfortable doing. 

Beyond the classroom 
I said earlier that once you start looking for 
opportunities to include female voices, perspectives, 
and issues, you find that the benefits are far more 
than just a more balanced and equal curriculum. The 
significance of the chance to expose students to these 
issues and viewpoints is one that simply cannot be 
overstated. Sadly, studies from any number of sources 
tell us as much: that, as a society, we still have a huge 
issue when it comes to sex and gender equality. 

Data from the Office for National Statistics, the 
Equality and Human Rights Commission, the Financial 
Times Stock Exchange, and the Houses of Parliament 
tells us this story very clearly. Men are almost twice as 
likely as women to be in leadership positions in their 
career. Women in full time positions still earn, on average, 
8% less than men. Only 6 of the UK’s top 100 companies 
have a female CEO. Only 34% of the UK’s MPs are female. 

Is it any wonder, then, that the 2021 Girl Guiding 
survey on girls’ attitudes found that 73% of girls aged 11–
21 think women have to work much harder than men to 
succeed, and that 32% of 7–21- year-old girls associate the 
word ‘leaders’ with boys more than they do with girls?

Clearly, this is an endemic, societal issue, decades, 
centuries in the making. And while it, of course, cannot be 
undone, cannot be remedied by some excellent English 
teaching, no matter how excellent it is, I firmly believe 
we can all make a difference: in our schools, to our young 
people, and therefore to our communities, by placing 
these issues at the front and centre of our curriculum. 
Not by swapping Shakespeare for sex education, but by 
being willing to use our text choices, and the ways in 
which we approach them, to open up avenues for young 
people to safely and confidently explore these topics. 

Sitting intently in her classroom she stares, fixedly, at 
the board. ‘I’ve never heard someone explain it like that 
before,’ she thinks, ‘that’s exactly how I feel.’ Intrigued; 
curious to discover more about the names she’d just heard 
– ‘Duffy, Atwood, Morrison, Evaristo … she, she, she, 
she’ – her attention firmly caught, her gaze shifts from 
the board to the notes in her book, notes which, for once, 
reflect her own experience. The discussion going on in 
the classroom sparks ideas and memories; enthused, she 
raises her hand and begins to speak. 

Emma Herod 
is Assistant Principal and Head of English at Tavistock 
College, Devon.

“Clearly, this is an endemic issue, centuries in 
the making. And while it, of course, cannot be 
remedied by some excellent English teaching, 
no matter how excellent it is, I firmly believe 
we can all make a difference.”
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“In avoiding 
the attempted 
rape of 
Miranda, we 
skirt over 
some of the 
most powerful 
issues that 
the play is 
encouraging 
us to face. The 
question is not 
whether we 
should explore 
this aspect of 
the play but 
rather how we 
should do so.”

The Tempest is a popular choice amongst English teachers 
when deciding which of Shakespeare’s plays to teach at 
Key Stage 3. In several ways, this makes a great deal of 
sense: the opening of the play provides opportunities 
for creative writing activities around shipwreck; the 
comedic value offered by Trinculo and Stefano will 
likely be amusing to a group of reluctant 11–13 year olds; 
and Prospero’s magical island is undoubtedly an exciting 
and stimulating setting for the imagination. 

In other ways, however, this choice appears slightly 
strange: The Tempest is a deeply complex play dealing 
with colonialism, race, gender, power, language, the 
concept of civilization, the illusion of justice and, as is 
the focus of this article, not only rape and conquest, but 
rape as conquest. These elements are, of course, partly 
what make it an incredible play. But they also pose 
particular challenges when it comes to teaching it to a 
younger audience. This article considers how teachers 
of English might not only embrace these challenges, 
but also use them as a springboard from which to teach 
11–13 year olds about sexual agency and autonomy. 

As Robert Eaglestone powerfully reminds us, English 
is a ‘value-rich’ discipline, in the sense that it allows 
space for, and almost demands discussion around values 
(Eaglestone, 2021, p.20). If we shy away from this, we 
risk jeopardising one of the most important things the 
subject can offer. This is all the more true when it comes 
to Shakespeare, whose place in the classroom has come 

under heightened scrutiny at various points over the 
past decade. (See, for example Balinska-Ourdeva, V., 
Johnston, I., Mangat, J. and McKeown, B, 2013). Although 
the relationship between curriculum and canon is 
undeniably complex, we should, in part at least, teach 
Shakespeare’s plays because they confront universal and 
timeless themes, help us to understand what it means to 
be human, and ultimately aid the personal growth and 
development of our students (Gibson, 1998, p.4). 

As Sandeep Purewal has argued, it is the way we 
teach Shakespeare’s plays that can make them seem 
inaccessible and irrelevant, not the plays themselves 
(Purewal, 2017). In avoiding the attempted rape of 
Miranda, we skirt over some of the most powerful issues 
that the play is encouraging us to face. The question is 
not whether we should explore this aspect of the play 
with students at Key Stage 3, but rather how we should 
do so. 

Embracing the dark side of The Tempest?
In one respect, The Tempest is the story of an old man 
who is usurped by his brother, cast away on an island 
with his daughter, and then uses his magic to bring about 
revenge. From another angle, it is the story of a white 
settler who colonises a new land, uses ulterior means 
to assert his control over the island’s inhabitants, and 
manipulates everyone in sight until he gets his own way. 
Teachers of English are faced with a conundrum: do 

How should we deal with the attempted rape of Miranda 
when teaching The Tempest at KS3? Olivia Tolley argues 
that the play offers a valuable opportunity to confront 
issues of sexual agency and autonomy.

Navigating rape, conquest 
and women’s agency 
when teaching The 
Tempest at Key Stage 3

‘ Till thou didst 
seek to violate 
the honor of 
my child’
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“Teachers of 
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embrace 
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play, which 
needs to be 
navigated 
with care and 
sensitivity, or 
do they tiptoe 
around these 
themes and 
focus on the 
extra-textual 
possibilities 
offered by the 
magic and 
setting that 
serve to mask 
them?”

they embrace the darker side of the play, which needs to 
be navigated with care and sensitivity, especially when 
dealing with younger audiences, or do they tiptoe around 
these themes and focus on the extra-textual possibilities 
offered by the magic and setting that serve to mask them? 

Curriculum leaders and teachers often occupy 
a middle ground between these two approaches by 
developing units that focus on the multifaceted character 
of Caliban and his status as both ‘victim’ and ‘villain’. The 
‘victim’ lessons in these units will tend to focus on the 
fact that Caliban’s island has been taken away from him, 
and that he has been imprisoned. These lessons, quite 
rightly, offer the perfect opportunity to teach students 
about colonialism. The ‘villain’ lessons will tend to begin 
by focusing on Caliban’s ‘monstrous’ qualities before 
moving on to consider the ways in which Caliban plots 
to kill Prospero and takes joy in imagining his death. 

Somewhere along the lines these lessons might, 
though don’t always, encourage students to consider 
the reason why Prospero imprisoned Caliban. It is here 
that things start to get very difficult, especially when it 
comes to exploring this play with a younger audience. 

Confronting the rape of Miranda
There is no ambiguity regarding what Caliban tried to 
do to Miranda: 

PROSPERO
I have used thee,
Filth as thou art, with human care, and lodged thee
In mine own cell till thou didst seek to violate
The honor of my child.

CALIBAN 
Oh ho, oh ho! Would ’t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me. I had peopled else
This isle with Calibans.

Act 1, Scene 2 (lines 350–356) 

Prospero imprisoned Caliban because he tried to rape 
Miranda. Unless one adopts James Fleming’s slightly 
contrived view that the language employed by Prospero 
and Caliban allows for the possibility that Caliban did 
not actually try to rape Miranda but rather serves to 
hide Prospero’s incestuous desire for his own daughter 
(Fleming, 2003), the only real way to hide the nature of 
the act is to avoid direct and unfiltered contact with this 
section of the play. 

BBC Bitesize tries to get around this thorny issue by 
simply saying that ‘in the past he has attempted to attack 
Miranda’. Rape is, of course, a form of attack. But to 
describe rape solely as ‘attack’ is reductive, and downplays 
the significance, specificity, and associations that come 
with it. Telling students that Caliban ‘attempted to attack’ 
Miranda might initially seem appealing: it allows them to 
understand that Caliban tried to do something unpleasant 
to Miranda without requiring them to discuss and 
acknowledge the reality of rape both in the early modern 
world and today. But it also limits the discussion that we 
can have in our classrooms about the intersection between 
power, race, and gender, and does not allow students to 
really grasp the hypocrisy that the play exposes. 

Some may hold the view that the concept of rape is 
not something that 11–13 year olds should be expected to 
confront in the classroom. In an ideal world, this might be 
true. But, as Ofsted’s review into sexual abuse in schools 
and colleges (June 2021) has shown, we do not live in an 

ideal world. We are teachers in the broad sense of the word 
before we are teachers of a particular subject, and we have 
a moral imperative to teach our students about the world. 

We are privileged in this respect as English teachers, 
because the content we teach is, by its very nature, 
worldly, rich, and wide. In avoiding, or at best reducing, 
Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda, not only do we 
fail to empower students to gain access to an authentic 
encounter with the play, we miss out on an opportunity 
to teach them about the historical failure to recognise 
women’s sexual agency and equal humanity. 

Contextualising rape 
The Tempest is, in true Shakespearean style, 
simultaneously timeless and deeply rooted in its 
contemporary context. This is strikingly embodied in 
Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda which acts as the 
crux upon which the whole play hinges; not only is it the 
reason why Caliban is enslaved and subsequently plots 
his revenge, but it is also the point at which the crucial 
themes of power, property, and conquest intersect. 

A full and deep understanding of how and why 
these themes meet here is, however, contingent upon 
an understanding of what the sixteenth century 
deemed to be the wrong of rape. Rape is now, and was 
in Shakespeare’s time, recognised as a serious moral 
wrong. However, both what society recognises as rape 
and why society condemns rape has changed over time. 

It goes without saying that any lesson that even 
touches on the socio-cultural history of rape must begin 
by asserting that touching, or having sex with, someone, 
against their consent is wrong. Everyone must, with 
no exception, understand this. But to fully understand 
how the themes of rape and conquest play out in The 
Tempest, students must also understand that society has 
not always recognised this to be the truth. 

In the early modern world, rape was not deemed to be 
wrong because it violated a woman’s sexual autonomy, but 
rather because it was a way of taking property away from 
men. This was of course, in part, because women were not 
considered equal to men, and were viewed as the property 
of their husbands or fathers, meaning that marriage was 
essentially trade. Accordingly, to a sixteenth-century 
audience, rape was not non-consensual sex but rather 
the forceful sexual appropriation of another man’s wife 
or daughter. Students need to understand this in order 
to fully grasp the true impact and nature of what Caliban 
tried to do and why it angered Prospero to such a degree. 
Alongside this, however, it is also vitally important that 
students understand and appreciate the threat that was 
also posed to Miranda’s sexual autonomy, albeit it one that 
was not generally recognised in sixteenth-century society. 

Caliban’s response to Prospero’s accusation confirms 
the nature of the act that he attempted. Caliban says, 
almost in self-defence, that he tried to rape Miranda in 
order to populate the island with his own offspring. There 
is here a delicate and very important balance that must be 
struck when navigating this assertion: at one and the same 
time, we want students to understand that Caliban tried to 
rape Miranda in an attempt to gain back control over his 
island, whilst also ensuring that students understand that 
procreation is no excuse for rape in the world we live in 
today because any form of non-consensual sex violates 
a person’s sexual autonomy and is therefore wrong. The 
only way to do this is to contextualise the act and its 
culturally contingent meaning. 

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  
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that Prospero 
treats 
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as a territory 
that can be 
fought over, 
and a ‘prize’ 
(1.2.453) to 
be won, it 
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much easier 
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Prospero’s 
hypocrisy – 
he is more 
than happy to 
take someone 
else’s land 
and property, 
but cannot 
contemplate 
that someone 
might take his.”

The currency of women’s bodies
Equipped with this knowledge, they will now be able 
to understand that Prospero is so deeply angry with 
Caliban for having tried to rape his daughter not 
because his daughter’s female agency was jeopardised, 
but because his property was almost tampered with. 
In other words, from Prospero’s perspective, and the 
perspective of a sixteenth-century audience, it is 
not Miranda who has been wronged by Caliban, but 
Prospero himself. In the words of Catherine Stimpson 
‘[b]ecause men rape what other men possess, rape becomes in 
part a disastrous element of male rivalry. The woman’s body 
is a prize in a zero-sum game’ (Stimpson, 1980, p.58). 

Whilst students will no doubt respond (quite rightly) 
by criticising Caliban for his conduct, understanding 
the currency of women’s bodies in the sixteenth 
century will allow students to appreciate Prospero’s 
faults, too. Caliban tries to conquer Prospero’s daughter 
just as Prospero conquered his land – the woman’s 
body becomes currency to be traded, and this is made 
all the more clear when we consider the way that 
Prospero threatens Ferdinand should he do anything to 
compromise his daughter’s ‘virgin knot’ (Act 4, Scene 1). 

In acknowledging that Prospero treats Miranda’s 
body as a territory that can be fought over, and a 
‘prize’ (1.2.453) to be won, it becomes much easier to 
appreciate Prospero’s hypocrisy – he is more than 
happy to take someone else’s land and property, but 
cannot contemplate that someone might take his. This 
of course resonates with the long, painful history both 
of the treatment of women as objects for trade, and 
the exploitation and appropriation of Britain’s colonial 
subjects. These are histories that our young people 
should know and understand – The Tempest provides a 
perfect opportunity for us to tell them about it. 

Making room for Miranda 
Confronting the attempted rape of Miranda in the 
classroom also provides a space in which to encourage 
our students to think more deeply about the figure of 
Miranda, who is sometimes sidelined in schemes of work, 
or troublingly reduced to a ‘gentle and compassionate, but 
also relatively passive, heroine’ (Spark Notes). Critics of 
The Tempest have dealt with Caliban’s attempted rape 
in different ways, some of which have been mentioned 
already, but there has been an overwhelming tendency 
amongst scholars and critics to marginalise Miranda 
in a way that reinforces precisely the kind of female 
oppression that The Tempest exposes. 

Kim Hall rightly argues that Caliban’s attack on 
Miranda stands as the ‘ultimate threat’ to Prospero, but 
avoids the question of the threat it poses to Miranda’s 
bodily integrity (Hall, 1995, p.143). Jyotsana Singh 
approaches Caliban’s attempted assault from the 
perspective of his own identity as a desiring subject, 
but as a result, denies Miranda’s status as such (Singh, 
1996). Miranda is the one who proposes to Ferdinand, 
after all, boldly proclaiming the words, ‘I am your wife, if 
you will marry me’ (Act 3, Scene 1, line 83). 

Whilst students deserve to be empowered to see the 
way that the attempted rape reveals Caliban’s attempt 
to usurp Prospero, we should not focus on the Prospero/
Caliban dynamic at the expense of considering both 
Miranda’s victimisation and agency, nor should we use 
it as a means to minimise Caliban’s own victimisation. 
In Shakespeare’s plays, as in life, abusers are often 

the abused, and the victim/perpetrator dyad is an 
unrealistic oversimplification. The attempted rape of 
Miranda exposes this, and provides the perfect vehicle 
for taking students to a higher level of understanding, 
enabling them to grasp the sexual politics not only in 
the play, but in our contemporary society.

To a sixteenth-century audience, no matter how 
distasteful we now find that particular view of rape, 
Caliban is victim and villain all at once; he wrongs 
Prospero by trying to rape Miranda in the same way that 
Prospero wrongs him. As Jessica Slights has pointed out, 
however, Miranda and Caliban both exist as moral agents 
who are victims of oppression: ‘[u]nderstanding Caliban as a 
moral agent, which entails acknowledging that he is wrong 
to try to rape Miranda, does not logically (and certainly not 
ethically) require either that we justify his enslavement or that 
we deny Miranda the right to freedom from violence’ (Slights, 
2001, p. 375). It is this rich and compelling complexity 
that we can and should be encouraging our students to 
think about, and it is only through contextualising rape 
that we can truly enable our students to do so.

Agency, autonomy and consent
Although approaching Caliban’s attempted rape of 
Miranda is a challenge, and requires careful thought, 
consideration, and sensitivity when it comes to lesson 
planning, we should not shy away from doing so out of 
a fear of confronting such topics in the classroom, or 
discussing outmoded conceptions of rape and women’s 
sexual agency. These discussions will not only help 
students to fully grasp the complex and intersecting 
power dynamics revealed through this crucial scene, but 
will also provide an opportunity to teach students about 
the history of female oppression and disempowerment. 

Through this lens, we can reiterate the value and 
importance of individual agency and sexual autonomy, 
which shape our modern understanding of rape. In other 
words, teaching students that consent has not always 
been valued provides a further opportunity to reinforce 
its importance. It is both appropriate and necessary 
that we address these difficult and challenging themes 
even with our younger students. 
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Shakespeare’s plays are, unequivocally, deeply 
relevant to the modern world and to the young people 
we teach: as teachers of English it is our responsibility 
to allow them to be so. In reducing, simplifying, and 
dodging the issues, tensions, and questions with which 
Shakespeare presents us, we do our students as much of 
a disservice as we do the Bard. 
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“Through 
this lens, we 
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individual 
agency 
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which shape 
our modern 
understanding 
of rape. 
Teaching 
students that 
consent has not 
always
been valued 
provides 
a further 
opportunity to 
reinforce its 
importance.”
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“English 
teaching can 
play a role 
in helping 
young people 
develop their 
understanding
of their 
identity, but 
it is notable 
that none of 
the set texts at 
GCSE explore 
diverse 
sexualities.”

It is a truth universally acknowledged that all good articles 
exploring the relationship between literature and sexuality 
should begin with an Anais Nin quotation. After all, who 
could be more appropriate than the mother of women’s 
erotica herself, and what quote of hers is more celebrated 
than ‘We do not see things as they are, we see them as we are’?

But as I sit ruminating on my own experiences of 
growing up as both a queer cisgendered male and a 
voracious reader, the wise words of Nin only ring half true 
within a literary context. 

On the one hand, it is undeniable that we experience 
the world through the lens of identity in which we exist. 
Perhaps that is why I have always loved literature: it offers 
the opportunity to explore the world from the perspective 
of foreign bodies, to explore other characters, cultures, 
countries and worlds through the turning of a page.

However, when I reflect on my own reading as a young 
child who didn’t yet have the vocabulary, knowledge or 
emotional understanding to recognise that I was sexually 
attracted to men, I ask two questions. Firstly, when we are 
in our formative years, have we developed enough of an 
identity to have the capacity to truly see the world through 
the lens of ‘me’? And secondly, did the literature I read as 

a queer-man-in-the-making really represent the world ‘as 
it is’ outside of the small rural community I grew up in? W

The lack of opportunity to encounter fiction that 
reflected different experiences of sexuality left me 
with feelings of uncertainty, alienation and fear that are 
mirrored in the experience of students today. A recent 
report from Just Like US – the LGBT+ young people’s 
charity – revealed that 48% of LGBT+ pupils surveyed had 
little to zero positive messaging about being LGBT+ at 
school in the last 12 months. More worryingly, only 14% of 
LGBT+ pupils surveyed felt optimistic about their futures. 
When we consider the role that English teaching might 
play in helping young people develop their understanding 
of their identity, it is notable that none of the set texts at 
GCSE explore diverse sexualities. 

It is time for us to consider the role that literature 
might play in what Cox called the ‘personal 
development’ of young people. What does literature 
teach us about sexuality and how can it help us? Let us 
go then, you and I, on a journey through the history of 
my own sexuality in seven books and consider what we 
might learn along the way.

‘By the time I reached A Level, I had a million questions 
about life as a queer male, but very few answers. Nowhere 
were there fewer answers than A Level English…’ In  
the first of two articles about English and sexuality, 
James Hodge draws on his own experience to argue  
that diversity in the literature curriculum is crucial.

Let Us Go 
Then, You 
and I … 
A History of my 
Sexuality in Books
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subliminally 
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outsiders  
who challenge 
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daily life. My 
favourite? Dr 
Suess’ The Cat 
in the Hat. The 
eponymous 
cat represents 
the flâneur, 
a wandering 
figure – 
seemingly 
without home 
and family.  
I knew that  
I wanted to be 
the naughty 
cat, breaking 
rules whilst 
wandering  
the world.”
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1. The Cat in the Hat – Dr Seuss
Reading is often a starting point for our understanding 
the world. Books are never simply a tool to teach us how 
to read; what we read about is equally valuable to us. 
Take books such as the Biff, Chip and Kipper series that 
many of us first encountered at primary school. These 
bright and colorful books provide an introduction to 
the staples of day-to-day life: going to the park, starting 
school, visiting the zoo. They tell us ‘this is what exists 
outside of your house.’

For me, the central characters were the biggest 
problem with my reading experience when growing 
up: the family. For all the diversity of stories within Biff, 
Chip and Kipper books, all of the central families look 
the same. There is a mum, there is a dad. There are 
siblings and a pet. But whilst this series has carefully 
navigated gender stereotypes (Mum loves doing DIY, 
Biff loves playing football), the same cannot be said of 
the featured families. ‘This is what a family looks like’, 
the book teaches us. This is what my life would look like: 
I would become Dad, marry a Mum, have 2.4 children. 

But some small part of me knew that I was different 
and I found Biff, Chip and Kipper uninteresting. Picture 
books, as though aware of the limitations of the books 
from which I was learning to read, offered me an 
alternative. Picture books subliminally offer up queer 
characters: strange, ephemeral outsiders who challenge 
the rules and limitations of daily life. My favourite? Dr 
Suess’ The Cat in the Hat. 

The eponymous cat represents the flâneur, a 
wandering figure – seemingly without home and family. 
He emerges at the children’s house on a rainy day when 
Mum and Dad have gone out, encouraging mischief and 

mayhem whilst ignoring the authority of a bossy fish. I 
knew that I wanted to be the naughty cat, breaking rules 
whilst wandering the world. These ‘queer’ characters 
are not just found in Suess: consider Where the Wild 
Things Are, The Tiger who Came to Tea, The Gruffalo. All 
feature queer outsiders who live outside of the norm. 

2. The Little Mermaid – Hans Christian Andersen 
When it comes to fairy tales, Disney has a lot to answer 
for – especially the Renaissance era of my childhood 
in the 90s. These shiny-happy films portrayed a 
world where love overcame all – that true love’s kiss 
would lead to a ‘Happily Ever After’. Of course, the 
accompanying books became a staple, recounting the 
tales of Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, and my favourite: 
The Little Mermaid. 

The Little Mermaid appealed to me as she was 
different to the other conventional princesses – half-
girl, half-fish – but this was a deceptive retelling by 
Disney. It followed the mould of its forebears: girl  
meets boy and falls in love, girl overcomes obstacles 
in order to get said boy, girl and boy get married. But 
this movie does not only reinforce the narrative of 
heterosexuality, monogamy, and the belief that love is 
destined and leads to a happy ending, it also suggests 
that in order to find that relationship you must 
fundamentally change who you are. If the mermaid is a 
‘queer’ figure – only half-human – she must transform 
herself in order to fit in and find happiness.

A later discovery of Andersen’s original when I was 
twelve, however, told a very different story. The mermaid 
falls in love with the prince but he does not return her 
feelings. In her pursuit, the mermaid is in physical agony 
as she desperately tries to win the man she wants but 
seems utterly unattainable to her. As I fell in love with 
the heterosexual boys around me, I empathised with the 
mermaid, feeling the pain of what it means to be queer. 
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“I always 
remember the 
embarrassment 
of hiding the 
cover when 
reading these 
wonderful 
books in class. 
Now, when 
recommending 
novels in the 
classroom, I 
avoid the boy/
girl divide, 
instead 
focusing on 
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want to learn 
about – and 
our library 
has clearly 
designated 
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rainbow novels 
intermingled 
amongst the 
genres to 
usualise their 
presence.”

