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Preface

In writing this book we have attempted to achieve five aims.
First, the education of students identified as gifted and talented, let alone 

the identification process itself, is highly controversial: it is seen variously as 
elitist, divisive and educationally exclusive, or as economically, socially and 
educationally inequitable. Moreover, much that passes for research in this field, 
with notable exceptions, is advocacy and evangelism masquerading as research. 
Although debate and controversy are welcome, we adopted a semi-detached 
attitude to the controversy, attempting to capture what it was that schools 
and teachers were doing, whether or not it fitted into a particular approach to 
gifted and talented education or not.

Secondly, we wanted to bring into a more public domain the educational 
practices of some of England’s secondary schools judged to be outstandingly 
effective at teaching gifted and talented students. Although there are several 
books from proponents of gifted education giving advice on teaching such stu-
dents, there are almost none based on substantial empirical case studies. We 
have attempted to get inside the working of the schools through interviewing 
staff and students, and observing lessons. In each school case study we pro-
duced a report and negotiated with the school that it was an accurate and fair 
representation. Since not all teaching and learning occurs in a school setting, 
we developed two case studies evaluating out-of-school learning – an online 
learning group and a residential summer school. Again negotiated reports were 
established with the evaluators. In this way we hoped to produce narratives of 
practice that other schools and teachers could learn from.

Thirdly, we attempted to place the practice of the schools within a theoreti-
cal and policy framework. Where, as was the case in all schools, there were 
contradictions to, or disagreements about, contemporary theory and policy on 
gifted education, we have drawn particular attention to them, in the hope that 
theorists and policy makers might adjust their ideas. Practice, especially in 
leading-edge schools such as the ones reported in this book, should feed into 
theory and shape policy.

Fourthly, a major pre-occupation of this book is the way school values feed into 
classroom practice. We started to develop the case studies with a simple three-
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level model of school effectiveness, derived from the largely statistical models in 
the multi-level modelling field, though our studies were qualitative in method. 
This meant that we approached each school looking for interactions between the 
school management/leadership level, the teacher/classroom level, and the level 
of the individual student. As a consequence, it became clear to us that current 
conceptions about pedagogy were unnecessarily restricted to the classroom – to 
the teacher and the students. Yet all the teachers, and perhaps most importantly 
the students, argued that whole school values, or the school ethos, as most of 
them put it, shaped and influenced classroom relationships, and the teaching 
and learning that arose from them. Effective teaching and learning therefore 
has very important lessons for school management as well as teachers.

Finally, we attempted to draw some ideas from across the different schools 
and other settings that might influence the way other teachers might think 
about teaching gifted and talented students. The schools and settings were all 
state-maintained schools but were varied in size, age-range, context, organisa-
tion and student composition. There were two single-sex grammar schools, 
one multi-ethnic girls comprehensive school serving an extremely deprived 
estate, a rural comprehensive, an urban/industrial technology college, and a 
sixth form college in a university town; and the two wider schooling settings. 
Nevertheless, there were some similar themes and ideas that emerged from a 
consideration of their specific cases.

Structure of the book

The book is in three parts:

PART ONE: Policy, theory and practice in gifted and talented education
Chapters 1 and 2

PART TWO: The case studies
Chapters 3–10

PART THREE: Conclusion
Chapter 11

The research reported here was carried out while we were members of the 
research team at the National Academy for Gifted Youth (NAGTY), based at 
the University of Warwick. The data were collected between 2004–2007. We 
wish to express our gratitude to erstwhile colleagues – university staff, school 
teachers and students – who discussed the work in progress with us and helped 
us explore some of the ideas in this book.

Professor Wendy Robinson, University of Exeter
Professor Jim Campbell, University of Warwick
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in gifted and talented 
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Chapter 1

Gifted and talented education 
in England 1999–2009
Policy framework and aims

This chapter analyses the development since 1999 of education policy in 
England designed to improve the education of students identified as gifted 
and talented. We argue that the policy formation, which includes a strong and 
distinctive emphasis on embedding the policy in mainstream schools, can be 
seen as part of the New Labour government’s concerns for both social equity 
and increased performativity. We offer a critique of what has been called the 
‘English model’ of provision and how this has begun to be embedded in the 
mainstream system. We also examine problems around the conceptualisation 
and assessment of giftedness and talent in the English model and question 
its efficacy, impact and success. The chapter is in five parts. First, the broader 
policy background and social context which led to a deliberate focus on gifted 
and talented provision in the closing years of the twentieth century is discussed. 
Secondly, there is a detailed elaboration of the development of the policy frame-
work over the last decade 1999–2009. Thirdly, the ‘English’ model is examined 
for its rationale and values as well as its impact in practice. Fourthly, the nature 
of giftedness and its assessment in the English model is problematised. Finally, 
further questions are raised around unresolved problems for teachers and other 
stakeholders.

The policy framework

The English education system’s response to the educational needs of gifted 
pupils has been characterised by a long trend, stretching back at least to 1978, 
of low expectations at the classroom and school level (DES 1978; HMI 1992; 
OFSTED 2003) and, until fairly recently, absence of strategic policy at the 
national level (Eyre 1997; House of Commons 1999). This trend was alleged 
to be reinforced by unenthusiastic attitudes in the teaching profession, either 
on the grounds that teachers lacked confidence about how to challenge such 
students through their teaching (HMI 1992: para. 3), or that meeting their 
educational needs had lower priority than managing the behaviour and learn-
ing of other pupils in busy and challenging classrooms, or both (Eyre 1997: 
vi; House of Commons 1999: paras 43 and 50). In 2003, gifted and talented 
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students’ progress in secondary schools had been judged by inspectors from the 
English government’s Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) to be good 
or better in fewer than half the schools and unsatisfactory in one in 12, with 
common weaknesses being the identification of such students and the assess-
ment of their progress (OFSTED 2003: 108). Inspectors had judged that, in 
general, practice, even at a fairly basic level, was unsatisfactory.

Consistently high quality provision across subjects for gifted and tal-
ented pupils remains the exception. Many schools need to make sure that 
schemes of work set out what is meant by a high level of challenge and 
to provide guidance on ways of enriching and extending work for higher 
attainers. While activities outside normal lessons are often stimulating … 
they do not generally link well with mainstream work.

(OFSTED 2003: 126)

Ideology played a part also, in that making special provision for gifted and 
talented pupils had commonly been constructed as elitist in academic discourse 
(e.g. Bourdieu 1998; Ball, et al. 1996), reinforcing the advantages that already 
advantaged professional classes might gain for their offspring, in the competi-
tion for admission to high status universities (Power, et al. 2003).

To these problems there was added a complex set of distinctively English 
social pressures. Parental anxiety about provision in mainstream schools led to 
high demand from the professional classes for private schooling, as Adonis and 
Pollard (1998) argue (see also Fox 1984), and, where it was available, for selec-
tive secondary schooling. Parental anxiety appeared to hold firm, even when it 
became clear that the advantages to the middle class, in terms of educational 
attainment, from attending a selective school were dubious or small, especially 
for the most able pupils (Crook, et al. 1999; Schagen and Schagen 2001).

Schagen and Schagen’s review for the National Foundation for Educational 
Research (NFER) reported that selection effect varied by the level of ability 
of pupils. They found:

The most able pupils perform just as well, if not better, in comprehensive 
schools. The least able pupils perform slightly better in secondary modern 
schools. The impact of different school types is most strongly felt in the 
overlapping ability range (average to above-average). It seems therefore 
that selective systems obtain good results, particularly at Keystage 3, 
because the grammar schools are remarkably successful in enhancing the 
performance of their least able pupils – the ones who gain their grammar 
school places by a relatively narrow margin.

(Schagen and Schagen 2001: 8)

Even when the state had provided financial support for differentiated provision 
through specially targeted schemes, it had been disproportionately accessed by 
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those with high levels of social and intellectual capital, mainly the professional 
classes and those in genteel poverty, according to Edwards, et al. (1989).

From this context of policy drift and socially skewed parental ambition, a 
step change in policy came about towards the end of the twentieth century, 
driven primarily by the New Labour government’s agenda for social inclusion 
and for improved performance in the educational system. Quasi-official inter-
est had been reflected in a survey of provision by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 
(HMI), and a review of research for OFSTED (HMI 1992; Freeman 1998). 
More officially, in direct policy terms, the government’s initiative to improve 
the quality of education in urban areas, the Excellence in Cities (EiC) initi-
ative (DfES 2002), included specific targeting of gifted and talented pupils. 
Moreover, in a Green Paper, Schools: Building on Success, the Department for 
Education and Skills (DfES) committed itself to including support for gifted 
and talented students in all its school education strategies (DfES 2001).

The platform for this policy change had been constructed in a House of 
Commons Select Committee (1999) which had examined issues associated 
with ‘highly able children’, and had made a coherent and integrated set of 
recommendations about policy and practice. It recommended among other 
things, that:

• Funding to support the education of gifted children should be incorporated 
into the generic funding of schools.

• All national initiatives should incorporate a gifted and talented compon-
ent, clearly specified.

• OFSTED should include data on provision for gifted and talented in its 
inspection of schools and of LEAs, and should conduct a second survey of 
provision, following up its survey in 1992.

• Initial teacher training should be required to give higher priority to the 
education of gifted and talented pupils.

• All schools should be required to appoint a named person as the school’s 
coordinator for gifted and talented education.

Enrichment and extension of the normal curriculum, partnerships between 
schools and other agencies such as universities, out-of-school provision, and 
improved use of information and communications technologies (ICT) were also 
recommended to improve the effectiveness of teaching and learning.

The Select Committee thus laid the foundations of a clear policy, national in 
scope, with pupil entitlement at its heart, and embedded in mainstream school-
ing. The establishment of a National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth 
(NAGTY) at the University of Warwick in 2002 provided the organisational 
mechanism for delivering the policy into the system, focusing on secondary 
schools. Its distinctive ambition was to integrate three dimensions of its work – 
services for students, services for teachers and research – into a unified academy. 
Its work was supported by the government through an expanded Gifted and 
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Talented Unit at the DfES. By 2007 some 140,000 secondary-aged students 
had been identified as meeting the criteria for membership of the Academy.

The publication in 2005 of the government’s White Paper, Higher Standards, 
Better Schools for All: More Choice for Parents and Pupils, set out a clear expecta-
tion that all pupils, including those identified as ‘gifted and talented’ should 
have the most appropriate ‘personalised’ support to reach the limits of their 
capabilities (DfES 2005). For gifted and talented pupils this meant: stretch 
and challenge in every classroom and in every school; and opportunities to fur-
ther their particular abilities outside school. The 2007 Children’s Plan built 
on this commitment and set out a range of priorities for schools that continue 
to shape policy (DCSF 2007). These included:

• improving the identification of gifted and talented learners, especially 
underachievers and those from disadvantaged backgrounds;

• ensuring that all schools have access to trained leading teachers for gifted 
and talented learners;

• ensuring that gifted and talented learners make at least two levels of 
progress in each Key Stage, especially those who come from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.

In 2007, the national programme for gifted and talented education, NpGATE, 
was transferred from Warwick University to a not-for-profit company, CfBT, 
whose responsibility was to manage the programme, brokering its delivery to 
other organisations. CfBT was also responsible for managing the programme’s 
expansion to all schools catering for 4 to 19-year-olds, not just secondary 
schools. CfBT managed the Young Gifted and Talented (YG&T) learner acad-
emy and provided support for educators, brokering provision through its online 
portal. By 2008, CfBT reported that over 700,000 students were identified as 
gifted and talented, with a target of one million students by 2010.

As the transfer from Warwick to CfBT was occurring, three mechanisms 
were being put in place to help in the implementation of policy. These were:

• The development of Quality Standards for gifted and talented education, 
a set of self-evaluation criteria for teachers, schools and Local Authorities 
(LAs) to identify their strengths and weaknesses in gifted provision.

• The establishment of a national register of gifted and talented students, 
whereby all schools were required to identify their gifted students in 
their annual school census, with the intention that their progress could 
be tracked and monitored.

• The establishment of Excellence Hubs, regional networks of profession-
als, intended to foment interest and development activities in gifted and 
talented education in partnership with universities and with a focus on 
learners from disadvantaged backgrounds.
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In 2007 the DCSF set up the National Strategies initiative, designed to improve 
the quality of learning and teaching in schools, through focused professional 
development programmes for teachers in online learning communities. Among 
a number of priority national strategies was inclusion and within this umbrella 
lay a cross-phase initiative for gifted and talented provision with the aim to 
improve the attainment, aspirations, motivation and self-esteem of gifted 
and talented pupils, especially those who are at risk of not fulfilling their 
potential. Working through LAs, school coordinators and leading teachers for 
gifted and talented education, the three quality standards referred to earlier, 
i.e. LA, institutional and classroom level standards were supported. A bank of 
resources and examples of good practice to support gifted and talented educa-
tion in mainstream provision, as well as a range of generic, primary-focused, 
secondary-focused and subject-specific e-learning modules for the training of 
leading teachers was also made available.

In the summer of 2009 the government published, as part of developing the 
Children’s Plan vision, a new White Paper, Your Child, Your Schools, Our Future: 
Building a 21st Century Schools System (DCSF 2009). In it there was a strong 
focus on formalised ‘Pupil and Parent Guarantees’ for high quality, personalised 
learning support, increased accountability for schools and a greater emphasis 
on supporting schools to narrow the performance gap between pupils from 
advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds. Unlike previous White Papers 
published by the Labour government in the last decade, this one made very 
little explicit reference to provision for gifted and talented pupils, other than 
a requirement in the Pupil and Parent Guarantee that schools would send 
written confirmation of the extra challenge and support that pupils identi-
fied as gifted and talented would receive by September 2010 (DCSF 2009: 
35, 42). This apparent shift in focus also reflected a new direction in national 
policy development for gifted and talented provision which, according to 
John Stannard, National Champion for Gifted and Talented Learners, ‘brings 
a greater emphasis on the responsibilities of schools to provide effectively for 
their G&T learners’ (Stannard 2009). The CfBT contract for the YG&T learner 
academy expired and was replaced with a catalogue of opportunities available 
to learners across LAs, regions and nationally. Moving from a highly centralised 
policy through national agencies such as NAGTY and CfBT, the brokering of 
provision, and accountability for ensuring appropriate identification and pro-
vision for individual pupils, became much more school-based with regional 
support. However democratically attractive it appears, the potential weakness 
of this model is that large-scale systemic change might not be achievable and 
much depends on the individual efficacy and commitment of the schools. 
While additional support and resource for disadvantaged young people were 
built into the policy, these issues continue to be a problem.
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The ‘English’ model

In contrast with some other international developments, the English national 
policy is unusual in its explicit commitment to being embedded in the main-
stream school system, a feature driven by the generic funding proposed by the 
Select Committee referred to earlier. The rationale and values underlying the 
so-called ‘English’ model were outlined by the director of NAGTY as follows:

Traditionally gifted education has been seen as divorced from the general 
education system, yet if a country’s education system seeks to provide 
appropriate education for all its children, then the education of the most 
able (gifted) should be seen as just one part of a larger whole. This in itself 
should provide a compelling case for a nationally coherent and integrated 
approach to the education of the gifted. However there are reasons that 
transcend education policy that suggest that a country would be well-
advised to give gifted education a more central location. Today’s gifted 
pupils are tomorrow’s social, intellectual, economic and cultural leaders 
and their development cannot be left to chance. Where it is left to chance, 
evidence indicates that educational progress is not so much a question of 
intellectual merit but rather a question of affluence, with the most affluent 
receiving the best education and therefore achieving most highly.

(cited in Campbell, et al. 2004: 4–5)

Deconstructed, this statement resolves itself into a three-part rationale: an edu-
cational policy, about the mainstream system catering for the needs of all pupils; 
an economic argument, about realising potential to drive up performance in the 
knowledge economy; and a commitment to equity, with an ambition to counter 
those social and economic factors shown to have had a restrictive influence on 
educational achievement. It challenged the idea that giftedness was unequally 
distributed among social groupings, stressing the need to identify giftedness 
in social groups hitherto under-represented in the gifted population. In this 
sense it was palpably part of the social inclusion agenda of New Labour.

The challenge implicit in this agenda was substantial, since social bias in 
high educational achievement reflects a particularly long-standing English 
disease, as large-scale longitudinal studies in England have demonstrated 
(Douglas 1964; Halsey, et al. 1980).

A continued commitment to the mainstreaming of gifted and talented edu-
cation was a central part of the function and outreach of the National Strategies 
which were explicitly designed ‘to improve challenge and opportunities in the 
classroom so that the special gifts, abilities and talents of all pupils are revealed 
and nurtured, and pupils are able to fulfil their potential’ (National Strategies 
2008). This was further endorsed in the policy shifts captured by the 2009 
White Paper, with an explicit expectation that schools take responsibility for, 
and be accountable to, their gifted and talented learners.
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The model in practice

In practice, the emerging policy was consonant with the English government’s 
‘personalisation’ policy in public services generally (Leadbeater 2004; DfES 
2004). How it was designed to reform practice in provision for the education 
of gifted and talented students was elaborated by Eyre (Campbell, et al. 2004). 
This had five elements: integration; quality in the basic system; diversity; 
equality of opportunity; and globalism.

Integration

The approach used to deliver gifted education in England was intended to be 
integrated in two ways: gifted education was to be an integral part of general 
education policy; and the approach used would integrate pupils with their 
peers as much as is possible, rather than placing gifted education outside the 
general education structure. When specialist provision was shown to be needed 
then it was to be made available, and lack of availability in a particular school 
should not be a barrier to the progress of the individual.

High quality basic system

The core of gifted education was intended to be delivered through day-to-day 
classroom provision. Gifted children and students would spend most of their 
time with the regular school group, especially in the 5–11 age range. This 
meant that schools should routinely plan to meet the needs of their most able 
pupils. School flexibility for the gifted should include the ability to progress 
more rapidly than others in the peer group, including taking external examina-
tions early. As the child became older, and more advanced in some areas, then 
the mix between normal class, cross-school and out-of-school provision would 
change. By 14–19 years the emphasis on personal pathways to meet personal 
needs was intended to pervade the whole education system. The school was 
envisaged as working in conjunction with a range of other providers to ensure 
optimum match between needs and opportunities. A major benefit claimed 
for this approach was its potential for raising systemic performance, sometimes 
referred to as the ‘rising tide raises all ships’ syndrome.

Diversity of provision

The English model for gifted education attempted to build on a general recog-
nition of the need for diversity: diversity in schools, with the system developing 
organisationally distinctive characteristics to cater for differences in aptitude 
and interest; personalised learning pathways, through which students are 
enabled to give voice to their individual needs and have them catered for, even-
tually beginning to shape and influence their own pathways; wider schooling, 
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with the host school being only part provider and seeking to broker learning 
opportunities from other partners. This final characteristic, the brokering of 
learning according to the identification of learning needs by both learners and 
providers, is at the deep end of personalisation as Leadbeater (2004) sees it, with 
users of the education system treated as ‘co-producers’ rather than consumers. 
(See Campbell, et al. 2007b for a fuller critical discussion of personalised learn-
ing for gifted students.)

Equality, social justice, meritocracy

The model attempted to balance equality and meritocracy. While it was con-
cerned with meritocracy, it recognised that the creation of better opportunities 
would not in itself ensure that gifted children from under-represented groups 
rose through the system. In the English model, special attention was to be paid 
to those from under-represented groups.

A global perspective for the twenty-first century

A major reason for a dedicated educational focus on gifted and talented pupils 
was their potential to play a leading role in their adult lives. To be successful in 
a globalised world, it was argued that education systems would need to produce 
leaders who could compete with the most able counterparts globally.

Evidence of impact

By 2007 there was some independent evidence (Campbell 2007) about the 
extent of implementation of the policy. At the national level, in a comparative 
review of gifted education in 21 countries in Europe, funded by the German 
government, the UK was judged to be among the three countries in Europe 
where most progress in gifted education had occurred since 2003 (Monks and 
Pfluger 2005).

At the level of school headteachers/principals, a survey, commissioned in 
2007 by NAGTY from EDComs asked school leaders whether, since the estab-
lishment of NAGTY in 2002, provision for gifted and talented education in 
their schools had improved or deteriorated. The findings were that 46 per cent 
of school leaders reported improvement and none reported significant deteri-
oration. The same survey asked heads whether they had found the Institutional 
Quality Standards helpful. Most leaders either had not used the Standards or 
had not seen them (63 per cent). Slightly more of those who had seen them 
generally thought them to be helpful (19 per cent), rather than unhelpful 
(13 per cent).

At the level of the classroom teacher, an investigation commissioned in 
2007 from Ipsos MORI using a nationally representative sample of English 
primary and secondary teachers reported on perceived improvement in their 
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effectiveness of teaching gifted and talented students. Three in five (60 per 
cent) of teachers felt their teaching of gifted and talented students was more 
effective than it had been three years previously. The same survey asked about 
the impact of NAGTY on their teaching. Just one in five teachers (21 per cent) 
felt that NAGTY had affected their teaching of gifted and talented students. 
Three-quarters did not feel that NAGTY had affected them much or at all.

In September 2008 the EPPI-Centre published A Systematic Review of 
Interventions Aimed at Improving the Educational Achievement of Pupils Identified 
as Gifted and Talented (Bailey, et al. 2008). This report endorsed the policy 
of mainstream provision, personalisation for gifted and talented pupils, and 
argued that the Quality Standards were impacting positively on provision.

These findings, which provide a somewhat patchy picture at different levels 
in the system seven years on from the establishment of the national programme, 
suggested some modest progress in policy implementation.

Problematising the nature of giftedness and its 
assessment in the English model

The nature of ‘giftedness’, and indeed the language used to theorise, and even 
define it, is highly contested (House of Commons 1999). In addition to theo-
retical arguments about the extent of heritability and measurement of ability, 
there are somewhat more practical debates about the extent of giftedness in the 
population, and therefore the size of the group on which education policy and 
practice should focus. In respect of the last of these, the English model took its 
brief largely from the 1999 Select Committee report, which argued that about 
5 per cent of the school population might be considered ‘very able’, but included 
a view that 2 per cent might be thought of as ‘exceptionally able’. The former 
threshold would involve some 680,000 members of the school age population, 
the latter some 250,000, according to the Select Committee, although actual 
decisions about numbers involved would soon be devolved to schools.

As for the nature of giftedness, the English model adopted a modernised 
but highly contestable theory of multiple intelligences, rather than a generic 
model reflected in a single measured intelligence quotient (IQ). It invoked at 
different times the ideas of Cropley (1995), Freeman (1995), Gardner (1983; 
1999), Krechevsky and Gardner (1990), Gagné (1994), Guilford (1950), 
Renzulli (1977), Sternberg (1985), and others. In Freeman’s terms, the English 
model adopted ‘identification by provision’ rather than ‘the medical model of 
diagnose and treat’ (Freeman 1998).