Let Us Go Then, You and I … – A History of my Sexuality in Books

4. Maurice – EM Forster/The Line of Beauty  
– Alan Hollingshurst
By the time I reached my A Levels, I was out, proud and 
desperate to leave college and get myself to London. I 
had outgrown the small village I had grown up in and 
had reached a point where I had a million questions 
about life as a queer male, but very few answers. 
Nowhere were there fewer answers than the A Level 
English curriculum. Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Othello, 
Faulks’ Birdsong, Frayn’s Spies and Ford’s Tis Pity She’s 
a Whore were all great reads but none featured a single 
explicitly queer character. 

It was my inspirational English teacher, Ms 
Davies, who suggested I choose my own texts for 
my coursework. Excited by the prospect, I took a 
train to Brighton and began to explore Kemptown, 
looking to find the novels that I needed. After a 
misunderstanding in what turned out to be a sex shop 
selling gay erotica, a kindly soul in a local bookshop 
made some recommendations – The Line of Beauty by 
Alan Hollinghurst and Maurice by EM Forster – two 
books that, to this day, I treasure for both the joy of 
reading them and the nostalgia they spark. 

The Line of Beauty finally gave me insight into the 
fact that other LGBT+ people felt like I did. I had 
now seen visible queer life, living near to Brighton, 
but the novel began to give me the tools I needed  

3. Tracy Beaker – Jacqueline Wilson 
As I turned teenager, the world seemed intent on 
separating the sexes. Whilst the lads were having a 
kick-around on the playground, the girls were gossiping 
in the canteen. Or so it seemed to the untrained eye. 
But as a socially anxious newcomer at the school, I was 
aware that I was an outsider – and I wasn’t the only one. 
I found my tribe in the library – a gaggle of waifs and 
strays who, because of race, class or sexuality, found 
solace amongst the books under the eye of our kindly 
librarian. 

However, we were dismayed to find that the rules of 
the playground were applied too to the shelves of our 
new home. Boys, we were told, were reading Horowitz, 
Swindells and Sachar; girls were reading Daniels, Bloom 
and Martin. I, on the other hand, was reading all of 
them, and my favourite of all of the teen writers was 
Jacqueline Wilson.

Wilson’s novels offered a view into the lives of young 
people whose lives weren’t normal – school offenders, 
homeless children, kids in care. Her Tracey Beaker novels 
featured the first LGBT+ character I encountered in 
a text – Cam, Tracey’s adoptive mother. Whilst never 
explicitly stated in early books, Nick Sharratt’s brilliant 
images of quirky Cam, with cropped hair and a nose 
piercing, who raised Tracey solo, modelled different 
forms of parenting and families. In her later releases, 
Cam – now with girlfriend in tow – provides proud 
positive representation for young readers. 

I was delighted when last year, Wilson revealed that 
she too is a member of the LGBT+ community showing 
young queer people that they too have stories to tell. 
I always remember the embarrassment of hiding the 
cover when reading these wonderful books in class. 
Now, when recommending novels in the classroom, 

I avoid the boy / girl divide, instead focusing on what 
students want to learn about – and our library has 
clearly designated LGBT+ rainbow novels intermingled 
amongst the genres to usualise their presence. 
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to understand queer culture. I empathised with  
Nick’s fears of being rejected for his sexuality, his 
anxieties about meeting men and navigating the world 
of dating, fitting in with a community that at once 
feels so familiar and strange. Through Hollinghurst,  
I could wander London nightclubs through the  
safety of turning the page, the novel preparing me for 
future encounters with drug culture, sex, saunas and 
AIDs. The Line of Beauty made me less naive, arming me 
with knowledge that could both help and protect me.

Maurice, in contrast, situated me within a history 
of what has traditionally been a hidden culture. It 
provided me a mirror into the past – a man who was 
like me but living in a very different time. It not only 
helped me understand my community’s past – the 
criminality of homosexuality, men living secret second 
lives – but helped me understand my community’s 
presence through my understanding of the wider 
context. It explained why LGBT+ people are still so 
afraid to come out today, why so many gay men marry 
women, why so many people still live in fear, avoiding 
public displays of affection. 

Books teach empathy, and I became all the more 
empathetic to my community thanks to these tomes. 
This is the value in providing choice to students at  
A Level – in allowing them to decide their focus, you 
are setting them free.

So what did I learn? 
It’s evident, then, that books have been key to the 
development of my identity. They have helped me 
understand my own coming out, challenged my notions 
of binary gender, provided hope that there was a world 
waiting for me, prepared me for the life on the scene, 
and modelled what the future might look like.

We have to realise that not all of our students are 
Little Women and Hardy Boys. We need to make sure 
that every student can find their place in the pages of 
the books they read. Fortunately, now, there are more 
LGBT+ books available to us than ever. 

So question your curriculum. Don’t simply consider 
ease of teaching or availability in the book cupboard. 

Don’t fit in tokenistic texts. Think deeply: what does 
this text teach about sexuality? Who will this help? 
What will everyone take away from this? 

Do that, and you too might be the English teacher 
who helps a student turn the page and find their own 
alternative happy endings. 

James Hodge 
has worked in Secondary school classrooms 
as an English teacher, Head of Media Studies 
and Lead Practitioner and now splits his time 
between teaching, working in Initial Teacher 
Training, and writing.

Further Reading on Gender  
and Sexuality in English
For more articles on sexuality in English, see Issue 23 of English 
Drama Media (published in 2012), the fore-runner of Teaching English, 
downloadable in the members’ area at www.nate.org.uk. Articles include:

The Importance of Being ... Out: Why Sexuality Matters  
in English 
Chris Waugh reflects on his experiences as a gay English teacher, arguing 
that openness about sexuality is crucial in the English classroom. 

Some Students Are Gay: Tackling Homophobia in English 
Lydia Malmedie outlines ways in which English teachers can help tackle 
homophobia in schools, and describes resources available from Stonewall. 

Other Cultures, Other Sexualities? Including Sexuality in 
Secondary English 
Helen Sauntson and Kathryn Simpson reflect on the extent to which the 
English curriculum provides opportunities for teaching about sexuality. 
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“We don’t 
just need to 
add more 
LGBTQ+ texts 
to the English 
curriculum: 
we need to 
consider how 
we talk about 
texts in the 
classroom 
more 
generally.”

What do West Side Story, Warm Bodies and The Lion King 
2: Simba’s Pride have in common? At first glance, there 
may seem to be little similarity: films about immigrants, 
zombies and singing lions seem to belong in different 
realms. But, of course, these films all borrow from 
the plotline of the Shakespearean classic Romeo and 
Juliet, which to this day remains one of the Bard’s most 
popular plays. 

Director Alan Stanford nails the reason why the 
tale of ‘two star-cross’d lovers’ continues to tug on 
the heart-strings of audiences and readers around  
the world – because it could be set ‘anytime and 
anywhere in history.’ The theme of forbidden love 
so central to the tale is as universal and as timeless 
as Romeo and Juliet itself. Across genres, the idea of 
two lovers doomed to be parted forever continues to 
dominate – see Twilight, Noughts and Crosses, and The 
Notebook, for instance, all massively popular texts that 
continue to capture the imagination of young people. 
Inevitably, too, the theme of forbidden love has 
permeated the English curriculum at GCSE: alongside 
Romeo and Juliet, the theme is explored in Great 
Expectations, An Inspector Calls and Jane Eyre, amongst 
many others. 

The love that dare not speak its name?
However, one type of forbidden love is omitted from the 
GCSE English curriculum – the one once known as ‘the 
love that dare not speak its name’. In fact, LGBTQ+ love 
is mostly absent from the curriculum – and, moreover, 
is a love that is rarely spoken about in the classroom 
outside the remit of a tokenistic PSHE lesson. 

Even where the occasion arises, often teachers 
don’t have the tools they need to explore the topic. I 
remember discussing James Fenton’s poem ‘In Paris 
With You’ with a colleague who was bewildered when 
I suggested that I suspected the narrator was gay – a 
narrator who ‘on the rebound’ spends a night in an 
‘old hotel room’, shunning the bright lights of Paris to 
fixate on his lover, his thoughts ‘all points South’, the 
sexual playfulness suggesting that this is a same-sex 
relationship. 

We don’t just need to add more LGBTQ+ texts to 
the English curriculum: we need to consider how we 
talk about texts in the classroom more generally. It 
is unsurprising that our perceptions of sexuality in 
literature are often limited. We are living at a moment 
in history where our lives span both the modern and 
postmodern world: our ideas about relationships have 

We’re Queer, 
We’re Here,  
and We’re 
In The 
Classroom
The Love that 
Dares to Speak 
its Name

Using The Great Gatsby as an example, James Hodge 
argues that queer theory shows us how to make English 
an inclusive subject in which LGBT+ lives and issues 
become visible, and assumptions about gender and 
sexuality can be challenged. 
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monogamy 
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our traditional 
viewpoints on 
relationships 
and the family, 
and I believe 
this is a 
useful tool for 
teachers in the 
classroom.”

shifted in the past fifty years. We have moved away 
from the idea of the ‘universal truth’ that heterosexual 
monogamy between two binary sexes is the norm and 
towards a world where there are endless possibilities for 
the ways we identify, connect and love. 

Queer theory, one such popular approach, has 
destabilised our traditional viewpoints on relationships 
and the family, and I believe this is a useful tool for 
teachers in the classroom.

Queering the English classroom
What does it mean to queer a classroom? Cynthia D. 
Nelson suggests that queering is the act of ‘creating 
spaces where dialogue and critical discussion around all 
identities, sexual or otherwise, and their sociocultural 
relevance can be carried out in a manner that is respectful of 
all identities and subjectivities.’ It’s about inclusivity and 
ensuring that students not only see themselves within 
the texts we teach but are able to speak openly and in an 
affirmed way about their own identities. 

It’s not only crucial that we make space for these 
discussions in general, but also that we consider the 
subject-specific ways in which we teach English. There 
is an interesting paradox between the way we view the 
world as English teachers and the way we teach our 
subject. On the one hand, schools have taken steps 
towards becoming more inclusive places. On the other, 
the move back towards traditionalist classrooms has 
led to texts being taught as having singular, definite 
meanings often spoon-fed to students who recite their 
teachers’ interpretations. 

Thus, we also need to re-consider how we approach 
the teaching of literature, allowing our students to 
consider novels, plays and poetry in an open-minded 
manner and encouraging them to respond authentically 
and critically to the multitude of meanings that they 
might discover within the texts that they read. 

Queer theory and The Great Gatsby
In order to queer the classroom, we need to understand 
the ideas behind queer theory and the strategies 
and applications it suggests. For each strategy, I will 
consider application through The Great Gatsby by F 
Scott Fitzgerald. 

Foucault and heteronormativity
Michel Foucault is considered the forefather of Queer 
Theory. Foucault, himself a gay man, considered how 
the idea of sexuality had changed over time. Historically, 
he said, homosexuality had existed but hadn’t had a 
name. However, the identity of ‘the homosexual’ was a 
constructed one, born from repressive institutions such 
as the church in order to control behaviours that didn’t 
fit their societal narrative. Queer, they said, is against 
God. By labelling LGBTQ+ people as perverts, power 
was wielded over their bodies and pleasures. 

Historically then, we have been silenced from 
discussing homosexuality, and the limited narratives 
allowed (homosexuals as inverts and perverts) have 
led to a lack of understanding of queer communities 
and cultures. Indeed, education around homosexuality 
was so controlled by the Conservative government of 
the 1980s that Section 28 was introduced, banning any 
discussion of homosexuality within schools. Thus we 
now need to make space within our English classroom 
to facilitate and educate. 

One way in which we can achieve this is by 
questioning heteronormativity within texts and avoid 
simply focusing on characters that reflect stereotypes. 

Can we consider any characters within texts that might 
be gay? For example, in Gatsby, is Nick Carraway’s 
obsession with Jay Gatsby purely because Jay is so 
enigmatic, charismatic and charming, or is Nick in fact 
in love with his mysterious neighbour?

Sedgwick and homosociality
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick further developed Foucault’s 
revelation that homosexuality has been used as a 
limiting label by suggesting that sexuality is in fact 
on a spectrum. Rather than sexuality being purely 
binary, Sedgwick suggests that we have limited our 
understanding of male-male relationships by silencing 
narratives where male bonding is underpinned by 
intimacy and desire. Instead, society has been instilled 
with a homosexual panic, making it unacceptable to 
have any relationship which might be labelled as gay. 
Sedgwick coins the term homosociality to describe 
such ambiguous relationships between men – not 
monogamous, but characterised by close emotional 
bonds, sexual desires and even sex with each other.

Homophobia, then, has made invisible the 
underlying relationships between men, and it is up to 
us to challenge student presumptions. 

When considering The Great Gatsby, many students will 
assume that Nick is heterosexual – an assumption 
validated by his apparent relationship with Jordan Baker. 
However, interrogating the relationship between Nick 
and Jay – Nick’s admiring descriptions, the way his story 
revolves around Gatsby, the fact that he will do anything 
to help his friend and preserve his memory in death – 
certainly suggests deeper feeling than simply friendship. 

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  
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“Queer theory 
allows us to 
view texts 
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as our 
lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and 
transgender 
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allows us not 
only to be 
more inclusive 
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students 
but also to 
educate our 
wider student 
body.”

Judith Butler and gender performativity
Judith Butler moved queer theory into a realm beyond 
the gay community, suggesting that not only is sexuality 
fluid, but gender too. According to Butler, gender is 
performative – that we learn how to ‘be’ male or female 
by mimicking the behaviours that have been societally 
labelled as masculine and feminine. Men have been 
encouraged to behave in ways that make them appear 
strong, dominant, confident, unemotional, independent 
and logical; women in contrast are encouraged to 
behave in ways that are passive, sweet, mothering, 
supportive and emotional. Of course, not all men and 
women behave in such a way, but when men and women 
are encouraged to behave according to convention, it 
becomes normal to fit these narrowed roles. 

Butler draws attention to the fact that the traits 
associated with masculinity are equally associated with 
power, allowing men to maintain patriarchal control, whilst 
women are encouraged to fulfil the roles of the powerless. 
However, Butler provides hope when she suggests that 
gender and sex are not intertwined and that, regardless of 
sex, one can ‘be’ any gender. Thus, there is power in acts 
such as drag where the illusion of gender is shattered by 
men and women passing as the opposite gender. 

More recently, societal understanding of gender 
has moved beyond binary notions, with trans people 
challenging the idea that sex and gender are limited, 
and non-binary people embracing the fact that gender 
is something that can be chosen as opposed to being 
inherent and fixed. 

Thus, in texts, we can destabilise the assumptions we 
make about gender by considering where gender roles 
are explicitly being performed or challenged. Where 
characters transcend gender norms, what does this tell 
us? Are characters empowered or disempowered by 
their gender?  

Strategies for the classroom
As we have seen, queer theory allows us to view texts 
from the same positions as our lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender others (alongside the many other  
‘plus’ identities.) It allows us not only to be more 
inclusive of minority students but also to educate our 
wider student body. 

More broadly, though, how can we turn these 
ideas into accessible strategies that we can use in the 
classroom and within the curriculum? Here, I suggest 
7 strategies.

I hope that using queer strategies will bring a little 
rainbow colour into your classroom. By helping LGBTQ+ 
young people see themselves in the stories they read in 
English lessons, we enable them to live successful lives 
and, hopefully, go on to share their own stories. After 
all, don’t we all deserve a happy ending?

James Hodge 
has worked in Secondary school classrooms as an English 
teacher, Head of Media Studies and Lead Practitioner 
and now splits his time between teaching, working in 
Initial Teacher Training, and writing.

7 ways to queer the English classroom

1.  Choose texts that foreground queer characters 
and narratives, or are written by queer writers 
(both for curriculum teaching and reading for 
pleasure). 

2.  Use secondary texts to teach queer historical 
context that shapes interpretations of primary 
GCSE/A Level texts. For example, when 
teaching Jekyll and Hyde, read non-fiction 
articles about Soho as a queer centre during 
the Victorian era. 

3.  Use hypothetical (or what Rosen refers to 
as ‘speculative’) questions that challenge 
students to look at characters from a different 
perspective (sexuality/gender). For example, 
if reading ‘Hour’ by Carol Ann Duffy, how 
does the meaning change if the person being 
addressed is the same gender as the speaker?

4.  Challenge blanket statement responses/
assumptions made by students about sexuality 
and gender. Ask questions and share knowledge 
that will enhance understanding in response. 

5.  Teach texts outside the curriculum where 
possible, exploring a breadth of contemporary 
texts as well as culturally significant ones. 

6.  Balance focus on knowledge with opportunities 
for authentic response, through use of questions 
that encourage students to view texts as readers 
rather than simply as analysts. How does their 
experience shape their understanding? How 
might they look at it differently?

7.  Don’t just tell students specific answers. 
Provide them with the knowledge they need to 
develop their own readings and interpretations. 

In the case of The Great Gatsby, both men and women 
might be seen as enslaved to their gender. The sensitive 
and romantic figure of Gatsby performs his masculinity 
in order to attract Daisy, who herself plays up her 
femininity in order to attract a rich husband whilst 
recognising her own disempowerment as a woman.



NATE | Teaching English | Issue 28 | 51

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

“I want to 
focus on 
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change that 
could be 
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in the 
corridors, 
and in the 
playground.”

I was hesitant about becoming a teacher. My training 
year was 2020, in the midst of pandemic melancholy. 
Alongside the usual anxieties of the trainee teacher, and 
the ebb and flow of schools going in and out of lockdown, 
however, I was also wrestling with another concern. 

I am non-binary and have been so openly for 
years, but I was well aware of the deep roots of gender 
binarism in the education system. Even beyond the 
surface representations of ‘Miss’ and ‘Sir’ and the 
horror of considering presenting myself disingenuously 
as ‘Mr. Braddick’, the data we collect on all of our 
students and use to assess progress is gendered. Every 
student must be marked as ‘Male’ or ‘Female’ (terms 
which themselves are broad, all-encompassing, and not 
as easily defined as one might like them to be) so that 
we can parallel and compare the achievements of our 
‘Female’ students with those of our ‘Male’ students. 

I recognise that this is not necessarily the doing of 
schools, but rather is done to fit the demands of the 
Department for Education’s data collection structures. 
However, when we come to consider trans experiences 

of the education system, both as students and teachers 
– there is a sense of anxiety there both in terms of the 
data situation and with respect to the social, emotional 
and physical realities of the system. In which changing 
room does a non-binary student change for PE? How do 
we make sure we appropriately gender trans students 
and colleagues? How do we talk about gender in the 
classroom without falling into binaristic ideas? 

Following my induction into the storied world of 
teaching as Mx. Braddick (pronounced ‘mix’), I want 
here to share some reflections on teaching whilst non-
binary, as well as some suggestions that you might like 
to implement in your own schools. The deep roots of 
the gender binary in the education system cannot 
be denied, and the need for systemic change and the 
reconceptualisation of gender in schools and in data 
collection for education should be discussed and 
explored. But here I want to focus on grassroots change 
that could be implemented in your classroom, in the 
corridors, and on the playground – based on my own 
experiences, and the experiences of my students.

Thai Braddick suggests things we can do to make 
English a safe space for thinking and learning  
about gender and identity and for moving beyond 
gender binaries.

Beyond Binaries
Making the Transition to a Trans Inclusive Classroom
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Beyond Binaries – Making the Transition to a Trans Inclusive Classroom

“My colleague 
and I have 
become a ‘safe 
space’ for 
discussion and 
exploration of 
gender with 
a number of 
students. By 
incorporating 
discussion of 
our favourite 
books on 
queerness 
into our 
‘Pride & Allies 
Club’, we 
give students 
a roadmap 
for self-
actualisation 
that they 
wouldn’t have 
been offered 
by the narrow 
curriculum.”

Making school a space for exploration of gender
(i) The Pride and Allies Club
Many schools now have ‘Pride & Allies Clubs’, often 
run under different names. They are extracurricular, 
largely social and welcoming spaces in which students 
are free to explore their sexuality and their gender with 
the guidance of older peers and teachers. The provision 
of these clubs depends on the time and resources of 
schools, but the impact I have seen in my first term at 
my own school have been deeply rewarding. 

My own ‘Pride & Allies Club’ has been regularly 
packed with students of all ages, and has led to some of 
my wonderful but anxious Year 7s befriending my much 
more outgoing Year 9s and creating vertical friendships 
which are crucial for their self-actualisation. If a Year 9 
student becomes an unofficial peer mentor for a Year 7 
student, we might see an aspirational quality develop 
in the Year 7 student and a need to be a role-model 
develop in the Year 9 student. 

Further, as the teacher who is co-running the 
‘Pride & Allies Club’, I have seen how my colleague 
and I have become a ‘safe space’ for discussion and 
exploration of gender with a number of students. For 
instance, by incorporating discussion of our favourite 
books on queerness into our ‘Pride & Allies Club’, we 
give students a roadmap for self-actualisation that they 
wouldn’t have been offered by the narrow curriculum. 
Our recommendations – including Alice Oseman’s 
wonderfully cheesy and dramatic gay romance 
Heartstopper, Mason Deaver’s I Wish You All The Best, 
and even Frank Wynne’s collection of writings from 
Sappho to Alison Bechdel, Queer – have flown around 
in the short 35 minutes we have every Wednesday 
lunchtime – and these discussions transcend age and 
even English ability sets.

(ii) Safe spaces for trying out identity 
In the age of the internet, students have more access 
than ever to different labels for their gender and their 
sexuality. When I was a student, the term non-binary 
was not even on the table. Transness was an insult. Now, 
I have had the privilege of experiencing everything 
from genderfluid students who have different names 
on different days to demiboys and demigirls, transmasc 
and transfemme, and even students who want to try out 
the pronouns fae/faer/faeself (used in place of ‘they 
are’, or ‘she is’, for example): ‘That’s Omar. Fae are talking 
to Mx. Braddick’. 

Regardless of one’s stance on neo-pronouns, or 
the transitory (or not) nature of identity labels – why 
not make the space for this in your classroom or in 
your school? Why not allow students to try out these 
identities and see if they fit? In teaching we often talk 
about the hierarchy of needs: if students feel safe to be 
themselves, surely, then, they will feel safe to learn. If 
gender identity can be tried on, put away, tried on again 
until something sticks, or does not – then students can 
move away from trying to be seen, towards the much 
more worthy use of time and energy of trying to grow 
– surely exactly the atmosphere we want to create for 
our students. 

Creating a trans-inclusive English classroom
(i) Learning and self-actualisation
Away from the safe queer bubble of the Pride & Allies 
Club, what can we do in the English classroom? As 
English teachers, we are in the wonderful position of 
being able to begin to address pre-conceptions and 
confusions. English is, inherently, the study of people: 
what does it mean to be human? How is one human, and 
how do we talk about being human?
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“The trans 
experience 
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rejection and 
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between self-
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and 
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between love 
and suffering. 
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things we 
can explore 
in many 
texts that 
are already 
a part of our 
curriculum. 
But there are 
also many 
specifically 
trans texts – 
stories just 
waiting to be 
told, taught, 
and shared.”

Emotions are universal; the feeling of rejection is a 
feeling we can all relate to, in one way or another. The trans 
experience is so often a balancing act between the raw 
red slap of rejection and the euphoric joy of acceptance, 
between self-actualisation and conformity; between love 
and suffering. These are things we can explore in many 
texts that are already a part of our curriculum. But there is 
also a glut of specifically trans texts that exist in the world 
already – stories just waiting to be told, taught, and shared. 

Recent curriculum reforms – especially those for 
KS4 – have created a very narrow tunnel with little 
room for movement. With such a traditionalist literary 
approach, it is little surprise that many young people 
in target groups – e.g., students of colour, LGBTQ+ 
students (and especially trans students, who often have 
SEMH needs or SEN, and can also come from Pupil 
Premium backgrounds) – are in danger of disengaging 
from a subject for which we hold so much love. But we 
can nevertheless make a difference.