There were two significant consequences of using these modern theories 
for policy and practice. First, they enabled the English model to justify the 
adoption of a broad conception of ability, so as to include not only cognitive 
ability but also ‘creativity’ and ‘talent’ in dance, drama, music and sport, and, 
perhaps more controversially, task effort and motivation in Renzulli’s (1977) 
and Urban’s (1990) models. Second, this conception of ability provided the 
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justification for multi-modal assessment of student ability rather than a uni-
dimensional measurement of it. Until 2007, NAGTY identified the ‘top 5 per 
cent’ using an array of evidence, including test data, recommendations from 
teachers, parents and peers, portfolios of achievement, and other evidence. An 
important feature of this process was its emphasis on evidence of potential, as 
well as actual, achievement, where appropriate provision and support for stu-
dents were made available. After 2007, CfBT, while including the NAGTY 
criteria, developed a significantly more flexible set of criteria, dominant 
among which was the DCSF definition of gifted and talented as pupils show-
ing performance in at least one subject ‘significantly above their year group’. 
At the same time as extending its reach downward into primary education, it 
broadened it so as to include all students that teachers judged met the DCSF 
definition. While this gave ownership of definition to the schools (and removed 
the burden of managing the identification process fairly from the national pro-
gramme), it neglected the established evidence that teachers’ judgements of 
students’ ability are commonly found to be socially and ethnically biased (see 
a review of this aspect of research in Davis and Rimm 1998: 68–101).

As they were still contentious, the criteria for the identification of the top 
5 per cent nationally were reviewed by the DCSF, leaving all schools and col-
leges to identify their own gifted and talented learners and to determine the 
size of the population, taking into account local context and policy.

Unresolved problems for teachers and other 
professionals

There are three, inter-related barriers to more effective implementation of 
the national policy on gifted and talented education. These are: the nature of 
mainstreaming; the conceptions of giftedness and the criteria for identifica-
tion; and social equity issues.

Mainstreaming

The English model presented itself as radical in that it was systemic; it was 
embedded in the national system and therefore dependent for effective imple-
mentation on the involvement of the whole education profession. This might 
be thought to have been both its strength and its Achilles heel. Some levers for 
change were installed in the system; most notably the requirement to appoint 
school-based coordinators for gifted and talented education, later called ‘lead-
ing teachers’, in every school, and the possibility that OFSTED would inspect 
the quality of gifted and talented education in schools. There was pressure on 
initial teacher training providers to include training on teaching gifted and 
talented pupils, and for this aspect to be part of the inspection of teacher train-
ing. Also, the national Primary Strategy encouraged schools to consider the 
needs of gifted and talented pupils (DfES 2003).
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These levers are relatively weak, however, when set against a professional cul-
ture which has been construed as antagonistic or indifferent. The EiC initiative 
appears to have been effective in identifying and supporting gifted and talented 
pupils, partly because of the high level of targeted funding (£208.1 million 
in 1990–2001 and £303.1 million in 2001–2002, for just under 1.5 million 
pupils involved), but that initiative was closed down as a separately funded 
activity. Even under EiC it was difficult to demonstrate ‘measurable impact in 
terms of attainment’ (DfES 2002: 35).

By contrast, the use of school-based coordinators to deliver substantial ele-
ments of national policy has been resorted to by the government when it seeks 
a generalised, low-cost, implementation strategy, as Campbell (2004) has 
argued. A survey (Hewston, et al. 2005) of school-based gifted and talented 
coordinators in secondary schools showed that most had two, and some five, 
other coordination/management roles, in addition to the responsibility for gif-
ted and talented students. Not surprisingly, they identified lack of time and 
lack of support as obstacles to effective implementation of the role.

A more direct, statutory, element in the inspection of schools and teacher 
training might have been effective in changing practice in gifted education, 
but the proposal to make this a statutory element in school inspections was 
not realised. Under the current arrangements, therefore, the professional cul-
ture in the schools is likely to remain the strongest driver on priorities at the 
school level.

The national programme had a strong focus on professional development 
of teachers, but there were two limitations on its effectiveness in this respect. 
The relationship of the schools to the programmes was a voluntary one, so that 
NAGTY and CfBT were initially engaging with those schools and teachers 
where there was little cultural resistance. The second problem was that, again 
from the point of view of teachers’ professional development, the competition 
for teacher development time in other areas of school improvement was fierce. 
Both factors suggest that the promoters of the programmes were not adequately 
empowered to work with those schools and teachers opposed to developing 
effective teaching of gifted students, or those for whom it had relatively low 
priority. Preaching to the converted is gratifying, but does not by itself lead 
more souls to salvation.

The national policy had challenged the notion of the school as the single 
education provider of student learning. The wider schooling element assumed 
a brokering role for the school so as to tap into expertise that matched the 
learning needs of students. This wider schooling concept also includes learning 
by individual students through sources such as the Internet, online forums, 
summer schools and outreach activities. To be effective there would have to 
be a major shift in conceptions of pedagogy, with a strong commitment to 
independent learning and an active role for student voice to exercise choice in 
content, source, pace and direction of learning. The role of the school as bro-
kering this learning is clear in relation to formally provided resources, such 
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as summer schools or online forums or outreach activities, but independent 
learning from informally acquired knowledge is different, implying a shift 
from visible to invisible pedagogies (Bernstein 1973), with control over pace, 
direction and even content of learning having to be ceded by the school to the 
student. This would be a palpable example of how the personalisation agenda 
for the public sector might be realised in teaching and learning. However, the 
extent to which the teaching profession in general is culturally or institution-
ally prepared for these two demands upon it is problematic. There was a major 
task here for the professional development side of the National Academy, but 
changing professional attitudes towards a more personalised learning had 
hardly begun before responsibility was transferred to CfBT. All these prob-
lems, therefore, remained for the arrangements for the national programme 
as managed by CfBT. The adoption of Quality Standards and engagement in 
continuing professional development (CPD) are voluntary, and the require-
ment upon schools to compile a school register runs the risk of being treated 
tokenistically in schools.

Social equity

With regard to social equity there are also some problematic aspects and three 
are particularly salient. The first is that the professional and middle-class elite 
groups have been shown in the past to manipulate the schooling system to 
increase the chances of their children benefiting disproportionately from per-
ceived advantages on offer. The study by Power, et al. (2003), involving analysis 
of the Oxford Mobility Study combined with interviews with a large cohort of 
300 ‘academically promising’ middle-class students, is only the most recent of 
a long line of studies demonstrating the power of cultural capital in accessing 
public service benefits. Analysis of NAGTY’s student membership geo-
demographic profile (Campbell, et al. 2007a) suggests that this syndrome was 
at work in the field of gifted and talented education also, with 44 per cent of 
those identified as gifted and talented coming from the highest socio-economic 
group, which formed only 26 per cent of the secondary school population. The 
lowest socio-economic grouping, some 23 per cent of the school population, 
comprised 8 per cent of the NAGTY membership. Moreover, during the three 
years in which the profile was analysed this latter proportion slightly reduced, 
suggesting little effect in increasing inclusivity.

Power and her colleagues make a further point, about the market responsive-
ness of the prestigious schools in the independent sector (the so-called ‘public’ 
schools). They show how, as demand for places grew, the elite schools in the 
sector began to specialise, creating a market niche for themselves by providing 
the assurance of high academic standards reflected in strong performance in 
national examinations and admission to top universities. They were able to do 
this by resisting the market pressure to increase in size, and instead creating a 
strong academic selection process for entry to them.
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Between 1951 and 1981, private sector numbers remained fairly steady … 
Its market share then rose over the next ten years … to 8.1% of 11–15 year 
olds, and has remained since at roughly that level. Protected by their chari-
table status from the full force of market pressures, popular private schools 
appear to have chosen not to expand but to become more selective, which 
is a rational strategy for schools marketing academic excellence.

(Power, et al. 2003: 18)

It must be assumed that these schools will continue to operate in this niche, and 
it is difficult to see how the English model of gifted and talented education can 
enable mainstream schools to compete against the track record and privilege of 
these schools in attracting and catering for disproportionate numbers of gifted 
and talented students. This is not an argument against mainstreaming so much 
as a recognition of the limitations that socially exclusive influences may place 
upon the implementation of the English model. It is possible to overstate these 
limitations. After all, it remains the case that the most prestigious independ-
ent schools are too expensive for the majority of the professional classes, being 
mainly restricted to what Power, et al. call the super elite.

Perhaps a more important concern is the mismatch that emerged in imple-
mentation of the mainstreaming policy. One of the contradictions in the 
practice was that despite claims for the effectiveness of mainstreaming, the 
heavy emphasis in the national programmes and in national policy-making 
(e.g. the 2007 White Paper) was on out-of-school provision, especially the 
highly effective university-based summer schools, with a relative neglect of the 
need to articulate effective pedagogy in mainstream schools and classrooms.

Conceptions of giftedness and talent

The social equity agenda may have been served by the conception of gifted-
ness adopted in the national programme, as indicated above. This allowed for 
a broad, and to some extent flexible, recruitment process linking potential 
with opportunity to develop. However, and perversely, this may have run the 
risk of exacerbating the problem, since middle-class parents would be enabled 
through this procedure to make a case for their children when more objective 
test data might have excluded them. This is similar to what happened when 
intelligence testing was abandoned in most local authorities in the 1960s, and 
access to selective tracks in comprehensive schools came to rely more on teacher 
judgement. The evidence then showed that as testing was abandoned, chil-
dren of middle-class parents increased their representation in selective tracks 
to the disadvantage of children from the working class (Ford 1969; Floud and 
Halsey 1957).

What was true about social bias in the identification of academic ability was 
magnified when students were identified on the basis of creative talent – abil-
ity in music, dance and drama. As Neelands, et al. (2006) showed, students 
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from the higher social classes were even more over-represented in these areas 
of creative performance than was the case in respect of academic achievement, 
probably because, as Neelands, et al. argue, most tuition in these fields has to 
be paid for privately.

A more effective strategy might be the extension of the targeted initiative 
focused on schools with relevant postcodes, in which it is in the schools’ fin-
ancial interest to identify and support the development of gifted and talented 
students. This would require funding levels that only government, charitable 
foundations or business could provide. ‘Goal’, a small-scale project at Warwick 
University, was run along these lines. In July 2008, the government announced 
a voucher scheme allocating £400 per annum over four years per bright student 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. on free school meals (FSM)) to spend on 
out-of-school learning. On the face of it, this would provide highly targeted 
funding, though the FSM programme is a blunderbuss rather than a high-
precision rifle. However, £400 would not cover a quarter of the true cost of a 
residential summer school. The gifted and talented strand of the government’s 
City Challenge programme was targeted at three areas of social disadvantage 
– London, the Black Country, and Greater Manchester – and ran a three-year, 
£15-million pilot project aimed at narrowing the achievement gaps between 
advantaged and disadvantaged gifted and talented learners by improving the 
achievement of the disadvantaged and improving progression to the most aca-
demically competitive universities.

All the above factors are daunting, though a counteracting influence may 
emerge from support among the elite universities for widening participation 
and fair access. This might lead to increased interest in schools in disadvantaged 
areas in identifying and supporting their able students. On present evidence, 
however, the widening participation has not proved effective. Moreover, 
according to Macaro and Wingate (2004), the problem lies not in the structures 
for access so much as in the preparedness and self-confidence of working-class 
students. Citing McCrum, et al. (2003: 468), they argue that that the more 
general factor in state school students’ admission to Oxford resides ‘not in a 
lack of (the university’s) willingness to admit state school applicants’ but in 
‘the apparently intractable problem of low state school application rate’. This 
might be thought defensive special pleading by Oxbridge representatives, 
were it not the case that it is supported by the interpretation in a Sutton Trust 
research paper that overwhelmingly teachers and college principals thought 
that ‘students from families with low socio-economic status lacked confidence 
to apply to Oxbridge’ (Keys, et al. 2002). It is not known whether the some-
what narrow focus on admission to Oxford and Cambridge might be leading to 
an unduly pessimistic picture (as well as relatively small samples) of working-
class ambition, compared to the picture that might emerge from the data on a 
wider group of high-status universities, several of which are located in urban 
areas close to inner-city locations, unlike Oxford and Cambridge.

There are two particular issues that need resolution if the programme is to 
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have a widespread impact. The first is that the promoters of gifted and tal-
ented education will need to stop constructing reluctance, resistance, lack of 
competence or low priority for gifted and talented programmes on the part of 
teachers as reprehensible. Such attitudes may equally be constructed as highly 
professional, with teachers exercising their judgement about the salience of 
the programme to their students’ needs. Some may draw on highly principled 
arguments such as those by White (2006) in England and Borland (2005) in 
America. The former convincingly traced the gifted and talented programmes, 
and the conceptions of giftedness underlying them, to the eugenicist move-
ments of early last century. The relatively modest achievements in the national 
programmes in articulating effective pedagogies for gifted students in main-
stream settings, compared to wider schooling contexts, simply adds to the 
sense of, in Ryan’s (1971) phrase, ‘blaming the victims’ of ineffectual national 
programmes. The national agenda needs to treat professional resistance or res-
ervations with some respect.

A second significant part of the problem for teachers has been the way offici-
ally sponsored definitions of giftedness, let alone talent, have altered, mutating 
from the quantitative models in the Select Committee (the top 2 per cent and 
5 per cent) through the range of criteria used by NAGTY, the ‘up to 10 per cent’ 
of an individual school’s population in the EiC programme, the national regis-
ter’s use of performance on national tests at age 11, to the loose DCSF notion 
of anyone performing in even one subject at a ‘significantly’ (the term is not 
defined further) higher level than their year group, or with the ‘potential’ (how 
this is identified is also not defined further) to do so. This definitional drift is 
strengthened by the insistence in the DCSF that giftedness is equally distrib-
uted among different social groups, without the provision of any evidence to 
support it. However admirably inclusive these widening portals to giftedness 
may appear, with such variety of definition, some of it mutually conflicting, 
teachers might long for the apparent certainty that an IQ used to give.

In an age of multiple intelligences, however, tentativeness in identification 
is inevitable. The best advice is for teachers in a school to agree on a range of 
indicators for identifying giftedness, adopt it as the basis for school policy, and 
be on the lookout for students who do not meet their criteria presently but 
who might do so in the near future. However, the consequence of following 
such advice will be significant diversity in meaning becoming embedded in 
the system, and a weakening of the framing of the concept of giftedness to the 
point where it risks losing most of its distinctive character.

Conclusion

To identify problems and challenges is not to be pessimistic or deterministic. 
The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the aims and nature of the national 
policy in England, a policy that is highly distinctive, very ambitious and 
socially inclusive, and to attempt to see where further action might be necessary 
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to support it. The further action is in effect an extension of the policy initi-
ative, but it would take account of some of the known factors, educational and 
social, that might hinder, or prove resistant to, its effective implementation. 
The major failure of the policy formation and implementation so far might be 
thought to be a lack of sociological insight, leading to neglect of three elements 
in the social contexts of the policy formation and implementation. These are 
under-estimation of the strength, and the valuing, of the professional culture 
in mediating educational change; the strength of those parents and groups with 
high levels of cultural capital to manipulate educational change to their own 
children’s advantage; and the power of elite schools, whether independent or 
state-maintained, to suck many of the most able students out of the mainstream 
schools. None of these is novel, but their apparent neglect implies a degree of 
naiveté in policy makers and programme promoters alike.



Chapter 2

Personalised learning
Theory and practice

In this chapter, we trace the ideas about ‘personalised’ learning and consider 
some of the implications of those ideas for educational practice. We have chosen 
this approach for three reasons. Personalised education has attracted consider-
able interest across the world; it has found its way into research frameworks on 
teaching and learning; and it was influential as an idea in the case study schools 
that form the bulk of this book. Even more significantly, perhaps, personalised 
approaches to learning are likely to be particularly salient for students identi-
fied as gifted and talented.

We have deliberately not chosen to review the literature on the education of 
gifted students. This is because there are in existence recent reviews of theory 
and practice in the UK and the USA especially. These either cover specific 
practice, such as that by Bailey, et al. (2008), where the influence of Quality 
Standards on the English system is a strong focus, or more general research 
findings on curricular organisation and teaching, such as those by Hewston, 
et al. (2005) for NAGTY and White, et al. (2003) for the NFER. There is also 
the comprehensive, user-friendly handbook by Davis and Rimm (1998) which 
primarily covers research in the USA, but is highly relevant to most systems.

We need to be careful about the term ‘personalisation’, which is used in 
public discourse in a promiscuous way and aerosoled onto a whole range of 
practices that have little in common with each other. It is possible these days 
to have personalised car registration plates, personalised bank accounts, per-
sonalised holidays and personalised beauty treatments. For this reason we have 
been careful critically to evaluate the theory behind personalised learning and 
to signal how it has informed practice in the case studies that follow. We trace 
its origins to an influential analysis of the future of public sector services.

Personalisation in the public services: theories and 
ambiguities

Personalisation is a contestable concept applied to the planning and delivery 
of public sector services in England. It was introduced into the policy arena 
following the publication of a paper from a think tank, Demos, by Leadbeater 
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(2004). The concept is sometimes misunderstood as the individualisation of 
services, but personalisation is a far more socially oriented idea. Leadbeater 
argues that personalisation could operate at five increasingly deeply structured 
levels. These are:

1 providing more customer friendly services;
2 giving people more say in navigating their way through services;
3 giving users more say over how money is spent;
4 users becoming co-designers and co-producers of services;
5 self-organisation by individuals working with the support and advisory 

systems provided by professionals.

Leadbeater further argues that personalisation could become as powerful an 
organising logic for re-shaping public sector services in the coming decade as 
privatisation had been in the 1980s and 1990s.

To illustrate the concept, he contrasted explanations for the 23 per cent 
decline in deaths from heart disease in England between 1997 and 2002. On 
the one hand, medical professionals had improved the quality of cardiac serv-
ices, and introduced statins and other technical improvements; on the other, 
citizens had adopted changes to their lifestyle – giving up smoking, taking 
exercise, eating more healthy food, etc. Leadbeater (2004: 16) contends that 
‘Contained in this single story are two very different accounts of how the pub-
lic good is created’. The first emphasises the role of the state and professionals 
in providing more effective services so that ‘the public good goes up the more 
effective the state becomes in solving society’s problems for it’. The second 
account is that

the public good – fewer people dying young from heart attacks – comes 
from millions of people making loosely connected decisions in society 
to change the way they live, which collectively produces a significant 
improvement in the public good. In this model, the state does not act upon 
society; it does not provide a service. Instead, the state creates a platform or 
environment in which people take decisions about their lives in a different 
way. This is bottom-up, mass social innovation enabled by the state.

(Leadbeater 2004: 16)

Leadbeater argues that these two accounts may be constructed as complement-
ary but they reflect very different assumptions about the role of users and 
professionals. The former assumes user-dependency, whereas in the latter users 
become co-producers of the good in question, having access to information 
and developing confidence to self-manage their health. The two approaches 
can contribute to the development of personalised public services but, he 
argued, the approach chosen will determine the form such personalisation 
takes: providing better access and some limited voice about services (shallow 
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personalisation); sustaining improvements in the existing systems; or a more 
disruptive innovation in which users become ‘designers and paymasters’ of 
services (deep personalisation).

The deepest level would mean:

self organisation: the public good emerging from within society, in part 
through the way that public policy shapes millions of individual deci-
sions about how we exercise, eat, smoke, save for our pensions, read to our 
children, pay our taxes, and so on. Many of our biggest social challenges 
– reducing obesity and smoking, caring for people with chronic health 
conditions, promoting learning, creating safer communities – will only be 
met if we promote a mass social innovation within society: self organising 
capacity to meet demand, otherwise queues would just lengthen.

(Leadbeater 2004: 49)

For the argument in this chapter, deep personalisation is taken to mean either 
or both of the last two of Leadbeater’s levels, and shallow personalisation the 
first three, the justification for this distinction being that the last two levels 
involve action by consumers, whereas the first three require merely that the 
state acts in a more efficient way to provide services to the consumer.

Under this model of deep personalisation, professionals become advisers and 
brokers of services, not providing the services themselves so much as help-
ing clients generate pathways through the available range of provision that 
meets their particular needs. Leadbeater accepts that some public services (for 
example, emergency and accident treatment in hospitals, defence, police) do 
not lend themselves easily to the participative concept of personalisation. But 
deep personalisation would be particularly appropriate in services which are 
face to face (e.g. social services, non-emergency health), involve a long-term 
relationship (e.g. treatment of chronic illness), or depend on direct engagement 
between professionals and users (e.g. much formal schooling). He cites research 
showing that self-management by diabetes sufferers was associated with fewer 
crises and less hospital treatment than those not self-managing.

At this stage, two critical ambiguities emerge in Leadbeater’s argument. 
The first is whether the principal advantage is to the individual (through the 
development of a more healthy lifestyle, for example) or to the state, through 
the consequential reduction of state funding for directly provided services, as 
illustrated in the diabetes example above. The second is whether, under deep 
personalisation, the assertion that the state ceases to provide direct services goes 
beyond rhetoric, since even in this model the state ‘creates the platform’, and 
funds the delivery of most of the professional services that become brokered 
and co-produced. Unless these activities are seen as merely transitional, they do 
not obviously reflect the bottom-up mass innovation supposed to characterise 
deep personalisation.
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Personalisation and education

Leadbeater saw the application of personalisation to education as particularly 
appropriate, drawing upon the concept of a ‘script’ to envisage how it might 
work. Children would be enabled to devise

a greater repertoire of possible scripts for how their education would 
unfold. At core there would be a common script – the basic curriculum 
– but that script could branch out in many different ways, to have many 
different styles and endings. The foundation would be to encourage 
children, from an early age and across all backgrounds, to become more 
involved in making decisions about what they would like to learn and how. 
The more aware people are of what makes them want to learn, the more 
effective their learning is likely to be, since … personalised learning allows 
individual interpretations of the goals and value of education.

(Leadbeater 2004: 68–69)

The aim of personalisation in learning is the promotion of self-realisation, with 
children constructed as active and responsible co-authors of their educational 
script. This would lead to students setting their own learning targets, adopting 
continuous self-assessment for learning, and to the development of flexibility in 
learning beyond the school and outside traditional school hours. Realism creeps 
into Leadbeater’s argument here since such flexibility to learn out of school 
would not be an entitlement; it would depend on ‘earned autonomy’ (2004: 
72). This is to be achieved through students doing well, demonstrating self-
motivation, and becoming more self-regulating. Schools and teachers would 
no longer prescribe the content and pace and control of the curriculum, but 
would form partnerships and networks with other schools and other agencies 
so as to broaden the resources and learning opportunities available to students; 
their role would be to broker students’ access to them and to help them make 
informed choices about pathways through them.

However attractive in theory, this application of the deep personalisation 
model also rests on substantial ambiguities. As a matter of fact and of law, 
currently it is not ‘schools and teachers’ who prescribe the content, pace and 
control of the curriculum, it is the state, with most estimates showing state 
prescription, at least up to age 14, of 90 per cent of what is an age-related cur-
riculum. It is difficult to see how this degree of regulation of the curriculum 
could allow individual interpretations of the goals and values of education. 
Even if it did, it would shatter the idea that education had a unifying function 
in society, initiating the young into the common culture, as Lawton (1975) 
and others have argued.

The second ambiguity is about earned autonomy, which will have to be dem-
onstrated by pupils/students learning the state-controlled, directly delivered 
and non-negotiable curriculum, and which may reward self-motivation but not 
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self-regulation by pupils/students. Moreover, self-motivation and self-regula-
tion, not to mention educational progress, however desirable intrinsically, are 
not equally distributed among different classes and cultures in English soci-
ety, so to ambiguity is added the possibility of continuing, or even increased, 
educational disadvantage.

The force of the above point is explicitly acknowledged by Leadbeater, who 
sees the main obstacle to the development of personalisation to be cultural, 
intellectual and financial capital, with professional-class parents being in a 
position to exploit the advantages of personalisation for the benefit of their own 
children. Personalisation therefore might increase the already large inequalities 
in educational provision and achievement, deriving from social and economic 
status. Leadbeater’s answer to this is that public resources would need to be 
skewed toward the educationally disadvantaged families, with increased and 
intensive guidance and advocacy from professionals and compensatory resource 
allocation, for example in information technology. ‘With careful design per-
sonalised services need not widen inequalities. On the contrary, they could be 
most valuable for people most in need’ (Leadbeater 2004: 79).

This proposed solution to the inequality problem will be discussed more 
fully later, but at this point it is worth noting that ‘not widen[ing] inequal-
ities’ is not the same as reducing them, and could be read as implying that 
personalisation does not embody an ambition to redress the sources of inequality 
in educational achievement or even educational provision. Moreover, it might 
be thought that in the field of gifted education that the well-established social 
bias in defining who are the gifted cannot be simply wished away.

Unfortunately for Leadbeater’s argument, skewing resources in education to 
redress societal inequalities has had a long and dismal record of ineffectiveness, 
going back at least as far as the 1970s, with the educational priority areas and 
community education movements that followed the Plowden Report (1967). 
These movements were driven by social justice values but had little effect 
on the social economic and educational disadvantages of the communities in 
which they operated. Indeed, it could be argued that what has started to reduce 
inequality in educational achievement is the direct delivery, through inter-
ventionist national initiatives such as the literacy and numeracy strategies in 
England, of more effective teaching technologies – the educational equivalent 
of statins (Earle, et al. 2003). In contrast to the rest of Leadbeater’s argument, 
the treatment of this crucial issue comes over as weak, and possibly naïve, in 
respect of its assumptions about the ease with which generation of agency in 
the most disadvantaged groups in society can be realised.

Despite these concerns, the term ‘personalisation’ attracted a substan-
tial range of analyses since the publication of the Leadbeater paper. The 
Nuffield Review of 14–19 Education and Training (Hayward, et al. 2004), the 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Teaching and Learning Research 
Programme (TLRP) (Pollard and James 2004), a National College for School 
Leadership (NCSL) special supplement (NCSL 2004) and a government White 



24 Policy, theory and practice in gifted and talented education

Paper (DfES 2004) made differentially effective attempts to analyse the term, 
though none refers to Leadbeater’s work directly. Possibly for this reason, or 
possibly because the concept of personalisation had not yet been fully worked 
out, there was no explicit common definition across these papers.

The Nuffield Review, while referring to the ESRC programme, worked with 
a concept stressing a specified pedagogy – encouraging cooperative learning, 
mentoring, valuing experiential learning, incorporating learners’ personal 
and social experience, using information and communications technologies 
(ICT), providing individual support – and allied this to the development of 
collaborative partnerships of providers to extend accessible choice for students 
(Hayward, et al. 2004: 49–50). In respect of official encouragement for captur-
ing student voice, The Nuffield Review was cautious, articulating a further 
ambiguity:

It is not clear for what purpose the ‘learner’s voice’ is thought to be important: 
whether for understanding how to motivate students (to get them to take 
an interest in things which teachers or trainers think they should be inter- 
ested in) or whether for shaping the very aims and purposes of learning.

(Hayward, et al. 2004: 37)

Nevertheless, The Nuffield Review’s treatment came close to Leadbeater’s con-
ception of co-producing a public good, but was less explicit about the role of 
self-organisation represented in Leadbeater’s deepest level.

The ESRC analysis drew upon a fivefold framework provided by the DfES 
(Pollard and James 2004: 5). This comprised:

• Assessment for Learning;
• teaching and learning strategies that stretch pupils;
• curriculum entitlement and choice;
• student-centred organisations;
• partnership beyond the school.

The rationale for including these elements and not others is not made clear, 
though Assessment for Learning (AfL), which involves teachers and students 
jointly generating what best helps students learn and developing meta-cog-
nitive judgements by students about their learning, is palpably part of the 
personalisation approach. An example of practice in this respect is seen in our 
first case study, of King’s Spafford College, where the college’s approach to 
differentiation required the students to self-assess their own learning through 
choosing the level at which they pitched their learning tasks (see Chapter 3). 
Likewise, partnerships beyond the school will be needed if schools are to act 
as brokers for wider pathways to learning that reflects student choice and is 
responsive to it. Examples of this kind of brokering can be seen in the final 
two case studies (see Chapters 9 and 10).
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The ESRC analysis, while supporting the principle of personalisation, also 
illustrated some specific problematic aspects from research programmes already 
in train. For example, in respect of Af L, it argued: ‘Personalised learning is 
not a matter of tailoring curriculum, teaching and assessment to “fit” the indi-
vidual but is a question of developing social practices that enable people to 
become all that they are capable of becoming’ (Pollard and James 2004: 6).

It is clear that this re-conceptualisation directly challenges the model in the 
White Paper, as will be argued below (DfES 2005). However, it accords very 
closely with the pedagogy we found in classrooms, two illustrations of which 
are provided in the case study of Beddington Grove School in Chapter 8.

In respect of consulting students in order to empower student voice, the 
issues of equity and authenticity were raised: ‘Does the consultation consist of 
questions that teachers think are important or questions that pupils think are 
important?’ (Pollard and James 2004: 11).

This questioning of the purpose of generating student voice resonates with 
The Nuffield Review’s concern on the issue of tokenistic treatment by teach-
ers. The case study of Padbury School is an example of a school involving its 
students in research projects where real-life issues were investigated by the 
students – probably as far from token participation as it is possible to imagine 
(see Chapter 7).

The ESRC analysis also raised three more ambiguities, which it saw as aris-
ing in part from the rapid development of the concept, and in part from the 
‘lack of clarity’ about the concept, according to the DfES itself (2004: 25). 
The first is whether lack of clarity could be constructed as an advantage, 
since the ESRC analysis cites a paper from the DfES in 2004 to the effect that 
‘Personalised Learning is an aspiration or a philosophy providing space within 
which others can operate’.

The second issue was identified as the relationship between the component 
parts of the fivefold framework.

Its logical and empirical base can be challenged. How are its compo-
nents chosen and what do they involve? Committed educationalists 
within the DfES have been working on the factors which they hope will, 
if implemented appropriately, enhance learning outcomes and provide 
equity and excellence. But these conclusions are still a theory – a set of 
propositions.

(Pollard and James 2004: 23)

Third, there was the issue of the reception of the idea by the profession. ‘The 
new concept of personalised learning is likely to generate scepticism in some 
circles. Does it represent genuine new thinking about how teaching and learning 
can most effectively take place?’ (2004: 24). Noting the contrast between the 
learner-centred character of personalisation and the previous and current state-
centred approaches to curriculum and assessment, the ESRC analysis doubts 
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whether a ‘simple switch’ between the two modes can be easily achieved within 
the current professional culture (2004: 24). This may be a pessimistic view since 
the case studies in this book show high levels of professional commitment to 
innovative teaching and learning, as can be seen in all the cases and particularly 
in Chapter 5. The practice in these schools, admittedly some of the most effect-
ive in the country, had been developed over the period that personalisation was 
being proposed, and suggests that the profession was resilient enough to be 
responsive to the demands that personalisation would place on them.

As with The Nuffield Review, the ESRC analysis had strong, though implicit, 
assumptions that were close to the Leadbeater concept, perhaps most strongly 
in respect of its emphasis on student voice and the role that assessment for 
learning plays in helping learners understand how they learn most effectively, 
though there is little detailed treatment about the concept of co-production of 
knowledge, which is restricted to a brief comment on constructivism. It may 
be that taking the DfES fivefold framework, whatever its advantages for tying 
in the argument to current education policy developments, deflected the ESRC 
team’s attention from the more generalised Leadbeater model, which was not 
restricted to education and certainly not to the statutory period of schooling, 
since his examples include aspects of adult learning.

The special supplement from the NCSL offered a mix of small reports of 
practice in particular schools, and outlined the idea of personalised learning. 
There is continuity between the DfES fivefold model analysed by the ESRC 
team and the particularly strong emphasis on the role of AfL and brokering 
learning through partnerships.

The most distinctive contribution comes from Professor David Hopkins, 
head of the DfES Standards and Effectiveness Unit at the time:

It’s building schooling around the needs and aptitudes of individual pupils, 
shaping teaching around the way different youngsters learn. It’s also about 
making sure that the talent of each pupil is supported and encouraged, and 
about personalising the school experience to enable pupils to focus on their 
learning … personalised learning has to be a system-wide achievement so 
that it impacts on every student in every school.

(NCSL 2004: 7)

Hopkins goes on to stress the importance of pedagogic change, assessment for 
learning and, unlike the Nuffield and ESRC analyses, asserts that a whole school 
ethos and approach must be implemented. He sees these elements as impli-
cated in delivering the government’s commitment to ‘excellence and equity’ in 
education. The emphasis on school ethos and whole school approaches placed 
on the personalisation concept by Hopkins is illustrated in each of the school 
case studies in this book, and particularly clearly in Chapter 4.

The NCSL supplement concluded with 23 bullet points for school lead-
ers to help them put the theory of personalisation into practice. Most focus 
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on improving organisational understanding and efficiency (e.g. ‘Exploit the 
opportunities of workforce reform to involve more adults in preparing for and 
assisting in learning.’ (2004: 16)). Our assessment is that only three of the 23 
are directly concerned with students actively generating their own understand-
ings and knowledge as co-constructors with teachers. The supplement therefore 
can be interpreted as operating at the shallower end of personalisation, at least 
in its ideas about how personalisation can be put into practice.

The 2005 White Paper gave particular attention to personalised learning, 
devoting a whole chapter to the topic. Unlike the Nuffield and ESRC analyses 
however, there was very little to connect the text to the Leadbeater theoris-
ing. Indeed, the chapter was distinguished by its refusal to attempt to define 
conceptually what it understood by the term. There is descriptive rhetoric 
but no conceptualisation. For example: ‘Personalisation is the key to tackling 
the persistent achievement gaps between different social and ethnic groups. It 
means a tailored education for every child and young person, that gives them 
strength in the basics, stretches their aspirations, and builds their life chances’ 
(DfES 2005: para. 4.1). The White Paper continues with:

Personalisation is not new. Our best schools provide a tailored education 
which combines:

• extra small group or one to one tuition for those who need it not as a 
substitute for excellent whole class teaching, but as an integrated part 
of the child’s learning;

• opportunities for all children to get extra support and tuition in sub-
jects they are interested in, as well as access to a range of opportunities 
beyond the school day, including weekend and holiday courses and 
online learning;

• exciting whole class teaching, which gets the best from every child;
• setting or grouping children of similar ability and attainment;
• a rich flexible and accessible curriculum and, for older pupils, one that 

allows them to mix academic and vocational learning; and
• innovative use of ICT, both in the classroom and linking the classroom 

with the home.
(DfES 2005: para. 4.2)

Paragraph 4.6 states that ‘most important of all, [personalisation] means excel-
lent, tailored whole class teaching with all the resources available from extra 
support staff to improved ICT being used to ensure that every pupil gets the 
education they need (DfES 2005: para. 4.6), and paragraph 4.50 that ‘Central 
to personalised learning is schools’ use of data to provide structured feedback 
to pupils and parents on their progress’ (DfES 2005: para. 4.50).

Of course, the target audience for a White Paper might be thought to 
be somewhat different from those of the Nuffield and ESRC analyses, but 
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nevertheless the lack of clarity in conceptualising personalised learning, and 
the absence of any sense of ambiguity or tentativeness in the White Paper 
treatment, contrast with the two academic reviews.

Four other points need making about the assumptions in the White Paper. 
First, in its perspective, if anyone is going to be involved in co-producing 
knowledge it is the teachers and the parents, not the learners themselves. 
Second, there is almost no reference to student voice, and choice appears to be 
limited to ‘allowing’ older students to mix academic and vocational learning. 
Third, there is a strong role asserted for personalisation in tackling the per-
sistent achievement gaps between different social and ethnic groups, but the 
White Paper interprets this primarily in the limited sense of improving attain-
ment in English and mathematics. It does not present the problem as having 
political, cultural and economic dimensions, as the Leadbeater analysis does.

Perhaps most importantly, the White Paper separates out treatment of per-
sonalisation from other linked policy initiatives, such as increasing parental 
choice of school, thereby avoiding facing up to the contradictions inhering in 
educational policy making overall. As Harris and Ranson (2005: 577) argue, 
‘customising’ education for the individual student sits uneasily with the mar-
ketisation of education through parental choice. They might have added that 
it sits even more uneasily with a national curriculum and testing programme, 
dominated by age-  relatedness.

Thus despite the known interest in the DfES in the Leadbeater model, the 
White Paper runs the risk of transmitting an image of personalisation in only 
the shallow sense of making the existing services provided in schools and other 
educational settings more streamlined, more accessible and more efficient. 
There is very little sense of deep personalisation, in the sense of students and 
teachers as co- producers of educational knowledge, at least in relation to for-
mal schooling. What this might look like at the classroom level can be seen 
in the classroom practice described in the case study of Brook Street College 
(see Chapter 6).

Personalisation in the education of gifted and 
talented students

We have attempted to show that the personalisation concept is not without its 
difficulties, especially in its failure to address effectively the problems associ-
ated with social class and education. There are also some important conceptual 
ambiguities to resolve. However, we think that ideas associated with it, (assess-
ment for learning, student voice and choice, whole school values, co- production 
of learning and self- management of one’s education) are robust enough to help 
us understand classroom practice, and we have used these ideas to frame our 
school case studies.

Where deep personalisation of education can be envisaged most easily 
is with older and more able students, and in the adult education/life- long 
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learning sector. This is because these students are mature and clever enough 
to exercise voice and choice in their learning, have had enough experience to 
exercise self- assessment of their learning needs and to self- manage the proc-
esses of their own education. We could hypothesise that deep personalisation 
as a model would be most realisable in the universities, and in schools/colleges 
providing education in the upper secondary school age range. This is where 
student voice and student choice have high salience, where there is a range of 
providers in the education market place, and there are relatively high levels 
of ability and maturity in the students as consumers. It could be particularly 
applicable to those school students identified as gifted and talented, and this 
book examines how it might work for such students. If it cannot be realised 
for these students, it is difficult to see how it could be for younger, less mature 
or less able students.

In this book, a particular focus is upon pedagogy, perhaps the most difficult 
component of personalised learning to envisage since, for obvious logistical 
reasons, ‘tailoring’ teaching cannot mean individualised instruction, generally, 
other than in one- to- one tutorials. You can have a bespoke suit, even today, but 
bespoke learning in classes of 20 or more students is more difficult to realise, 
even were it thought desirable. In the case studies that follow, most schools 
were developing personal tutorial systems to encourage student self- assessment 
of their learning, but there are also practical examples of deep personalisation of 
learning in the context of the normal classrooms. However, it must be stressed, 
that as Hopkins argued (cited earlier in this chapter), personalisation in the 
classroom depends upon an ethos in the school, and cannot be understood with-
out that linkage. In an age of performance management focused particularly 
on the effectiveness of the individual teacher in the relatively closed context of 
the classroom, we think it important to emphasise the way whole school poli-
cies also contribute to, and have to be held accountable for, classroom practice. 
Our school case studies illustrate this directly.





Part II

The case studies





Introduction to the case studies

Eight case studies are presented. The first six case studies (CS1–6) describe 
gifted and talented policy and provision in school or college settings. They 
are anonymised and pseudonyms are used. The final two case studies (CS7, 
CS8) describe specific examples of wider schooling. The data were collected 
between 2005–2007 and are presented mainly in the present tense, relevant 
for this period of time.

In the first round of case studies, CS2, CS3 and CS4 were selected because 
they had already been identified for NAGTY in 2003 as ambassador schools on 
the basis of their existing national expertise in the area of gifted and talented 
education, as reported in OFSTED data. These three schools were selected to 
represent a diverse geographical spread and school type. CS1 was identified 
because of its distinctive approach to differentiation within a comprehens-
ive framework and its reputation for excellence. For the second round of case 
studies, the sampling approach was modified to capture further examples of 
particularly effective practice. The research team at NAGTY analysed the 
highest attaining schools on the national performance tables and combined 
this with the highest value- added measures, giving about 40 schools. OFSTED 
reports were then searched for highly positive comments in relation to these 
schools provision for gifted and talented education, which gave nine schools. 
From those agreeing, the team selected two single- sex grammar schools, CS5 
and CS6. These gave organisational types different from the 2005 case studies, 
significantly extending the overall range. The final two case studies, CS7 and 
CS8 are different in that they represent wider schooling and were conceived 
because we wanted to examine the extent of continuity between out- of- school 
learning and in- school learning. CS7 was selected because it was the longest-
 running and largest online advanced learning group used by gifted students 
at NAGTY. CS8, describing a residential summer school for gifted children, 
like the other cases, represented high quality and outstanding provision as 
evaluated by OFSTED.

While the structure of each individual case study is written up slightly differ-
ently to reflect the differences in the distinctive features of the findings, common 
themes are discussed in each chapter. These include: brief contextual vignettes 
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and background information; school policy for gifted and talented education; 
leadership and management; classroom practice, pedagogy and curriculum 
planning; and values and ethos with a particular focus on student perceptions. 
(For a fuller report on the methodology see Robinson, et al. 2006.)



Chapter 3

Case study 1
Differentiated teaching and learning in 
an urban City Technology College

Background information

King’s Spafford is a comprehensive City Technology College situated on the 
edge of an industrial town in the East Midlands. It has 1,250 students on roll 
aged 11–18 (250 in the sixth form), and is therefore larger than most other 
secondary colleges, and there are more boys than girls. The college is over-
 subscribed. It partly selects students at age 11 as directed by the government, 
for their aptitude in Science and Technology, but otherwise the spread of abil-
ities is normal.

The college has won a series of external awards which bear testimony to 
its commitment to excellence. It was among the first cohort of Leading Edge 
Colleges announced in 2002 and has established an online resource and training 
centre to assist local teachers in developing their practice. In the same year, the 
DfES invited the college to create a prototype of an online service for teachers 
with video footage of excellent classroom practice in conjunction with six other 
colleges. In 1998 the college was chosen by the DfES to be a Masterclass provider 
for local gifted and talented students, for which demand is high. It is also one 
of the few colleges to have been awarded the ISO EN 9002 Quality Assurance 
Standard and it has the Investors in People award, which was reconfirmed in 
2002. It received a College Achievement Award from the DfES in 2003.

The college has a strong link with the local community. A few students have 
English as an additional language and 2 per cent of students come from eth-
nic minority backgrounds. The percentage of students eligible for free college 
meals is in line with the national average at 10 per cent. Fewer students than 
is average have special educational needs (SEN) or have formal statements of 
special needs.

The college received a very favourable OFSTED report in November 2001, 
citing outstanding student achievement by age 16 and excellent leadership and 
management. General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) standards are 
among the best in the country, with the percentage of 15-year-olds achieving 
five A*–C grades consistently placing the college in the top five state mixed 
comprehensive colleges in national league tables. In 2004, 100 per cent of 
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students achieved five A*–C grades and there is a very low gender gap. As a 
result, boys significantly outperform the standards attained by boys nationally. 
Although the college is well staffed overall, it has a very high staff turnover 
each year, mainly because of promotion to jobs elsewhere.

Gifted and talented policy

The college gifted and talented policy has an opening statement of intention 
as follows:

The gifted and talented provision … will ensure that our high ability 
students become high achievers. All students should be motivated by 
recognition of their strengths in an atmosphere where their educational, 
social and emotional needs are met. It is the responsibility of all teaching 
staff as well as HoDs and SMT to ensure that the needs of these students 
are met.

A concerted focus on provision for gifted and talented students began in 2003, 
building on a previous track record in this field, during which time a deliber-
ate policy was formulated and disseminated. A draft policy was initially taken 
to departments for consultation, but it is also the case that the policy emerged 
organically from curriculum development work on the Key Stage 3 (KS3) strat-
egy. The policy requires students to be identified biannually, and their progress 
monitored through the year by the designated gifted and talented coordinator. 
Identification is multi- pronged – by teacher observation, parent nomination, 
peer nomination, self- nomination, departmental student audits using subject 
specific checklists, Standard Attainment Tests (SATs) results, NFER tests and 
other performance data. Staff pass completed departmental referral forms to 
their Head of Department (HoD) who then passes them on to the gifted and 
talented coordinator.

King’s Spafford has provided its own set of key characteristics which are used 
to think about identification, in addition to individual department- specific 
indicators. The college website is also a repository of some of the key areas 
of research and theory in gifted education and, as a result, it is a very useful 
resource in its own right. However the identification system and college regis-
ter are still evolving and a number of key personnel in the college acknowledge 
that it is very early days for the concept of identification in the college – not to 
mention ‘talent’ identification which is still a confused issue. It also appears to 
be the case that the website is not accessed or used to any significant degree by 
the staff at King’s Spafford, so this is clearly a work in progress.

Once identified and on the college’s register, it is expected that each stu-
dent will meet with the gifted and talented coordinator who will develop 
an individual learning plan (ILP) to support the students’ needs, which may 
include acceleration opportunities, withdrawal groups, staff mentoring or 
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other schemes of work. It is then the responsibility of each HoD to ensure 
that provision is available in the right subject areas. King’s Spafford has a par-
ticularly broad and detailed list of what these expectations are, ranging from 
the creation of an effective learning environment via resources, creating an 
appropriate ethos, the celebration of achievement, enrichment and extension 
activities, teaching higher order skills, and providing for emotional, social and 
intellectual development.

Students’ ILPs are reviewed biannually in conjunction with the gifted and 
talented coordinator and departments and the overall review process takes place 
as part of the whole college review of its provision. The policy makes clear 
that ‘gifted and talented provision and identification is the responsibility of 
all teaching staff. Each department will appoint a gifted and talented liaison 
tutor who will meet with the gifted and talented coordinator when necessary.’ 
Furthermore it also falls to HoDs to ensure that planning for gifted and tal-
ented provision is properly factored into their own departmental reviews.