If we can open up our schools and our classrooms to 
trans students, if we can reimagine our schools as places 
for learning, not just places for covering the curriculum, 

and as safe spaces away from the home (which so 
often rejects transness) for students to explore their 
identities in relation to gender and sexuality, we can 
open up door after door of possibilities for our students. 
Often, the journey towards self-actualisation, based on 
a foundation of safety, also features a determination 
to learn. If students can see how their learning betters 
their self-actualisation, buy-in is inevitable. The positive 
impact on engagement, open conversation, and even 
raising aspiration can be tangible.

(ii) Trans texts in the classroom at KS3 and KS4
In fact, the majority of students who have talked to me 
about their gender identity and sexuality have been in 
KS3: my ‘faeself’ student was in Year 7, my multiple non-
binary and gender fluid students are also in Years 7, 8 
and 9. So why not explore your KS3 curriculum, as well 
as KS4, to see which texts might be useful to include? 

For example, in our already established curriculum 
we might look at Shakespeare’s sonnets (such as 
Sonnet 91), at dystopic fiction (often characterised by 
a character rejecting, and therefore being ostracised 
from, a society which enforces conformity), or at plays 
like Miller’s The Crucible – anything we can offer to our 
students to explore how literature holds a critical lens 
up to the society in which it is produced and the society 
in which it is studied. 

Where possible, we might also offer extracts from 
trans literature in our schemes of work. In non-fiction, 
there’s Kai Cheng Thom’s I Hope We Choose Love: A 
Trans Girl’s Notes from the End of the World, Christine 
Burns’s Trans Britain: Our Journey from the Shadows or 
Alok Vaid-Menon’s Beyond the Gender Binary. 

“If we can reimagine our schools 
as safe spaces for students 
to explore their identities in 
relation to gender and sexuality, 
we can open up door after door 
of possibilities for our students.”
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“As a non-
binary 
teacher, in 
my own 
little way 
creating a 
space for the 
exploration 
of gender 
identity 
in my 
lunchtime 
social club or 
my English 
classroom, I 
hope that we 
as a system 
can begin to 
realise that 
the gender 
binary is not 
all that there 
is, that we 
can imagine 
something 
beyond ‘Male’ 
and ‘Female’.”

In fiction, there is an even greater wealth of 
resources and options. Three that I recommend are 
Jordy Rosenberg’s Confessions of the Fox, which explores 
historical transness and its intersections with racism 
and crime; Torrey Peter’s Detransition, Baby which 
explores trans womanhood, parenthood, and the 
performance of gender; and, for the younger years, Lisa 
Bunker’s Zenobia July, a bildungsroman about a school-
age trans girl solving a cyber mystery and beginning to 
unravel her complicated feelings about her changing 
identity informed by internal and external changes. 

Moving beyond binaries?
In the Summer 2021 edition of Teaching English, 
Aaishah Rauf, in her wonderful article on how to talk 
about race in the English classroom, wrote that you 
‘cannot be what you cannot see’. As a teacher of colour 
myself, this spoke to me deeply and reminded me of 
my own English teacher in secondary school – the only 
teacher of colour I have ever had throughout my time 
in the education system from pre-school to PGCE. 

As a trans teacher, however, the idea of representation 
spoke to me even more deeply. The idea of an openly trans 
teacher was, and to an extent still is, unthinkable to me. 
Indeed, in our current political climate which demonises 
trans people – especially trans women – as predatory or 
delusional, the idea of a trans person having any degree 
of professional responsibility over children engenders a 
number of misplaced and falsely-constructed anxieties 
in some, and the societal structures we have built around 
gender can become a comforting place to fall back to. 
Frequently, for instance, in corridors I hear teachers 
shout ‘Ladies and gentlemen’, rather than the gender-
neutral ‘Folks’, or ‘Everyone’, to herd students towards 
their classroom line-ups; and in staff rooms, I hear 
concerned conversations when a student comes out as 
trans about how to support them most appropriately. 

As a non-binary teacher, in my own little way 
creating a space for the exploration of gender identity 
in my lunchtime social club or my English classroom, 
I hope that we as a system can begin to realise that 
the gender binary is not all that there is, that we can 
imagine something beyond ‘Male’ and ‘Female’. 

Thai Braddick 
teaches English at Trumpington Community  
College, Cambridge

How can you make the transition to  
a trans-inclusive classroom?

Questions I ask myself in my own self-reflections 
that you may like to borrow: 

• What can I change in my language that makes it 
more inclusive? 

• Where in my curriculum do we trip into the 
quagmire of the gender binary? How can we build 
our way out of it? 

• Is there a poem, or a story, that explores these 
same themes and techniques, which is not cis-
heteronormative? 

Start small and gradually increase your knowledge: 

• Read a book about transness so you have a firmer 
and more inclusive foundation from which you can 
run your classroom.

• Contact a charity which organises CPD for how to 
deal with queerness in schools.

• Ask a trans person you know (there are more than 
you think) for their own experiences and think 
about what you might do to encourage growth and 
self-actualisation for your own students. 

Beyond Binaries – Making the Transition to a Trans Inclusive Classroom
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Elisabeth Quincey argues that we need to consider 
language and sexuality as a discrete topic, not just a 
bolt-on to ‘language and gender’.

“Several years 
ago, Language 
and Sexuality 
was grouped 
clumsily 
alongside 
Language 
and Gender, 
if it was 
discussed at 
all. The course 
content has 
moved on, 
and so have 
attitudes to 
gender and 
sexuality, 
certainly 
among sixth 
formers.”

When I first started teaching English Language A Level, 
Paper 1 had the convenient categories of Language 
and Gender, Language and Power, and Language and 
Technology. It seems surprising now, looking back, that 
the course was split so categorically – one of the things 
I’ve really come to appreciate in the last few years is 
just how cyclical or multi-layered this subject is. You 
can’t explore language and race without thinking about 
MLE (Multicultural London English), which you need 
to consider when looking at accent and dialect – and 
you can’t look at accent and dialect without discussing 
language change… and so it goes on.

Getting to grips with language and identity
But one area where the course has really expanded is in 
the Language and Identity section, which now includes 
Language and Sexuality. Several years ago, Language 
and Sexuality was grouped clumsily alongside Language 
and Gender, if it was discussed at all, and it was often 
conflated with confused interpretations of gender and 
sexual identity. In the same way the course content has 
moved on, so have attitudes to gender and sexuality, 
certainly among sixth formers. Previously, it was often 
necessary to clear up the difference between gender 
and sex, but one thing I’ve noticed this year is that 
students have gone past the need to discuss labels – it’s 
as irrelevant to them as it would be to discuss which 
type of toothpaste they use or when they last saw a blue 
car go past. With their live and let live attitudes, it feels 
like times have moved on.

This does bring its own challenges however. It’s 
difficult to convince them that gender may be a 
construct, or the language of power may discriminate 
against those perceived to be ‘not masculine’ enough – 
or ‘too masculine’. Why should they be interested in this, 
when, as one student put it, ‘I just want to be a girl and 
wear nail varnish’. It can be hard to get some of them to 
accept that if you’re within the range of ‘normal’ your 
experience might not be the same as those outside it. 

Over time, though, students have grappled with the 
idea that language can be used to present an identity, 
and equally it can be used as evidence by those who want 
to prejudge or discriminate against certain identities. 
It was the Black Linguistics Matters article (http://
linguistics-research-digest.blogspot.com/2020/03/
blacklanguagematters-can-linguistics.html) about the 
Trayvon Martin case that tipped the balance in my 
class – the students could see real proof that people who 
speak outside the perceived norm are discriminated 
against, and it has serious consequences.

Focusing on sexuality: more than a bolt-on?
So how does this all relate to Language and Sexuality? 
It’s a topic I try to approach carefully, because there 
is a fine line between exploring the ways people talk 
and reinforcing stereotypes about groups of people 
who may already be seen as outside the norm. With 
Language and Gender, much work has been done in this 
area – we can steer a course from Jespersen, through 
Lakoff and Tannen, ending up in the more nuanced 

Approaching Language and Sexuality 
in English Language A Level 
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Approaching Language and Sexuality in English Language A Level 

approach of Butler and Cameron, who have unpicked 
the gap between stereotypical assumptions that can 
be seen in some of the early work (though some of it 
was ground-breaking at the time). We don’t have such 
a long view in the area of Language and Sexuality, in 
the A Level classroom at least, but we’re more open to 
the idea that stereotypes and assumptions are unhelpful 
and harmful. 

So, If we take the idea that Language and Sexuality 
deserves to be a discrete subject separate from Language 
and Gender, where do we find resources? I have found 
the following useful: 

• Gary Nunn has written articles about Polari, for 
example this one in The Guardian: ‘In with the in 
crowd: Secret languages can confuse, exclude or 
empower’. 

• The Lavender Linguistics pages of Nottingham 
University (www.nottingham.ac.uk/conference/
fac-arts/english/lavlang24/index.aspx) has some 
interesting information and links. 

• Articles such as Dr Catherine Harris’ article, ‘Queer 
Theory’ and the Rachel Carrol book ‘Rereading 
Heterosexuality: Feminism, Queer Theory and 
Contemporary Fiction’ are interesting – it’s easy to 
find Harris’ article online. 

• Paul Baker, Deborah Cameron and Don Kulick all 
have work about Language and Sexuality, and there 
is a very interesting episode of Word of Mouth 
on BBC Sounds with Michael Rosen discussing  
LGBTQ+ slang (https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/ 
m000s9vj).

Approaching Language and Sexuality as a discrete topic 
from Language and Gender is inevitably too simplistic, 
even just from the point of view that the whole course 

is multi-layered and each area feeds into the next. 
Nevertheless, this isn’t the same as just ‘bolting on’ 
Sexuality to Gender – maybe something that happened 
when it was still seen as slightly taboo to discuss sexuality. 

Language and … Power
I would argue that we can take Language and Power as a 
starting point and discuss with more authority the idea 
that any aspect of identity that is perceived by social 
norms to be outside these norms restricts or reduces 
the power of the individual holding that identity. In this 
case, all the ‘Language and...’ subsections can be seen as 
interlinked – they are all perceived by society as deficits 
of power. 

This is where Judith Butler comes in again. In brief, 
Butler argues that gender is a construct, and that to 
group people together as women is a fiction; by doing 
this, we prioritise the idea that heterosexuality is the 
norm. If we stay true to Butler, we can’t separate the 
study of sexuality and gender. So alongside our studies 
of the way language may be used to construct or reveal 
aspects of a person’s sexuality, we also need to look 
at this more nuanced idea that sexuality and gender 
are social constructs rather than fixed categories that 
somehow exist in their own right. 

It’s the sort of discussion that may seem a little 
complex for the A Level classroom, but students are 
disadvantaged without it: they need to know the context 
of what they are studying in order to formulate full and 
subtle ideas about it. This is certainly the case if they are 
aiming for the top grades, and, even if not, education 
is more than feeding simple ideas in to allow exam 
answers to be processed out. It is important however 
that any discussion is brought back to linguistics, so 
that students can see how it is relevant to their chosen 
course of study.

One further element of this area of the course to note 
is that all discussions of Language and Power are political, 
and these discussions could be seen as challenging the 
hegemony, something that has to be handled carefully 
in order to maintain a professional and neutral stance. 
However, this is nothing new for English teachers, and 
it’s not the only part of the course that can’t be taught 
without discussing ideas which may be uncomfortable 
for those who hold positions of power – how English is 
so dominant across the globe, for example.

And finally …
To conclude, Language and Sexuality is entitled to be 
seen as a topic in its own right. It can be artificial to 
tag it onto Language and Gender, and in some cases, 
where this happened, it suggests a sense that these are 
non-mainstream topics that lack the prestige of other 
topics. In other respects, if it is done in a nuanced 
and considered way, Sexuality and Gender should be 
intertwined – both are social constructs, and the rules 
that govern gender impact significantly on society’s 
understanding of sexuality. For the English Language 
classroom, both approaches should be discussed, and 
most importantly, an understanding that stereotypes 
and simplistic responses in others or ourselves do not 
make for successful linguistic study.

Elisabeth Quincey 
is a Second in English in a school in the North-East  
of England.

“There is a fine 
line between 
exploring the 
ways people 
talk and 
reinforcing 
stereotypes 
about groups 
of people. 
Students 
need an 
understanding 
that 
stereotypes 
and simplistic 
response do 
not make for 
successful 
linguistic 
study.”
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Nearly 15 years ago, Professor Ben Knights edited a 
collection of book chapters which outlined a reimagined 
curriculum concerning the ‘simultaneous production 
of masculinities within text and their performance upon 
the stage of teaching’ (Knights 2008: 2). The hope for 
this volume was to show how critical attention to 
masculinities might be integrated into a literature 
curriculum, a particularly important proposal given 
that ‘men’s pursuit of atavistic or resurgent patriarchal 
agendas, and their fear of declining relative and symbolic 
power, appears to be among the most threatening forces at 
loose on earth today’ (Knights 2008: 2).

Of course, the cultural landscape has changed 
dramatically in the intervening 15 years since the 
volume was published. Smart phones have become 
ubiquitous. Social media is now a dominant force in 
our lives. An online culture war between the ‘woke 
left’ and ‘conservative right’ has raged on Twitter and 
elsewhere, spearheaded by a variety of provocative 
public personalities. In the worst cases, we have seen 
a resurgence of white supremacy and far right-wing 
nationalism across the globe, calling for an end to 
multiculturalism, diversity, and migration, a return to 

traditional gender roles, and a rejection of contemporary 
‘identity politics’. 

Yet despite the massive social changes that have 
been wrought in the past decade, Knights’ comment 
concerning the threat posed by specific expressions of 
masculinity remains as relevant today as it was then, 
with Knights going on to presciently observe that: 
‘Internationally, patriarchy is on the warpath, enlisting 
dispossessed (and not so dispossessed) young men in a 
macabre body politics of the Word’ (Knight 2008: 236). 

Misogyny and male supremacism online
If anything, Knights’ point is even more resonant now 
given the virulent and violent brand of online sexism 
and anti-feminist sentiment we have seen in recent 
years, facilitated by the ready accessibility of technology 
where these kinds of views can be promoted, shared, 
and disseminated (the work of Ines von Behr et al. 
2013 is a useful overview of some of these issues). 
And these ideologies have major real-world effects, 
including harassment, physical and sexual violence, 
abuse, trolling, and more, in a form of what Sarah Banet-
Weiser and Kate Miltner (2016) call networked misogyny.

Robert Lawson explores the relationship between 
language and masculinities and the role schools –  
and especially English Language teachers – can play  
in combating radicalisation and male supremacism. 

Language, 
Masculinities 
and the English 
Curriculum
Tackling online radicalisation
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“One of 
the most 
important 
contemporary 
contexts for 
investigating 
language, 
masculinities, 
and 
radicalisation 
is the 
‘manosphere’, 
a loose-knit 
collection 
of forums, 
social media 
sites, and 
blogs where 
men usually 
discuss a 
range of men’s 
concerns, 
including 
‘men’s rights’. 
It has been 
routinely 
criticised for 
the promotion 
of sexist, 
racist, anti-
feminist, and 
misogynistic 
discourses.”

Language, masculinities and the English curriculum – Tackling online radicalisation

At the same time, a distinct strand of male 
supremacist discourse has emerged, while the online 
radicalisation of young men and their subsequent 
recruitment to these supremacist movements also 
appears to have accelerated. This has led a number of 
commentators and academics to examine how certain 
discourses of masculinity might be deployed in order 
to persuade young men to participate and engage with 
these kinds of communities, discourses (and practices) 
centred around power, control, dominance, violence, 
hyper-competitiveness, heteronormativity, sexual 
entitlement, and more. 

English: responding to toxic masculinities?
In relation to pedagogy, these issues have raised 
questions around how schools, colleges, and universities 
should respond to the intersection of sexism, misogyny, 
‘toxic’ masculinities (or what Matt Pinkett and Mark 
Roberts 2019 call ‘non-tender masculinities’), and male 
radicalisation (Thomas Michael 2021 also discusses 
some of these issues in a recent TES article). To what 
extent does English studies, in particular, have a 
responsibility to pay critical attention to the textual 
reality of masculinities in new technological contexts? 
How might this criticality be integrated into the 
curriculum? And what are the benefits and challenges 
of doing so?

These are also particularly pertinent questions to 
ask in light of Michael Kimmel’s observation, almost 
25 years ago, that ‘Gender is a central mechanism in what 
is taught, gender issues saturate the content of courses, and 
gender itself has been historically invisible to men’ (1997). 
Just over a decade later, Knights (2008: 4) makes much 
the same point, arguing that ‘The formation of male 
subjectivity needs itself to be made visible’. In other words, 
masculinity is the default in the curriculum – it goes 
unnoticed, uncritiqued and, very often, uncontested. 

This invisibility is also how masculinities (and by 
extension, men and boys) acquire power. 

Yet despite the fact that gender is writ large in 
the world around us, are we any closer to making 
masculinities more visible, especially in educational 
settings? Have we moved quickly enough to examine 
the new kinds of contexts within which these emergent 
discourses of masculinity are circulating? And, perhaps 
most important, are we arming male students with the 
tools needed to challenge these worldviews? 

Masculinities in the manosphere
Although there is a long history of language and 
masculinities studies which can be traced back to the 
publication of Sally Johnson and Ulrike Meinhof’s 
foundational work Language and Masculinity in 1997, it 
is only recently that scholars have started to examine 
how discourses about masculinity fit in with processes 
of male radicalisation. And perhaps one of the most 
important contemporary contexts for investigating 
language, masculinities, and radicalisation is the 
‘manosphere’, a loose-knit collection of forums, social 
media sites, and blogs where men usually discuss a range 
of men’s concerns, including “men’s rights” (usually in 
the context of marriage, divorce, and child custody), 
domestic violence against men, self-improvement, 
relationships, dating, fitness, physical health, and more. 

Although ostensibly marketing itself as a sort of 
digital equivalent of the ‘men’s retreats’ of the 1970s 
and 1980s, where men would talk about their lives, 
their worries, and their concerns, learning from one 
another through a process of mentoring and reflection, 
the manosphere has been routinely criticised for 
the promotion of sexist, racist, anti-feminist, and 
misogynistic discourses, as well as the advocacy of 
traditional heteronormative masculinity as the gold 
standard of male behaviour. 



NATE | Teaching English | Issue 28 | 59

Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

It is also a space where an ideology of male 
supremacism runs rampant, driven by ‘fear and anger at 
the loss of white male status’ (Southern Poverty Law Center 
2019). Of particular concern is how the manosphere 
consequently functions as a space for the recruitment 
and radicalisation of men who feel disenfranchised and 
unrepresented by contemporary social politics. 

More specifically, many manosphere sites exploit 
young men’s sense of what Kimmel (2018: 15) terms 
‘aggrieved entitlement’, or ‘a gendered sense of entitlement 
thwarted by larger economic and political shifts’. These 
shifts include increased migration and cultural diversity, 
changes in family structure, moves away from a traditional 
patriarchal social system, and perceived loss of 
economic or educational opportunities, all of which are 
taken as threats towards male status and social privilege. 

And these discourses very often become weaponised 
in the manosphere. If you are able to convince young 
men that all of their problems are because of shadowy 
external forces hell-bent on disassembling their current 
way of life and that only by reclaiming their ‘masculinity’ 
is it possible to fight back, you have a potent form of in-
group rhetoric which can be difficult to resist. In such 
cases, masculinity becomes a rallying point around 
which disaffected young men can coalesce, offering 
them a way of pushing back against a world they no 
longer feel represents them. 

Investigating online discourses
As part of my forthcoming book on language and 
masculinities, I collected data from a range of online 
manosphere websites and communities in order to 
examine the kinds of linguistic patterns deployed, 
particularly in relation to gender. Drawing on different 
linguistic methodologies, I found that in addition 
to explicitly anti-women and anti-feminist stances, 
there existed a tension between two sets of competing 
discourses surrounding masculinity.

The first was where (primarily white) men were 
elevated as examples of cultural superiority, usually 
framed in relation to major technological developments, 
inventions, and advances. At the same time, however, 
there was also a discourse of men as victims, either 
of feminism, unequal treatment (for example, at the 
hands of the media or the legal system), or anti-male 
sentiment, suffering under a loss of status and standing. 

Underlying all of this was an explicit hierarchy of 
masculinity and the dangers of ‘failed’ masculinity, 
whether that be in the domains of dating, physicality, 

appearance, income, or any other measurement. This 
became particularly apparent in ‘alt-right’ online 
content, where such failures of masculinity are evoked 
as the reason for the claimed ‘decline’ in western 
culture, as the following example demonstrates:

‘Europe is enveloped in twilight – an utterly grave 
situation that demands real men for its solution, men who 
are willing to accept their traditional roles as defenders 
of family, folk, and civilisation. It is your responsibility to 
become such a man’.

As I worked through the analysis, I started thinking 
about the men who were contributing and engaging 
with these discourses. Why might someone write 
this kind of content? Why might someone read this 
kind of content? What might the cumulative effect 
of these discourses be on someone’s worldview and 
ideological positioning? Could these discourses 
facilitate radicalisation and subsequent recruitment 
to male supremacist movements? And to what extent 
do these discourses end up circulating outside of the 
manosphere?

“In the manosphere, an 
ideology of male supremacism 
runs rampant, driven by ‘fear 
and anger at the loss of white 
male status’. It consequently 
functions as a space for the 
recruitment and radicalisation 
of men who feel disenfranchised 
and unrepresented by 
contemporary social politics.”
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Radicalisation and recruitment
Other researchers and activists have voiced similar 
concerns. For example, in her outreach work in UK 
schools, Laura Bates, the founder of the ‘Everyday 
Sexism’ project, found that boys attending her anti-
sexism sessions were reproducing many of the 
manosphere talking points that emerged in my own 
research, including the idea of feminism as a global 
evil, women as manipulative and uncaring, and men 
as victims of a conspiracy to strip them of their status, 
freedoms, and social standing. As she writes in her most 
recent book:

Almost every week for the past eight years, I have spoken 
to young people in schools all across the UK about sexism. 
But over the past two years, boys’ responses started 
changing. They were angry, resistant to the very idea of 
a conversation about sexism. Men themselves were the 
real victim, they’d tell me, in a society in which political 
correctness has gone mad, white men are persecuted, and 
so many women lie about rape (Bates 2020.). 

Similarly, in his role as director of the Beyond Equality 
charity, Dan Guinness (quoted in Drewett 2020) reports 
that: ‘Our school leaders said pupils would stop talking about 
their actual lived experiences and instead start repeating 
ideology they’d learned in a Reddit thread practically word-
for-word’. 

Bates goes on to argue that online misogynist hate 
groups are responsible for not only promoting sexist, 
racist, anti-women, and anti-feminist content, but that 
they are also actively seeking out and recruiting young 
men into their movements, a recruitment process which 
very often exploits young men’s worries and insecurities 
about what it is to be masculine, in the process sabotaging 
their growth, potential, and relationships with others. 

Gender and digital literacies
All of this raises, as might be expected, profound 
questions concerning how we might educate young 
men against the corrosive influence of these discourses. 
Charity organisations such as Beyond Equality and the 
Everyday Sexism project play an important role here by 
encouraging young men to rethink their assumptions 
about gender politics and masculinity, with the aim of 
ultimately reducing gender-based violence. 

The onus is also very often placed on parents and 
caregivers to intervene in suspected cases of online 
radicalisation. For example, writing about the potential 
radicalisation of her teenage sons who were engaging 
with manosphere and alt-right content, American author 
Joanna Schroeder (quoted in Prasad 2019) suggests that 
‘parents need to intervene because children will not often stop 
to critically examine the arguments they hear online’.