There are, therefore, a number of clearly established monitoring points and 
designated allocations of responsibility to key staff for ensuring that the policy 
is being thoroughly implemented throughout the college. At the time of the 
study, it was clear that the whole- scale implementation of the policy was still 
in progress, with some staff needing more advice than others. The deputy 
headteacher interviewed stated that he hoped the policy would evolve and 
establish the same sort of currency as SEN practice had done in the past and 
that a complete register would be in place, with students and parents being 
informed discreetly. There was some reservation about the extent to which 
being identified as a member of a gifted and talented register should be made 
explicit to students and parents.

Leadership and management

The gifted and talented coordinator

The college’s gifted and talented coordinator received two days of external 
training which she considered to be excellent, and is a member of national 
bodies and contributes to the Oxford Brooke’s teacher CPD programme. She 
saw a need to raise awareness of the particular needs of gifted provision within 
the college, and was concerned that this particular agenda could get lost 
amidst the many other potentially competing initiatives and pressures. While 
a suite of identification pro formas for individual subject areas is available, 
their use was not yet widespread. Consistency of provision across all subject 
departments was highlighted by her as a weakness in the development of the 
policy. She viewed the college’s strengths in gifted and talented provision to be 
rooted in provision of clearly differentiated levels of work in all lessons, which 
included designated advanced level provision. We would argue that while 
many students aimed for advanced level work, it is questionable whether the 
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advanced level work was pitched at the level of the most able students and was 
fully appropriate in terms of stretch and challenge. In addition, in a system 
where students are free to choose their level of work, with advice and support 
from their teachers, there is potential for students to opt for an easier level. In 
practice it would seem that only a handful of students deliberately opt for the 
easier levels, suggesting a high level of motivation in a high- aspiring climate. 
The gifted and talented coordinator receives a comprehensive set of tracking 
information on each student through the student management system covering 
attendance, behaviour, test results and comments from teaching staff, which 
is used to inform her termly meetings with all the students on the gifted and 
talented register. The control and allocation of the gifted and talented budget 
is managed by the senior management team (SMT) and not the designated 
gifted and talented coordinator at King’s Spafford.

Senior management

The SMT is characterised both by its strong drive and vision, but also by its 
lack of top- down imposition. The 2001 OFSTED report judged the SMT 
‘excellent – very effective and innovatory’. The SMT encourages dialogue 
and attempts to draw on and recognise the individual strengths of all its staff 
members. The way in which staff and the college as a whole works in a very 
democratic manner is essential to supporting the college’s organic curriculum, 
in which subjects are linked to each other and knowledge is integrated. In addi-
tion, this democratic approach has been found to energise staff and offer them 
more responsibility. This in turn re- energises HoDs who have considerable 
autonomy within the structure and have to manage staff differently. The SMT 
believes that what happens in the curriculum has to mirror what takes place in 
the college and vice versa, thus the process of reviewing the KS3 curriculum 
became part of the process of leadership and management within the college: 
‘curriculum building becomes a management tool at the same time as being 
a learning tool.’ A draft paper written in 2004 by the deputy headteacher on 
constructing a new KS3 curriculum for the college, states that ‘King’s Spafford 
has a unique philosophy, and it is that philosophy (rather than the government, 
external forces or individual whims of managers) which drives change … part 
of that philosophy is about empowerment: staff and students do not accept the 
“givens” of government control as axioms.’

The SMT coordinates an annual institutional review which comprises a 
year- long programme of lesson observation, an evaluation of departments’ 
performance, and an evaluation by peers against clearly defined targets. 
In addition, the college’s longer- term planning is, according to OFSTED, 
‘exceptionally thorough’. Members of the SMT also take on a mentoring role, 
working closely with students who are identified as underachieving in Year 11, 
becoming their ‘special friends’, providing close guidance, mentoring and sup-
port for them to manage their work. This has resulted in improved standards 
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of the students involved and is highly recommended in the OFSTED report. 
The deputy headteacher however reinforced the fact that students buy in to 
the overall notion of the challenges of the college:

‘it’s a consistently challenging environment … the students who come 
here, from the moment they come here, are told about their obligation 
to try and do their best because, they’re here and three other people who 
applied aren’t here … if you buy into it, you will be challenged con-
sistently not just in terms of whether the work that’s offered to you is 
challenging, but what we expect of you in terms of your mind.’

Governors

The 2001 OFSTED report gave the work of the college governors a glowing 
endorsement, describing it as ‘Excellent’, and notes that ‘Governors determine 
priorities with senior management, monitor performance very closely and sup-
port well- planned, worthwhile innovation vigorously.’ The governing body is 
mostly made up of local people with a genuine feel for the local community’s 
needs. Governors are elected because of their particular interest in local educa-
tion matters. It is the governing body that aims to encourage the students to 
be as actively involved as possible with the local community through a variety 
of means. It is apparent from the college’s public information that the govern-
ing body has a considerable impact on the college and it is recognised that 
they contribute a lot of time to helping decide the college’s future, including 
through residential weekends. However, with specific reference to gifted and 
talented provision, the governors have a more hands- off approach and have 
invested more of their concern in the area of less well- performing students, 
although they have received a training session on gifted and talented.

College environment, ethos and culture

What is most distinctive about King’s Spafford is its innovative and highly 
professional culture; one where the interests of the students come first. Its 
website states that ‘excellent student care, innovative practice and very high 
expectations all contribute to outstanding results.’ The 2001 OFSTED report 
endorsed this statement and also focused on the college’s unique and innov-
ative culture:

In this environment, no student is average. As students step through 
the turnstiles and register their attendance with their smart cards at the 
beginning of the long working day, they enter a different and challenging 
environment that demands that they have the highest aspirations of them-
selves. All students are regarded as individuals and are expected to aim 
high to use their talents and potential for learning to the full.
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As a result of this innovative culture and the high levels of success, King’s 
Spafford offers visitor seminars to accommodate the number of requests they 
receive for visits. The college has a much longer working day than most sec-
ondary colleges, from 7.30 am to 6.00 pm and all students are also present for 
breakfast. Formal classes start at 8.35 am and after 4.00 pm there are extra-
 curricular activities and students can stay on to complete their homework. 
Students have seven hours more time in lessons each week over a five- term 
academic year than students in most other schools and colleges. The environ-
ment consists of very modern, light, purpose- built facilities which are smart 
and clean and can be described as more corporate than college- like, appear-
ing to exude confidence. There is a lot of activity with children moving freely 
around the building and working in various kinds of study areas.

A key feature contributing to the college’s unique ethos is that students of 
all ages and members of staff share facilities on an equal basis and to this end 
there is, for instance, no staff room and there are no bells at the end of lessons. 
Students spend a lot more time with staff than they do in many other schools 
or colleges, taking two meals a day and two breaks a day with staff present; 
adult expectations largely determine standards of behaviour. Students can 
use the facilities after college and in the holidays freely and open study access 
areas are available with ICT access and a wireless network. This is workable as 
registration of students is recorded electronically through the use of a smart 
card which also functions as a coach pass, library card and payment for college 
meals. The open access policy is rarely abused, which testifies to the cohes-
ive and integrated nature of the college, but furthermore, as described in the 
college prospectus, ‘This open access philosophy is central to the belief that 
students, in charge of their own learning, are capable of achieving above normal 
expectations.’ The 2001 OFSTED report endorses this belief: ‘Relationships are 
very good. Students are expected to act sensibly and maturely – and do so … 
Attendance is much higher than average. There is no unauthorised absence.’

The library is modern and well resourced with state- of- the- art ICT facilities 
including the short- term loan of wireless laptops to the students. The college 
also possesses an editing suite with industry standard equipment; an advanced 
electronic music studio, DJ technology suite and individual practice rooms; 
a multi- purpose theatre for dance and drama productions; a business centre 
including a lecture theatre and conference rooms; and flood- lit all- weather 
sports pitches. Each student has a personal tutor to act as an advocate on their 
behalf and the college also encourages a home/college partnership. The college 
has a good standard of behaviour which they maintain is attributable to their 
belief that students and staff need to live together in a well- ordered society 
with respect for each other. The prospectus also states that:

The College places great emphasis upon caring for the individual student 
in every lesson throughout the day, ensuring equality of opportunity and 
entitlement. In this way we believe our students are best able to realise 
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their true potential and to make a responsible contribution to their own 
learning.

Communication between the college and its students takes place via e- mail 
(each student has their own account) and a series of television monitors around 
the college. Routine information is passed to students during the tutor period 
and is reinforced during assemblies. The 2001 OFSTED reports notes that 
‘Assemblies place emphasis on high aspirations and expectations of students 
morally, socially and intellectually.’ King’s Spafford also has a comprehensive 
website with access to curriculum material and online courses.

The learning culture is defined around a set of values that privilege individu-
ality and autonomous learning, openness to new initiatives, seeing connections 
across subjects, linking learning to wider applications, using a wide variety 
of resources and working in a wide range of settings, and encouraging self-
 reflexive learning. The website highlights ways in which staff can encourage 
this kind of culture by creating a learning culture, through providing questions 
and challenge, and carefully considering their planning and resources. There is 
also a detailed discussion on the website about what constitutes differentiation, 
according to the college’s own particular model.

Student perceptions and experience 

Students were aware of the exceptional resources that they had access to, one 
saying, ‘the facilities at the college are as good as you can get.’ The ICT facil-
ities were particularly praised by the students who clearly recognised that this 
was not a universal feature of all schools or colleges. One student reported, ‘I 
know other schools usually lock them up or something, because they don’t trust 
students but they really trust us … nothing ever gets damaged or anything, 
it’s really good, you feel safe here.’

But along with this the students stated that there came an expectation for 
very high standards of presentation, which they recognised was providing them 
with useful skills. The students also said that the staff were very ICT literate 
and ICT problems did not impede lessons.

Students stated that teachers gave freely of their time and were happy to 
stay after lessons and provide extra help. The close working relationship bet-
ween staff and students was endorsed by all the students interviewed. They 
all mentioned their personal tutors, with whom they have contact time every 
day, as a source of support and provided examples of how they acted as advo-
cates on their behalf, one student commenting, ‘My tutor would be the first 
person who I’d ever go and see about a problem, because I feel like I can just 
tell him anything.’

The students claimed to feel very supported and motivated by their teachers, 
and clearly work hard, but in an environment which does not have a strong 
individual reward system. The students do feel praised if they do well and state 
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that they have clear feedback, one student reporting, ‘our reports are being 
changed … so now you get your level, a target level and whether you’re on 
target.’ However this is not a main focus of the college’s displays or assemblies 
for instance. In fact, the students demonstrated a very mature and balanced 
attitude to achievement, once again endorsing the college’s aims and demon-
strating that high achievement can go hand in hand with students feeling in 
control of their workloads. The culture of hard work that was observed on visits 
was also endorsed by the student interviewees, one commenting, ‘it’s virtually 
a business place and we get down and work.’ The students also endorsed the 
fact that discipline was not a problem, one saying, ‘you always get the person 
that tries to muck around and stuff, but they get sorted out within a few min-
utes.’ The notion of challenge is embedded into the whole college ethos and 
reflected in the way the students speak about their work.

The students were all very clear about the different levels at which they could 
work and demonstrated that the system was both easy to fit in to and work with. 
Each lesson commences with around 20 minutes of teaching time on core mater-
ial to students working at all levels. Students are then given a lot of freedom to 
make their own choices about which level to work at. They clearly stated that 
they were helped in their choices by their teachers, but it did not appear to be 
the case that there was a problem with students regularly pitching themselves 
below or above their capabilities. One student commented, ‘people don’t all 
want to do advanced work … they want to like do the work that they know they 
can do and not struggle to try and beat somebody who’s better than them.’

Students explained that they received detailed feedback from teachers with 
a marking scheme that reflected the levels they could work at, which helped 
students to be clear about whether they were working well at their chosen 
level, but also whether they were being provided with enough challenge. 
Students taking accelerated courses were not isolated but worked with peers, 
which they seemed to appreciate. Students also spoke about a supportive work-
ing environment where students working at higher levels than peers in their 
group would offer support to those working at lower levels, although it should 
be remembered that research suggests that this approach is not always in the 
best interests of gifted and talented students. Students interviewed talked 
positively about the flexibility of the curriculum and about a college culture 
which expected everyone to achieve, without adverse pressure.

Students spoke freely about how they felt challenged by the ethos of the 
college and that they also challenged themselves, one student stating that a 
member of staff had told him that not doing well in an A- level he was taking 
early would not be a problem as he was doing it to be challenged. There is an 
interesting relationship between achieving well in examinations, which the 
students interviewed frequently referred to as a driver, and the college celeb-
rating this in terms of its standing in the national league tables, and the notion 
of work that should be relevant to each individual and inherently challenging 
regardless of external validation.
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A group interview with sixth form students produced a more nuanced 
picture, students stating that they would have wanted more extra- curricular 
activities and that at times they felt carried away with the college’s policies 
or practices on accelerated examinations, for instance, which were not always 
what they would have chosen for themselves. They stated that they did feel 
under a lot of pressure – for instance asking for more break times – and that 
there was competition between students. They also wanted students who were 
more ‘middle- ranking’ to be recognised.

Classroom practice and pedagogy

Lessons are 75 minutes in length with an emphasis upon practical experi-
ence in all subjects. There is also a strong emphasis on ICT, as the prospectus 
demonstrates:

[King’s Spafford] can justifiably claim to be one of the most advanced of 
any state college in the use of technology. Wireless laptops, multimedia 
software packages and interactive whiteboards are regular features of class-
room practice as tools for students and teachers alike.

A key element of the curriculum is that students can work at one of four levels: 
basic (minimum acceptable for age), standard (average performance for age), 
extended (above average performance for age), advanced (at least one year in 
advance of average for age). The website states that ‘Advanced Level must be 
where students are supported in the metamorphosis from high ability into high 
achievers better known as gifted and talented.’

As noted above, students are taught ‘core’ work for the first 20 minutes of a 
lesson, and often then continue to work at their level in mixed ability groups, 
which is something which may not suit all gifted students all of the time. 
Group work does often take place within the same level, however, and there 
is a lot of evidence of desks arranged in groups rather than rows. In practice it 
appears that work is sometimes differentiated into two levels, basic- standard 
and extended- advanced, and is also less differentiated in the sixth form, largely 
due to the demands of covering the specific syllabus. The deputy headteacher 
said that the objective criterion for advanced level work being one year above 
the National Curriculum level means that in practice it is unlikely that this 
exact correlation will be found across the curriculum. In addition he suggested 
that it would be desirable for more gifted and talented material to be written 
in- house to fit the specific way in which the college curriculum has developed 
– with consideration of writing a ‘fifth level’ to fully provide for the most able 
students in the college. There are also examples of one or two students in the 
college who have completely individualised timetables.

The 2001 OFSTED report states that ‘Teaching is good and much is very 
good, enabling students to make excellent progress and achieve remarkably 
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well.’ There is a strong emphasis not only on teaching but ensuring that learn-
ing has taken place, as the prospectus makes clear: ‘At King’s Spafford no lesson 
is designed for passive learning.’

Exemplar lesson plans and professional support for teachers are also avail-
able online. Specific examples of classroom practice which were observed are 
summarised here:

• Core work is followed at the start of the lesson which is then differentiated 
into higher ability levels across all subjects.

• Lesson planning is a particularly strong feature and for instance underpins 
the success of ‘showcase lessons’ where two teachers of different subjects 
combine their subjects to provide an original learning experience for 
students.

• Very effective use of visual displays and ICT observed in lessons was popu-
lar with students.

• Effective group work was observed in both mixed ability and ability based 
groups.

• Lessons employ real- life problem- solving and broader thinking skills, not 
just mechanistic learning, for example thinking practically about themes 
in ways that transcended individual subject lessons.

• A variety of techniques was employed which were regularly changed to 
maintain engagement throughout lessons.

There is an issue in the college with high staff turnover as a result of teach-
ers leaving to gain promotion elsewhere and less experienced teachers coming 
in to fill their posts, but this does not appear to have had a negative impact 
upon standards, largely due to the support that new teachers receive. One way 
that this is facilitated is through the regular practice of two teachers working 
together to teach a double class where newly appointed and inexperienced 
teachers can extend their skills.

The overall high standards that the college has achieved for students up to age 
16 is not matched fully in all subjects in the sixth form. The deputy headteacher 
interviewed said that possible reasons for this were the open entry policy into 
the sixth form where students were allowed to pursue any subjects, regardless 
of prior achievement, or that students over- perform at GCSE as a result of the 
particular support and structures in place at King’s Spafford, and the value-
 added component cannot be carried on beyond a certain point. However, the 
post- college destination of students is mainly into Higher Education (HE), 
with many students achieving their first choice of institution.

Curriculum planning and development

King’s Spafford’s curriculum is referred to in- house as the ‘Advanced Curriculum’. 
The college mission statement highlights the following attributes:
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• designing a curriculum to promote a full range of learning, thinking and 
life skills;

• providing a broad, balanced and relevant curriculum with emphasis on sci-
ence, mathematics and technology and learning the importance of doing 
and understanding;

• devising flexible and responsive learning styles, particularly those which 
take into account the impact of technology on learning itself.

However, its main strength could be said to be that it offers differentiation 
throughout the curriculum and the deputy headteacher stated that he believes 
that they are moving more towards looking at the individual and less at the 
timetable. All lessons at KS3 are organised to accommodate students’ differing 
abilities and in addition the KS3 curriculum is completed by the end of Year 8, 
allowing for ‘a richer and more flexible approach to their KS 4 and Post- 16 
studies’, according to the prospectus. The quality of what is offered therefore 
depends largely on the individual teacher as well as the HoD, but this is also 
a weakness of the system because there might not be an even distribution of 
excellence across the different subject areas in the college.

The college carries out an annual review which is a central feature of its 
quality assurance framework and this provided the impetus to compress the 
KS3 curriculum to two years. A reconsideration of the classroom climate led 
in addition to the ‘CELTIC curriculum’ (Creative, Energetic, Learning by 
doing, Thematic, Independent learning, Cross- curricular). Each term’s work 
is planned across subjects under an umbrella theme. The thematic nature of 
the content delivery includes both core skills planning and an element called 
‘Enterprise Skills’ to better equip students for the enterprise culture. A soft-
ware package known as the ‘Learning Library’ has been used to underpin the 
planning and development of resources for the curriculum and is currently 
used in a more targeted manner to develop specific materials, such as those for 
gifted and talented students. Student learning and curriculum design is moni-
tored and evaluated for quality by the following means: departmental internal 
evaluation, SMT working alongside students, book trawls of students’ work, 
targeted lesson observation, audits of the curriculum for the most able, and 
use of assessment data to track progress over a year.

At KS4 and Post- 16 students are taught either in mixed ability groups or 
in sets and work is still made available at four levels. The aim of the college at 
this stage is to provide a flexible and broad curriculum driven by student choice 
and KS4 begins with a carefully planned induction programme. To recognise 
the high levels of competence achieved in ICT, most of the students pursue 
a General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) or diploma in ICT. In 
the sixth form students are required to take a minimum of four A- levels or 
their equivalent.

There is a high level of sophistication in data management. Assessment and 
target- setting data have now been integrated and all staff have received bespoke 
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training in data analysis techniques to assist them in interpreting the perform-
ance of students. Student performance is recorded and reported to parents and 
students every term (i.e. every eight weeks). Termly grading is given for effort, 
homework, coursework (good, satisfactory or cause for concern) and overall at 
college level. Students also receive a target level for each subject and a progress 
statement about whether they are on target. A live account of performance is 
being trialled with the sixth form which will provide all examination results 
and predictions in a read- only document. But the strength of the system lies 
in the way that it is used by students and teachers for target- setting. The cur-
riculum in Years 9 to 11, for instance, is supported by encouraging students 
to develop self- awareness and providing them with skills in reviewing and 
target- setting.

Extra- curricular activities

At the end of the formal teaching day at 4.00 pm extra- curricular activities 
are available and many students also stay on until 6.00 pm to do their home-
work. Many curricular and non- curricular visits and activities are organised 
and there is a Year 7 residential programme. Years 8–13 take part in a whole 
college residential programme, designed to enrich identity with the college 
and strengthen relationships between students and teachers. Music lessons 
are subsidised, but not free, and students are advised to purchase their own 
instruments. The provision of extension opportunities is an area that the 
gifted and talented coordinator has highlighted for development since none 
of the activities on offer are designed specifically for gifted and talented stu-
dents. At present the whole college enrichment programme is under review, 
however one concern expressed by the deputy headteacher was the expansion 
of extra- curricular activities so that a culture evolved of the same cohort of 
students attending events specifically created to meet the needs of the gifted 
and talented, which would then crystallise into a culture of an elite group who 
would always work in this more exclusive way. While stating that this may be 
right in some college environments, he felt that it was not the best situation 
for King’s Spafford.

Saturday master classes are offered to local gifted and talented students 
in English, science, mathematics, ICT and design technology and are well 
attended. The college’s development plan states that ‘raising educational 
standards in the locality and contributing to the development of the education 
service nationally is seen as a normal part of our work.’

Distinctive features

King’s Spafford is framed very much around a highly professional, corporate, 
work- oriented environment, which fosters student- directed learning within 
a culture of mutual support and trust between students and teachers. As one 
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Year 11 student commented, ‘it’s not like coming to college here, it’s like com-
ing to work. It’s smart like a business.’ With high expectations of all students 
and high aspirations, this culture encourages students to take responsibility 
and ownership of their own learning and for ensuring that they set challenging 
goals for themselves. The emphasis is on individuality and autonomous learn-
ing – good practice being modelled by the staff.

At King’s Spafford, the particular focus on differentiation, which is highly 
effective and consistent across the college, is distinctive and offers a very inter-
esting approach to a gifted and talented strategy, as well as a more general 
pedagogical model for all abilities. It is a constant theme that runs through 
all lesson planning and delivery and is a reminder that work must always be 
delivered at different levels. This highly structured model of differentiation 
is supported with high- level knowledge of individual students’ performance 
through a rigorous tracking and monitoring system, which keeps all staff in the 
loop regarding individual progress, as well as risk alerts. A supportive mentor-
ing system for ‘at risk’ students can be triggered which is particularly helpful 
for those gifted students at risk of underachieving or simply ‘coasting’ – no 
student technically being able to ‘fall through the net’. Since students are partly 
responsible for choosing their own work levels, it is vital that the college both 
fosters and maintains a strong ethos of motivation and challenge – and this 
is one of its core strengths. It has a concentrated vision that everyone buys in 
to. As a result the organisation functions very strongly and this in part can be 
summed up by the way in which the curriculum is embedded into the whole 
college’s ethos. As the college’s draft paper on KS3 strategy states:

Curriculum and ethos run in partnership. For example, to teach enter-
prise would be pointless unless the enterprise culture – time management, 
independence, initiative – was a living organism within the College for 
both staff and students … if students had choices in learning terms it was 
because the College has an ethos of respect for the individual.