While the role of parents and external partners 
should not be overlooked, I suggest that a potentially 
productive strategy could also be found in developing 
young men’s skills in digital literacies. As Jacobson 
(2019: 171) argues, ‘Formal education can play a role in 
students’ productive use of these out-of-school spaces by 
helping students develop the analytical language needed to 
recognize and resist discourses of toxic masculinity’. Knights 
(2008: vii) makes much the same point, arguing that 
‘Skills developed for the interpretation of texts may … also 
enable teachers – and students – to unpick the meanings of 
the groups in which they participate’. 

Some progress has been made in this area. For 
example, the Personal, Social, Health and Economic 
association has developed a series of classroom 
resources on extremism and radicalisation, where 
pupils are encouraged to become ‘critical consumers’ 
of media outputs (see PSHE 2016). But given the ways 

Language, masculinities and the English curriculum – Tackling online radicalisation

“This raises profound questions 
concerning how we might 
educate young men against the 
corrosive influence of these 
discourses, encouraging them to 
rethink their assumptions about 
gender politics and masculinity, 
with the aim of ultimately 
reducing gender-based violence.”
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“Given the 
ways in which 
language is 
implicated 
in the 
construction, 
promotion, and 
dissemination 
of masculinities, 
the critical 
investigation 
of manosphere 
texts would 
seem to be 
a good fit in 
the English 
Language 
curriculum, 
with the added 
benefit of 
expanding 
the English 
Language 
curriculum 
beyond the 
traditional 
language 
and gender 
framework.”

in which language is implicated in the construction, 
promotion, and dissemination of masculinities, the 
critical investigation of manosphere texts would seem 
to be a good fit in the English Language curriculum 
in light of the fact that pupils are asked in these 
assessments to consider how texts enact relationships 
between writers, speakers and audiences, as well as how 
texts can influence, manipulate, or persuade a reader. 

Activities based on the points below have the added 
benefit of expanding the English Language curriculum 
beyond the traditional language and gender framework, 
which typically examines ideas around ‘women’s 
language’, gendered speech styles, conversational 
dominance, and textual representations of gender in 
media outputs, aligning the curriculum with ongoing 
research trends in language and gender studies. 

What would curriculum interventions look like?
We can now turn to the practical question of how some 
of these issues might be integrated into the English 
Language curriculum. Since space is limited, only 
indicative suggestions can be made, but the hope is 
that this discussion acts as a springboard for teachers’ 
independent classroom developments. 

Approaches to lexis and discourse
At the level of lexis, pupils could investigate the kinds of 
in-group vocabulary that characterise the manosphere 
(Nikhil Sonad and Tim Squirrel’s 2017 overview of 
manosphere vocabulary is a good starting point), looking 
at neologisms, portmanteau words, and other structural 
aspects of lexical creation. Of particular interest in 
this regard is how elements of this vocabulary encode 
hierarchies of genders. For example, the terms ‘Chad’ and 
‘Stacey’ reflect idealisations of male and female behaviour 
respectively, although they are also used as derogatory 
social comment. Similarly, categorisations such as ‘alpha’ 
and ‘beta’ speak to a framework where men are positioned 
relative to one another against a set of normative 
behavioural practices, as well as promoting a zero-sum 
worldview where people are either ‘winners’ or ‘losers’. 

The ‘alpha’ concept is also often deployed in 
online ‘self-help’ guides for men, where problems 
can (apparently) be solved simply by becoming ‘more 
manly’. Searching for ‘how to be an alpha’ on Google 
leads to thousands of articles where these kinds of 
discourse are deployed, and pupils might consider 
what kinds of qualities are normatively associated with 
the ‘alpha’ concept, what they map on to in terms of 
semantic fields like power, dominance, and control, and 
how the ‘alpha’ is transplanted into other kinds of genres 
(e.g., business advice, lifestyle articles, sports reporting). 
Pupils could then apply Michael Hoey’s problem-
solution pattern to interrogate how this specific form of 
masculinity becomes a panacea for (perceived) failures 
of dating, lack of financial security, deficiencies of 
physical attractiveness, and a host of other insecurities. 

These articles can also be loaded into a corpus 
linguistic program like AntConc, WordSmith Tools, 
or WebCorp, revealing further patterns that can be 
explored through concordance lines, word clusters, 
and collocations (that is, words that have a statistical 
tendency to go together). The same approach can be 
followed with other emotive terms like ‘real men’ or 
‘soy boy’, or ideas of masculinity organised around 
nationality, such as ‘American men’ or ‘British men’. 

Pupils can also explore how pseudo-scientific lexis, 
usually drawn from evolutionary biology and psychology 
frameworks, is used in the manosphere to ‘explain’ 
contemporary gender relations and legitimate male 
superiority. This includes notions concerning naturally 
‘protective’ males and ‘submissive’ females, the hunter/
gatherer dichotomy, and apparent differences in men’s 
and women’s brains, their sex drive, and their dating 
preferences, all of which is taken to motivate differential 
behaviour. Manosphere spaces also use terms like 
‘hypergamy’ to suggest women are only interested 
in partners of a higher social status than themselves, 
and typically frame men as rational and women as 
emotional, all of which combine to present a generally 
negative and sexist characterisation of women. 

Finally, there is a wealth of material about how 
masculinity becomes mobilised as a civic good and, 
by extension, how a lack of masculinity is conceived 
as a civic threat. For example, in their discussion of 
public responses to American football quarterback 
Colin Kaepernick’s protest against racial inequalities, 
Dickerson and Hodler (2020) argue how memes 
mocking Kaepernick centre ‘a White heterosexual 
masculinity as the embodiment, defender, and moral 
compasses of the nation’. These memes could form 
the basis of wider classroom discussion, while the 
Twitter account @MasculineTakes (also known as ‘Hot 
Masculinity Takes’) often shares content which can also 
be integrated into teaching sessions. 

Risks, dangers, and pitfalls
There is, of course, a number of dangers in integrating 
this kind of content into sessions. First and foremost is 
encountering resistance from male pupils, especially 
when so many young men consider themselves 
exemplars of ‘good lad’ masculinity. While is difficult 
confronting the less salutary aspects of our identities, 
social progress and gender equality can only happen if 
men are involved as active agents of change, as recent 
work in mentoring, peer-group support, and community 
building suggests. A corollary of this is that men have to 
hold other men accountable for their behaviour and the 
starting point for this is dealing with the fact that not all 
men are paragons of virtue.

Second, a perception of ‘targeting’ boys could cause 
hostility and alienation, with male pupils feeling as 
though they are being vilified for the actions of other 
men and boys. This view may be further exacerbated 
among those who already feel marginalised by existing 
institutional structures, limiting the effectiveness of 
any proposed curriculum interventions.

That said, it is important to restate that it is 
particular constellations of behaviour which are under 
examination, typically those associated with destructive 
or nihilistic expressions of masculinity, rather than 
masculinity as a general concept. As Knight (2008: 
236) cautions, ‘we do not seek to revive a cultural politics 
of guilt or accusation’. Despite many critics’ claims to the 
contrary, there is no ‘war on masculinity’, but instead 
a desire among many educators, activists, and parents 
to empower young men to fulfil their entire potential 
as men and to reject divisive, sexist, and misogynistic 
practices and beliefs.

Third, despite how subversive or distasteful much 
manosphere content is, it can be difficult engaging 
pupils in the finer details about the discursive patterns 
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“Being able 
to recognise 
the kinds of 
persuasive 
strategies 
deployed in 
manosphere 
texts will 
(hopefully) 
go some 
way towards 
improving 
young men’s 
resistance 
to such 
manipulation. 
Female pupils 
can also 
benefit from 
discussing 
this kind 
of content, 
giving them 
the analytical 
tools and 
vocabulary 
needed to 
challenge 
the gendered 
discourses 
circulating 
in the 
manosphere 
and beyond.”

deployed in these kinds of texts. Such content can often 
be trivialised as ‘banter’, ‘meaningless’, or ‘just a joke’, 
undermining efforts to treat it as the serious threat it 
can be, while others might question how content like 
this will help them pass their assessments. 

Ultimately, though, if the aim is to encourage pupils 
to think about how particular discourses of masculinity 
are co-opted for the purposes of radicalising young 
men into an ideology of male supremacy, then being 
able to recognise the kinds of persuasive strategies 
deployed in manosphere texts will (hopefully) go some 
way towards improving young men’s resistance to such 
manipulation. 

And as much as this discussion has centred on boys, 
we also need to ask how we can engage girls as equal 
partners. Reflecting on ‘boy-centred curricula’, Pinkett 
and Roberts (2019: 14) warn that ‘[girls] may well get sick 
to bloody death of your attempts to appeal to boys, while their 
individual interests are ignored’. Despite the male focus of 
the manosphere, I would argue that female pupils can 
benefit from discussing this kind of content, giving them 
the analytical tools and vocabulary needed to challenge 
the gendered discourses circulating in the manosphere 
and beyond. This is especially important given how 
discourses of male supremacism intersect with broader 
practices of networked misogyny and sexism.

Conclusions and future directions
So, where does all of this leave us? First, this work aligns 
at a broader policy level with ongoing governmental 
strategies concerning anti-radicalisation and anti-
extremism, particularly among young men. There 
is undoubtedly an allure in the promise of attaining 
some sort of ‘new and improved’ sense of masculinity, 
and ideas around a form of elevated masculinity are 
seductive. Young men can be especially receptive 
to these ideas, given the various cultural pressures 
they are typically exposed to via the media and other 
sources. Recognising discourses of male supremacism 
and their subsequent weaponisation is an important 
plank of helping young men resist the siren call of these 
movements. As Laura Bates (quoted in Drewett 2020) 
notes, ‘Preventing radicalization is much easier than de-
radicalizing after it happens’.

Second, what has been set out here also goes in 
lockstep with recent work on how to teach boys to 
move beyond rigid and narrow conceptualisations of 
what it is to be a man. For example, Matt Pinkett and 
Mark Roberts (2019: 1) suggest that ‘when boys [behave 
badly], they are actually trying to aspire to an outdated, 
but nonetheless widespread, idea about what it means to be 
a “real man”’. Advocating a form of ‘tender masculinity’, 
they outline how young men can be encouraged to 
adopt more positive forms of masculinity and how 
schools, teachers, and classroom activities can facilitate 
this process. 

Finally, the prevalence of male violence, as well as 
growing rates of online/off-line sexism and anti-women 
sentiment, means there is a social imperative to find 
ways of tackling these problems. As Gina Martin (2021) 
writes, ‘Men really do have the power to change long-held 
notions of traditional masculinity and start to pull [gendered] 
violence up from the roots’. 

The hope is that this article outlines some of the 
practical ways we can pursue such an agenda in the arts 
and humanities sector. 
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Features: English, Gender and Sexuality  

To coincide with LGBTQ+ History Month 
in February, Into Film has launched a 
curated programme of films, resources and 
collaborations with LGBTQ+ organisations 
such as Stonewall, Mermaids and Brook. The 
collection is available for educators on Into 
Film+, the only free (with a PVS licence) and 
rights-compliant film streaming service for 
UK schools.

This launch comes at a pivotal time for 
LGBTQ+ issues within education. Whilst the 
subject is now integral to the curriculum as 
part of Relationships Education for primary 
students and Sex and Relationships Education 
for secondary ones, recent research from 
LGBT+ charity ‘Just Like Us’ found that only a 
third of teachers felt ‘completely comfortable’ 
teaching the subject and one in five felt 
‘uncomfortable’. Meanwhile, a poll of secondary 
students from the same charity found that 
nearly half of young people had received little 
or no positive messaging at school about being 
LGBT+ in the past 12 months.

Into Film’s programme aims to help 
educators feel confident in exploring lesbian, 
gay, bi, trans, queer, questioning and ace 
spectrum experiences, not just across 
February, but every day. Meanwhile, crucial 
contributions from experts and individuals 
in the LGBTQ+ community mean that the 
accompanying resources and videos for each 
film can speak with authority on how to 
inspire and educate young people across the 
UK as well instigate and normalise peer-to-
peer discussions around this subject.’

The programme is aimed at 11–19-year-olds 
and includes the following films, resources 
and additional content:

• Love, Simon (cert 12) – accompanied by 
a film guide and exclusive content from 
Stonewall who provide an introduction 
and a closer look into the film’s themes

• Pride (cert 15) – accompanied by a film guide 
and two exclusive videos from curation 
experts at Into Film.

• Philadelphia (cert 12) – accompanied by a 
film guide and exclusive content from 
Terrance Higgins Trust who provide an 
introduction and Q&A about misinformation 
and the progress of AIDS/HIV.

• Tomboy (cert U) – accompanied by a 
film guide and an exclusive video from 
Mermaids (coming on February 3rd) 
discussing the film’s key topic of gender 
identity and an overview of the use of 
personal pronouns.

• Pariah (cert 15) – accompanied by an 
exclusive video from youth sexual 
education organisation, Brook, who 
provide an introduction and deeper dive 
into some key issues within the film 
including ‘coming out’, knowing your 
rights and how to find support from friends 
and family.

• Tangerine (cert 15)

• All About My Mother (cert 15) – accompanied 
by a film guide.

• The Imitation Game (cert 12) – accompanied 
by a film guide and LGBTQ+ assembly 
resource.

• Tokyo Godfathers (cert 12) – accompanied 
by a film guide

• One Year – a youth made short film 
about Ben Hodge’s personal experience 
of transitioning. Ben’s inspiring film won 
Best Documentary at the 2020 Into Film 
Awards

Into Film has also worked closely with  
Iris Prize and produced a collaborative 
educational resource focusing on five short 
films from the Iris Film Festival that explore 
themes of trans issues and inclusion. These 
include Between Us, Dawn, Something About 
Alex, Take Your Partners and Tomgirl. The 
accompanying resource was funded by Ffilm 
Cymru Wales and is available in English and 
Welsh.

Into Film+ also includes collections of 
short films that explore a variety of LGBTQ+ 
stories and narratives including Crocodile, 
Half A Life, Turn It Around, In Nature and 
The Son’s Name. Finally, several short films 
are available in collaboration with Peccadillo 
Pictures including Closets, Silly Girl, Happy 
& Gay, An Afternoon, Run (A)way Arab and 
Sign.

For further information about the LGBTQ+ 
programme and signing up to Into Film+ – 
https://www.intofilm.org/lgbtqplus

The LGBTQ+ 
Collection

Into Film introduces its new collection of LGBT+ films, available 
to watch through the free schools streaming service, Into Film+
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English and Media Centre

“We try to 
design our 
resources so 
that the initial 
focus when 
confronted 
with a new 
topic or text  
is on content, 
with work on 
the form it is 
expressed in 
coming later. 
Over the years 
we’ve found 
that this 
approach 
means that 
learning about 
form – so 
learning about 
how to write a 
critical essay, 
for example 
– comes more 
easily to 
students than 
if teaching 
was structured 
the other way 
round.”

Before they can approach the critical essay with 
confidence, students need to have something they  
want to say. Andrew McCallum suggests some  
activities to stimulate critical thinking.

Something to Say

A common problem for teachers when they set a critical 
essay style response, particularly at KS3, but into the 
GCSE years as well, is that students appear unable to 
write anything. The obvious conclusion to draw when 
confronted with rows of blank faces and blank pages is 
that they don’t have anything to say. But what if that is 
not actually the case? What if they actually have plenty 
to say but are stifled by anxiety about having to write in 
a particular form?

The critical essay is probably the hardest form students 
will have to grasp during their time at school. Rightly, it 
represents a high level of academic endeavour and critical 
engagement: a form designed to match up to, as well as 
analyse, the material to hand. However, the requirement 
to write in a particular kind of impersonal style, coupled 
with the sense that it is written for no other purpose 
than assessment by a teacher, means that when tasked 
with the critical essay students are liable to focus on the 
mechanics of writing rather than what they want to say. 
Problems for students are increased by the conceptual 
nature of essay writing: comment on the effect of language 
used in X; how does the writer present conflict in Y? 

It is not that students aren’t capable of commenting 
on language or the presentation of key themes or 
challenging ideas from a young age; it is just that pushed 
to do so too early in highly formal ways, they are liable 
to freeze. Hence the blank faces and blank pages.

The fact that students do have lots to say is often 
apparent if they are asked to formulate responses in 
different ways. Role-play can be a particularly effective 
way to free students from the constraints they can 
feel overwhelmed by when required to respond in the 
impersonal third-person voice of the critic-expert. Ask 
them, for example, to talk to a partner in role as the 
writer of a novel about their choice of language, or why 
they started their work in a particular way, or what they 
wanted their readers to think and feel in a particular 
chapter, and the floodgates are likely to open. 

Suddenly students are not being asked to perform 
solely for their teacher, the expert in a form they are 
insecure about using; instead they are being asked to 
pretend. And in pretence there seems to be less anxiety 
about right and wrong. A student’s thought process might 
well now go something like this: It’s impossible to know what 
the writer really thought or intended, but based on my reading 
I’m going to have a really good go at offering a possible response.

Activities like this develop confidence about having 
something to say. The focus is on the development of 
thinking and understanding. This means that when 
the time comes for formal essay writing, the necessary 

focus on form is less likely to block out ideas. The 
ultimate aim, of course, is that both flow effortlessly – 
form and content working in symbiosis – but it is the 
ideas that are of paramount importance, the form more 
the vehicle through which they are expressed. 

We try to design our resources at the English and 
Media Centre so that the initial focus when confronted 
with a new topic or text is on content, with work on the 
form it is expressed in coming later. Over the years we’ve 
found that this approach means that learning about form 
– so learning about how to write a critical essay, for 
example – comes more easily to students than if teaching 
was structured the other way round. Armed with plenty 
of content, students don’t find it quite so hard to think 
about writing in a formal style, drawing on lots of 
evidence, sustaining a line of argument, and so on.

This is an approach we’re currently putting into 
practice when drafting resources for a publication in 
production. It’s a poetry anthology, as yet untitled.  
Do look out for it, hopefully in the summer!

If you want to take a look at a range of activities that 
allow students to develop their critical understanding 
without necessarily requiring them to write in a formal 
critical style, then take a look at the free PowerPoint 
resources we developed, in collaboration with over 40 
teachers, for our Iridescent Adolescent anthology of short 
stories. Here are some examples:
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News from EMC

Poetry workshop and anthologies
We’re delighted to be hosting another online poetry 
workshop live from Chicago with leading poet-
educator Peter Kahn, as part of our free EMC twilight 
series. Working alongside two former students, Peter 
will draw on poems from a brand new anthology, 
Respect the Mic, which showcases work produced by 
students and alumni of his school over the past two 
decades. Ever the innovator, Peter will leave teachers 
with a lesson they can do with their students, then 
entering the poems produced in a competition – £150 
to the student who writes the best poem and another 
£150 to their teacher! https://www.englishandmedia.
co.uk/cpd-and-consultancy/courses/emc-cpd-
online-respect-the-mic-emc-free-twilight-15.3.22

Respect the Mic isn’t the only poetry anthology 
we’re excited about. We’re busy compiling one of our 
own, made up of over 100 amazing contemporary 
poems, with free accompanying resources online. Keep 
your eyes peeled later in the year for further details of 
what’s provisionally titled EMC Poetry Playlist.

A Level conferences
We ran two emagazine A Level conferences at Friends 
House, Euston last term – one for Language, another 
for the Edexcel Poems of the Decade anthology. With 
numbers limited to 600 students, there was plenty of 
space to enjoy the brilliant presentations. 

We’ve a second language conference planned for 
March 2nd, also at Friends House. The line-up 
includes journalist Gary Younge, plus leading linguists 
Deborah Cameron, Lynne Murphy, Amanda Cole and 
Khawla Badwan. See: https://www.englishandmedia.
co.uk/conferences/a-level-english-language- 
student-conference-offline-on-euston-road-and-in-p

Antigone publication
We’re delighted to have secured funding from the 
Classical Association to develop KS3 resources 
around Antigone as part of Barbara Bleiman’s Cultural 
Conversations series. We’ve commissioned some 
wonderful writers to create adaptations and responses 
to the Greek classic. So we’ll have a short play by 
Sarah Hehir, poems by Inua Ellams and Valerie 
Bloom and short stories by Phoebe Roy and Barbara 
Bleiman herself. We’re aiming for publication in 
September 2022.

Just Write research
We are working with four schools to explore 
how students get the most out of our Just Write 
publication. We want to maintain the workbooks as  
a space for students to explore their own writing,  
free from the shackles of assessment criteria and 
teacher instruction, while also giving them structures 
within which to improve the quality of their work. 
We’ll report back on the findings later in the year.

Maternity Teachers, Paternity Teachers (MTPT)
We’re delighted to be funding two English teachers 
on the MTPT accreditation scheme, a coaching 
programme for teachers committed to completing 
professional development training while on parental 
leave. As well as paying in full for these teachers to 
complete the accreditation, we’re also offering them 
access to several of our online CPD courses, as well as 
meeting with them regularly online. 

Literary prizes
Ask students to create a prize for best short story 
in a particular category, e.g., Imagine you work for an 
environmental action group, like Greenpeace, or Friends of 
the Earth. You have created a prize for the best short story 
highlighting environmental issues.

Choose one of the three stories to be the winner of the 
prize and write the speech announcing this. (In response 
to stories by Margaret Atwood, Jessie Greengrass and 
Caroline Hadilaksono.)

Creating an anthology
Ask students to select one story to complete an 
anthology, with justifications, e.g., In pairs or a small 
group, develop a presentation in response to this letter:

Dear _______,

We are in the process of putting together an anthology for 
11–14 year olds called ‘Spooked!’. It contains ghost and 
horror stories, and also other tales that can be said to go 

with this title. We have room for one more story and have 
narrowed it down to three: ‘Click-clack, the Rattlebag’, 
‘The Typewriter’ and ‘Foreboding’. We’d like you to 
make a case for one of the stories. We suggest you use the 
criteria on the right to help you. We’ll listen to a range of 
presentations and then make our decision. 

A crafted conversation
After students have engaged in a role-play, ask them to 
reformulate their conversation into something more 
crafted, e.g., Write up an imagined conversation between 
members of a reading group discussing the use of the first-
person narrative in these stories. You might start with one of 
the members saying, ‘I really like the way that …’. Members 
of the group might also ask questions, like ‘What do you think 
about Amir’s language?’.

You can access the free PowerPoints that accompany 
Iridescent Adolescent at https://www.englishandmedia. 
co.uk/publications/iridescent-adolescent-accompanying- 
resources-emc-free-download

Reviews and Columns 
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Subject Matter

Vital lessons about assessment and learning in English  
have been ignored by the current government, argues  
Peter Thomas. Here, using example GCSE student 
responses, he sets out a history of the development of  
those principles over the last 40 years, and sets out a  
series of principles and next steps for putting things right.

What Matters in Teaching 
and Assessing Literature
Or, more precisely, ‘What matters in teaching  
young people and in assessing their response  
to life, language and literature.’

Having spent 39 years in assessing English and English 
Literature, as examiner and moderator, throughout 
the evolution from GCE ‘O Level’ and every version of 
GCSE, I would like to feel confident that assessment 
of reading in English has reached a secure and reliable 
maturity. It may be me, or it may be the nature of 
assessment in English, but my confidence is qualified 
by Einstein’s sober caution ‘Not everything that counts can 
be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts’.

What follows is a personal, historical account 
highlighting key points in the evolution of assessment 
in English Literature. It is about what has counted at 
various times in the English curriculum, and how it has 
been counted in various assessment models.

Widening certification: GCE (O Level), via CSE, 
to GCSE
Although the GCE O Level was designed in 1951 for the 
top 20% of ability, entries grew over the next 15 years, 
with some refinements as it aimed to create a stable 
performance profile of the school leaving population. 
It did this most efficiently between 1965 and 1985 on a 
norm-referenced basis, assigning a fixed proportion of 
each cohort to each grade (A 10%, B 15%, C 25–30%, D 
5–10%, E 5–10%, U 15–20%).