However, despite offering a high level of differentiation to its students at KS3, 
the draft paper which promoted a revision of the KS3 curriculum notes that:

Despite the differentiation system and the good level of examination 
results, the NFER profiling undertaken by the College indicates that very 
many more students are capable of pursuing higher level work than is cur-
rently the case in most departments.

It is worth noting that the advanced level curriculum offered, despite being 
a significant contribution to providing differentiated pathways for students, 
is not necessarily a sufficient model for its highest- achieving gifted students. 
For example, one student interviewed who had been assessed as being in the 
top 2 per cent of the cohort nationally and was regarded as the college’s most 
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‘exceptional’ student, did not feel sufficiently challenged by the standard fare 
of advanced level work. He regarded his personalised plan with an individual 
timetable combining a mixture of self- directed learning, acceleration and 
early examination entrance as appropriate for his needs and was a highly self-
 motivated student. This kind of differentiation, however sophisticated, will 
not necessarily meet the needs of the very brightest students and is only one 
strategy. At the same time what is understood and meant at subject level about 
advanced- level work across the college is something which is constantly kept 
under review. The deputy headteacher argued, ‘we have worked very hard to try 
and address here our advanced level curriculum. There is now an understand-
ing amongst our teachers that it’s not just about doing more.’ In relation to 
provision for gifted and talented students, he had high hopes for the creative 
potential of the new curriculum, with more opportunities for independent 
learning – learning by doing and a properly embedded approach within the 
day- to- day lessons: ‘The focus is back in to the curriculum; it’s not starting 
with pulling out the more able students and saying we’re all going out on a 
mini- bus today!’



Chapter 4

Case study 2
Gifted education in an inner- city 
multi- ethnic comprehensive school

Background information

St Etheldreda’s was founded in 1699, which makes it one of the oldest girls’ 
secondary schools in the country. In 1928 the school moved to its present home 
in South West London. Its Local Authority (LA) is in the top four LAs in the 
country for ‘value added’ results. It is an EiC area. St Etheldreda’s is a fully com-
prehensive Church of England Voluntary Aided High School, and Technology 
College status was awarded in 1996. The school has a Sportsmark Award and 
Investor in People (IIP) status. It is also a Lead Practitioner School for Equality 
and Inclusion. It opened a sixth form in 2003. There are 759 students on roll, 
which makes the school smaller than other secondary schools nationally.

Entry requirements state that 60 per cent of students must come from prac-
tising Christian families, with the other 40 per cent of places open to students 
from the local area. Attainment on entry is broadly average but the socio-
 economic background of students is overall well below average, with 25 per 
cent of students on free school meals, which is above the national average of 
16 per cent. Almost 90 per cent of the students are of Caribbean or African 
heritage, with a significant proportion (23 per cent) speaking English as an 
additional language. A high percentage of students have lone parents. The 
number of students with SEN is 87 (11 per cent of the total) and this is slightly 
lower than the national average (although the number of students with state-
ments of SEN is higher than the national average).

The percentage of 15-year-olds achieving five or more A*–C grades in 2005 
was 73 per cent. Standards have improved consistently over past years. GCSE 
results were below the LA average in 1994 (an LA which itself had results well 
below the national average) but have climbed steadily and since 1997 have 
always been above the LA average. By 2001 results rose above the national 
average and have been there since. Standards are now very high, compared with 
those of students in similar schools, and are in the top 5 per cent nationally. 
The school is over- subscribed and received a very favourable OFSTED report 
in November 2002, being identified as a very good school with no significant 
areas of weakness.
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Gifted and talented policy

The school’s ‘Policy for the More Able’ was first delivered to staff in 1999 after 
a working party of six staff developed it over a period of a year. It embeds the 
whole school ethos into a wide range of provision for all students, not only 
those identified as more able, which aims to recognise potential wherever it 
exists. The policy states that:

Support of the more able is in line with the school’s commitment to the 
pursuit of excellence in a caring environment where each individual is 
encouraged to meet her full potential … All staff should take every oppor-
tunity to declare high expectations in terms of appearance, manners and 
commitment to achievement.

The policy also states that ability in Year 7 students is initially identified 
on the basis of KS2 and NFER test results and thereafter on continued high 
performance in tests, potential to excel and determination to succeed, and stu-
dent attitude, including the ability to work independently. A tracking group 
of 10 per cent of students in each Year group is identified three times a year 
using a variety of data including from the Fischer Family Trust, and details of 
these are submitted annually to the DfES. St Etheldreda’s inclusive approach 
does not direct provision exclusively at this tracking group but rather enables 
many of its students to take up the extra activities on offer, resulting in more 
like 20 per cent participation. Students are not explicitly told if they are on 
the gifted register, but it does become apparent from the formation of ability 
groups.

Students are banded in KS3 and provided with differentiated work at four 
levels. Setting takes place at KS4 for core curriculum subjects, with mixed 
ability teaching taking place in option subjects. Early entry GCSE is available 
in a number of subjects, including mathematics, which is a subject popular 
with students. The staff handbook states that:

A degree of banding should enable every student to be given more appro-
priate challenges and tasks to develop her own confidence and self- esteem. 
We have high expectations of all students and ensure we use data and 
teacher assessment in order to set appropriate yet challenging targets.

The identification system is a flexible one where students on the gifted register 
are re- assessed on a yearly basis and other students can be added when appro-
priate. The Policy for the More Able states that the delivery of the curriculum 
for the more able is based on a departmental approach, with each department 
being responsible for implementing appropriate teaching strategies and iden-
tifying students with high subject- specific ability. This is underpinned by a 
whole curriculum approach managed by the gifted and talented coordinator 
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with the assistance of a designated member of each department to give a more 
unified teaching programme. The gifted policy and provision are reviewed and 
evaluated annually by each department and for the whole school, but over-
all it is the gifted and talented coordinator and the SMT who are responsible 
for developing policy. New staff are inducted in policy and practice with a 
one- hour training session, but in addition they receive specific professional 
development training on gifted education.

The school is uncomfortable with an explicit and open labelling of girls as 
being on the gifted and talented register or not. This was born out of experi-
ence of the early stages of the implementation of the gifted policy when parents 
were informed if their daughter was on the register but beyond this they were 
not involved in school- wide policy and provision in order to try to maintain 
a non- elitist system. However, the decision was then taken not to notify par-
ents any longer, and it is not always the case that students are informed about 
whether they have been identified or not, as the school is trying to avoid other 
children being resentful of special treatment of a few.

Leadership and management

The gifted and talented coordinator

The school’s gifted and talented coordinator has overall responsibility for 
delivering the school’s gifted and talented policy and provides professional 
development opportunities and other appropriate training and support to 
staff. She has been closely involved with a LA partnership, having regular 
meetings with the coordinators of the other schools in the cluster where good 
practice can be disseminated. The gifted and talented coordinator is respon-
sible for monitoring the progress of all the students on the gifted register, 
being provided with assessment and tracking information by HoDs. However 
she demonstrated some concern about where the cut- off point with regard to 
identification should be, highlighting the ongoing need for discussion of the 
issues to refine the school’s approach. She does believe however that the iden-
tified cohort are not at risk of underachieving; all are getting or are on target 
for A* grades.

The gifted and talented coordinator has been in post since the policy for the 
more able was written in 1999 and she sees this consistency in post as an advant-
age. She is very dedicated and committed and uses a lot of her own time to do 
the job, finding that there are peak periods when extra work becomes more of 
a demand. She has set up a wide range of activities, as detailed below, together 
with the Aimhigher coordinator, who has been in post for two years.

The SMT has control over the amount of funding allocated for gifted and 
talented activity (which comes largely from the EiC Standards Fund) and the 
gifted and talented coordinator is unusual in having sole responsibility for 
managing these funds, which she allocates to the following areas:
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• enrichment activities funded partly from EiC funds and partly from 
departmental allowances;

• additional revision and homework sessions in key areas funded in -
ternally;

• additional homework sessions in non- key areas funded by the Walcott 
Foundation;

• special projects;
• mentoring, which is funded by EiC funds supplemented by the EAGLE 

Project (Encouraging Ambition, Generating Learning Experience) based 
at St John’s College, Cambridge.

The gifted and talented coordinator feels that she has sufficient funds to meet 
the requests that come to her from staff. In January 2005 a gifted and talented 
inspector came to the school to provide specialised professional develop-
ment and the National Association for Able Children in Education’s (NACE) 
Teaching/Thinking magazine is available to staff. Partnership projects with local 
schools are funded by internal school funds and sometimes also by parental 
contribution.

It is clear from the gifted and talented coordinator that the external funding 
streams are critical, as without these much of St Etheldreda’s additional provi-
sion would not exist. The 2002 OFSTED report states that ‘The school makes 
very good use of funding available from the Excellence in Cities programme, 
supporting enrichment activities for students who have particular talents or 
who are high achievers.’

The school is lucky to have external gifted and talented strand funds and is 
therefore unusual in stating that it has sufficient funding to meet its needs with 
regard to provision for special gifted activities. However, it is not complacent 
and actively targets further funding sources to supplement this. Equally, it 
does not seek to invest in provision or resources which do not also impact on 
whole curriculum delivery and benefit all the students.

Senior management

Inclusivity is a central part of the ethos of St Etheldreda’s and the author of 
Raising Aspirations, a report about the school argues that what has driven 
forward the initiatives detailed below is the commitment of the SMT to 
inclusion:

The headteacher and senior staff provide excellent leadership and strong 
management so that there is a clear direction for the work of the school 
… The ethos and organization of the school meet the needs of individu-
als and groups of students very well … Students’ personal development is 
very good and they develop self- esteem, self- discipline and strong com-
munity values.
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The school’s management demonstrates its strong belief in the talents of all its 
students by heavily subsidising a range of extra- curricular activities, which are 
available to all students, thereby promoting the school’s agenda of inclusivity. 
The headteacher demonstrates a strong personal knowledge of the students, 
whom she knows well and by name. She is a firm believer in developing the 
infrastructure of the school in terms of environment, systems and ethos and 
even through messages posted on the three digital screens which overtly cel-
ebrate and reward achievement. Her agenda has been to provide a ‘safe haven’ 
within the school and to boost girls’ self- esteem, especially when taking into 
account the particular situations that they may confront outside of school. 
There is a real sense that the SMT knows the girls and values them as indi-
viduals, through valuing all their achievements, not necessarily only academic 
achievement. However a potential weakness of staff- student relationships being 
so critical is seen to be that a dependency culture might develop on the part 
of some of the girls, which was acknowledged. This in turn has also led to 
problems with the students not being able to work as independent learners or 
floundering once outside of the immediate school environment.

Governors

The vice- chair of governors believes that it is the duty of the school to bring 
out the talents of all the students via the collective culture and the shared view 
of the whole school, which was again emphasised by her. The active involve-
ment of the school governors in the school is clearly a factor which contributes 
to the strong and visionary leadership which has been praised in its most 
recent OFSTED report and which is evidenced by the sharp upward turn in 
the school’s results. A member of the governing body is responsible for the 
progress of the gifted and talented initiative and this is supported by the fact 
that they actively exploit contacts for extra funding to ensure the continuation 
of these activities.

A teacher governor confirmed the fact that the positive school ethos pro-
motes values which means that, ‘the child will come away from this school 
feeling very positive about themselves, feeling confident and with aspirations 
… I would say that, it obviously comes from the head down.’ He stated that 
it was important in the school context to be aware of barriers to learning both 
within and outside the school. The vice- chair of governors also stressed how-
ever that while it was very important to raise aspirations and reward success, 
this should be done realistically. Both the SMT and governors demonstrated 
sensitivity to the particular context of the school’s students and this is clearly 
central to creating an environment that will meet all their needs and foster 
their talents.
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School environment, ethos and culture

A plasma screen in the reception area welcomes students and visitors with mes-
sages that reinforce the positive school environment. Laminated posters in the 
classrooms also reinforce the key school messages with regard to high expecta-
tions, collaborative learning, anti- bullying and expected behaviour, often by 
using motivational quotations from famous people to encourage self- esteem. 
There are many superb wall displays and photographs around the school and 
there is evidence of work from most subjects and key stages, including perform-
ance data of SATs and GCSEs. In the science department individual girls who 
have achieved top scores are named. The building is old and could have been 
shabby, but instead it is cheerful and the overall impression is that learning is 
fun. The school uniform is carefully policed, as are good manners and polite 
exchange between students and between students and school staff.

There is an interactive whiteboard in every classroom and all teachers 
have a laptop. The computer suites which the students can book in to from 
8 am–5.30 pm are very popular with students and are commonly used for both 
coursework and homework. There are plans to continue to develop the school 
environment, for instance the library, which is heavily over- subscribed, with 
girls clamouring to use it during break and lunchtimes and after school, and 
caters for a broad ability and interest spectrum, including running a readers’ 
group for gifted and talented students.

A good starting point from which to uncover the whole school ethos with 
respect to gifted and talented students is the statement by the headteacher in 
the school prospectus. Here she says that ‘we believe all our students have gifts 
and talents hence our huge range of extra curricular activities.’ This is echoed 
on the gifted and talented pages of the website, which state that ‘As a Christian 
school we constantly remind our students that they all have God- given gifts 
and talents and we celebrate these every day in our teaching, our events and in 
the day- to- day life of the school.’

The school takes many opportunities to celebrate achievement publicly with 
prize evenings and end of term achievement assemblies. The staff handbook 
states that:

there must be a clearly defined and understood system of rewards … 
Honours Day, Achievement assemblies and daily assemblies will also be 
used to affirm girls in their achievements … Prizes will be given annually 
at the school Prize Giving for attainment and effort for all year groups 
… The rewarding of attainment or effort within subject areas is to be 
encouraged … 

Assembly is an important time not only for the school to praise girls indi-
vidually and collectively, but for the school to come together as a community 
and share in collective worship. It is a very affirming whole school event 
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which is quiet and dignified and challenges stereotypes, urging girls to be 
proud. This act symbolises much that is important for the school and which 
helps to create its collective ethos. The sense of community is underpinned 
by the school’s support for individual students’ physical and emotional 
wellbeing, which in turn is ‘closely linked to their ability to learn’.

Another key focus of the school is enhancing and affirming students’ self-
 esteem as a means of enabling them to reach their full potential. The staff 
handbook states that ‘We seek every opportunity to affirm our students and 
enhance their self- esteem … There must be an ethos which emphasizes the 
importance of developing self discipline and promotes confidence, a feeling of 
self worth and respect for each other …’.

The staff handbook goes on to raise on numerous occasions ways in which 
all staff are expected to have a role in continually setting the highest possible 
standards and expectations. St Etheldreda’s sets great store on behaviour man-
agement, stating in the staff handbook that:

It is the right of each student to be educated in an atmosphere which ena-
bles her full potential whatever that may be, to be reached. It is essential 
therefore that we set and accept only the highest standards of behaviour. 
Failure to do so will mean that we fail our students because they will not 
be working in an atmosphere conducive to learning.

Student perceptions and experience

Student voice comes across very strongly in the school’s prospectus and the rela-
tionship between staff and students is close and respectful. The aspirations that 
the staff have with regard to supporting their students appear to be met:

‘Although Yr 11 is stressful because of all the exam pressure, the teach-
ers keep you going. They’re continually reminding you to stay on track. 
Revision classes are offered every Saturday, so the teachers actively help us 
to take the pressure. They ease it by helping us to revise.’

‘When your teacher says well done, that’s it, that’s enough for me. The 
personal touch is important. You feel cared for as an individual … You’re 
someone to the teachers and you want to make sure you do your best.’

(students quoted in school prospectus)

Interviews with students showed that they felt supported within school by 
peers and staff who they could turn to. Girls did highlight the fact that they 
felt under pressure to produce good quality work, but this pressure did not 
appear to come from the staff. Since most girls do not come from a background 
where their parents have been to university, if they were to go to university 
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they would be breaking new ground and so their strong sense of ambition and 
self- belief was particularly impressive. Although fostered by the school, this 
sense appeared to also be very much self- driven. They were thinking ahead, 
and displayed some awareness of issues around funding further education and 
family support.

Students demonstrated a good knowledge of the school’s awards system and 
showed that this was a motivational factor for them. Where they had received 
certificates, they kept them and showed them to their parents. They also appre-
ciated the ICT available at the school, particularly open- access computers and 
the use of interactive whiteboards. Students interviewed reported that they 
both enjoyed and made good use of the facilities on offer, including the library, 
the new sports hall, and the lunchtime and after- school clubs and the possibil-
ity of staying on site to do their homework. This positive response to activities 
on offer is largely due to the fact that the school listened to the requests of the 
students in an audit of need that was carried out during Personal Social Health 
Education (PSHE) lessons. Additional Saturday and Easter revision sessions 
were requested by KS4 students; KS3 students voiced their need for expanded 
access to the ICT facilities and structured support for homework assignments. 
All these and the other requests were enacted with the result that there was a 
very high take- up rate of the revision sessions. Every subject offers at least one 
homework club a week, some of which are drop- in sessions, where individual 
queries are addressed, as well as other more formalised supplementary lessons. 
The Raising Achievement report states that:

All of the foregoing [enrichment and extension events] contributes towards 
raising self- esteem in very tangible ways. There is a real sense of ownership 
by the students, who feel that they can give their talents expression and 
are valued as individuals … many of the clubs and subject specific sessions 
were organised in response to requests, which engenders self- esteem and 
the sense that students have a real stake in the school and are not only lis-
tened to, but their needs matter and are being met in practical ways.

In interviews students reported that:

‘It is really good at recognising talent … This school is exceptionally good 
at motivating us.’

‘Here the teachers genuinely care about your dreams and aspirations so 
your talents are nurtured. Everyone has opportunities that will encourage 
and prepare them for the future.’

‘I’ve obviously been put in the top sets for a reason, you know, I should be 
able to do it. And then I started, you know, working really hard and that 
really brought my grades up.’
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Students also seem to be aware of what specific skills activities provide them 
with, one saying, ‘The Senior Choir is not only about singing – it teaches us 
self- discipline too.’ However, students in the extension groups did say that 
they would like to meet more frequently to do project work. One said that, 
‘you can only go as fast as the slowest person’, and there appeared to be a ten-
sion between who was responsible for the students’ learning – the learner or 
the teacher. This desire for further challenge and more clarity with respect 
to extension work suggests that, despite a very impressive range of extension 
provision, not all needs are being fully met.

Classroom practice and pedagogy

HoDs deploy staff most suitable for teaching various ability groups, and there 
is limited use of teaching assistants. The targeting of EiC gifted funding into 
classroom resources as discussed above has led to better resourced departments 
overall. Lessons are 50 minutes long, so teachers divide this into three or four 
distinct sections and the change of activity helps students’ concentration.

The staff handbook states that the school aims to stimulate critical think-
ing by ensuring that students challenge accepted ideas as well as their own 
ideas, to recognise diverse learning styles, to motivate learners, and to allow for 
spontaneity and self- expression. It goes on to say that lesson planning should 
reflect that there are a variety of intelligences and forms of learning and there-
fore should include a variety of learning strategies.

Examples of effective teaching and learning were observed in the school. 
An observation of an accelerated mathematics lesson with 28 Year 10 students 
demonstrated pace, challenge and motivating teaching methods, with the 
teacher using a smart notebook. The lesson opener was two equations that the 
students worked on individually without calculators. The teacher set very clear 
objectives and challenged students to talk through their solutions. Questions 
were challenging and there was the expectation that students would get the 
answers right. Frequent reference to examination success was made. Twenty-
 five minutes into the lesson, there was an activity change as a new topic was 
introduced from a textbook. The teacher continued to ask students if they 
understood the concepts throughout the lesson. Students helped each other 
and were involved in marking their own homework. In spite of the size of the 
group, all the students were on task. This displayed a strong and purposeful 
learning and thinking environment.

Another observation of a further Year 11 mathematics lesson, with a smaller 
group of 12 students, demonstrated a very fast pace. There was a warm- up exer-
cise to encourage students into a mathematical mode of thinking. Questions in 
the lesson probed understanding and sought explanations and greater clarity 
from the students themselves. There was a strong sense of personal relation-
ships; the teacher clearly knew the students well and was constantly focusing 
them and maintaining a high level of challenge. There was evidence of extension 
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work and challenge for the more able students with further work on the board 
while the teacher was checking individuals’ work. Laminated posters around 
the classroom had quotes about aspirations, learning and expected behaviour.

A Year 9 history revision lesson demonstrated very clear feedback with regard 
to grading and challenge. This revision lesson was focused on ensuring that 
students were familiar with special terminology and examination technique. 
They were set the task of planning an essay. The classroom had superb visual 
displays of trips and projects, and again presented homilies and aspirational 
quotations from famous people, including male and female role models.

Other lessons, including an English lesson and a sociology lesson, showed 
a very high level of conceptual understanding and a highly creative response 
to the task by girls involved. A common feature of lesson observations was a 
very positive and engaged exchange between the teacher, who clearly had high 
expectations and set a challenging pace. Open- ended questioning which probed 
meaning and understanding, problem- solving, and the unpicking of difficult 
concepts through collaborative discussion featured across the curriculum. 
Lesson observations showed that there was mainly whole class teaching with 
students sitting in rows, which is not ideal if over utilised, however a challen-
ging pace, motivating teaching, mixed methods and an environment of praise 
and reward appeared to counter any potentially demotivating aspects of this.

The 2002 OFSTED report endorsed the high quality teaching that was 
observed:

Teaching is very good. Staff have high expectations of what students can 
achieve, they provide challenge and encourage independent learning … 
Students achieve particularly well in tests and examinations because of 
very good teaching and systematic, rigorous and comprehensive prepara-
tion and support.

The school’s gifted and talented coordinator believes that the emphasis in the 
school on gifted provision has made an impact on classroom teaching more 
widely, as well as having influenced the KS2 strategy.

Curriculum planning and development

The link between the individual departmental coordinators responsible for 
planning pedagogy within their subject areas and the gifted and talented 
coordinator makes for an environment where ‘teaching and learning for all are 
more carefully considered, which leads to better teaching for all’, in the words 
of the gifted and talented coordinator. Curriculum coordinators’ meetings, 
for instance, are an opportunity for staff to share information about the gifted 
learners. The OFSTED report states that ‘The school has developed an extens-
ive system for the collection, analysis and dissemination of information about 
students’ attainments and achievements. This helps teachers and students set 
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targets and identify what needs to be done to improve.’
The school carries out a great amount of data- tracking and evaluation of 

results and the SMT targets certain areas every year. Tracking and monitoring 
of the gifted cohort is therefore part of the whole school system and they receive 
feedback as and when other students do. Participation in extra- curricular activ-
ities is tracked throughout students’ careers and reported to parents. The staff 
handbook states that ‘Student planners are to be used to record a wide variety 
of targets and achievements and to facilitate constructive communication bet-
ween home and school.’

Students interviewed supported the fact that planning meetings held twice 
a year are about target- setting by both the student and the teacher (usually 
their form tutor), which is then recorded in the student planners, so that it can 
be reviewed at the next meeting. Target- setting is done with specific informa-
tion that the member of staff brings to the meeting. Students appeared to be 
motivated by their teachers and did not suggest that peer pressure prevented 
them from aspiring or achieving highly.

The school development plan emphasises the role of extra curricular activ-
ities in raising self- esteem and consolidating learning. The school prides itself 
on providing a wide range of extra- curricular activities. The 2002 OFSTED 
report states that ‘A particular strength of the curriculum is the richness and 
diversity of provision to meet the needs of all students. The school knows its 
students very well and promotes their individual welfare.’

These include enrichment activities which take place during lunch hours 
and after school. These could be subject- based in an environment for provid-
ing additional learning opportunities for students who are enthusiastic about 
a particular subject. Alternatively, they could centre around activities which 
would enhance cognitive skills and reasoning ability in general to introduce 
students to new and challenging learning experiences. These include:

• Latin, Japanese and Portuguese, with early entry GCSEs. All of these activ-
ities are demonstrating good take- up and good examination results;

• chess, photography, dance, sports clubs, a gospel choir;
• a range of special internal and external projects and participation in one-

 off projects such as London Talent 2004.

A number of events have been organised with St Etheldreda’s partnership 
schools including, for example, thinking skills conferences, theatre visits, 
music and dance events. The school has seen a strong impact in the uptake of 
drama GCSE by those students who attended a drama summer school. It is an 
important part of the school’s belief in providing a wide range of enrichment 
activities that these are accessible to as many of their students as possible, as 
this fits with the school’s ethos discussed above. As a result, opportunities are 
offered to top sets, but volunteers are also sought from among the rest of the 
school to join in the activities.
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Extension activities include after- school and weekend revision classes, 
mainly for Year 11 students. Again some students are targeted but the sessions 
are not exclusive. A programme of mentoring for gifted and talented students 
has also taken place, which included group review and motivational sessions 
with individual members of staff. These are supernumerary part- time mem-
bers of staff who are nominated to mentor students. As the Raising Achievement 
report notes, ‘The close mentoring and focus on targets means that students 
are clear about the aim of raising aspirations and the strategies they will need 
to employ to reach their goals.’

The whole notion of gifted and talented extra- curricular provision is so 
firmly embedded in the school that a range of staff are running activities, even 
new and part- time staff, and student uptake is good.

Distinctive features

St Etheldreda’s is particularly notable for its pastoral care and its strong col-
lective ethos and almost family- like community, which pervades much of what 
happens in the day- to- day life of the school. Its Christian values underpin the 
school ethos, which appears to confer on each girl a strong sense of belonging to 
a community with clear values and goals. This school culture has been fostered 
as a result of the context in which it operates, which is one where relative social 
disadvantage means that it cannot be taken for granted that education is prized 
and that expectations, even for the able, will involve Higher Education. A very 
clear and strong leadership team in the school therefore models the values and 
aspirations that it hopes to confer on its students. A key feature is their belief 
in building self- esteem, which clears the pathway for effective learning for all 
girls, and this is supported by a strong culture of rewarding and celebrating 
achievement, which was certainly much in evidence.

The use of Advanced Skills Teachers (ASTs) to model effective pedagogical 
practices at classroom level is a decisive move to improve teaching across the 
board, and lesson observations demonstrated aspects of good practice, such as 
pace, challenge, and open- ended research- based tasks. The gifted and talented 
coordinator stated that the gifted and talented agenda has raised achievement 
across the school and this is supported by the rapid rise in achievement levels 
of the students. The school is also clear that its provision for the gifted cohort 
should be open to all students, so as not to be divisive, and the gifted and 
talented register is not made public. This approach is supported by the good 
take- up of the enrichment and extension activities by 20 per cent of students, 
and fits with the school’s value system around a belief in the gifts and talents 
of all its students. This approach would therefore appear to support the theory 
that raising the aspirations of the school through gifted and talented provision, 
when done in a non- divisive way and supported and structured by a strong 
school leadership, raises the aspirations and therefore the achievement levels 
of the whole school.



Chapter 5

Case study 3
Gifted and talented education in a 
rural comprehensive

Background information

Stanwell School opened in purpose- built accommodation in 1978 and in 1982 
became fully comprehensive. It is a mixed comprehensive school for students 
aged 11–16 years, serving a city in the South West. It is over- subscribed every 
year and has a rising roll that matches the city’s expansion. The school has been 
designated a Specialist Science College. It is a Leading Edge school for innov-
ative practice and has a Sportsmark Award and a gold level award in Arts. It is 
also the Lead School for a partnership Secondary School- Centred Initial Teacher 
Training (SCITT) scheme, where the collaborative group graduates 50 student 
teachers every year. As a result Stanwell School, along with its partners, has 
been designated a Training School. Recently Stanwell School was awarded 
Investors in People (IIP) status with a report that described it as one of the best 
institutions assessed. An excellent OFSTED report in April 2002 stated that 
the school was ‘the best school we have inspected in nine and a half years’. The 
school has a close working relationship with local sixth form colleges and also 
works closely with two separate clusters. It is keen to share practice and open 
up discussion with local schools.

There are 1,192 students on the roll of whom only five are from ethnic minor-
ity backgrounds, none having English as an additional language. Fourteen per 
cent of the school’s students have SEN (below the national average), of whom 
4 per cent have a statement of SEN, which is above the national average. School 
standards are well above the national average. Examination results (KS3 and KS4) 
have risen steadily over the last five years, resulting in the school being named 
in the top 50 comprehensive schools in the country over the past two years. The 
gap between the achievement of boys and girls is narrower than nationally and 
99 per cent of students taking GCSEs in 2003 received five A*–C grades.

Gifted and talented policy

Stanwell School’s website provides an overview of the gifted and talented edu-
cation at the school and states that ‘After a long period of discussion, Stanwell 
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School has interpreted “Gifted and Talented” broadly. This has ensured that we 
seek and capture as many different ways in which students excel as possible.’

The approach adopted at the school is therefore inclusive and aims to be 
transparent. There is concern expressed, born of lengthy discussion among 
staff prior to creating the school policy, to handle the identification and 
labelling of students as sensitively as possible. Gifted and talented provision 
came into focus in 2002, through a variety of initiatives including links with 
local schools, and providing students with access to specialist activities and 
national initiatives. Following the initial discussion phase, the school policy 
is defined by its concern with a holistic approach to individual development, 
not only with academic success, but also with transferable skills and the social 
development of the students as the social, academic and business leaders of 
the future.

The application of the policy is monitored by heads of faculty and heads of 
Year and able students themselves are also interviewed about their experience 
of the curriculum. Good practice with respect to gifted and talented students 
is disseminated throughout the school through twilight training sessions and 
school publications. Information on the school’s able student policy forms part 
of an induction programme for new staff. As a result, the profile of gifted and 
talented students is now much higher in the school and there have been three 
focused staff training sessions covering:

• identification and provision – attended by 12 teachers and teaching assist-
ants including a representative from each faculty for gifted and talented;

• differentiation and writing workshops/resources – with exemplar material, 
producing a document of the top ten tips for meeting the needs of gifted 
and talented children;

• academic target setting and monitoring.

The school’s able student policy states that identification is based on objective 
data and a checklist of characteristics which could be indicative of exceptional 
ability. The policy also refers to a subject- specific checklist. Each subject faculty 
at the school has a member of staff responsible for coordinating the process of 
identification and implementing policy within the faculty and teacher input 
into the identification process is considered to be very important. Students are 
identified within their first term using the NAGTY identification criteria, or 
if not, within their first academic year, and all students are re- assessed when 
new evidence becomes available. The school has said that they would not want 
to see any child removed from the register, and in line with this view was seek-
ing to implement a policy where students who are identified by feeder primary 
schools as gifted and talented are automatically recognised as such after transfer. 
This is despite the fact that there was concern expressed by the headteacher that 
identification of gifted and talented students at primary level was not always 
compatible with the Stanwell School view, which is aligned to a comprehensive 
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ideal (coordinated through a local partnership of primary and secondary schools 
in the LA). The school also expressed concern about the DfES criteria for ‘tal-
ent’ and is at present working within a much broader conception.

All students are aware of who has been identified, as are all staff since the 
information appears on the school’s academic database. This software is home-
 grown and feeds into the school’s reporting system. Student tracking and 
monitoring takes place twice a year. Academic reviews, where form tutors 
assess background data, currently only happen in Years 10 and 11, but there 
are plans to timetable this for the whole school so that each student has half 
an hour every term with their tutor in front of the academic database setting 
targets. The gifted and talented coordinator had wanted a specialist gifted 
and talented team, rather than normal personal tutors to do this for the gifted 
register, but this has not happened, although the academic database does flag 
up which students are on the gifted and talented register, so that information 
is properly shared across the teaching staff.

The school uses staff mentors to support the needs of gifted and talented 
students, and new mentors receive professional development training to fulfil 
this role. They help students to aim for and reach academic targets and carry 
out work reviews. Each student has a school planner in which there are details 
of school work and home work, rewards, and other information such as useful 
websites. There is also a homework timetable. The policy states that extension 
activities are to be included in all schemes of work and lesson plans. Where 
students are grouped by attainment, work is differentiated to ensure that gifted 
students receive additional challenge.

Leadership and management

The gifted and talented coordinator

The able student policy states that the gifted and talented coordinator will help 
to develop extension opportunities for students on the register and implement 
the policy, described above. The school’s current gifted and talented coordina-
tor is a long- serving member of staff at the school and is also an AST, providing 
him with 20 per cent non- contact time to carry out his additional roles. He 
feels very well supported by the SMT and teaching colleagues and feels that 
the staff are very receptive to new teaching ideas, although he thinks that there 
could be improvements with respect to differentiation. Each faculty also has a 
gifted and talented contact to maintain the profile of gifted and talented work 
at subject level, and the coordinator alerts these staff to forthcoming events and 
courses. The foregrounding of gifted and talented work in this way ensures a 
medium for sharing good practice throughout the school.

The gifted and talented coordinator, along with the SMT and subject heads, 
is responsible for disseminating internal funding earmarked for gifted and 
talented activity, but he judged it insufficient to meet the needs of all the 
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requests that are made for meeting the cost of additional out- of- hours activit-
ies. The school’s gifted and talented activity is self- funded or grown organically 
and not reliant on external sources of funding. Despite this and the perceived 
concerns of under- funding, money has been well spent and has targeted a lot 
of additional support. The NAGTY Ambassador School grant is being used 
in part to take a humanities day off- timetable and in conjunction with other 
local teachers, to look at the issue of identification, drawing up faculty- based, 
subject- specific criteria. It has also been used to purchase the NACE thinking 
skills materials and other resources. Funding is targeted at ‘self- sustaining 
systems’ with a programmatic approach, rather than one- off activities.

Senior management

An OFSTED inspection in 2002 evaluated the leadership and management 
of the SMT as excellent: ‘The positive ethos of the school, with learning at its 
heart, stems from excellent leadership … the school has a clear vision of where 
it is going next.’ The SMT has a three- year development plan, the priority of 
which is to ‘promote a socially inclusive ethos, fully implementing policy into 
practice.’

Lesson planning was reviewed in order to ensure that lessons were clearly 
responsive to student diversity. There are also plans to continue to develop 
Stanwell School as a Training School, with distance education courses, a 
Training School website, continued expansion of the ITT programme, and 
development of professional development for staff, and gifted and talented 
activities will fall within these areas.

The deputy headteacher recapped on how successful the partnership with 
local primary and secondary schools has been over its two- and- a- half years, with 
Stanwell taking the lead, raising the profile of gifted and talented in a trans-
parent way. At school level, Stanwell’s identification as an Ambassador School 
by NAGTY has galvanised activity and made staff more aware of the need for 
extension and enrichment. However, according to the deputy headteacher, 
there is a sense in which the school as a whole is uncomfortable with the ‘gifted’ 
concept and the profile of gifted and talented is therefore still not yet consist-
ent across the school.

Governors

The school governors’ presence appeared to be fairly low- key in and around the 
school, although their relationship with the school seems to be good and meet-
ings are well attended. The governors do not wish to be perceived as interfering 
but they remain a supportive and useful presence. There is agreement among 
the governors that it is important to nurture the more able pupils, but there 
was also an acknowledgement that this is left largely to the headteacher and 
that the governors’ knowledge of gifted and talented issues is not at the same 
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level as it is for SEN, for instance. The route for staff feedback reaching the 
governors is initially the weekly faculty meeting, then the middle management 
meeting, and on to the SMT which speaks directly with the governors.

One of the teacher governors interviewed was very much of the view that 
what works well in classroom practice does so for all children, at both ends of 
the ability spectrum, and that any classroom policy or practice should in turn 
be based on a strong culture and ethos of respect for teaching staff. Equally 
the view was expressed that if students felt what they were doing was being 
valued, they would be more willing to go one step further: ‘you have to build 
self- esteem.’ However, it was underlined that the school did a lot of chasing of 
students and there was a general sense of not letting poor work go: ‘everything 
needs to be followed up … it’s no good just leaving things because that’s when 
standards slip.’ Following on from this, the governor stated that one- to- one 
time with a member of staff was very important to students and in this spirit 
they had started using mentoring in school and were also looking to carry out 
individual academic reviews with each student. The governor underlined the 
difficult discussions that took place within the school with respect to formu-
lating the policy and creating a gifted and talented register. He stated that 
one of the core values of the school was its fairness and that there were clear 
guidelines so that students would know what to expect and could feel secure, 
and these are gently but firmly inculcated in the students from Year 7: ‘So your 
Head of Year and your pastoral system are constantly reinforcing through the 
tutors, then into the tutor group that these are what we value. So it’s those 
teams working together … all giving the same sorts of messages.’

School environment, ethos and culture

In 2002, OFSTED reported that:

• Students achieve well because of the school’s very good teaching, and 
because of the excellent relationships between all members of the 
school community.

• The students’ specific needs are met very well.
• The positive ethos of the school, with learning at its heart, stems from 

excellent leadership.

These elements underpin much of what creates the school’s success. There is a 
particularly strong focus across the school on students as individuals, with the 
school’s mission statement reading as follows: ‘To create and sustain a caring, 
learning school community of high quality where everyone is valued for who 
they are and for what they might become.’ Hence the inclusive and individual 
approach to gifted and talented provision is stressed, as is the fact that it is 
also about raising the aspirations of all students. With respect to the school’s 
environment, it states the following aims:



66 The case studies

• To provide a lively and enthusiastic atmosphere in which a love of 
learning and a questioning approach to life may be stimulated.

• To highlight and to develop those standards which society finds 
estimable, establishing an ethos in which they are modelled as well 
as taught.

The school has very good facilities, comprising of large purpose- built accom-
modation situated in 50 acres of landscaped grounds, a floodlit all- weather sports 
surface, sports hall, gymnasium and climbing wall, as well as nine pitches for 
additional sports. There are also excellent music and drama facilities. However, 
the school currently accommodates almost double the number of students that 
it was built for, so space is a very real concern, especially at lunchtime, since 
the dining hall is inadequate. It is also in need of some updating and redecorat-
ing. The overall school environment feels informal but with a strong working 
culture nonetheless, evidenced by the use of the work areas and the purposeful 
atmosphere in teaching areas. The entrance hall and corridors are welcoming, 
with artwork and certificates celebrating school and individual achievement, 
and a plasma screen is positioned centrally. Students were observed looking at 
it as they came in, pleased to see themselves at the previous week’s Book Week. 
Faculty notice boards also contain a lot of student work. The Learning Portal 
is a standard shared area for staff and students which can now also be accessed 
remotely. Students can see their teachers’ PowerPoint presentations, slides or 
lesson notes. The computers are available for students’ supervised use during 
lunchtime and after school until 4.30 pm (the last lesson ends at 3.05 pm), but 
access is limited, due to space and the fixed number of machines available.

Students are placed in a tutor group when they start at the school and remain 
in this throughout their school career. Each Year group has a Head of Year, 
who has pastoral responsibility and works closely with the SMT. The parents 
of students automatically become members of the Association of Parents and 
Friends of Stanwell School. The school also has strong community links and 
makes its facilities available to the local community. There is a clear anti-
 bullying policy at the school and a code of behaviour with high expectations 
of its students’ behaviour, stating that:

Children find pleasure in being esteemed and valued, especially by their 
parents and those whom they depend upon. These concepts are embedded 
in our school’s mission statement and rewards, as a part of our Behaviour 
Management Policy, and have a large part to play when it comes to regu-
lating behaviour – either social or academic … Positive letters home from 
members of staff concerning merits gained, excellent interim reports and 
sustained good work are an example of this.

The reward system is strong and works as follows: merits are recorded in the 
back of the students’ planners and certificates are presented to the students each 
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time they receive 20 merit marks, followed by a badge when 60 are gained, and 
a book token when 120 are gained. In Year 11 all students have the opportun-
ity to be prefects. A record of achievement enables all students to record their 
successes when these are not evaluated by formal examinations and parents are 
informed about students’ progress termly. Each summer term there is an annual 
prize day when subject prizes, community service and school- wide prizes are 
awarded. In addition, the school celebrates achievement at Year assemblies and 
presentation assemblies and uses its house system, library, plasma screen and 
entrance area to highlight achievement. However, the culture is one of celeb-
rating the success of an individual holistically, and is less focused on grades or 
league tables. There is a new initiative to enable parents and students to access 
the school website and check individual pupil performance, as well as materials 
relating to lessons, homework and examinations.

All these factors contribute to the creation of a secure school environment 
which, despite being over- full, creates a culture which recognises and supports 
each individual in their entirety and which clearly contributes to an environ-
ment where gifted and talented provision is taken seriously.

Student perceptions and experience

The students interviewed unanimously endorsed the school’s statements about 
the importance of their relaxed and supportive staff- student relationship, one 
saying, ‘there are lots of good things really I suppose, the way that the teachers 
don’t talk down to you, they try and talk to you on your level …’. Students 
made it quite clear that teachers were readily available outside of lessons to 
support them by sparing extra time to review work or concentrate on areas of 
difficulty. They found lessons interesting and enjoyed the activities that were 
involved, one saying, ‘teachers make it better by having some sort of activity 
to do that’s not just writing and listening.’ Teaching methods which involved 
visual displays or presentations were popular, as were those that asked the stu-
dents to teach their peers as a means of consolidating work.

Students generally spoke positively about a culture which encouraged them 
to try and achieve well but without excessive pressure, a culture in which suc-
cess was generally a good thing among their peers. One student spoke about her 
pre- examination nerves and how a teacher had helped her with some relaxation 
techniques. All the students were clear that the rewards system was a fair one, 
not targeting the same people all the time, one saying, ‘the teachers tend to 
give them if you’ve gone to your highest standard, not to the highest standard.’ 
It is also clear that when rewards are given out, all the teachers involved with 
that student know about it, as they are signed off in the students’ planners, and 
parents receive a letter telling them when their child should be recommended. 
Equally, the students are clear about what their individual targets are, one say-
ing, ‘Every time my course work is handed in and marked the teachers will tell 
you whether you’re working towards the grade or not.’ The students all stated 
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that they valued the rewards system, particularly the certificates which they 
could take home and keep.

Students seemed happy with access to equipment, the library and ICT facil-
ities, endorsing the systems that the school had in place for prefects to manage 
the computer facilities. The library is available to different Year groups at 
different times of the day, examination groups having priority. Students liked 
the school’s intranet and recently improved ICT network, allowing them to 
access school information and their e- mail accounts from home. They were also 
quick to praise some of the newer acquisitions the school has made, such as the 
AstroTurf, and they were very keen on the electronic whiteboards.

One barrier to becoming involved in the school’s extra- curricular activities 
is logistical, as the school bus leaves after the last lesson each day and this is 
when most of the additional activities take place. Since the school has a large 
rural catchment with many students living some distance away, attendance at 
extra- curricular events is dependent upon their being able to get home.

Other concerns raised by students were the desire for smaller classes, but this 
is obviously an issue not unique to this school, and homework, since despite 
having the homework timetable, students could find themselves over- loaded 
some evenings. Of particular concern, with respect to gifted and talented stu-
dents, is access to the extra- curricular activities and opportunities for accessing 
individual staff time, given the large class sizes. The latter of these issues is 
handled well by the school, with teachers making themselves available to 
students.

Classroom practice and pedagogy

The 2002 OFSTED report states that:

The biggest factor in promoting effective learning is the excellent expec-
tations that staff have of students. As a result, the pace of learning is very 
good, students show excellent effort in the classroom, and they acquire 
knowledge, understanding and skills at a very good rate.

This strong relationship between staff and students was observed on our tour 
of the school. There was also a lot of use of the interactive whiteboards and 
PowerPoint presentations and evidence of excellent classroom practice. The 
teacher governor interviewed said that students were asked for their feedback 
about the quality of lessons in order to find out what was valued and perceived 
to be most useful. He also said that there was a long tradition of the school 
reflecting on its pedagogy and aiming to improve it.

A new initiative is a dedicated school learning team involving all ASTs, 
including the current gifted and talented coordinator, who are funded by the 
LA and work alongside heads of faculty. They all have an 80 per cent teaching 
timetable in order to devote time to research development/networking/in- reach 
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and outreach work, but are particularly concerned with classroom practice, as 
a school learning team paper reveals:

The Learning Team will work alongside staff in an advisory capacity to 
help develop skills and expertise focused upon teaching and learning, pri-
marily of teachers but also of Teacher Assistants … it will also develop and 
model strategies of effective teaching and learning for the whole age and 
ability range, probably by utilising a personalised learning approach.

The team spent a day working together considering how they would drive 
forward new initiatives around teaching and learning; behaviour for learning; 
coaching/mentoring/personal development; and community partnerships, 
and they are each leading a professional development session in school. One 
development session asked each member of staff to bring practical examples 
of who they would provide gifted and talented material and teaching for in a 
particular lesson. This not only generated ideas, but raised awareness of gifted 
and talented students in school and encouraged greater creativity.

Faculty heads decide on the academic groupings in each year, the principle 
being to facilitate the most efficient learning and these groups vary from sub-
ject to subject. However the school is committed to teaching in mixed- ability 
groups in most subjects throughout KS3 and KS4, using other methods of 
differentiation in teaching, while students are set by attainment in mathem-
atics and science as part of the school’s being designated a Specialist Science 
College. Students are set into ability groups for these two subjects early in 
Year 7. Teaching assistants are widely used throughout the school and a school 
learning centre.

The school day consists of five one- hour periods starting at 8.40 am and 
finishing at 3.05 pm. Specific examples of effective classroom practice which 
were observed are detailed below:

• There is an eclectic approach to teaching and learning with no formu-
laic rules outside of an acknowledgement of some basic examples of good 
practice, such as engaging the students in active learning for some of the 
lesson – exemplar material is used to raise the level of work overall. Work 
is very much at individual lesson level utilising mixed teaching styles.

• There was widespread use of interactive whiteboards and PowerPoint 
presentations which brought lessons to life. Students could get further 
information from the visual multi- media, for instance returning to lesson 
plans or notes in their own time.