When the school leaving age was raised to 16 in 
1972, the CSE exam was introduced to extend formal 
certification to 60% of school-leavers. By 1978 GCE O 
Level and CSE between them had extended certification 
to 85% of school-leavers. When the two systems were 
integrated as GCSE in 1988 the figure rose to about 92%. 
This expansion of the system was driven partly by the 
philosophical notion of inclusivity and partly by the 
political expediency of meeting employers’ demand for 
clarity and uniformity.

A starting point: Learning for Assessment
I began my assessment career in 1983, on the Oxford 
O Level literature paper. This was a revelation, and not 
just because I was by far the youngest in the examining 
team, most of whom were tweedy retired ladies, firmly 
led by a revered elderly academic as Chief Examiner. 
What was more revelatory was his introductory 
statement that we were there to ‘sort out the sheep 
from the goats’.

The mechanism for this dividing of the herds became 
clear as he took us through the Shakespeare section. 
The question on Julius Caesar had three parts. The first, 
for 8 marks, required glossing of vocabulary and the 
second, for 4 marks, required plot recall. If 8/20 was 
40% of available marks, and not far short of the border 
for a C pass, and 12/20 the border for a B, it was fairly 
clear where teachers would put most of their effort 
in preparation - as, I confess, did I, scrutinising past 
papers and the set text for the likely words and phrases 
the examiners would choose. Boys, I discovered, found 
this practical cunning an acceptable way of dealing with 
Shakespeare, and teacher skill in glossary-predicting 
earned a measure of manly respect.

Here is the question:

i) Explain ‘your wisdom is consum’d in confidence’, 
‘for thy humour’, ‘in happy time’ and ‘portents’.  
(8 marks)

ii) How, immediately after this extract, does Decius 
go on to interpret Calpurnia’s dream? (4 marks)

iii) What do you learn of Caesar’s character from 
his speeches here? (8 marks)

“This O Level 
model 
imported  
a kind of 
discipline into 
literary study, 
but not a 
discipline  
I thought 
essential  
to my own 
enjoyment of 
literature, or 
the enjoyment 
I hoped to 
create in my 
classroom.”
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“In GCSE 
Literature 
assessment, 
the aim was to 
avoid the GCE 
O Level over-
privileging of 
memorised 
knowledge 
over personal 
interpretive 
response. The 
adjustment 
reflected an 
understanding 
that the 
subtlety and 
complexity of 
a candidate’s 
response to 
thought and 
feeling were 
more 
important 
than the 
subtlety and 
complexity  
of a text’s 
language.”
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The culture of this assessment model became clear as 
the Chief Examiner explained his choice of ‘in happy 
time’ as a way of testing knowledge that the Elizabethan 
meaning of ‘happy’ was convenience rather than joy, 
thereby separating the knowledgeable sheep from 
the uninformed goats. My naïve question concerning 
candidates who may not have had a glossary or a 
teacher explanation was met with the terse retort that 
it was none of our business if candidates were exposed 
to poor scholarship.

I still have my pre-printed Chief Examiner mark-
scheme with his dictated training-day amendments, 
instructing us that for ‘for thy humour’ (the same 
knowledge criterion as with ‘happy’) we could accept 
either ‘just to please you’ or ‘keep you happy’ (but only 
1 mark out of the two available) or ‘for your whim 
or caprice’. ‘Caprice’ was not a word that had much 
currency among the students I taught.

What seems striking now is that the more interesting 
issue, closer to why the play was written and why it has 
given readers and audiences pleasure and insight over 
the centuries, was the third part. A tariff allowing it the 
same marks as for glossing four phrases seemed to me a 
disservice to drama, to Shakespeare and to candidates. I 
understood that this assessment model imported a kind 
of discipline into literary study but it was not a discipline 
I thought essential to my own enjoyment of literature, 
or the enjoyment I hoped to create in my classroom. 
So it was with relief that I got involved the next year 
in preparations for a very different sort of assessment. 
The new assessment framework was an experimental 
variant designed for adult education, the North-East 
regional TWYLREB post-16 coursework scheme. This 
evolved eventually into the GCSE model of the Northern 
Universities’ JMB/NEAB/NEA GCSE in 1988.

The combined GCSE
This new system featured some innovations designed to 
suit the needs of different schools and different abilities. 
It built in some features radically different from the 
GCE O Level model:

• an option for school-chosen texts and tasks

• all-ability range A-U

• generic questions

• moderated coursework.

For good or ill, this new GCSE extended assessment of 
academic attainment to all abilities, and this required 
major thinking about the nature of the curriculum 
as well as how to assess it. In curriculum terms, this 
meant reviewing the nature of set texts: for example, 
reconciling the O Level prescription of Paradise Lost, King 
Lear and Pride and Prejudice, and the CSE prescription of 
Kes, Roger McGough and Our Day Out. The result was a 
widening of the literary repertoire to accommodate the 
needs and preferences of very different schools and very 
different students. The aim was to enhance motivation 
and vary the routes to certificated attainment.

In Literature assessment, the aim was to avoid the 
GCE O Level over-privileging of memorised knowledge 
over personal interpretive response. The mark tariff was 
adjusted, in line with new assessment objectives, to balance 
skills of interpretation and response with knowledge 
and understanding. The adjustment of weightings for 
skills and knowledge reflected an understanding that 
the subtlety and complexity of a candidate’s response 
to thought and feeling were more important than the 
subtlety and complexity of a text’s language, particularly 
if the complexity was only a matter of antiquity.
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A growing point: Assessment for Learning
The GCSE examining and moderating teams at 
Manchester were in stark contrast to those I had known 
in Oxford, and not only in age. Most were practising 
teachers in state schools. As practising teachers, we 
had a different sense of sheep and goats: our classes 
contained both, as well as other species, and we were 
aware of their respective merits. We shared some beliefs 
– that exams should help the learning process and they 
should motivate and enable a variety or responses. 
We were not against a discipline of knowledge about 
literature but we wanted also a discipline of response, 
one based on the impact of literature on a reader. We 
wanted an assessment model that promoted a humane 
discipline in literary study, valuing the tentative, 
exploratory and reflective response over a notional 
‘right answer’, and encouraging imperfect spontaneous 
honesty over perfectly practised formulae.

As part of this attempt to link curriculum with 
assessment as an aid to teaching and learning, we 
created an anthology of (in our view) stimulating texts 
for optional use, one of which included a collection of 
poems titled after various plants and flowers, but, as is 
the way of literature, about rather more than botany. 
After much discussion, we decided that the question we 
wanted to ask was exactly that – so we asked:

These poems don’t do anything for people unless they like 
plants and gardening. Discuss.

For safety, we offered an alternative, less conventional 
question. And we learned a lot. Some teachers 
complained that they hadn’t been expecting a question 
like this. We sympathised, but had offered an alternative, 
hoping this signalled new possibilities. We wanted an 

element of surprise – especially as we knew that many 
answers to a question tended to be rehashes of what 
had already been practised – usually an answer to the 
previous year’s paper set as a mock.

Others said they welcomed the approach but would 
have liked a warning. We agreed. We should have 
announced our view that the purpose of the exam is to 
prompt a response informed by previous learning, but 
spontaneous in regard to the question on a familiar text. 
This meant setting a question, then writing the mark-
scheme based on assessment objectives – the opposite 
of the Oxford O Level model. Most candidates chose the 
alternative, but those who rose to the challenge raised 
our spirits. One script brought joy:

Of course they do. I don’t like plants or gardening but I 
still found the above four poems extremely interesting as 
poems go. The thing with poetry is that a poem can never 
be taken for its face value. There is almost always more in 
the poem than can be seen by glancing at the poem.

For example, William Blake’s ‘The Sick Rose’. At first 
sight it could be about a wilting or deceased flower. Bt 
a second look and a bit of contemplation will show you 
that other translations could be made of it. One is that 
it is a complaint against the industrial revolution which 
was starting pre-1900. The regular rhyme and rhythm 
suggests machinery. The howling storm could also be 
the noise created by the factories and mills. Just like 
the Jerusalem hymn, ‘And was Jerusalem builded here, 
amongst these dark Satanic mills.’ Blake was of the same 
period. He was also a romantic. Another translation of the 
poem is the symbolism of a sexually transmitted disease 
perhaps and the other horrors brought by industry, e.g. 
prostitution and the despoilation of land by industry.

Subject Matter

“We wanted 
an assessment 
model that 
promoted a 
humane 
discipline in 
literary study, 
valuing the 
tentative, 
exploratory 
and reflective 
response over 
a notional 
‘right answer’, 
and 
encouraging 
imperfect 
spontaneous 
honesty over 
perfectly 
practised 
formulae.”
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Developing personal responses
Encouraging students to make personal connections 
with ideas, attitudes, feelings and situations in poems 
as the main priority leaves space for later observation 
and recording of other matters, but a respect for poems 
and for poets has to prioritise why they wrote before 
considering how they wrote. Establishing this can lead 
to considering similarities and differences which may 
be personal, may be cultural or even historical – a 
better way to engage with the spirit of contexts than 
of appending historical details with simple statements 
of how there was a patriarchy then, or a great chain of 
being. More important was the context of reception 
– the point at which reader, text and writer meet in 
agreement, dissent, delight or doubt.

Here is one student responding to a distinctly and 
archaically canonical text, Light Shining out of Darkness 
by William Cowper in 1773:

I respected the poem Light Shining out of Darkness 
because the poet expressed a view that you should look for 
the best in things, which I think is an admirable quality. 
However, I didn’t agree with everything he said, I don’t 
think people should necessarily have a belief in God to 
get through tough times, but I do think some sort of faith, 
hope or attitude can help us to rise above things…

I found I could relate to this as recently I went up a 
mountain in the Lake District and it was pouring with 
rain. I was cold, wet and miserable, however I didn’t want 
to complain or be a ‘bad sport’ so I put up with it for the 
sake of self-discipline and I suppose pride too. I learnt 
from it that it is a triumph to rise above things when you 
least feel like it.

Selecting texts that resonated with young people, and 
setting tasks that invited a personal response, became 
a prominent feature of GCSE. For example, choosing 
Invisible Darkness of the Back Row was successful in 
engaging the interest of youngsters – girls particularly – 
whose ethnicity or culture may have given them a view 
of disparate values and heritage, and of lessons.

More than anything, the ability to respond 
as a kindred spirit engaged empathy as well as 
understanding, and generated some honest responses 
that needed no labelling of language features. Linking 
that text with The Darkness Out There gave scope to 
comment reflectively on the evolution of the reader’s 
response:

Because of his appearance and where he lives, she 
dismisses him… To me, when I first read this, I took it for 
granted that she was right, because she fears the things 
everyone fears, ‘witches and wolves’… Because I could 
identify with her opinions,, I trusted her judgement 
of Kerry. It was only at the end when it was him who 
understood what Mrs Rutter did, who ‘walked around in 
a world grown unreliable’ that I saw I had read the story 
from Sandra’s perspective. Lively made me trust the views 
of Sandra by showing her fears. When I read it for the 
second time I saw things as if I was reading from a third 
person perspective.

When I read Invisible Mass of the Back Row, at first I 
thought ‘typical girl who wants to avoid work’ because 

there are back rows everywhere. I’ve even been there, when 
nail varnish and TV are more cool than work. I recognised 
laziness. At the end when Hortense and the others made it 
their business to learn and defend their race, country and 
history, I saw there was more to her than ‘hair plaiting’. 
I saw that she had strong feelings and attitudes once she 
knew that it was necessary to express them, even after the 
punishment that came from Mrs Henderson.

The success of the integrated GCSE
The success of the integrated GCSE system was 
evident in the steady increase in higher grades from 
a numerically extended entry. In 1983, 26% of school-
Leavers in England obtained O-level (A–C) or CSE 
grade 1 pass in 5 or more subjects. By 1993, 41% of 
leavers were gaining 5 A-C grades.

Year Percentage of pupils gaining 5 or more 
grades A-C

1990 34.5

1991 36.8

1992 38.3

1993 41.2

This success was largely due to teachers’ approval of 
a single system and determination to make it work. 
Teachers found that the emphasis on integrated 
oracy, the focus on reading media, studying spoken 
language and reading poems from different cultures 
engaged a wider population of students and expanded 
the relevance of English in the 21st century. All of 
these were well supported by CPD resources from the 
Awarding Bodies. It was also due to the exam boards’ 
decision to abandon norm-referencing and to award by 
publicly-available criteria-referenced grades.

All of these had the effect of making the GCSE years 
of English radically different in ethos and activity from 
the KS2/KS3 years which remained defined by the 
Government-led SATs. The SATs were an inadequate 
foundation for what was now a more ambitious GCSE 
agenda.

The combination of these developments was bound 
to have an impact on results. Figures for 2010 to 2015 
chart the change: 

Percentage of pupils in all English schools gaining five or 
more GCSE grades A*–C

Year
% all 
pupils

Boys Girls

2010 75.4 71.4 79.7

2011 79.6 75.9 83.5

2012 81.9 78.4 85.6

2013 81.8 79.6 86.5

2014 (old method 
for comparison)

75.2

2014 (new method) 63.8 57.7 71.7

2015 64.9 59.2 70.9

“Selecting texts 
that resonated 
with young 
people, and 
setting tasks 
that invited  
a personal 
response, 
became a 
prominent 
feature  
of GCSE. 
Teachers 
found that  
the emphasis 
on integrated 
oracy, the 
focus on 
reading media, 
studying 
spoken 
language and 
reading poems 
from different 
cultures 
engaged  
a wider 
population of 
students and 
expanded the 
relevance of 
English in the 
21st century.”
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The 2012 results
The hefty rise in 2012 was cause for much press 
discussion, much of it indignant and with a perverse 
sense of morality, rather than any grasp of assessment or 
pedagogy. Whilst some saw the explosion of attainment 
as a sign of lowered ‘standards’ and ‘grade inflation’, 
others, more logically, pointed to the change in teaching 
following the published criteria in the form of mark-
schemes. Teachers had much more clarity on what to 
focus their candidates on, a far cry from the mystery 
of process and outcome previously accepted under 
O Level. This was a system designed to reward merit 
where demonstrated rather than distribute reward by 
quota. It was also a system that reversed a trend, with 
girls overtaking boys in performance.

Politics took over from education as the debate about 
‘standards’ centred on standards of grade distribution 
rather than standards of student performance. As I 
compared, in my script archive, GCE O Level grade C 
performance with GCSE grade C performance in 2012, 
I had no doubt that 2012 students were doing more 
– and doing more in more subtle and complex ways – 
than those awarded the ‘gold standard’ of 1983.

This was not an interpretation that saw much light, 
particularly when the DfE narrative claimed that 
the Awarding Bodies had failed to secure ‘standards’, 
that ‘grade inflation’ was rampant and there needed 
to be a ‘more rigorous’ system. This was the political 
opportunity to wrench control of assessment from 
academics, professionals and Awarding Bodies, and 
to replace it with the priorities of government. The 
Awarding Bodies were entirely cowed by the assault 
from government and press, and senior personnel 
agreed to submit to ministerial edict and the heightened 
regulation of Ofqual. Enter the ‘reformed’ GCSEs 
introduced by Michael Gove, proposing fewer successes 
under a more ‘robust’ system.

The foundations of Gove’s proposed ‘world class’ 
system were already established at KS2 and KS3. It was 
no surprise, then, that the ‘reformed’ GCSE removed the 
very parts of English and Literature that had been most 
motivating to students and most significant in widening 
the repertoire of reading, thinking and experience. The 
Gove ‘reforms’ removed coursework to make memory 
recall in an exam more important. In English, they 
removed integrated Speaking and Listening, removed 
Different Cultures poetry, removed Media Studies and 
removed Spoken Language Study – all of which were 
useful reinforcements of a reading and responding 
model equally applicable to English Language and 
English Literature. GCSE was being brought more in 
line with the curriculum focus and assessment model of 
KS2 and KS3 SATs.

Other forces at work from 1993–2012
While GCSE was working towards a new sense of 
assessment serving English as a humane discipline, 
something else was going on. Key Stage 2 and 3 SATs 
were a government initiative outsourced to contracted 
agencies, working to briefs reflecting the government’s 
sense of what curriculum and assessment should be. 
With a National Curriculum published to establish 

the content of teaching and learning, the SATs were 
a measure not just of pupil attainment, but of school 
performance in ‘delivering’ that national curriculum 
content. As an assessment method, it was content-
driven, at the same time that GCSE was tending towards 
a skills-driven model.

The lack of teacher involvement in SATs development 
became clear in mismatch between what was asked and 
how it was valued in questions on Shakespeare: 

KS3 SATs 1993
i) Explain the dramatic significance of Lady 

Capulet’s words and action at line 8. (1 mark)

ii) It is difficult to represent a battle on stage. How 
does Shakespeare convey the excitement of 
events in the battle in this extract (of 51 lines)? 
(1 mark)

From this inauspicious beginning, it may be thought 
that some learning may have taken place. Sadly, no. 
After ten years of over-riding academic and professional 
criticism, the same approach was being applied. 

KS3 SATs 2003
i) What was the month and time at which the 

Frankenstein experiment took place. (1 mark)

[MS sample answer: I mark for stating month and exact 
time of an event as ‘November’ and ‘one in the morning’, 
but no mark for ‘November’ and ‘at one p.m.’]

ii) In the first paragraph, how does the way the final 
sentence is written build up tension? (1 mark)

[MS sample answer (for 1 mark): ‘There is a humorous, 
flippant, ironic tone making the virtual human seem a 
less important achievement than before’. Or ‘It starts 
with a conjunction, ‘and’, which sets an informal tone 
and suggests a less important or serious side to the 
virtual human.’]

iii) Select and copy two phrases which show the 
contrast between beauty and horror. (1 mark)

 Explain why you think the contrast is effective. 
(1 mark)

The same reductive approach based on content 
measurability was evident in English as well as 
Literature, with a belief that ‘grammar’ was a matter 
of identifying features of language use. The spirit of 
Ronald Ridout, in the 1950s guides to passing the 11+, 
was alive and confident as the 21st century grew up: 

KS3 SATs 2014
i) Circle all the adverbs in the sentence below.

ii) Underline the subordinate clause in each of the 
following sentences.

iii) Add a suffix to this word to make an adjective.

iv) Re-write the following sentence, changing it 
from the active to the passive voice

Subject Matter

“The 
‘reformed’ 
GCSEs 
introduced by 
Michael Gove 
proposed 
fewer 
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under a more 
‘robust’ system 
It was no 
surprise that 
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and most 
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repertoire of 
reading, 
thinking and 
experience.”
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If anything, the influence of Messrs Gove and Gibb at 
the DfE, assisted by one D Cummings, in their contempt 
for the ‘blob’ of academics and professionals, resulted in 
more intrusive and assertive models of what was to be 
assessed, and how. 

KS2 SATs 2016
1 Underline the longest possible noun phrase in 

the sentence below.

2 Tick one box in each row to show whether 
the word after is used as a subordinating 
conjunction or as a preposition.

3 Underline the verb form that is in the present 
perfect in the passage below.

4 Circle all the pronouns in the sentence below.

5 Circle the two words in the sentence below that 
are synonyms of each other.

6 What does the root struct mean in the word 
family below?

7 What does the word others refer to in the 
passage below?

8 Circle all the determiners in the sentence below.

9 Complete the sentence below so that it uses the 
subjunctive form

10 Which sentence is written in the active voice?

This long history of an alternative to the kind of English 
developed in GCSE reached its highest point with the 
arrival of language’s greatest gift to the cheap and easy 
assessment a non-specialist could provide: Sensationally, 
thankfully, expediently, the fronted adverbial … The 
persistence of this kind of questioning in SATs has 
created in the minds of teachers and students a model 
of English which is based on content and a limited 
skill repertoire comprising comprehension, memory, 
terminology and exam technique.

Changes within an awarding body
Katherine Tattersall, the CEO at AQA until 2010, had 
been a teacher in Manchester schools. She created 
an organisation with permanent staff assigned to 
specific subjects, the English team being a model 
of subject-specific strength and loyalty. This stable 
team ran English and worked with people appointed 
to develop specifications, create resources and 
supervise examining and moderating teams. This 
close relationship with subject specialists gave them a 
particularly good grasp of English issues, and of matters 
important to English teachers. Jim Taylor, as Subject 
Officer, became impressively able to speak to English 
teachers with convincing understanding of the subject 
and their work, and this was one of the features that 
made AQA the leading Awarding Body.

Towards the end of her time at AQA, she was critical 
of tendencies within government policy, particularly 
Michael Gove’s proposal to scrap GCSEs and replace 
them with a new qualification only accessible to higher 
ability students. She said:

No one who is responsible for the education of young 
people should be proud to introduce a system which will 
result in a greater number of students leaving school 
with no qualifications. Education is about encouraging 
success and the raising of aspirations, not the writing off 
of a generation, which is what this new, untried, untested 
policy, based on prejudice and untruths, will bring about.

On her retirement in 2010, Andrew Hall, an accountant, 
took over and introduced a new culture aligning AQA 
with the commercial/industrial organisations he was 
familiar with. The subject teams were scrapped as part 
of a major redundancy programme and replaced with 
generic processing teams. The pressure on exam boards 
to become market-efficient meant a rise in the power of 
those who understood shaping a ‘product’ to a ‘customer’ 
– in this case, teachers pressurised by the accountability 
system of league tables and Ofsted inspection.

In Literature, the balance between curriculum 
objectives and assessment objectives was tilted towards 
the assessment framework, so that all questions 
became derived from the AOs. This has resulted in an 
extraordinary uniformity of questioning, with a need 
only to insert the author, the theme and the text in the 
template:

How does (X) present (Y) in (Z)?

AO2 AO1 AO2 AO1/AO3 AO1

How does (author) present (theme) in (text)

Some principles to carry forward
1 Young people need to be educated as students 

before they are trained to be candidates. Learning 
lasts longer than certification: they will be learners, 
parents, workers and citizens long after they have 
been candidates.

2 Their memory of English should be more than of 
mechanical print dismemberment. The technicist 
component of ‘Exam English’ matters less than a 
humane and socialised meeting of minds through 
reading, and making minds through talk and writing.

3 English needs to develop human attributes beyond 
GCSE assessment objectives, particularly for those 
less academically disposed, and particularly for those 
who may consider English as an A Level subject and 
beyond.

4 It needs to start from an ethos where exam 
preparedness is guaranteed, but as one part of a 
life preparation based on individuality, diversity, 
empathy, reflection, collaboration, scepticism about 
what erodes these, and celebration of what comes 
from them.

5 Literature is older and more important than exam 
questions on it. It provides a window – and a door 
– to active citizenship involving ethics, history, 
politics and national identities. It should prompt 
thought, feeling and individual voice, in a classroom 
context of conflicting opinion and debate. Labelling 
of devices is less important than enthusiastic, 
responsive and interrogative reading.

“If English 
Literature is 
to regain its 
appeal to all 
aptitudes of 
young people, 
there has to 
be a change  
of focus and 
priorities. 
There has  
to be less 
emphasis  
on final 
examination 
and on 
heritage/
canonical 
texts, and 
more on 
literature as 
something 
that speaks to 
all and invites 
all to speak 
about it.”
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6 When literature meshes with students’ own experience, 
it animates that experience, and the thoughts and 
feelings resulting from it. Students need to develop 
personalised expression in social contexts where 
they defend, illustrate, concede, oppose or develop 
other students’ views and opinions.

7 Key skills are: understanding, responding, exploring, 
interpreting, empathising, analysing, comparing, 
contextualising

8 A useful model:

And finally …
If English Literature is to regain its appeal to all 
aptitudes of young people, there has to be a change 
of focus and priorities, and some better integration of 
pedagogy, curriculum and assessment. There has to be 
less emphasis on final examination. There has to be less 
emphasis on heritage/canonical texts, and there has 
to be more emphasis on literature as something that 
speaks to all and invites all to speak about it.

Here are some simple practical suggestions for 
tilting English Literature tasks towards a more humane 
discipline:

1 Allow teacher choice of texts and provide generic 
questions (or provide a bank of suitable examples) 
– e.g., for prose (setting, characterisation, theme, 
structure & language):

• Explain why two settings from the novel you have 
studied are shown to be important to a character 
or to the story as a whole.

• How does the writer of the novel you have studied 
influence your understanding of a character 
in the narrative and in dialogue? Which do you 
think influences you more?

• How does the writer convey ideas about the 
causes and effects of conflict in the novel you 
have studied?

• Show how the writer of the novel you have 
studied develops aspects of a theme or the plot by 
reference to three episodes throughout the text.

• Explain how the author uses language to convey 
mood and attitude in what characters say and in 
describing what they do.

2 Slant tasks towards the reader’s response and 
experience – e.g., for poetry (variety, craft, response):

• Of all the poems you have studied, which two 
would you recommend to next year’s Year 11 
students, and why?

• Explore the ways in which your experience or 
your ideas have matched or conflicted with what 
you have read in two poems.

• Write about the ways that two poems you have 
read by different writers have influenced your 
thoughts or feelings by their use of language.

• Explain why you prefer either of two poems you 
have studied on a similar topic, or in a similar form.

• Choose two poems on a similar theme. Explain 
which poem you prefer and why another person 
may prefer the other.

3 Treat Shakespeare as if he wrote plays to be performed 
(craft, performance and response) – e.g.,

• Show how Shakespeare has made a main character 
someone you admire and do not admire at 
different points in the play.

• Explore the ways in which two minor characters 
are used by Shakespeare to develop the plot or 
convey ideas.

• If you were directing the play you have studied, 
how would you advise the actors to perform a 
short section of about twenty lines?

• Explain the way that two film or stage performances 
have interpreted the text in different ways.

• Write about the way Shakespeare’s writing 
developed your understanding of a main character 
in the course of the play you studied.

The next steps
1 Subject associations and other interested organisations 

need to broadcast an alternative to current trends in 
the educational and popular press.

2 Teachers need to record the attitudes of various 
kinds of learner to what they are offered in English 
Literature.

3 Examination Awarding Bodies need to undertake 
research on what qualities in scripts are characteristic 
of higher end and lower end attainment.

4 Writers of fiction, poetry and drama need to be 
enlisted as advocates of what makes reading and 
writing part of a lifetime use and pleasure.

5 Secondary schools need to ensure that curriculum 
time for English allows width, depth and diversity of 
literary reading through the five years of secondary 
education.

6 Primary schools need to ensure that reading for 
pleasure is given greater weighting in relation to 
reading for duty.

Peter Thomas
is a former Chair of NATE
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• audiences
• situations
• cultures

• genre
• form
• structure
• language
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• values
• interpretation

•  ideas & feelings
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attitudes
•  purpose & craft

“Secondary 
schools need 
to ensure that 
curriculum 
time for 
English allows 
width, depth 
and diversity 
of literary 
reading 
through the 
five years of 
secondary 
education.”
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Recent Children’s Book Awards
FCBG Children’s Book Awards 2021
Younger Readers 

• Mutant Zombies Cursed My School Trip by Matt 
Brown

Other shortlisted books: Owen and the Soldier by 
Lisa Thompson, The Maker of Monsters by Lorraine 
Gregory

Confident Readers

• D-Day Dog by Tom Palmer

Other shortlisted books: A Pocketful of Stars by Aisha 
Bushby, Wildspark by Vashti Hardy

Older Readers

• On the Come Up by Angie Thomas

Other shortlisted books: Becoming Diana by Kit de 
Waal, Two Can Keep a Secret by Karen M McManus

Costa Children’s Book Awards 2021

• The Crossing by Manjeet Mann

Other shortlisted books: Maggie Blue and the Dark 
World by Anna Goodall, The Midnight Guardians 
by Ross Montgomery, The Boy Who Made Everyone 
Laugh by Helen Rutter

The Girl Who Speaks Bear
Sophie Anderson
Usborne 2020, £7.99

The Girl Who Speaks Bear is a beautifully constructed 
magical tale based on the traditional stories the author 
heard at her Prussian grandmother’s knee. Set in a 
cold, northern country of freezing winters and dense 
forests, it tells the story of a young girl who was found 
abandoned in a bear’s cave when she was very small.

Adopted and loved by the local village healer, Yanka 
knows that she is different from other children in her 
village. She looks different and has special gifts and 
Yanka feels like a misfit. She stands out from the crowd 
because she is unusually tall and strong, and she can 
hear the trees whispering to her in the language of 
the forest. Big questions trouble her mind. Does her 
grandmother bear still remember her? Who are her real 
parents and why was she abandoned in the first place? 
And the biggest question of all, where does she truly 
belong – forest or village?

Events come to a head when Yanka awakes one 
morning to find that she has developed bear legs. She 
flees the village in shame and begins a quest to search 
for answers and it is here that her magical adventure 
begins. Yanka crosses icy rivers, makes friends with the 

animals of the forest, is given refuge in a house with 
chicken legs and has many escapes from danger, all the 
while becoming more bear-like. However, it is in stories 
that Yanka begins to find answers to her quest.

The whole book reads like, and has the feel of, a 
traditional tale, but it is the clever device of littering it 
with ‘stories within the story’ which keeps the readers 
on their toes. Each one begins ‘Once upon a time’, as 
all good traditional tales should, and is complete in 
itself. However, they are the glue that holds this book 
together as they cleverly move the narrative along. 
They each contain snippets of information and clues to 
help Yanka discover her roots and her identity.

To imply that The Girl Who Speaks Bear is solely a 
magical tale does not do it justice. Ultimately this is a 
story of self-discovery and self-acceptance. It is also 
about out love and family, however we each define 
them. Yanka accumulates a ‘herd’ of friends who learn 
to trust each other despite their difference and who 
discover that they are stronger together: surely lessons 
for all young people – and adults.

Anyone who has enjoyed popular films such as 
Shrek and Frozen will be familiar with the themes and 
the book is none the worse for being of that genre. A 
thoroughly recommended read.

Barbara Conridge
Former NATE Trustee
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Voyage of the Sparrowhawk
Natasha Farrant
Faber 2020, £7.99

Spring 1919, England. Twelve-year old orphan, 
Ben, is living alone on his family’s narrow boat, the 
Sparrowhawk, waiting for his older brother to come 
back from the war. Twelve-year-old orphan, Lotti, is 
living with her horrible guardians, trying to avoid being 
sent back to even-more-horrible boarding school. The 
two meet over the matter of a stolen chihuahua and 
become fast friends.

As spring turns to summer, the local constable grows 
increasingly concerned that Ben’s brother is not coming 
back and that neither child is in school. But Ben and 
Lotti are determined to preserve their liberty and set 
off on a daring adventure aboard the Sparrowhawk to 
secure for themselves a future free from the threat of 
orphanages, boarding school and loneliness.

Ben and Lotti are wonderful protagonists – just 
old enough to be slightly independent and to know 
their own minds but just young enough to believe that 
anything is possible. The cast of kindly strangers who 
aid and abet them on their epic voyage are as compelling 
as the main characters: lonely writer, Clara; grumpy 
canal man, Frank, and dashing Henri de Beauchesne 
all have crucial parts to play in the children’s unfolding 
adventure. 

This book takes in some huge issues – loss of 
parents, bullying, domestic abuse, mental health – but 
with the most skilful and gentle of touches. Even when 
the reader is moved to tears, this book never fails to be 
an absolute joy. I challenge anyone to read and it and 
not want to take their own narrowboat trip!

I cannot recommend Voyage of the Sparrowhawk 
highly enough. It is a delightful middle-grade book, 
perfect for fans of Hilary McKay’s The Skylark’s War, 
which I will read again and again.

Kimberley Lawson
Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, Penrith

Windrush Child
Benjamin Zephaniah
Scholastic 2020, £6.99

‘We should be like lions. We should never be afraid to 
speak.’ These words of wisdom passed from grandmother 
to grandson become somewhat of a mantra for Leonard, 
the protagonist in Benjamin Zephaniah’s latest novel, 
Windrush Child. 

Whilst Zephaniah’s mastery of words has always 
appealed to me and been a staple in my classroom, 
Windrush Child strikes a different chord. The writing 
is simple: the power is in the plot rather than the 
words. The story follows Leonard’s journey from the 
vibrant warmth of Maroon Town in Jamaica, where 
he was raised, to join his father on the rainy streets of 
Manchester – streets which may appear gloomier but 
hold wider opportunities and the promise of a more 
prosperous future. 

However, like so many others that answered the call 
from the Motherland in the post-war years, Leonard’s 
family become the victims of racism and prejudice, 
which shapes their journeys and their experiences. 
There is kindness in the tale too, though – I particularly 
loved the character of Fred, whose warmth and humour 
provide a stark contrast to much of the hostility 
experienced by Leonard and his contemporaries. 

Windrush Child is an important book that exposes 
the full horror of the Windrush Scandal that broke in 
2018. The story is an extremely powerful one – the 
topics are heavy and will provoke a response from 
readers of all ages. It’s a book that needs to be on 
bookshelves everywhere in order to continue to raise 
awareness of the injustice and trauma caused then and 
still being caused. 

The book is full of very real characters that are both 
flawed and relatable in equal measure. Leonard is a 
charismatic storyteller who masterfully guides readers 
through the ups and downs of his eventful life. If I have 
one gripe about Zepheniah’s novel, it would be that I 
felt elements of the story and certain characters were 
left undeveloped. The book is relatively short and 
something of a whirlwind adventure through Leonard’s 
childhood and adulthood. There were characters I 
longed to know more about and events that were 
brushed over quickly, which felt a real shame for such 
an important and beautifully told story. 

Windrush Child is a gripping novel that can 
be enjoyed by children and adults alike. It truly 
encapsulates the resilience of the Windrush generation 
and provides a fresh perspective on their experiences. 
It’s a powerful reminder that ‘We should be like lions,’ 
and I’m glad that Leonard has roared loudly enough for 
us all to hear. 

Sarah Jarman
Micklehurst All Saints School
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When Ava is reunited with her mother, having ‘gone 
missing’ overnight, she writes: 

Where are Noah and Max, I ask, / as Mum rushes towards 
me / along the corridor at the police station, / sobbing out 
sound-lumps of fear, weeping deep pools of relief. / I’m 
surprised by the feel of / their names in my mouth, / by the 
syllables of fondness. 

Poetry allows an evocative (and sometimes 
challenging) use of language which would seem 
awkward or pretentious in prose. So congratulations to 
Otter-Barry and Troika for publishing the kind of book 
so many mainstream publishers would reject for not 
fitting conventional expectations.

Trevor Millum
NATE Former Director

When Life Gives You Mangoes
Kereen Getten
Pushkin 2020, £7.99

I was immediately drawn in by the intimate, personal 
tone of this novel. It deals with profound issues of 
friendship, rejection and loss. Told through the voice 
of the young Clara Dee-Henson, the story gives us 
deep insights into her troubled relationship with her 
erstwhile friend, Gaynah. Living in Sycamore, a small 
village by the sea in Jamaica (reflecting the place where 
the author grew up), there is little choice of companions, 
and the apparent falling out with Gaynah appears to 
loom large in Clara’s life. Something happened last 
summer, and though Clara cannot remember what 
it was, it has seriously affected her. She is given to 
uncontrollable outbursts of anger, as well as a terror of 
the sea where she had previously loved to surf, and her 
devoted parents are seriously worried about her.
When a new girl, Rudy, granddaughter of the grumpy 
Ms Gee, arrives in the village, a new friendship forms. 
Rudy joins in Clara’s make-believe games with gusto, 
although Gaynah always appears to be looking on from 
the sidelines with a degree of contempt. When one of 
their games leads the girls into the forbidden house of 
Clara’s uncle, Eldorath, a man rejected by the village 
after Pastor Brown’s verdict that he is a witch doctor 
because he sees ghosts, Clara’s life begins to change. 
Another friend, Calvin, has followed the girls up to 
the house, and inevitably Gaynah turns up to cast a 
disapproving eye. Eldorath proves not to be frightening, 
allows the youngsters to dress up in his vast supply of 
old-fashioned clothes, and begins a relationship with 
Clara that eventually helps both of them.

When Clara is sent to Eldorath’s house to fetch him as 
a terrible storm approaches, he tells her the story of the 
death of his father, and shows Clara how they have traits in 
common. He encourages Clara to tell him what happened 
the previous summer, and this begins a healing process as 
Clara begins to come to terms with a tragic event. 

This is an enjoyable and moving read, vividly 
revealing the strengths and weaknesses, joys and 
sorrows, support and prejudice of village life. A picture 
of the world, writ small, in fact. I highly recommend it 
for KS2 and above, including adults.

Lana Boztas

The Girl who Became a Tree
Joseph Coelho
Otter-Barry 2020, £12.99

Little Light
Coral Rumble
Troika 2021, £7.99

Here are two books with a difference: they both tell 
stories in the form of a series of poems. The poems 
themselves are mainly short and in free verse but they 
are sometimes rhymed or with near-rhymes – even a 
villanelle sneaks in to each book, I was glad to see. I’ve 
taken issue with so many books for young readers that 
deal with ‘issues’ before but these two are so different 
that they warrant a second look. 

The issue in The Girl who Became a Tree is grief. 
Fourteen-year-old Daphne’s father has recently died 
and she, understandably, is having difficulty dealing 
with it. Clearly her relationship with her mum has 
suffered too – so there are some familiar tropes. 

However, Coelho comes at all this in a such a 
surprising and surreal way that you quickly realise this 
is no ordinary ‘teenage protagonist learns to deal with 
death of parent’ tale. Firstly, we really have to construct 
the story for ourselves as it unfolds in its piecemeal way. 
Secondly, the story is told in a series of poems, and finally, 
it does involve Daphne becoming a tree. A mobile phone 
plays a key role too. All of these factors will add to its 
appeal for some while they may be a turn-off for others.

The fact that the story is told through the medium 
of poetry is probably a help. Told in prose it could easily 
become a rather twee fantasy cum folk-tale (unless told 
by a master like David Almond). The fractured nature 
of the poems keeps readers on their toes – you never 
know what is going to come next or how it is going 
to be expressed. I was also glad to notice that Coelho 
does not talk down to his readers. There is language 
they will have to look up and imagery they might find 
challenging at times – but it doesn’t impede the onward 
drive of the story. Some images are ones you want to 
return to:

The sound of people eating, / their chomp chomping, / lip 
smacking, / tongue slurping. / Makes me want to pack their 
teeth / with ocean foam, / with dried leaves / and bonfire. 
… Typing / tip tapping on a tiny keyboard, / a child sized 
keyboard. / Plinky plonky typing / makes me want to fill their 
hands / with wet concrete.

In Little Light the issue is bullying, which is 
compounded by loneliness and fear, as you might 
expect. Ava lives with her mum and the twins ‘who 
are always crying’ in a hotel room, waiting for some 
permanent accommodation. At school Ava is subjected 
to chants of ‘booking.com’ because of where she lives. 
Shortly she will be moving up to Secondary School with 
all the additional anxiety that will bring. How she copes 
with that forms the main part of the book. 

There’s no magic realism in Little Light, which set 
very solidly in the real world of cramped conditions, a 
derelict public house and beans, both jelly and baked. 
But, like The Girl who Became a Tree, the story is lifted 
by being told in verse. The highs and the lows are 
portrayed with lightness of touch characteristic of 
Rumble’s poetry and the cumulative effect is powerful.
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The Supreme Lie
Geraldine McCaughrean
Usborne 2021, £8.99

McCaughrean sets her novel in a country she has 
invented. The advantage of this is that she can 
invent the rules, people, government and so on. The 
disadvantage is that the narrative relies on the reader 
understanding how this imaginary world works to be 
able to follow the plot’s twists and turns. A major flood 
in 1928 was the author’s inspiration but she has brought 
in more contemporary issues such as climate change 
and media transparency: which version of a ‘truth’ 
should be believed?

Afalia, a country under threat of catastrophic flood, 
is ruled by Madame Suprema, to whom the people look 
for guidance. They read the Praesto City newspaper 
which has as its motto In atramento est veritas – the 
truth is in the ink. The text is punctuated by facsimile 
newspaper reports although it is some way into the plot 
before the clues given in the newspaper are understood 
by the characters and/or the reader: that the truth 
printed is still someone’s version of truth and not an 
absolute. When Madame Suprema ‘disappears’, her 
maid Gloria is forced to impersonate her, heavily veiled 
but the right size and shape. She quickly discovers that 
nominally ‘being in charge’ means that she is constantly 
having to manoeuvre between politicians manipulating 
their way up the greasy pole, capitalists looking only for 
the opportunity to profit and a people who trust her to 
protect them. Along the way, friendship and trust are 
strained.

As the narrative constantly plays with what is truth 
and what is lies, the reader is riding a roller-coaster, 
never entirely sure who should be trusted and whose 
truth is the real truth. Despite this, McCaughrean still 
manages to inject humour, most notably through the 
dogs Daisy, Mycar and Heinz. It is a moot point whether 
younger readers will understand the reference to a dog 
called Heinz (because he is a mongrel of 57 varieties, 
the original slogan for the beans company) but this is 
an indication of the subtlety McCaughrean employs in 
the narrative. 

The dogs and Gloria are probably the only major 
characters who remain constant and true. The reader 
is never entirely sure about Timor (Madame Suprema’s 
husband) or Senator Kovet although the sub-text 
implies they must be the Good Guys even if, sometimes, 
they don’t seem to be. It always comes back to whose 
truth should be believed and challenges the reader to 
question everything.

This is a novel that KS3 readers will enjoy for a 
fast-moving plot although they may require additional 
guidance for a fuller grasp of the subtleties. It would 
make a good teacher-led discussion looking at the issues 
but could be left as an adventure in an imaginary land.

Lorna Cowburn
Royal Masonic School

The Outlaws Scarlett & Browne
Jonathan Stroud
Walker 2021, £7.99

From the opening sentence of The Outlaws Scarlett & 
Browne – ‘that morning, with the dawn hanging wet and pale 
over the marshes, Scarlett McCain woke up beside four dead 
men’ – there is little doubt as to what we can expect from 
this story. It’s a fast start and it’s a dramatic start, and 
at no point does the pace or the drama let up. Within 
the first few chapters, not only has the aforementioned 
outlaw Scarlett McCain robbed the Cheltenham Co-
operative Bank but has managed to rescue the hapless 
Albert Browne from the toilet of the Evesham coach 
and, against all her better instincts, paired up with him 
in what is effectively a post-apocalyptic road trip.

As the story unfolds, it becomes clear that Albert is 
more than he seems. He has special powers which have 
allowed him to escape from what is a cross between a 
secure hospital and a prison. The powers-that-be want 
him back and will stop at nothing to recapture him. 
Albert has his heart set on reaching London (the Free 
Isles) and it is this journey that forms the centrepiece 
of the book. 

Whilst the ‘when’ of the story is clear enough – 
sometime in the future, centuries after a cataclysmic war 
in which cities have been shattered, technology lost and 
from which any semblance of government has gone – it 
is the ‘where’ that is intriguing. Yes, this is Britain, but, 
with the Kingdoms of Wessex, Mercia and Northumbria 
prominent on the maps, there are hints of it being the 
Britain of Anglo-Saxon times. London is shown, but the 
city has been virtually wiped out and is now part of a 
huge lagoon. Although there might be familiar towns 
dotted along the outlaws’ route – Cheltenham, Witney, 
Marlow, Reading – the countryside has been turned 
on its head; instead of Home Counties England we are 
in the frontier world of 19th century America, a world 
of dense forests, deep gorges, swamps, wilderness and 
small bigoted towns huddling behind wooden stockades. 

The action is non-stop – a mix of gritty derring-do 
with a soupçon of magic thrown in – but it is the focus 
on the details of this brave, new world, often with a 
touch of humour, that makes this book stand out. Early 
on, Scarlett confronts a wolf: ‘It came forward unhurriedly, 
with the confident swagger of a salesman about to close a 
deal. No fuss, no flurry. It too was about to get the job done.’ 
Spot on (and I have met that car salesman)!

All in all, I cannot recommend this book highly 
enough. As to the target audience, I’d say that any 
confident KS3 reader would enjoy it, but perhaps 
you’d need to be that bit older to fully appreciate the 
frequent nods towards the Western genre. A thoroughly 
enjoyable yarn.

Phil Kendall
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portrayed as the publicity campaign rests on likes, 
views, posts and Instagram-ability. Finding a writer 
with the same first name as mine is still unfortunately 
very rare, so this was a special read. It is a book which 
should be loudly championed. 

Aaishah Rauf
NATE Reviewing Literature Group

Pet
Akwaeke Emezi
Faber & Faber 2019, £7.99

The words ‘original’ and ‘unique’ are often used, 
perhaps sometimes unearned, to describe novels – but 
in the case of Pet they could not be more accurate. This 
is a fantastically representative and forward-thinking 
book. Emezi has crafted the city of Lucille, set in an 
alternative fantasy world. Refreshingly, there is not 
lots of laboured ‘world-building’, but instead subtle 
references to the society of the story, making it feel 
believable. We get the sense that Lucille is a utopia of 
sorts, whose history refers to battles with monsters and 
angels; despite this, the world of the book still feels real.

At the point that this story begins, Lucille is in an era 
of relative peace. We are introduced to Jam, an openly 
trans Black girl, and her family. Perhaps what tells us 
this is set in an alternate world is that Jam is readily 
accepted and nurtured by her family and community. It 
is very much the norm, which again sets this novel aside 
from those that explore the ‘othering’ of characters 
who are different. Jam is also selectively mute and 
communicates by various alternative methods, and her 
mother is a painter. One night, Jam accidentally brings 
to life a creature from her mother’s latest painting when 
she falls and bleeds onto the canvas. The creature is Pet, 
who announces that he is ‘hunting’ and that’s why he 
has been brought to Lucille. 

What ensues is an investigation as Jam and Pet work 
together to research and uncover the secrets in their 
community. The monster that Pet is hunting is one of 
their own. It is hard to say much more about the plot as 
the driving intrigue is Jam’s investigation into why Pet 
has appeared in her home. Needless to say, I was gripped 
by the story and invested in discovering who the evil 
monster is. When it is revealed, it shows how the utopic 
world of Lucille is perhaps not so far removed from 
the corruption of our own current one. This is a clever 
and truly original story, and Emezi makes excellent 
comments on justice, abuse and speaking out. 

Aaishah Rauf
NATE Reviewing Literature Group

Yes No Maybe So
Becky Albertalli and Aisha Saeed
Simon & Schuster 2020, £7.99

Albertalli and Saeed delightfully co-write this teen 
romance, with a political backdrop. Yet ‘romance’ 
doesn’t do this book justice because it goes beyond 
this to touch on important current issues of race, anti-
Semitism, Islamophobia, the political climate and social 
media trolling. 

Albertalli writes Jamie Goldberg, a shy and self-aware 
seventeen-year-old from a Jewish family. Saeed writes 
Maya Rehman, Muslim and also seventeen, whose 
parents are trialling a separation. Set in Georgia, Jamie 
and Maya meet during Ramadan at an iftar (breaking of 
the fast) meal which is being used along the campaign 
trail of Democrat candidate, Jordan Rossum, in an 
upcoming special election. It is the summer holiday and 
Jamie is working with the campaign team, whilst Maya 
is coming to terms with her parents’ separation and that 
her closest friend, Sara, who is older, will be leaving for 
university soon. 