• A Year 7 science lesson was observed with a good technique for quickly 
assessing the understanding of the whole class at the start by asking for 
thumbs up/down and then asking why. A practical activity engaged stu-
dents at different levels of ability because of an emphasis on thinking/
problem- solving. Students did not have to do much writing or copying 
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– the emphasis was on doing. It was also easy to identify more able chil-
dren who had moved away from the worksheet to construct their own more 
complex/sophisticated model of the experiment, as the task was open-
 ended, enabling students to move to whatever level they chose. Clear aims 
were presented to the whole class with instructions on the generic task and 
then the students were given the opportunity to move to different levels 
of difficulty. The aims were revisited in the plenary. The teacher- student 
rapport was excellent, with clear evidence that the teacher knew the stu-
dents well.

• An express mathematics group lesson was observed, where a small group 
was working within a challenging environment, with problem- solving, 
thinking skills, working out and finding shortcuts. One highly able child 
in the group who also had severe physical disabilities was fully engaged 
and motivated.

The teacher governor spoke about the importance of knowing students well 
when working with mixed- ability groups, since this enabled teachers to get 
the best from them and group them in ways that would support their learning 
within a lesson, depending not just on ability, but also on personality:

‘I think sometimes you’ll want maybe all the gifted children and the very 
able to work together or, sometimes you’ll want a bit of a mix and match, 
and sometimes you’ll want different personalities because sometimes gif-
ted and able children are very quiet and very insecure about working in a 
group or team work.’

Group work was used well and imaginatively. A lesson of variable quality was 
also observed, highlighting the problem of differing levels of expertise across 
subject areas and between different teachers, and the challenge of standardis-
ing good practice. It has been suggested that a portfolio of work completed 
by exceptionally able students should be developed by the school both to raise 
teachers’ awareness of levels outside the normal parameters and for students to 
be inspired by models of excellence – the emphasis being on core subjects.

Curriculum planning and development

The curriculum is not in itself very innovative, but it does offer breadth and is 
inclusive. Students found to be able in languages have an opportunity to take 
a second language in Years 8 and 9. All students are able to enter for a GCSE 
if they have done the coursework, regardless of their predicted result, as the 
focus is not predominantly on grades achieved. The school is also considering 
an accelerated KS3 curriculum over two years for some students. There is a 
focus on thinking skills and creativity in the curriculum, which contributes to 
the strong teaching that was observed. Extension and enrichment activities are 
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particularly good and off- site activity is used well to broaden the curriculum. 
There is a whole school commitment to international work, which is reflected 
in the school’s curriculum. The school has links with a boys’ school in New 
Zealand and a South African township school in Cape Town.

Extension and enrichment activities offered include:

• master classes in maths, science and modern foreign languages;
• accelerated groups;
• breadth in the National Curriculum, such as through the provision of three 

sciences and a wider choice of subjects at GCSE level (including some off-
 site programmes such as Critical Thinking and Spanish at a local Further 
Education [FE] College);

• beginning AS maths in Year 11;
• leadership initiative – the school is very keen to promote vocational train-

ing suited to local needs, e.g. horticulture;
• European Social Fund – the school co- finances a business- based entrepren-

eurial project involving work- based learning, and is looking for students, 
particularly those on the gifted and talented register, to achieve accredita-
tion as they go along;

• extra- curricular activities including a wide range of clubs and societies;
• special projects in art that develop creative partnerships with artists in 

residence, which will be evaluated by students;
• peer mentoring training for older students to provide mentoring for 

younger students.

Depending on the activity, students who are not on the gifted and talented 
register are offered the opportunity of participating. Details of extension oppor-
tunities are included in all schemes of work and lesson plans. The school found 
that special projects and master classes have helped to develop in non- gifted 
and talented students a greater interest in the subject area, in turn contrib-
uting to raised aspirations across the board. There has also been an increase 
in the number of students being entered for higher- level papers in mathem-
atics, science and English, which reflects the focus on raising aspirations and 
increased challenge.

Distinctive features

Work done on gifted and talented education particularly over the past few years 
has changed attitudes towards gifted and talented among most of the teachers, 
students and parents, and the inclusive approach has contributed to the explicit 
focus on ensuring breadth and depth in the curriculum for all students. The 
broad definition of gifted and talented has been an important factor in ensur-
ing a sensitive approach and this appears to have been beneficial for students. 
The relationship between staff and students has to be one of the most positive 
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aspects, and it is this that seems to provide the foundation for their inclusive 
ethos, which in turn is at the heart of their gifted and talented work. This has 
contributed to a non- competitive and supportive environment where academic 
success is prized, but where a holistic view of the individual also exists.

As a training school and a leading school locally, the prioritising of devel-
oping and disseminating excellence in teaching and learning with a focus on 
provision for more able students is particularly distinctive. The introduction 
of a team of ASTs and the gifted and talented coordinator to work alongside 
department heads, both within Stanwell and across other local partnerships, 
raises the profile of teaching and learning generally and provides an explicit 
mechanism for the effective modelling and sharing of good practice and under-
standing. This is exemplary and demonstrates ways in which secondary and 
primary schools can work together to negotiate differences in approaches to 
gifted and talented students within their catchments, both in terms of identi-
fication and provision.

The gifted and talented coordinator clearly has a vision for more concerted 
training and professional development opportunities on gifted and talented 
education within the school. He also envisages greater collaboration with the 
school council and the use of student voice to lever change. In addition, con-
tinued dialogue with parents over what it means to have a gifted or talented 
child, and how the school is best able to support them, is a fundamental part 
of provision.
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Case study 4
Personalisation and gifted and 
talented provision in a sixth form 
college

Background information

Brook Street College is in a university town and in 2006 catered for 1,730 
full- time students aged 16–19. There were also over 1,000 part-time adult 
students enrolled in a wide range of part- time courses.

The college is over- subscribed and has been consistently rated very highly by 
both of the government’s external quality assessment agencies (OFSTED and 
the Learning and Skills Council [LSC]). The LSC rated the college ‘Excellent’ 
in 2004–2005 and 2005–2006. In 2001 the college was inspected by OFSTED 
and was awarded the highest grades possible for the quality of teaching and 
learning in all ten subject departments, and for the quality of its leadership 
and management. This was no flash in the pan; the OFSTED report some four 
years previously also rated it as outstanding, and in November 2005 a subject 
inspection of history re- affirmed the outstanding grade for the subject. On all 
other performance indicators (e.g. retention and completion rates, examination 
grades), the college significantly performs above the relevant national averages. 
The college therefore has been judged over a long period to embody the highest 
quality leadership and the highest quality of teaching and learning.

In this case study, the emphasis is upon ‘personalised’ learning, a concept 
defined by the DfES as comprising five elements. These are: assessment for 
learning; teaching and learning strategies that stretch pupils; curriculum 
entitlement and choice; student- centred organisation; partnership beyond the 
school (DfES 2005).

College leadership: values and ethos

The college has a charter reflecting the values underlying membership of the 
college, which specifies student entitlement and obligations, and a mission 
statement articulating its values. The charter states the mission as: ‘To provide 
an education distinguished by opportunity, quality and achievement for all our 
students within a caring college community.’ The values underlying the mission 
were expressed in the college’s strategic plan, which is to promote and sustain:
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• Equality of opportunity;
• A climate of partnership and mutual respect;
• Individual responsibility for learning;
• Personal and social development;
• Caring and responsive support and guidance;
• A spirit of critical enquiry;
• An enjoyable, challenging and stimulating environment;
• High expectations and the pursuit of excellence;
• Open and honest communication;
• A positive and enterprising attitude.

There was a conscious elaboration of the commitment to equality of opportun-
ity in the charter:

We are committed to ensuring that all members of, and visitors to, the 
college enjoy equality of opportunity within our community. All students, 
staff and visitors are to be respected and valued equally. Factors such as 
gender, race, disability, class, culture, religion and sexuality should not 
limit equality of access to the opportunities offered by the college. Any 
form of harassment or bullying, sexual, racial or otherwise, is totally unac-
ceptable in the college community.

The charter also outlined students’ entitlement by specifying the provision 
they could expect of college staff, including the range of support for learning, 
regular assessment of students’ work which is marked within a given time, 
well- qualified teachers and support staff, and representation though the stu-
dent council.

In return, expectations of students and parents were laid out. For students 
these included taking responsibility for their own learning, showing respect for 
others, and abiding by college policies and expectations for equality and divers-
ity, health and safety, smoking, alcohol and illegal drugs, dress and appearance 
and maintaining good standards of behaviour.

The above values relate inward, to the life of the college members, but 
the charter illustrates an outward face of the college also, emphasising the 
importance attached to contributing to the wider community and inviting 
collaboration from it.

Realising the values in practice

Written statements of mission and values sometimes attract the criticism that 
they may reflect the views of the organisation’s leaders only, or that they are 
tokenistic, in that they do not reflect the lived experience of ordinary members, 
or that once written they fade from the collective consciousness and cease to be 
influential on the working of the organisation.
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The college had made substantive efforts to ensure that these difficulties 
were overcome. First, the values and mission statements were negotiated with 
staff, governors, students and other stakeholders, not simply handed down. 
Secondly, students were required to sign up to the value system when they were 
admitted, a procedure that both alerts them to the value system and makes 
public the accountability of the college staff to adhere to them. Thus the values 
become routinised into the working practices of the organisation.

Moreover, the college had a formal review of its values and ethos, led by 
the principal but involving all categories of staff and students, and leading 
to the display of the values around the college. In interview, the principal 
outlined what the values and underlying ethos were, and how they had been 
incorporated into the life of the college. He also articulated how identifying 
a particular group of students as gifted would sit uneasily with the college’s 
ethos and values.

‘We don’t differentiate or plan for a particular group of students with the 
label “gifted and talented”. I don’t think there would be any disagreement, 
or any debate in the college about this … identifying a group in that way 
would run counter to what we are trying to achieve here … It sits uneas-
ily with our whole college approach, which is to make sure that students 
are valued individually rather than for a group label … Even though the 
labelling process may have a very positive impact on the students who are 
labelled gifted, it’s the impact on other students and the impact on the 
ability of the institution as a whole to speak to all students and to convey 
a message to them, to make clear to them that they all have potential … 
Let me give you an example. We run Advanced Extension Award (AEA) 
classes here, but we don’t select students for them. We simply make clear 
that the classes are available for anyone who is interested in the subject. 
We make clear what is involved and students then decide, with advice and 
guidance from their tutor perhaps, whether that is what they want to do. 
Of course we have the probable Oxbridge applicants in these classes but we 
also have other students, and some of them take the class because of their 
interest in the subject but don’t necessarily take the exam. This attitude 
does feed down into the department, say in history where the department 
says if you’re interested in history at this level then you can take the AEA 
class, and it feeds down into the classroom as well. If you labelled them as 
for the gifted, or some of the students as gifted you’d be saying something 
else, something different to the students as a whole …’

When asked what the point of the gifted and talented label then was, he 
responded:

‘Good question! Not sure that I can answer it! But my answer would be 
something like this. If you want the organisation to work to good effect, 
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then I’m not convinced that this label helps … I’d question its value, 
working backwards from the students. In the end it’s to do with the values 
and ethos of the institution, and they reflect a commitment to inclusion, 
or inclusiveness, to setting high expectations for everyone, with a focus 
on each student’s talents and that means setting high standards across 
the board – in terms of learning, and behaviour, and in the environment. 
All these elements transmit messages about expectations. If the physi-
cal environment doesn’t imply that someone cares about its quality, or 
if inappropriate behaviour is tolerated, or if learning is not happening at 
the highest level it should, then the messages to students become very 
clear. Students quickly understand issues about standards, from whichever 
angle, they must experience consistently high expectations and levels of 
support … But the high expectations are for everyone – on yourself, your 
colleagues and the students, and we all need strong levels of support to 
fulfil the expectations. That commitment, that ethos of expectations and 
support across the institution – if you can articulate it in a set of values 
in terms we are all familiar with – that will feed into everything we do, 
and be reinforced in the way we work … and if you can do that, you don’t 
need gifted and talented labels … So that’s why I said it runs counter to 
our ethos, or sits uneasily with what we are trying to do.’

From the point of view of provision for gifted and talented students, the inclu-
sivity commitment has had a direct impact on the way provision is made. Both 
the principal and the deputy principal affirmed that they were uneasy about 
identifying a discrete group of students to whom this label attached.

The circulation of values

There were three means by which the values and ethos reported above became 
embedded in the practice of the college. These were: the use of data to improve 
teaching and learning; partnership beyond the college to encourage wider 
schooling; and, pedagogies to personalise learning. For purposes of analysis, 
these are treated separately, but in practice they are not discrete elements but 
interact to support and reinforce the value system.

The use of data to improve learning

The college developed a highly systematised annual cycle of data collection, 
analysis and management as a fundamental part of its self- evaluation process. 
The purpose of the self- assessment processes were to:

• monitor performance to raise awareness of strengths, weaknesses and 
issues;

• promote continuous improvement;
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• inform planning, decision- making and target- setting;
• facilitate the targeted use of resources;
• provide evidence for external bodies (especially LSC and OFSTED).

These processes build on reports from teaching departments, on cross- college 
self- assessment and on consultation with staff, governors and the LSC, and the 
self- assessment is based on evidence, collected in the college and published as 
appendices to the self- assessment report.

Central to this process is the teaching department report (TDR), which is 
designed to be collegial, in the sense that it is collectively generated by all 
those in the department, and becomes a publicly available document to all staff, 
not just those in the particular department. This could be a system that lays a 
heavy bureaucratic workload on all staff, but the role of the departmental staff 
is to interpret and respond to the data provided to them.

The analysis of the data is carried out as a central service by an assistant 
principal. He explained the process in interview, as follows:

‘The process has to be seen as a whole. The self- assessment is the dia-
gnostic phase, obviously, and that leads to an assessment of strengths and 
weaknesses across the college and helps us to decide what the priorities 
should be. Not all priorities are related to strengths and weaknesses, of 
course – some relate to new developments that come from outside – but 
the thrust is that from January to April we start with the departmental 
process, leading into a cross- college process, where we’re looking at main 
themes, for example looking at the implications for student support that 
arise from the analysis. So that links to the strategic and financial plan-
ning side as well … One important point is that the departments do not 
do any of the data processing themselves. It would be an immense task 
and it wouldn’t be using their time and skills to best effect. So here it’s all 
done centrally – as a service to the department … The main document is 
a single page, an overall summary, which is a synopsis of everything that 
follows in the document, and when departments are thinking of their 
overall self- assessment, this is their single biggest source of evidence. It’s 
not to say that the seven columns contain every piece of information – 
they don’t – but they do contain a mixture of quantitative and qualitative 
data. The quantitative are exam grades, added value, retention rates, and 
success rates. Qualitative data are from student surveys and direct obser-
vation of lessons.

‘The function of the colour coding is important. There are four colours 
– blue, the highest, then green, yellow is sort of neutral and red is relative 
weakness. So the reds are warning bells to departments. I was very keen on 
this – it’s been going now for ten years or so. The crucial thing that colour 
coding does is that heads of department and teachers can see the wood for 
the trees. I don’t want them to dwell on individual numbers – on “Why did 
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John get a C instead of a B, which he got last year?” I want them to think 
about the strengths and weakness and the colours are there to point them 
in the right direction. They don’t give them answers, but they do say “Well 
is there an important issue behind this?” … Departments can use their dis-
cretion whether they want to see yellow as a warning sign too, if they have 
no reds. Clearly if there’s a department – there are! – where there are no reds, 
they will ask themselves why there are nonetheless weaker areas on their 
profile, the yellows … The data are also shown across at least a three, and 
often a ten- year time frame to reflect trends. If needed, staff can have the 
analysis by department, subject, class and individual student, with the data 
thus becoming available for the development of personalised learning.’

As always, the key issue about data collection and analysis is what it is used for. 
In this case it is absolutely focused on helping the college improve the learning 
by students, with the data being fed up from the departments, analysed cent-
rally and reported upwards for accountability purposes, and being fed back into 
the departments for consideration, explanation and where needed, action. The 
data analysis process therefore is not merely an instrument for monitoring and 
measuring, it is a reflection of the values concerning equality, high achieve-
ment, and continuous improvement articulated in the college documents and 
in interviews with the staff. In management jargon, the use of data reflects the 
commitment of the college to being a learning organisation.

Partnerships for learning

The college has a coordinator to develop work with other partners in relation 
to the education of gifted and talented students. The coordinator interprets 
the role very flexibly, linking with a range of partners to improve the provi-
sion for the college’s students but also to create opportunities for professional 
development of teachers and others. In interview he elaborated on this role as 
follows:

‘I think my formal role is really to organise a range of events. For example, 
if you take the last year’s programme, … the sorts of activities that I was 
involved in have ranged from organising a series of events with Villiers 
Park, and so looking at the promotion of gifted and talented education 
through, for example, the advanced extension awards in history, the use 
of critical thinking, accelerated learning programmes, and the use of ICT. 
An ongoing project is that we have a relationship with a partner college 
and the project is directed at looking at good practice. So we organised 
a conference that was based there with its feeder schools. So we’ve been 
organising and contributing to the various forms of professional develop-
ment, for ourselves and our local partners … and actually I think one of the 
most effective things, that we ran last year was a conference in conjunction 
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with Kings College, Cambridge, which was national. At that event, I 
think there were about 40 different sixth form and FE centres there look-
ing at good practice and exchanging ideas, raising awareness of different 
approaches and opportunities towards gifted and talented education.’

The process of appointing this coordinator and his motivation for applying 
for the post also reflect consistency with the college value system. As can be 
seen from the excerpt below, it enabled him to implement activities to stretch 
already high- achieving students, within the college as well as the external 
activities outlined above:

‘The position was advertised in the college and I applied for it. In part I 
think for three reasons. First of all quite a reasonable amount of my pro-
fessional practice has been sort of geared towards really trying to stretch 
the most able. I’ve worked with some pretty strong centres – my back-
ground is basically in the private sector – and I’ve worked in some very 
strong academic schools where a lot of time can be directed to teaching 
very small groups. I think what I wanted to try and do was to look at the 
exceptional practice I’ve seen being directed towards a very small number 
of students and to look at what could be done to widen that kind of oppor-
tunity and provision. That was one of my key aims and objectives here … 
For example, the way that I approached the advanced extension awards in 
some respects is based on approaches to looking at how people would be 
given extra lessons or some tutoring with regards to entrance to the more 
competitive universities. So both enrichment, but extension as well.’

The role of the coordinator is Janus- like; facing outward to work with external 
partners, and inward to develop added value to the learning of already high-
 achieving students. Both aspects reflect the values identified earlier about 
commitment to high expectations for students combined with a community 
orientation.

Pedagogy for personalised learning

The descriptions below are from field notes made during direct observation of 
the teaching sessions. The interpretations of the purpose and practice of the 
pedagogy were discussed with the teachers concerned directly after the sessions, 
and they were in broad agreement with them. The interpretations therefore 
have been to a large extent co- constructed with the teachers concerned.

The English ‘surgery’

The first session was a lunchtime ‘surgery’, voluntary for the students, who were 
preparing for the Advanced Extension Award in English, taken by Martina, 
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a senior teacher in the English department. Twelve students, three male and 
nine female, were in the session, though, it being lunchtime, they were joined 
by two others some ten minutes after the start, and one girl left halfway 
through. The session ran from 12.50 pm–1.50 pm, preceded by ten minutes of 
settling in, waiting for students to arrive, and individual conversations. Below 
is an analysis of the session.

12.50 pm

Martina distributes a previous examination paper, drawing attention to a spe-
cific task item relating to a definition of formalism in literature, offered in an 
excerpt from a literary critic. She writes the definition on the whiteboard, and 
identifies three aspects to analyse the definition that she wants the students to 
use as a framework – ‘Approach, Insights, and BUTS (reservations)’.

12.55 pm

Martina sets paired/triad tasks and then visits each small group challenging 
individuals about their initial judgements, and they test out their responses 
on her. In five minutes she has worked with six individuals; in seven minutes 
she has worked with all of the students in the pairs/triads. The pace is fast and 
business- like, but unhurried; the teacher personality is quiet and unshowy.

1.03 pm

Martina calls together the whole group to share ideas. Students readily offer 
ideas, she accepts what they say, and turns it back to other students to comment 
on, then adds her ideas to it. The discourse is characterised by a gradual and 
collective accumulation of ideas, incorporating a readiness to challenge and be 
challenged. For example, one student argues: ‘Formalism as defined, implies 
that literature is special or superior. But why, what’s the justification? Why 
are other kinds of writing, say journalism or non- literary texts, inferior? And 
it would exclude non- standard language.’

This generates high- level articulation of the problems associated with 
intrinsic and extrinsic judgements, and how authorial intention is to be under-
stood. The exchange then explores the effect the social and historical context 
of a literary work has upon its interpretation, with one student instancing the 
way Shakespeare’s vocabulary often meant something different in his time from 
now. ‘What’s more,’ another student argues, ‘formalism implies a kind of stasis 
– that we have established all the criteria for literary excellence that our criteria 
are not changing.’ Throughout this section of the session the students chal-
lenge each other’s ideas, the teacher challenges them, and they challenge the 
teacher, and through this iterative process ideas are shared and constructively 
built upon. All students are unselfconsciously on task.
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1.15 pm

Martina sets a new task for pairs/triads: ‘Can you come up with an example that 
would disprove his point? But we need specific examples.’ The groups work 
together on this task, with Martina intervening to trigger clearer articulation 
of the examples and the argument that the examples disprove the critic’s point. 
All students are on task.

1.27 pm

There is whole class sharing of these ideas, again characterised by high- order 
questioning by the students of each other and by students contributing to the 
ideas of their peers. Again all students engage with the task.

1.35 pm–1.40 pm

Martina draws this session to a close by setting an extension task as an assign-
ment to be completed in preparation for the next surgery, a week later, saying: 
‘Here is a new piece of text, which you need to read independently first of all. The 
task is: How does this new text take today’s argument on? Give three examples 
from your reading. This will be the focal point for our discussion next time.’

The history lesson

The second teaching session was a modern history lesson, taken by Peter, the 
HoD. There were twenty- two 17- year- old students, roughly equal numbers 
of boys and girls, in a fairly conventional, though cramped, arrangement of 
a U- shaped row against two sides and the back wall of the room, so that all 
were facing the teacher and most could see and talk to each other without 
turning round. The lesson lasted from 11.35 am–12.40 pm and focused on an 
analysis of the Nazi state. The description below does not reflect the highly 
charismatic, extremely entertaining, sometimes hilarity- inducing, classroom 
persona of the teacher.