Maya’s parents encourage her to sign up for 
canvassing to gain volunteer hours and to occupy her 
time as Sara begins to pull away and make plans for the 
next stage in her life. Unsurprisingly, Jamie and Maya 
are partnered together to go knocking on doors in 
their local area to gain votes for Rossum. As they grow 
closer, it becomes more than just a summer job and they 
discover the darker side to the opposition: online trolls 
who are posting anti-Semitic stickers on cars and a bill 
that essentially bans the hijab. Both Maya and Jamie 
consequently have a renewed personal investment in 
the election which begins to test their friendships. 

I admired the representation of two religions and 
both writers make it wonderfully normative to the 
characters and narrative, who bond over their love of 
The Office, but also through their faith celebrations. 
Although Jamie accidentaly offers Maya food whilst 
she is fasting in the early chapters, he is also incredibly 
understanding about her parents’ views on dating. 
Similarly, the story’s climax is at Sophie’s (Jamie’s sister) 
bat-mitzvah, and we are told much about the traditions 
surrounding this throughout. Maya attends this 
celebration just as Jamie joins her for Eid festivities. 
Sophie herself is a brilliantly drawn character, a scene-
stealer who brings the voice of the social media-savvy, 
overly dramatic ‘tween’ generation. Maya also supports 
Jamie in tackling his nerves around public speaking, 
helping with his speech for the bat mitzvah in an 
adorable moment. 

While the length is perhaps stretched, this may be 
due to the alternating dual narrative chapters. Likewise, 
I found the heavily American political context hard to 
follow at times. This doesn’t detract from the enjoyment 
of the story and the relationship at its centre, but British 
YA readers may lose the thread of those references. 
Nevertheless, it is truly fantastic to read a modern, 
honest, portrayal of a cross-cultural relationship. 

In their author’s note, the writers acknowledge that 
it was the 2016 US election, which excluded those from 
their personal religious backgrounds, that lead to the 
book. That was an election which largely took place 
on the battleground of social media. This is generously 
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The Dark Lady 
Akala
Hodder 2021, £12.99

Akala is well-known for his youth-oriented work, with 
his Hip Hop Shakespeare company and spoken word 
performance poetry, so it seems only natural that he 
has branched into YA fiction writing. The story is set 
in the Elizabethan era, specifically in Shakespeare’s 
London, which is depicted through the eyes of those in 
the lowest echelons of that society. 

Akala deliberately works to throw the reader into 
the grittiness of 17th century London through the 
opening line ‘London stank…’. We meet Henry, and his 
two street-urchin friends, Matthew and Molly, all sitting 
on the roof of St Paul’s, as Akala orientates the reader’s 
view of the Elizabethan London skyline, pointing out 
the Thames and most importantly, the Globe theatre. 
Henry is black, inevitably othered and referred to as a 
‘moor’ by many he comes across, but despite feeling like 
an outside, he is a young fan of Shakespeare, who Akala 
paints as the local celebrity. 

Aongside the gritty realism of the period, Akala 
also dabbles in the magical and mystical. Henry has a 
‘gift’ – the ability to read and translate any language. 
It is this which leads him on an adventure as his path 
crosses with the upper classes, and a search to find his 
mother, adding a further detective element. The story 
is interspersed with blacked-out pages telling a parallel 
story, sonnets of sorts, that are built up throughout the 
book. 

It is hard to place the story in a specific genre, with 
historical reimagining, magic realism and detective 
fiction all being juggled. The references to London sights 
at times seems contrived, such as the young protagonists 
wanting to stop by The Globe to see Shakespeare’s latest 
play (there is a cameo at the very end of the novel that 
is hard to buy into). Having said this, Akala evidently 
has a passion for bringing the reality of the era to life, 
and for placing a black character at the centre of it. He 
has clearly done his research, including throughout an 
accurate vernacular of Elizabethan slang, and a glossary 
with translations at the end which is fascinating to read. 

This would in fact make a fantastic recommended 
read for those at secondary level to accompany any 
Shakespeare study, bringing to life a world that often 
seems dull and far removed for our students today. 

Aaishah Rauf
NATE Reviewing Literature Group

The M Word
Brian Conaghan
Bloomsbury 2020, £7.99

Maggie is a 17-year-old girl who has just begun a course 
at art college, is making new friends and even starting a 
band with them. But all is not well in Maggie’s emotional 
life. Her best friend, Moya, took her own life a few 
months previously and now Maggie’s mum has lost 
her job and has withdrawn into a serious depression. 
Maggie’s way of dealing with these circumstances is to 
have conversations with Moya in her head – and to self-
harm.

The novel is told very much from Maggie’s point of 
view. We see right inside her head, often via an internal 
dialogue when her conversation with someone else is 
intercut with her thoughts in capital letters. There is 
often a striking dissonance between what she says and 
what she is thinking.

The story is told almost entirely via dialogue (internal 
and external) and recitation of events including 
flashbacks of her time with Moya. There is virtually no 
description. Several chapters are only a paragraph long. 
All these factors mean it is quite a quick read. But it is a 
very difficult read containing themes of suicide (largely 
induced by social media abuse), grief, depression and 
self-harm. It comes with a warning on the back cover: 
‘Contains strong language and adult themes’ – and it begins 
with a Prologue teasingly written as though it could be 
a description of Maggie having sex (when – spoiler alert 
– she is really having a tattoo). So definitely not suitable 
for younger teenage readers.

Maggie is the only character drawn in depth. 
She is on the cusp of adulthood, a mixture of brash, 
mouthy teenager and much younger child (she still 
carries a cuddly toy with her and uses it to channel her 
conversations with Moya). 

Some readers might find the language Maggie uses 
aggressive and alienating. She is certainly a feisty young 
woman and sometimes her responses bring a smile but 
they can seem a bit forced (milder examples include 
‘I mean it, Moya, don’t even think about it or I’ll kick 
the shit out of you, ‘Where shall I find this boyfriend 
Moya?....Shall I check my arse to see if one’s hiding 
up there?’). And sometimes the language is downright 
offensive.

The ending seems very rushed, but provides some 
hope that Maggie’s situation will improve. I was left 
wondering who the audience for this book is. The cover, 
showing two skinny white teenage girls against an 
urban backdrop does not really reflect the seriousness 
and universality of the book’s themes. The descriptions 
of self-harm are very graphic and one section shows 
Maggie fantasising about a whole range of other 
possible ways to self-harm. I would worry this text 
might even make the situation worse for a reader who 
was self-harming or contemplating doing so. 

The book certainly has a raw power and provides 
an unflinching portrayal of grief and depression but 
more than the usual care would be needed when 
recommending it to students.

Shirley Kalinauckas
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by the preening dragon with no concern for humanity 
but, ultimately, the central message – I think – could be 
said to be about hope and redemption. 

However one reads this complex, original novel, it 
is, without doubt, a riveting page-turner that would 
suck any young adult reader into its world(s). It has 
echoes of A Game of Thrones, C.S. Lewis and Tolkien, but 
with more humanity and realism. Its acrobatic shifts 
of perspective, its layered stories and its powerfully 
empathetic creations all ensure that, from late Year 9 
students onwards, readers will relish its challenges and 
find both characters and situations that are recognisable 
and sympathetic. 

John Hickman 
NAAE 

The Great Godden 
Meg Rosoff
Bloomsbury 2021, £7.99

This is a coming-of-age novel set around a family’s 
second home on the beach where every Summer has 
been spent since the four teenage siblings (three girls 
and one younger boy) – were born. The time is shared 
with the mother’s younger cousin and her partner who 
own an adjacent holiday house with everyone coming 
to and going from each other’s property as they please. 
In the wrong hands, this idyllic scenario – with its 
traditions of swimming, tennis, sailing and horse-riding 
– could easily have lapsed into a 21st-century version of 
an Enid Blyton story but Rosoff – as in all her writing 
– very skilfully manages to create a world that inhabits 
the potentially awkward space between the often angst-
ridden YA novel and the issues more readily targeted at 
a more experienced audience.

In the first few pages, the chaotic equilibrium of the 
two households is disrupted by the arrival of the two 
teenage American sons of cousin Hope’s Godmother – a 
fading Hollywood star –

 who leaves the boys for the entire Summer as she 
goes off to star in a film. It is at this point that the 
‘serpent’ enters this coastal paradise to tempt, disturb 
and destroy. 

The narrative unfolds through the eyes of the oldest 
sister who views the developing relationship between her 
sister, Mattie, and Kit – the older of the two newcomers. 
His startling attractiveness and uncanny ability to 
relate to people of all ages – in spite of his arrogant, 
off-hand manner – seem to suck all those around him 
into his rather sinister orbit. The narrator – whose 
name we never discover – watches his manipulative 
behaviour and worries about its effect whilst, at the 
same time, gradually falling under his spell. Everything 
is made more complicated by her growing fondness 
for the younger American, Hugo, who obviously hates 
his brother and deals with this by constantly absenting 
himself from any gathering and refusing to engage in 
the usual social niceties. Her developing relationship 
with Kit – despite her increasing wariness – provides a 
fascinating insight into how gas-lighting can take root 
even when the victim is aware of what’s happening.

The escalating tensions in the book are eased 
by Rosoff’s gentle smattering of teenage humour 

Burn 
Patrick Ness 
Walker 2021, £7.99 

At the core of this excellent YA novel is Sarah – a 16-year-
old who, after the death of a much-loved mother, is living 
with her father and struggling to keep the family farm 
from bankruptcy. It is set on the USA’s North-Western 
border at the peak of the Cold War in the 1950s but, 
before the reader can settle into a familiar historical 
context, it quickly becomes apparent that this is not 
going to be a straightforward narrative. Indeed, in the 
very first sentence – along with a mention of President 
Eisenhower – the plan to hire a dragon (Kasimir) to 
work on the farm tends to herald the oncoming rush of 
strange events. 

The world in which we find ourselves is populated 
by recognisable humans who tenuously co-exist with 
two types of dragon (red and blue) and a religious cult 
from which there emerges a teenage assassin intent 
on fulfilling an apocalyptic prophesy related to the 
dragons and the end of the World. Out of this – in the 
second half of the book – there emerges a parallel 
universe where there are both nuanced similarities to 
and tangential developments from the world portrayed 
in the first half. This bridge from one world to another 
also involves a series of metamorphoses –one of which 
recreates Kasimir in human form – and the reuniting of 
Sarah with her ‘dead’ mother.

In both creations the objective of most of the 
protagonists is to avoid the obliteration of human-kind: 
in part related to a growing threat of nuclear warfare 
– triggered by the first signs of the Space Race – and, 
in another strand, to a fear of incineration-by-dragon. 
So a distinct and recognisable political context is ever-
present and it is into this that Sarah is thrown as some 
sort of bewildered Saviour – supposedly identified by 
the aforementioned prophesy. 

It has to be said that the strangeness of this fantasy 
world is never allowed to diminish the power of the 
human stories at the root of the narrative. The author’s 
skill ensures that neither geo-political considerations 
nor supernatural forces – although central – are ever 
allowed to get in the way of character development 
and of the relationships that drive the intricate, multi-
layered narrative. Along the road of what could easily 
have become an extravagant fantasy novel, the reader 
is confronted by a plethora of very real social/political 
issues. Racism (Sarah is a mixed-race teenager and her 
boyfriend is of Japanese origins) is never far below 
the surface and the same is true of the police brutality 
that frequently raises its head. A same-sex relationship, 
involving the teenage assassin, is portrayed with 
admirable sensitivity whilst religious extremism – with 
its dependence on self-serving prophesies and myths – 
is another key factor in the plot-line.

Ultimately, the self-glorifying power of the Dragon-
Goddess – transformed (believe it or not) from an FBI 
agent during her leap into the parallel universe – could 
be read as an allegory related to the all-consuming 
destructiveness that comes with either a Trumpian 
embrace of chaos or with humanity’s wilful refusal to 
tackle issues of climate change. No holds are barred in 
the portrayal of the post-apocalyptic landscape laid bare 
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House of Hollow
Krystal Sutherland
Hot Key 2021, £7.99 

House of Hollow is the latest novel from Krystal 
Sutherland, the author of Our Chemical Hearts and A Semi-
Definite List of Worst Nightmares. As with her previous 
work, House of Hollow is evocative, atmospheric and 
affecting. It blends reality and fantasy in equal measure 
to create an engrossing and enthralling contemporary 
fairy tale. 

The story centres on Iris and her sisters Grey and 
Vivi who, ten years previously, disappeared without 
trace on a Scottish street at the stroke of midnight and 
then reappeared a month later with no memory of what 
happened to them or their previous lives. With newly 
acquired eerie appearances – jet black eyes, snow-
white hair and hook shaped scars on their necks – the 
mystery of the Hollow sisters provides them with a 
mystique and celebrity that Grey and Vivi cultivate but 
Iris reluctantly accepts. This cachet is accompanied by 
strange events and powers that only serve to intensify 
the mystery surrounding them. However, it is the 
disappearance of the ethereal eldest sister, Grey, now a 
world-famous fashion designer and model, that propels 
the plot forward as Iris, Vivi and a range of interested 
and sinister parties try to uncover what happened to 
her. 

The plot is propulsive and narration assured as you 
are carried through an unsettling blend of whimsy, 
horror and mystery that is hard to categorise. However, 
the effect is one of growing tension and pervasive 
dread as you move towards plot twists and revelations. 
Sutherland’s prose is rich and dripping with imagery; it 
has a potent and evocative effect which compliments 
the intoxicating characterisation of the sisters. You 
cannot help but be swept along and some of the 
elements certainly get under your skin and stay with 
you. The otherworldliness and liminality of the settings 
are effective and compelling. 

It is no surprise that TV studios are champing at 
the bit to get the rights to Sutherland’s work which 
has a beautiful and poignant darkness to it. Themes of 
familial bonds, sisterhood, loss, grief and self-discovery 
percolate throughout and it consciously probes at wider 
debates such as what constitutes normality and what 
defines beauty. However, the body horror elements 
should come with a warning for younger readers and 
are not for the faint of heart. 

If you like gritty horror, witty one liners and 
supernatural mystery with effective plot twists then this 
is certainly worth your time and is a real page turner. 

Tom Cranfield
Future Academies, Watford

throughout: Alex, the youngest sibling, predicts – after 
the first meeting of Mattie and Kit – that ‘it’s going to be 
all boobs and tongues this Summer’ whilst the narrator’s 
view of Mattie is made very clear when she suggests 
that ‘her brain is full of sex and shoes’.

This complicated cocktail of hormones, psychoses 
and fracturing relationships provides a springboard 
for an exploration of a number of areas like the 
vulnerability of adolescence and the fluidity of sexual 
orientation all of which are approached with admirable 
sensitivity. The climactic events – during which a 
number of long-established ‘certainties’ are shattered 
– are particularly well managed whilst the hint of the 
narrator’s continuing ambivalence about Kit and his 
impact on her life offers a compelling perspective that 
echoes beyond the final pages. 

In keeping with the author’s previous publication’s 
(How I Live Now, Picture Me Gone, etc) – The Great Godden 
is a satisfyingly engaging read and should feature in any 
KS4 class library. It’s probably not a book for any but 
the most mature Year 7-Year 9 students but, for those 
beyond the age of 14, it is a welcome addition to Rosoff’s 
growing list of recommendable titles. 

John Hickman 
NAAE
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What Page, Sir? The Joy of Text  
in a Secondary School Classroom
Simon Pickering
Red Door Press 2021, £8.99

The genre of humorous books about English teaching 
is a small one. There’s Francis Gilbert’s riotous I’m 
a Teacher, Get Me out of Here (2004). And that was 
probably it, until last year, when Simon Pickering’s 
What Page, Sir? was published. Both are recommended: 
witty representations of English teaching, grounded in 
recognisable realities, which everyone who is or has 
been an English teacher (and many who have been 
English students) will enjoy at some level – though both 
often make for uncomfortable reading.

Simon Pickering has previously (2018) – under the 
pseudonym Adam Tangent – published a book about 
teaching – Ambassadors and Zombies – which takes the 
form of a humorous A-to-Z guide to life in schools in the 
UK today. The blurb gives you an idea of what to expect:

Who are Ambassadors and Champions? Is there life after 
Levels? When did the Govian chicken come home to 
roost? Do you have a growth mindset or are you baffled? 
Ambassadors and Zombies has the answers to these 
questions and more on what can make you laugh and cry 
in an English secondary school.

In What Page, Sir?, he turns his attention specifically to 
the teaching of English literature:

What Page Sir? records the hilarious and sometimes 
painful experience of a secondary school English teacher 
as he struggles through some very familiar literary texts 
with some very unenthusiastic teenagers.

Each chapter takes one of the stalwarts of the GCSE 
English experience as its focus – Lord of the Flies, An 
Inspector Calls, Of Mice and Men, Pride and Prejudice, 
A Christmas Carol, The Adventure of the Speckled Band, 
Journey’s End, Brighton Rock, Frankenstein, Romeo 
and Juliet, Othello – and reflects on aspects of the 
experience of teaching that book (and some others too, 
along the way). An overview of the plot of each book 
is interspersed both with critical reflections on the text 
and on the appropriateness of the text for teaching 

to contemporary teenagers, as well as with humorous 
anecdotes about lessons that went wrong and the 
amusing and inappropriate things that students say 
when studying each text.

Some of the texts come in for greater criticism than 
others. The Lord of the Flies and A Christmas Carol are 
dismissed fairly brutally as simply too old-fashioned and 
tonally difficult. Elsewhere, Pickering is particularly 
alert to the pitfalls associated with many of the texts’ 
portrayals of female, black and disabled characters, and 
to the overwhelmingly male perspectives offered by 
them – for instance in Of Mice and Men and Frankenstein.

It’s not only the books that come in for criticism: 
Pickering also takes indirect aim at the system in which 
they are taught. Michael Gove is the only named target, 
and deservedly so. More uncomfortably, Pickering also 
pokes fun at aspects of school culture, and at ineffective 
practices – including his own! – relating to leadership, 
curriculum, assessment and pedagogy.

For the comic purposes of the book, the focus is 
largely on failures in the process of teaching literature – 
on the ways that students manage to subvert whatever 
learning is meant to take place, and on the difficulties 
presented to the teacher in ‘bringing the text alive’ for 
students, in making it an attractive or accessible reading 
or learning experience for them. One might fairly object 
that, in focusing so much on the comic failures, the book 
largely ignores the positives that can and do emerge 
through teaching literature in such circumstances. And, 
even though Pickering depicts himself as a somewhat 
cynical and at times hapless teacher, one suspects that 
there will have been many such positive moments in his 
classes.

Nevertheless, this is an enjoyable and funny read, 
and Pickering’s cynicism is always humane, wittily 
recognising the ways in which students and teachers can 
fall victim to the educational machine. Furthermore his 
explorations of the pitfalls of the system clearly signal 
some serious underlying questions about whether the 
texts students study and the way they have to study 
them are fit for purpose in the third decade of the 21st 
century, and about what kind of engagement we really 
want to achieve through the teaching of literature.

Gary Snapper
Editor, Teaching English

From the Editor’s Desk:

What Page, Sir? 
An enjoyable new book by English teacher Simon Pickering 
provides a humorous – if at times uncomfortable – reflection on 
whether the GCSE English Literature canon is fit for purpose.

Reviews of Books and Resources for Teachers
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The Fire of Joy
Clive James
Picador 2020, £20

Why read poetry? The most obvious answer for readers 
of Teaching English is, ‘because you teach it’. There is 
a number of other answers, of course, pleasure being 
one of them. Yet for many of us, the idea of just sitting 
down and reading poems for pleasure seems somehow 
self-indulgent or even a bit pretentious. For teachers 
of English, though, I think reading poetry beyond the 
syllabus is both enjoyable and helpful. Gaining a wider 
experience of differing poets, styles and periods can only 
enrich one’s teaching – and you don’t have to analyse 
them or learn quotes from them, unless you want to. 

But where do you start? A whole book of poems by 
one writer can be daunting, which is why I have found 
anthologies a good way of discovering new poets – or 
new poems by familiar poets. An anthology invites 
you to pick and choose what to read: it’s like a box of 
chocolates. Some will be too crunchy, some too soft and 
sweet, but others just right. And unlike the chocolate, 
you can enjoy it again and again.

My current poetry anthology is Clive James’s The Fire 
of Joy, subtitled ‘Roughly Eighty Poems to get by Heart 
and Say Aloud.’ I haven’t ‘got any by heart’ yet (except 

one or two I already knew) but I have read several aloud. 
Each poem is reproduced together with a page or two of 
James’s thoughts. He does not explain a poem so much 
as reflect upon it, sometimes pick out a line which 
strikes him in a particular way or, sometimes, recall his 
first experience of reading it. Clive James carried his 
knowledge lightly. Do not let his ‘television presenter/
TV critic’ persona fool you: he was very well read and 
no mean poet himself. One of the poetry collections by 
a single author I do recommend is his Sentenced to Life. 

James’s approach is never reverential. He has his 
likes and dislikes and will be thoughtfully critical about 
some ‘great’ names. The later poems of W B Yeats, for 
example, or his thoughts on Emily Dickinson: ‘I have 
to confess to having mixed feelings about Emily Dickinson - 
the kind of confession that in America can lead you to being 
locked up. In her homeland no one is allowed to be less than 
worshipful of her miniaturised density’. 

So here you have a serious but non-academic 
anthology which will introduced you to many poems 
you might not ever have come across together with 
a revisiting of poems familiar and half-familiar. I 
discovered poets I had never before encountered, 
such as Brian Howard and Gwen Harwood, as well as 
poets whose names I knew but had never got round to 
reading. And, of course, part of the fun is exclaiming, 
‘But there’s no poem by so-and-so!’ In my case, nothing 
by Edward Thomas? I can’t believe it! 

Poetry Portal:

The Fire of Joy
Poet and teacher Trevor Millum recommends Clive James’s 
anthology of ‘Roughly Eighty Poems to Get By Heart and Say  
Aloud’ as a good place to discover new poems.

Mouse and Muse
Trevor Millum’s website, Mouse and Muse, at www.
mouseandmuse.co.uk, contains a ‘Resources’ section 
on poetry from primary up to A Level, and is a great 
place to go to explore ideas about poetry and get help 
with how to approach teaching it. It has sections on 
primary, GCSE and A Level, on techniques and on ideas 
for writing, and on ‘general help, problems and gripes’.

‘There are plenty of sites which will ‘explain’ poems, 
spot ‘poetic features’ or offer comprehension questions,’ 
says Trevor.’ However, the key to both understanding 
and enjoyment is involvement: students need to do 
something. They need guidance to help them get their 
minds active and creative.’ 

The site includes over fifty free resources and is 
being added to all the time. Additionally, if you have 
a poem (or poet) that you would like some help with, 
use the contact form and he will see what he can do.

Trevor is a regular contributor to Teaching 
English, IllumiNate and Teachit’s Poetry Place. He is 
the author of GCSE Poetry for AQA (CUP) and The 
Poetry Guide (Troika), as well as books on using ICT 
to stimulate creative learning.
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Linguistic Justice: Black 
Language, Literacy, Identity,  
and Pedagogy
April Baker-Bell
Routledge 2020, £34.99

If y’all actually believe that using ‘standard English’ 
will dismantle white supremacy, then you not paying 
attention! If we, as teachers, truly believe that code-
switching will dismantle white supremacy, we have a 
problem. If we honestly believe that code-switching will 
save Black people’s lives, then we really ain’t paying 
attention to what’s happening in the world. Eric Garner 
was choked to death by a police officer while saying ‘I 
cannot breathe.’ Wouldn’t you consider ‘I cannot breathe’ 
‘standard English’ syntax?

It’s early on in Linguistic Justice, writing about an 
exchange between the author and a teacher at a 
conference, that April Baker-Bell lays out one of her 
most important arguments about anti-Black linguistic 
racism: namely, that it can’t be overcome by advocating 
some kind of code-switching. More importantly 
perhaps, speaking in a form of standardised English 
is not going to prevent a Black man from dying at  
the hands of a racist police force. It’s a powerful 
illustration of the limits of the code-switching 
argument, a popular pedagogy and process, and one 
that shows that, however powerful language might 
be, it’s still used in the service of power; and power in 
society is not equal. 

It’s also an example that will resonate for many 
people who have changed the way they speak to ‘fit in’ 
but still been treated unequally. And that’s because – as 
Baker-Bell points out and many other linguists have 
also said over the years – when people complain about 
others’ language use and criticise them for it, those 
complaints are rarely about language but merely use 
language as a conduit for deeper social prejudices. It’s a 
point that Baker-Bell comes back to on many occasions 
and one that’s clearly situated in her own experience as 
a Black linguist and teacher in the USA, and that of the 
wider African American community, but applicable in 
many ways to the experiences of other speakers of non-
standardised forms of English. However, it’s primarily 
anti-Black linguistic racism in the USA that Baker-Bell 
focuses on, so that’s where I’ll start.

Why is Black English such a focus for Baker-Bell, 
you might ask? Why not look at non-standard English 
more generally, as UK linguists have often done? Isn’t 
ethnicity just one factor like so many others – class, 
gender, age and region – in how people are judged for 
their language use? As she puts it, ‘Linguistic hegemony 
and the standard language ideology are useful frameworks in 
making sense of how language subordination works between 
dominant and marginalized groups; however, neither 
framework offers an explicit analysis of linguistic racism or 
the role that race plays in language subordination’.

The specific history of Black English in the USA is 
one that differs considerably from the development 
of UK forms, such as British Black English, London 
Jamaican and more recently Multi-Cultural London 
English (MLE) and Multicultural British English 
(MBE), both of which have a strong strand of Caribbean 

influence on them. It’s this individual history – one 
inextricably linked to slavery, white supremacy and 
linguistic discrimination – that makes Black English in 
the USA such an important battleground. 

Making the case for a raciolinguistic perspective 
that goes beyond general theories of linguistic racism, 
Baker-Bell argues ‘without analyzing language through  
the lens of race and racism, we ignore how linguistic  
violence and racial violence go hand in hand’. How does  
this manifest in education? Baker-Bell talks about 
how ‘the ubiquity of whiteness in schools erroneously 
positions White Mainstream English-speaking students as 
academically prepared to achieve because their cultural ways 
of being, their language, their literacies, their histories, their 
values, and their knowledges are privileged in classrooms. 
From this assumption, linguistically marginalized students 
of color are falsely positioned as linguistically inadequate 
because their language practices do not reflect White 
Mainstream English.’

This takes the form of teachers rejecting students’ 
rich linguistic resources, teachers having little or no 
knowledge about Black students’ linguistic practices 
and a culture of silencing and ‘correction’ of Black 
linguistic forms. It also involves the listening practices 
of white authorities. The cruel irony behind all this 
is that white speakers can listen perfectly well when 
they choose to and know full well the power that Black 
language carries, because it’s so often appropriated to 
signal cool and ‘attitude’. In fact, as Baker-Bell said in a 
recent talk to UK teachers, Black English is something 
that ‘White America loves to hate but loves to take’.

Baker-Bell’s book is one of those rare achievements 
that not only chimes with the times but also feels like 
it would have been relevant at several other points 
in US history as it shows a long-lasting legacy of 
discrimination that Black people in the USA have 
suffered but also points the way to a linguistically-
informed and socially just way forward. It’s not just an 
ideological book (although it is ideological and there’s 
no shame in that) but also a book full of practical ideas 
for teachers to stretch their students, learn from them 
and to challenge the structures that have held them 
back. It’s also a great read, making the case eloquently, 
through its style as well as content, that standardised 
English – or White Mainstream English as Baker-Bell 
prefers to call it – isn’t the only way to use language, 
even in an academic book. 

It’s also important because of the broader questions 
it raises for English teachers in the UK. In the foreword, 
April Baker-Bell quotes the words of the USA’s  
National Council of Teachers’ ‘Better Speech Pledge’ 
from 1917:

I love the United States of America. I love my country’s 
flag. I love my country’s language. I promise:

1.  That I will not dishonor my country’s speech by leaving 
off the last syllable of words.

2.  That I will say a good American “yes” and “no” in place 
of Indian grunt “um-hum” and “nup-um” or a foreign 
“ya”, “yeh” or “nope”.

3.  That I will do my best to improve American speech by 
avoiding loud, rough tones, by enunciating distinctly, 
and by speaking pleasantly, clearly and sincerely.

4.  That I will learn to articulate correctly as many words 
as possible during the year.
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new book is planned for all teachers and will stimulate 
purposeful discussion between them. I would be very 
happy if there was a copy in every school that every 
teacher could reference.

The book is very well organised – easy to navigate 
with regular summaries of key points, and easy to dip 
into and select points for discussion. Although succinct, 
it is never patronising. There are lots of suggestions for 
further study and it is clear about what we know and 
where research at this stage is not sufficient. It is also 
clear about where current educational policy in the 
UK is lacking or, in the case of phonics teaching, not 
appropriate. Accompanying case studies by experienced 
EAL specialists provide useful insights. 

The book is divided into three distinct sections. 
The first section provides a detailed account of how 
additional languages are learned. It concludes with a 
basic approach for EAL:

• The primary place of learning is the mainstream 
classroom.

• Language is inseparable from content.

• The challenge faced by EAL learners is substantial, 
but not unique. All learners are developing their 
command of academic language as they learn.

We are soon introduced to the conundrum. EAL learners 
benefit from targeted explicit teaching of English. We 
also know that they need lots and lots of extensive 
interactive exposure to English in meaningful contexts 
– something that can only be achieved in mainstream 
subject classrooms. Making certain that schools create 
practical solutions where learning and acquiring English 
can happen successfully and almost simulataneously is 
covered by the second part of the book, which looks 
at the implications of teaching EAL in every subject 
area and reminds us that these were the original 
aims of LINC: ‘The essential purpose of the language and 
English curriculum is … to provide opportunities for pupils 
to compose, communicate and comprehend meanings, their 
own and other people’s, in purposeful contexts.’ (John 
Richmond 1990). What needs to be in every subject 
area for EAL learners is fortunately going to benefit all 
learners:

• Language and concepts are organised in disciplines:

• Scaffold language to support learning.

• Prioritise vocabulary.

• Talk before writing.

• Learning is collaborative.

The third section looks in some detail at what an EAL 
specialist, if you had one in your school, would try to 
achieve. Currently a monolingual attitude dominates, 
whereas EAL learners should aspire to be bilingual 
or multilingual. Research evidence tells us that all 
languages play a part in developing good learners and 
schools should nurture and celebrate their linguistic 
repertoires.

The book concludes with practical appendices 
to support assessment, record progress and talk to 
inspectors. 

Stuart Scott
NATE Multicultural Committee

A few US phrasings and spellings aside, the over-riding 
feeling I get from this ‘pledge’ is one of familiarity. It’s 
the familiarity of the prescriptive judgements about 
‘incorrect’ speech, of the casual racism associated with 
certain forms of language use, of the conflation of flag, 
nation and tongue but above all the queasy sense of 
familiarity to so many arguments about English that we 
have every day. 

I’m writing this review while social media 
commentators, linguists and journalists are debating 
Lord Digby Jones’ comments about BBC TV sports 
presenter Alex Scott’s pronunciation of words like 
‘running’ and ‘swimming’ and his insistence that her 
supposed ‘g-dropping’ is a feature not of accent or 
heritage but of laziness and incorrectness (despite there 
being no ‘-g’ in most pronunciations of the ‘-ing’ at the 
end of these words). But, to be fair, I could be writing 
this review at any time and there would be some kind 
of ill-informed language furore bubbling away in the 
background. Whether it’s a weird insistence that students 
need to talk in complete sentences whenever they are in 
school (despite pretty much every linguist ever telling 
us that we don’t really speak in sentences), that banning 
common words and phrases in spoken interaction will 
lead to an improvement in literacy, a belief that dialect 
forms are ‘incorrect’ or that not correcting students’ 
‘mispronunciations’ amounts to the ‘soft bigotry of low 
expectations’, teachers – even English teachers – are not 
immune from peddling linguistically-dubious half-truths. 
And Linguistic Justice serves as a powerful reminder that 
unless English teachers reflect on and interrogate our 
own behaviours – pedagogical, linguistic and social – 
we can often be part of the problem, however much we 
might want to see ourselves as part of the solution. 

As I’ve suggested above, one of the best things about 
Linguistic Justice is that its author is not just a linguist 
but a teacher too. This is proper praxis. Throughout the 
book, Baker-Bell illustrates how the theory and practice 
interweave through clearly explained examples of 
conversations with students, resources and schemes of 
learning based around Angie Thomas’s The Hate U Give 
(a text that’s been used by an increasing number of KS3 
teachers in the UK over the past couple of years). 

There’s lots to think about in Linguistic Justice: lots 
to learn from, mull over and process and there’s plenty 
to recontextualise in a UK setting. It’s an important 
book for English teachers and one that has already 
kickstarted hundreds of conversations, many practical 
interventions and a lot more too come. 

Dan Clayton
English and Media Centre
(with thanks to Ian Cushing)

Teaching EAL: Evidence-based 
Strategies for Classroom and 
School
Robert Sharples
Multilingual Matters 2021, £19.95

Diversity is on the increase in schools across the UK 
and the number of children who speak a language other 
than English is increasing. Fewer schools have staff 
with a sole responsibility for EAL. Robert Sharples’ 
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Real-World Writers: A Handbook 
for Teaching Writing with 7–11 
Year Olds
Ross Young, Felicity Ferguson
Routledge 2020, £22.99

There is much to commend in this readable, nicely 
illustrated guide to teaching writing ‘with’ 7-to-11-year-
olds. Its laudable aim is to encourage ‘the whole class to 
see themselves as apprentice writers who every day write 
together in what feels like a combination of a creative writers’ 
workshop and a serious, professional publishing house’ 
and to ensure ‘children feel part of an authentic writing 
community where together they learn about the writer’s craft 
and the processes writing goes through, which genres best 
serve their purposes, and how grammar words as a tool to 
enhance what it is they want to say’ (p.3). The book is in 
two parts: Part A lays out principles and techniques for 
developing ‘real-world’ writers, and Part B explores the 
ways in which poetry, memoir, narrative, non-fiction, 
persuading and influencing, and history writing might 
be taught.

At the heart of the book is the principle of 
encouraging ‘writing for pleasure’, an approach which 
the authors have published another book on – A 
Writing For Pleasure pedagogy: theory, research and practice 
(Routledge 2021) – and also have a website devoted 
to: https://writing4pleasure.com. This pedagogy is 
about getting students to feel that their writing fulfils 
a purpose and is responded to, discovering their own 
voice and sharing what they feel proud of (p.8).

The emphasis on pleasure develops an idea first 
promoted by Teresa Cremin and other researchers with 
regards to reading: their Open University Reading for 
Pleasure website (https://ourfp.org/) is truly a wonder, 
stuffed full of great research and resources. Looking 
back over the website, though, made me wonder 
whether writers ever really ‘write for pleasure’ in the 
way readers do. Perhaps writing is a different beast 
entirely. We write to express ourselves, to explore 
our thoughts, etc., but do we ever actually think ‘Hey 
I’m going to feel some pleasure now and write?’ The 
injunction to find writing pleasurable makes me recall 
the philosopher Zizek, whose critique of late capitalism 
and its insistence that we have to enjoy life suggests that 
this implicit diktat actually kills our enjoyment.

While the idea of creating a community of writers 
is central to the book – an idea promulgated by leading 
researchers/practitioners in the field such as Teresa 
Cremin, Simon Wrigley and Jeni Smith – it is not until 
Chapter 15 that there is a ‘guide to becoming a writer-
teacher’ (p.135). It is worth looking at the website of the 
National Writing Project (www.nationalwringproject.
uk) to consider the issue of emphasis here. The NWP, 
which Wrigley & Smith have been instrumental in 
running, puts the concept of the teacher-writer at the 
very heart of writing pedagogy. Learning to teach how 
to write starts with teachers writing for themselves; the 
community of writers in a classroom grows out of the 
teacher sharing their passion for writing. As the authors 
of the book say: ‘There is no way of helping children to see 
themselves as writers if you yourself after not interested in 
it… Teachers who are not themselves members of their class 
writing community cannot effectively model how to be part 

of it’ (p.135) – but why is this point left until so late on 
in the book?

The book avoids being prescriptive about whether 
there are certain preferred ways of writing. Instead 
of saying that there is a set way to write – one of the 
problems of the old National Literacy Strategy – the 
book advocates teaching certain writing processes such 
as generating ideas, planning, drafting, revising, editing 
and publishing/performing, encouraging teachers to 
set ‘process goals’ which are appropriate to the child or 
class.

The book is prescriptive about how teachers should 
structure writing lessons, however: ‘a typical writing 
lesson should be split into three parts: a mini-lesson, writing 
time and class sharing’. Writing sessions ‘begin with a mini-
lesson – a lesson that is short, wholly practical and of long-
term use to the apprentice writers in your class’ (p.63). The 
mini lesson should either be a ‘writing study’ lesson or a 
‘functional grammar study’. Writing study lessons ‘should 
ideally focus on an aspect of the writer’s craft or how to use 
a specific resource or writing strategy’, whilst functional 
grammar study ‘is about children understanding how they 
already use grammar and punctuation in their projects in 
powerful ways, as well as how they can learn new aspects of 
grammar.’ (p.64). The evidence base for the ‘grammar’ 
approach perhaps derives from the University of 
Exeter’s Grammar for Writing research, spearheaded by 
Debra Myhill, the website for which contains a plethora 
of excellent, free resources, including some inspiring 
lesson plans: see the ‘grammar for writing pedagogy’ 
pages at https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk.

Although Peter Elbow, possibly the most notable 
modern advocate of ‘freewriting’, is cited in the 
section on generating ideas (p.50), freewriting itself – 
which he argues should form the bedrock from which 
people improve their writing – is never promoted 
as a systematic strategy. Strikingly, the authors are 
mindful of the current situation in many schools in 
the UK where teachers are under pressure to provide 
‘direct instruction’ approaches, training children to 
copy certain prescribed ways of writing, such as using 
PEE paragraphs. To some extent, this book attempts 
to mediate between a prescribed and a freer approach, 
and does so successfully, ultimately emphasising the 
development of pupils’ autonomy and engagement 
with ‘real-world’ writing. Its advocacy of the writers’ 
notebook (Chapter 7) is particularly pleasing to see, 
building upon Lambirth and Gooch’s 2006 research 
(‘Golden times of writing: the creative compliance of 
writing journals’, in Literacy 40(3), pp. 146–152).

This book is a step in the right direction towards 
empowering teachers to give children autonomy as 
writers. It has the virtue of setting out a clear rubric 
for teaching, based upon largely sound principles. It 
could, however, place more emphasis on teachers as 
writers, be more critical about the concept of ‘writing for 
pleasure’, and highlight the importance of freewriting 
for unlocking creativity to a greater degree than it does.

Francis Gilbert
Goldsmiths University of London
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In the first of her new series exploring fictional teachers 
from page, stage and screen, Carol Atherton celebrates 
Mrs Lintott, foil to the notorious Hector in Alan Bennett’s 
The History Boys, played in both the original stage version 
and the 2006 film adaptation by Frances de la Tour.

Mrs Lintott, in  
The History Boys

but they treat this with a weary eyeroll rather than 
reporting him. He recognises the loneliness in Posner, 
the most fragile of the boys, and speaks to him of the 
‘sense of not sharing, of being out of it. Whether because of 
diffidence or shyness, but a holding back. Not being in the 
swim. Can you see that?’

Hector knows that Irwin’s lessons are about playing 
an intellectual game. So does Mrs Lintott. She’d have 
no truck with such Ofsted-isms as ‘rapid and sustained 
progress’, with knowledge organisers and ‘wow words’ 
and the need for everything to be outstanding all of the 
time. She’d recognise that true learning is a long slow 
burn, an uneven path.

The essence of Mrs Lintott
In the play, Mrs Lintott has some cracking lines. There’s 
the obvious one about studying at Durham: ‘It’s where I 
had my first pizza. Other things, too, of course, but it’s the 
pizza that stands out.’ There’s the bit where she defines 
history as ‘women following behind with a bucket.’ There’s 
also the point where she describes the Headmaster as 
‘a twat … a condescending cunt.’ (In a production at my 
former school, the student who played Mrs Lintott 
delivered this line with real relish.) 

But for me, the part where we really see the essence 
of Mrs Lintott is at the end, at Hector’s memorial service, 
when she tells us what has become of the boys. Their fates 
in the film differ from those in the original play – Posner’s 
ending is happier, Lockwood’s sadder – but that doesn’t 
really matter. What I like about this scene is the sense 
of Mrs Lintott’s role extending into the future, there not 
just for the seven years of secondary school but for many 
decades to come. She’d be the one who’d bump into her 
former students, or their parents, in the supermarket, 
and find out what they were up to. There’d be shared 
reminiscences, and maybe the odd letter. She might 
attend the occasional wedding, in her size seven, wide-
fitting court shoes; she’d certainly be there for funerals. 

Teachers who matter don’t just get you through the 
exams. They balance and stabilise; they help to make a 
school a genuine community that shows young people 
how to be. They might not set the educational world on 
fire, but they do help to ground it.

Everyone should be taught by at least one Mrs 
Lintott, at some point in their life. Who’s yours?

Carol Atherton
is Head of English at Spalding Grammar School and 
author of Defining Literary Criticism (Routledge 2005). 
This series of portraits first appeared in her acclaimed 
blog, Passing it On, at https://passing-it-on.com.

Every staffroom needs a Mrs Lintott. She’d look after 
you in your first few weeks as a rookie teacher, making 
sure you knew how the coffee rota worked and whose 
chair you shouldn’t sit in. She’d dispense wisdom 
and offer suggestions on how to approach particular 
students. It was the Mrs Lintotts of my first school who 
gave me the pieces of advice that have stayed with me 
all my career. Don’t try to be their friend. Be kind, but make 
sure they know where the boundaries are. Bright students can 
wind you up far more effectively than less able ones. If you 
expect to make a meaningful connection with every student 
you teach, you’ll burn yourself out. 

Mrs Lintott has a box of tissues and a packet of 
digestives in her desk drawer, and knows just when you 
need them. She’s essential to the running of the school, 
although her role isn’t an official one and doesn’t come 
with extra pay. A school without at least one Mrs Lintott 
is a very poor thing.

Hector, Irwin, the Headmaster – and Mrs Lintott
Mrs Lintott, in Bennett’s play, acts as a kind of moral 
centre, standing in the middle of a triangle formed by the 
dilettante Hector, the smoothly ambitious Irwin, and the 
repulsively shallow Headmaster. The Headmaster wants 
the school to rise in the league tables: he is determined to 
get more students into Oxford and Cambridge, and recruits 
Irwin to tutor the school’s most able History students. 

Mrs Lintott has taught them in the past, but it’s clear 
that her approach won’t cut it, in Oxbridge terms. She 
offers hard graft, ‘plainly stated and properly organised 
facts.’ (I bet she loves a well-organised lever arch file, 
with dividers and plastic wallets, all the headings 
underlined.) Irwin offers flash. As Rudge, one of the 
boys, puts it: ‘You’ve force-fed us the facts; now we’re in the 
business of running around acquiring flavour.’ He gets his 
students to approach the past from unexpected angles, 
finding tangential ways in. With him, the boys find the 
moments when history ‘rattles over the points’. They 
develop intellectual agility. But they couldn’t have done 
it without Mrs Lintott laying the foundations.

Hector’s lessons, meanwhile, are all about ‘sheer 
calculated silliness.’ They’re the antidote to the 
Headmaster’s weaselling, a space to shore up fragments 
of Gracie Fields and George Formby and act out scenes 
from classic films. They are fun – witness the improvised 
scene in the French brothel – but eventually the boys 
realise that they’re not going to get them into Oxbridge. 

Hector is a joker, but he’s also sad, in every possible 
sense of the word. He offers the boys lifts home on his 
motorbike, and gropes them as they sit behind him, 

“Everyone 
should be 
taught by  
at least one 
Mrs Lintott,  
at some point  
in their life. 
Who’s yours?”



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: Josh Roy, a Lead Practitioner in 
English in London, and a member of NATE’s Secondary Committee.

Josh Roy
Reviews and Columns 

plethora of objects and artefacts in the collection. 
The reason this initiative spoke to me was its desire 
to show that we have, do, and will always contain 
multitudes in our identities.

• To unwind fully, however, I have recently re-indulged 
in the solace of the animated series Avatar the Last 
Airbender and Attack on Titan. These two epic stories 
provide just the right amount of social commentary 
and escapism to satisfy the ever-present English 
teacher in me.

The Teaching?
• I have always felt that teaching is the most human 

profession; it demands a combination of both critical 
(or academic) and emotional intelligence and allows 
space for continual growth both professionally and 
personally.

• This year I have begun my role as a Lead Practitioner 
in English. I thought that it would be challenging, 
(and I was right), but have really enjoyed the 
opportunities to actualise my vision for myself, my 
students, and my colleagues.

• Being in my fifth year of teaching, I feel I still have 
a lot to learn, and so I deeply value my time working 
with the inspiring minds on NATE’s Secondary 
Working Group; they care deeply about what it 
means to teach English and how to transform this 
passion into real impact in each classroom for each 
student. A recent small win for me was seeing a 
previously timid Year 8 student excel in his speaking 
and listening end-of-unit debate. Part of this success 
can be attributed to the meaningful conversations 
I’ve had with the NATE team and from NATE 
articles on promoting oracy in English.

The Books?
• A recent read has been Guapa by Saleem Haddad. 

The author’s debut novel is set in an unidentified 
Middle Eastern country and the USA and explores 
the conflict of his gay identity with his national and 
religious identity. Haddad manages to deconstruct 
all social norms that restrict his protagonist from 
being truly who he is, and does so on a global scale. 
(IMO: it’d be an excellent addition to the protest 
fiction element of the A Level course).

• Last year, a top novel for me was Pachinko by Min Jin 
Lee. A historical fiction tale that spans generations, 
it is truly epic in its scale and scope as we follow 
Sunja’s moving, and at times heart-breaking, story 
from war-torn Korea to Japan.

• Amidst the fiction, a book to which I always return is 
A New Earth by Eckhart Tolle. I think about reading 
as a way to cultivate critical, emotional, and spiritual 
intelligence, and this book caters to the last one. It 
slows you down, revealing wisdom that allows you to 
see the earth anew in terms of relationships, work, 
and life.

The Culture?
• Looking at culture in all forms is (for me) a way of 

gaining a new perspective into what it means to be 
human. For this reason, I enjoy art in all its forms!

• Most recently, I saw Tom Stoppard’s new play 
Leopoldstadt. It teaches about the generational 
impact of the Holocaust and how this is marked and 
remembered in some lines of family and forgotten 
in others. Ultimately it prompts a reflection on the 
significance of family history and its ability to find 
a kind of conceptual ‘home’ in the knowledge of 
knowing your past as a puzzle piece of who you are.

• The last exhibition I visited was a multimedia event 
called War Inna Babylon at the ICA. Tracing the 
Windrush Generation’s experience from arrival to 
today, it illuminated the Black British experience with 
a raw honesty. On a tour with a curator (and survivor 
of wrongful incarceration) we learned how an 
organisation called Forensic Architecture (a company 
using architectural technology to recreate events 
and address crimes against humanity) had pieced 
together the tragic murder of Mark Duggan and how, 
at the intersection of History, Art, Technology, and 
Law, justice was being sought for an unjust atrocity.

The Spare Time?
• I really enjoy spending time in galleries. So much so 

that I signed up to volunteer with the V&A’s LGBTQ+ 
tours. On these, I help the team to research and 
excavate the hidden LGBTQ+ realities behind the 
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