11.35 am

Peter explains the materials the students will be needing and the topic. He 
sets in outline the homework for next week, reminding them that they will be 
preparing for an examination conditions test. He reminds them also that they 
have his e- mail address and they can raise any issues or problems with him. He 
responds directly to two e- mail queries he has had since the last lesson. Then 
he sets the first task: ‘You’ve got three labels – they’re in the materials, in the 
text. Polycratic, Feudal, Chaos. You have to produce the examples to support 
the case that Nazi state was polycratic, or Feudal or Chaotic.’
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11.40 am

Peter sets the task for pairs or triads, with different groups required to analyse 
the argument for justifying different labels. He tests individual understand-
ings before they work in their groups. Then he says: ‘OK what have you got to 
say about Feudal?’ One student problematises the label: ‘Does it work at two 
levels – does it work for the state? Does it work for the people? You might get 
different answers for each of those levels.’

Peter elaborates on the answer for the rest of the class, raising the possibility 
that the answers they arrive at may be too complex for a single label, but the 
purpose of the task was to press that questioning of the task itself – ‘Test the 
label to destruction!’ He adds: ‘The same with Polycratic – What’s it mean and 
can it be applied to help us understand the nature of the Nazi state?’ One stu-
dent explains what she understands by the label – different competing power 
groups – but has reservations about its appropriateness: ‘I’m not sure that the 
state was polycratic, because all the power groups were dependent on Hitler’s 
support. So it’s probably Autocratic we need, not Polycratic.’

Peter says: ‘So you’ve got reservations, very good you’ll need to test them 
out in your group. Now Feudal – let me remind you of your Year 7 work at 
your secondary school – Barons. You’ll all know what Feudalism is, won’t you?’ 
Then he sets them to work in pairs. All students are on task.

12.00 pm

Peter brings the class together to ‘test out’ the judgements the students have 
made, taking first the pairs who have worked on Feudal, then Chaos, then 
Polycratic.

Student responses are tentatively expressed but the reasons for their judge-
ment are clearly articulated. For example, one student says: ‘I don’t know if 
I’m right but I’ll try. Under feudalism the barons were the top group under the 
monarch, but I’m not sure that applies to Nazi Germany. The power distribu-
tion amongst the various groups wasn’t as straightforward.’

‘Yes,’ says Peter, ‘but does the concept of feudalism help explain the power 
distribution? You’re only halfway there I think. What about Chaos?’

‘I think Chaos is useful to explain the growth of anti- Semitism,’ argues one 
student. Peter queries this: ‘Is that Chaos in the sense we have used earlier, 
and in the text?’

‘Well it would cause chaos! And it applies as well as the other two to explain-
ing anti- Semitism’, answers the student.

The pace of these and later interactive sections of the lesson is very fast, 
requiring students and teacher to think on their feet. In a period of ten min-
utes Peter has involved nine individual students, representing all but one of 
the pairs.
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12.10 pm

Peter refers to the lecture given yesterday by a visiting professor of modern 
history, developing his theory of the ‘dual state’. He asks: ‘Can we work that 
into our explanations?’

12.15 pm

Peter poses the question to the whole class: ‘OK you’ve heard ideas on all three 
labels. Which works best and why?’ One student proposes: ‘I wouldn’t settle 
for any one idea, I’d want to use all three because they offer different, like, 
perspectives on the same state.’ Peter pushes the student to elaborate on her 
approach and then re- formulates it for the class as a whole.

12.20 pm

Peter sets the individual students the task of writing down in note form the 
case for one, or some, or all the labels as explanations for the Nazi state. They all 
work on this task in silence until one student queries whether the ‘Nazi state’ is 
what they should be thinking about. Peter suggests that what he means is that 
it was such a unique state that they should be attempting to analyse the ‘Hitler 
state’, which might be a simpler way to analyse the system. He is challenged 
by a student who points out the reasons for using the Nazi state as developed 
in the text. She also argues that the discussion so far has ignored the role of 
the churches, which the text refers to. Peter responds: ‘Alright, hold all those 
points in play and I’ll need a little time to think through this, while you com-
plete the task. But I’ll retain the right to disagree with the book, and for that 
matter with you.’ The students settle back to the writing task, in silence.

12.30 pm

Class still working in silence. Peter brings them together reminding them of 
the point of the lesson, that is to analyse the Nazi state. He says: ‘We need two 
students to promote the case for a label as useful and the rest of the class to 
listen and evaluate it – that is weigh up the strength of the case being made.’ 
This is done for Chaos, with some students arguing that that label is the most 
useful, and others taking a more multi- layered model, drawing together argu-
ments from the text, from their paired work, from the whole class discourse 
and from their note taking.

12.40 pm

Lesson ends and students leave still talking about the arguments.
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Pedagogy as the co- construction of knowledge

These sessions illustrated the pedagogy involved if teachers have as their pri-
mary aim the co- construction with their students of classroom knowledge in 
understandings, skills, and contestation of ideas; the teachers saw their role as 
helping students produce their ideas, and to improve them by building upon 
their initial ideas, and subjecting them to the scrutiny of their peers and the 
teacher herself/himself. This collective learning in the classroom was extended 
by individual activity outside it, which would then be the basis for further 
collective learning in the next session. Three points about this approach need 
further articulation.

1. The teachers identified four conditions for this kind of 
pedagogy

First, they themselves needed very high levels of subject expertise, since they 
were not engaged in individualising learning – letting individual students 
generate their own ideas, as might happen under some interpretations of ‘pro-
gressivism’ or ‘student- centred’ learning. The teacher needs such a high level 
of subject expertise to bring to bear upon the students’ ideas so that s/he can 
respond authoritatively and spontaneously to their ideas and help take them 
further.

Second, the teachers could assume, because of the college’s ethos and 
value system, high levels of on- task behaviour and student self- motivation. 
Participation in, and commitment to, learning was a given and illustrates the 
way whole school values influenced pedagogy.

Third, the value assumption that knowledge is tentative, contestable and 
revisable permeates the classroom pedagogy. This is not ‘instruction’ nor is it 
the ‘whole class interactive teaching’, since the knowledge, skills, understand-
ings and values being collectively generated are constructed tentatively; the 
objectives for the session are not cognitive outcomes specified in advance, so 
much as pedagogical processes to be adhered to.

Fourth, relationships were informal but courteous, but underlying the in -
formality was a very clear structure to the sessions, with the pace, direction and 
transition from one activity to another primarily controlled by the teacher.

2. There were three technical issues

First, the sessions did not rely on high levels of information technology, the 
dominant mode of learning being spoken discourse – language for learning. 
However, information technology played a strong role in personalising the out-
 of- class learning, since the teachers and students used e- mail to communicate 
about learning tasks set outside the class.

Second, this pedagogy was being used in what was in effect a preparation 
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for conventional unseen external examinations, which is often used as a justi-
fication for a much more transmission mode of teaching.

Third, it is sometimes implied that a particularly charismatic persona is a 
pre- requisite for good pace and challenge in classroom interaction. This was 
true in one case, where teacher charisma drove the classroom liveliness, but not 
in the other, where a quiet, authoritative and respected but unshowy teacher 
personality was outstandingly effective in creating and driving the learning. 
Power to teach (Robinson 2004) does not always require a drama queen in the 
classroom.

3. The key to understanding the pedagogy is the value 
assumptions underlying the teachers’ classroom practice, 
not its surface features

The surface features of these lessons (identifying the purposes, setting tasks 
in pairs, sharing views with the whole class, setting out- of- class tasks) are 
significant but much less important than the underlying values and aims 
of the teacher – in this case to engage with students in the co- production of 
classroom learning. In other subjects or in other sessions in these subjects, the 
surface features might not be there; the key to understanding the pedagogy is 
to understand what the teachers were trying to achieve.

Personalisation is a collective activity, not an individualised one, but the col-
lective frame leads to the individual developing her/his learning. The teacher, 
the student group and the individual student produce together the meanings 
and understandings that the individual achieves. It is also collective in another 
sense; the values and attitudes that teachers and students bring to learning are 
derived from, and embedded in, the collective organisational ethos.

This pedagogy is not new. It is elsewhere called constructivist learning. The 
characteristics of constructivist learning, which is derived from Vygotskian 
social theory, are that the teacher ‘scaffolds’ the learning of the student and 
provides the structured support to enable the learners to construct knowledge 
for themselves.

The sessions illustrated are in the fields of the history and English literat-
ure, where a heavy emphasis is placed on developing knowledge as informed 
judgements rather than knowledge as objective truth. The extent to which this 
pedagogy is generalisable across different subjects is open to question.

What seems securely embedded in these teaching and learning sessions is 
the way in which the whole school values and whole school ethos feed into 
the classroom behaviour of students and teachers. They concern values about 
learning behaviour, respecting differences in views, taking account of student 
voice, and the importance of self- motivation for learning. This set of values 
was the underpinning infrastructure of the personalised pedagogy, and with-
out their influence on the attitudes and behaviour of teachers and students in 
classrooms, the pedagogy would not work.
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The student voice

Student voice is a concept involving consultation with students as consum-
ers of education, leading to improvements in organisational responsiveness to 
them and to increased choice by them over aspects of their learning. At its 
best, it generates a sense of agency and self- organisation among students over 
their learning.

We were able to engage in a group interview with seven students identified 
as gifted and talented. The purpose was to gain the students’ perceptions of 
teaching and learning in the college and to examine the nature of student voice 
in their experience of the college. In this way we hoped to test the ideas about 
pedagogy with those most affected by it – the students. Three main themes 
emerged from this interview: what is effective for them in teaching and learn-
ing; student motivation and college values; differences in subjects.

Effective teaching and learning

Students argued that no single method of teaching worked for everyone and 
that what worked well for one student would not necessarily work for another 
student. Equally, what worked in one subject would not necessarily work in 
another. However, there were some clearly expressed judgements about ped-
agogy. The students believed that there was in the college an understanding 
that students learn in different ways. As one said:

‘I went to a lecture by … and he’s a world expert. It should have been riv-
eting but I mean 50 minutes straight lecture with no direct involvement 
from us! That’s not the way things should be.’

But another said:

‘Actually I like note- taking in lectures, others are more like visual in their 
approach, but the thing is that there should be variety. If there’s variety 
then it works. Teachers talk, we interact with them, we take notes, there’s 
PowerPoint presentation, we go into small groups, and we get good hand-
outs – that’s the kind of variety I mean.’

A third said:

‘I like it when we have, say, the first half of the lesson being given informa-
tion, then being asked to debate it, and we have to take in everybody’s 
views and sort of filter them for ourselves. Discussion and debate are more 
valuable for me than anything … the other thing is that you can learn 
in small groups, you go off in a group, and then those who, say, are a bit 
uncertain they can try out their ideas in a small group, when they would 
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not have done that in the whole class. The small group builds up your 
confidence and then that gets shared back to the whole class.

‘The teachers guide you, but they expect you to do most of the work 
yourself – they give you support and very important they give you guid-
ance about what to read or what things to do outside class. And in class 
the good thing is that they work with you, they give you good feedback, 
which isn’t necessarily marking, they don’t mark everything, but they give 
you guidance on what you’ve got right and where they think you’re wrong 
and then they expect you to go away and improve it’.

Subject differences

The students had enough meta- cognitive awareness to know that the epistemo-
logy of subjects had to generate differences in pedagogy. As one student said:

‘Methods are different in science from in humanities. It’s very much more 
learning an exam technique and learning specific words and phrases, learn-
ing technical terms. It’s not the science concepts, the basic ideas are very 
simple, what you have to learn is how to answer a question in a particular 
way, how to parrot back their phrases, and in one sense that’s the bad thing 
in comparison with the humanities … I’ve got this friend who’s my age 
but he’s like a real chemistry genius. People say how do you work things 
out like you do, you’re weird, but he’s cleverer at chemistry than anyone 
I know, but I got a better grade than him, because I’d learned how to 
answer the question properly. I think science exams don’t really tell you 
whether you’re best at the subject … in geography and science you need 
to play the exam games.

[…]

If I have a criticism of the college it is that outside interests don’t play 
as big a part in science as they do in history and English. Outside interests 
are not as well supported as in humanities.’

Another argued against that view:

‘Well, history teaching is less rigid, but there you still have to learn to 
work out the right things to say in an exam. It’s important to be well pre-
pared for the exam and it would be sort of irresponsible if the college didn’t 
coach you for the exam … and even in science here the teachers want you 
to go further than the exam syllabus so that you can get to the passion and 
the excitement. Passion for the subject is important … but not in a way 
that would impede you getting the exam grade you need.’
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Learning, motivation and collective passion

The students agreed that the college expected and engendered self- motivation, 
but they were all equally clear about how this was realised through the teachers’ 
‘passion’ for the subject, as well as their expertise in it. As one student said:

‘I do love my subject – I know it sounds geeky, but I do. And you find 
here that the teachers are like that. They are really passionate about their 
subject. The college has such a good reputation that you are pleased to 
have got in here and they don’t force the support on you, they offer it and 
you have to take the responsibility for taking it on … They instil a passion 
for the subject, they have a personal interest in it and with that comes the 
motivation to learn.

‘I agree and it’s important that the expectations are there, important 
that they expect you to be as passionate as them, and it has helped me 
that they expect me to be like them. For me teachers’ knowledge of their 
subject – I’m doing science – is absolutely important. There’s nothing so 
demotivating if the teacher says, “I don’t know”, when you ask them for 
an answer, and there’s nothing so motivating as Dr … who’s like a genius, 
he’s a big national expert I think, and it just shows in the way he teaches, 
the way he takes you along with him and makes you want to be as pas-
sionate about it as he obviously is … A teacher’s knowledge and passion 
for the subject are linked and they make us motivated, or self- motivated 
… but it’s not simply motivation is it? It’s discipline, self- discipline you 
need, well I need it anyway. You need a lot of discipline for this to work. 
The teachers aren’t looking over your shoulder all the time saying do this 
or that, but they are expecting you to, like, to do your best, and that in 
the end means that you put pressure on yourself.

‘I don’t think it would work everywhere, in other colleges or schools. 
This place is full of self- driven individuals, and I mean teachers as well 
as students. It’s important to get hold of knowledge for yourself and that 
wouldn’t work in a school where you had less self- driven people about. But 
here the place is geared up to independent learning – it’s a bridge between 
school and university – and the responsibility is placed on you, while the 
support and guidance is made available for you. If you go for it they’ll do 
their best for you as well’.

Distinctive features

In the perceptions of the students, therefore, three elements of personalised 
learning are reflected. The first is Assessment for Learning (AfL) – that the 
pedagogy helped them assess what worked best for them in learning, and sup-
ported them in constructing knowledge for themselves, through a range of 
classroom and extra- classroom techniques and materials. Second, teaching that 
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stretched them – the college’s value system was embedded in their experience 
of teaching and learning, most palpably in the passion of the subject evinced 
by their teachers. We would argue that these values of high expectations and 
excitement about learning, which the formal institutional value system pro-
posed and which were embedded in the practice of the teachers and school 
leaders, were also self- consciously reflected in the values articulated and 
espoused by the students themselves. Third, student voice and choice – the 
students genuinely felt responsibility for their own learning, with the support 
of the staff.

At the three levels of the school therefore – the leadership, the classroom 
teaching, and the learners – school values were consistent and inter- related, 
feeding off each other to generate high levels of passionate teaching and 
learning.



Chapter 7

Case study 5
School ethos, student voice and 
motivation to learn in a girls’ 
grammar school

Background information

Padbury School is a Foundation girls’ selective grammar school in the South 
East of England. In 2006–2007 there were 958 students on roll, including 278 
in the sixth form. It is an Engineering Specialist School, a London Gifted and 
Talented Partner School, and was a NAGTY Ambassador School.

Pupils come from 80–90 feeder primary schools covering a range of socio-
 economic areas. Entry at age 11 is by examination, through tests in verbal 
reasoning and non- verbal reasoning. Students are ranked in order and the 
Local Authority (LA) offers places to the top 130 out of 580 applicants. Just 
under a third of pupils are from ethnic minority backgrounds. One hundred 
per cent of girls achieve five GCSEs with A*–C grades. In 2006, of students 
aged 16, 100 per cent continued studying and, at age 18, almost 98 per cent 
went to university.

The 2003 OFSTED report referred to the school’s ‘outstanding provision 
for gifted and talented students’ and noted that the school was ‘regularly 
among the top ten performing schools nationally’. It noted that in 2003–2004 
the GCSE and A- level results of this school were among the top 5 per 
cent in the country (while on entry pupils were in the top 8 per cent of 
ability).

OFSTED reported a significant rise in the standard of teaching between 
1996 and 2003 when 98 per cent of lessons observed were good or better. 
Teaching throughout the school was judged very good (60 per cent very good 
or better in Years 7–11; 72 per cent very good and 19 per cent excellent in 
the sixth form):

The main strengths are teachers’ expertise, which is high in all subjects, 
planning, very high expectations and the pace of lessons … This is an out-
standingly successful school which has many excellent features. Standards 
are very high and improving yearly as a result of very good teaching. 
The Headteacher gives excellent leadership and the school seeks constant 
improvement. Girls are given a very rich curriculum which nurtures all 
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aspects of their development; they have excellent attitudes to learning. 
The school gives very good value for money.

OFSTED praised the careers guidance available and students are encouraged 
by a structured programme involving self- assessment, action planning and 
recording key factors in their achievement.

In the headteacher’s view, much of the assurance of a safe organisation and 
environment comes from the manner of senior students. At the same time pas-
toral care has developed in recent years, as a website statement explains:

We aim to promote self- motivation and self- discipline so that our students 
develop the confidence to deal with complex choices and issues, balan-
cing their own needs as individuals with their responsibilities to others. 
Therefore rules are kept to a minimum and are seen by everyone to be 
necessary for communal living. It is rarely necessary to resort to punish-
ments such as detention.

Leadership: values and ethos

The SMT comprises the headteacher, deputy headteacher and three assistant 
headteachers. OFSTED’s 2003 report followed the headteacher’s first year in 
post, noting that a ‘clearly understood system of line management’ had been 
introduced, and that the new structure enabled the deputy headteacher to focus 
on curriculum provision, especially for the gifted and talented. These changes 
are now bearing fruit, with momentum being given in recent years to struc-
tural change (e.g. the school working day and curriculum) and to approaches 
to teaching and learning in order to develop more variety in teaching styles. 
The headteacher highlighted especially the younger generation of teachers who 
brought new practices and new ways of looking at processes.

Researching student voice

The school has a developing emphasis on research, which supports the work 
on exceptionally able pupils. Describing the school as ‘an active research and 
development school’, the headteacher stressed how provision was now made 
for teachers and, increasingly, students as researchers:

‘We are keen to develop the students as researchers because then that will 
tap into a thousand bright minds who may well have some inspirational 
ideas about what we can be offering … and how we could be doing it and 
how the learning process happens for them. We can improve the condi-
tions for that.’

Research involving the school through the Independent State School Partnership 
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(ISSP) has investigated the learning dispositions of exceptionally able students, 
tracking them from Year 8 to Year 13. A second cohort, two years later, was 
described by the headteacher as:

‘Our core student researchers because they’re very used to the research 
process and are also exceptionally articulate about how they learn and 
the best conditions for learning and the worst conditions for learning 
as well.’

Through this framework, through consultation with the school council, and 
through ongoing dialogue with students, the headteacher helps develop the 
influence of the students’ voice:

‘They are both highly respected and articulate and it would be a foolish 
thing to allow that fantastic resource to go untapped. So that partnership 
has grown: it strengthens teachers’ abilities to interrogate their teaching 
when they can get it by quality conversation with students about the learn-
ing process, and that’s very healthy generally – although you can always 
find some teachers who find that very challenging, which is understand-
able but the general trend is for them to be in dialogue about the learning 
process … I have to ensure that I have the staff and student structures in 
place to continue to facilitate that.’

Students at the school have considerable say in how their learning is organised 
and managed, and in matters such as in the appointment of staff. Everyone 
contributes to the ‘Vision Days’ which now take place every three years; par-
ents, governors and support staff are also involved in this process. The student 
survey resulted in very positive responses, with some areas for attention which 
are addressed in a series of action points. Students have also had a wider pub-
lic platform when staff have taken groups of students to make presentations 
at conferences, and they have been involved in international Internet confer-
ences/debates for students. Student voice has also influenced changes in the 
school regarding uniform, canteen rotas, timetable changes, a Year 7 house 
points scheme, introduction of Fairtrade chocolate in the canteen, introduction 
of alternatives to Nestlé, and a charity week for the 2005 Tsunami Appeal. 
When the school council voted to install a drinking- water system in school, 
students raised money towards it. At students’ instigation, the school became 
an ‘Eco- School’, and now has a recycling system designed and carried out by 
students.

Developing student leadership

The school aims to prepare students for leadership and an academic tutor-
ing programme gives students ownership of their achievements and learning 
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objectives. They set challenging personal targets termly with their tutors, and 
three days a year are given over to this.

Staff interviewed emphasised the attention given to opportunities for 
leadership, especially to Year 12 and 13 students who run most of the lunch-
time clubs, giving much to younger pupils, but also gaining experience 
themselves.

One example of student leadership was an invitation to take part in a 
national ‘Women’s Enterprise Day’ with five other schools. Staff chose to 
involve students who were exceptionally able in terms of leadership and social 
development, because this event was about team building, initiative and 
responsibility. The deputy headteacher explained:

‘The key thing about the school, the ethos of the school, is that we are 
preparing our students for leadership, because they are, by definition and 
nature of the intake, they are going to be the future leaders, so we value 
all of that side, just as much, possibly more almost than, the academic. 
Because in a sense we know that they are going to do well academically.’

Learning beyond the school

The vision and values of the school’s leadership are illustrated particularly well 
in its broad conception of learning. It encourages students to participate in 
wider schooling and participation in external groups. The student response, 
according to the deputy, is highly engaging in their attitude of service to oth-
ers: ‘they are lovely and they are generous in spirit and they have this empathy 
and want to help other people.’ One such programme was an engineering class 
for severely disabled young people from a residential school, who work with 
the students after school on design projects.

A well- established summer school is based on a nearby heritage site and draws 
on science, music, poetry, design and technology. This is open to Years 7–9 and 
to gifted and talented students from three other local schools.

A partnership with local primary schools has operated for three years to 
provide cross- phase academic mentoring. Sixth formers give a series of weekly 
mentoring sessions to gifted and talented primary pupils in mathematics, 
English and science. The scheme ‘enables mentors to develop personal and 
social skills, while providing a service to the community.’

The range of extra- curricular opportunities is impressively wide. These 
include festivals of drama, music and public speaking, Young Enterprise, char-
ity weeks, Careers Week, the school bank, music lessons, readathon, cultural 
arts, the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme, Sports Excellence Awards, Year 
12 lectures, school plays, London Live, World Challenge, law conferences, the 
Rivals, the Chinese Club, Nash Club, Debating, Model United Nations (with 
a one- day conference in Year 10), Medlink, Chemistry Olympiad, Junior Band, 
Voice Club, chess tournaments. In chemistry, A- level students benefit from 
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quizzes organised by the Royal Society of Chemistry, and Nuffield Bursary 
projects during the summer.

The annual ‘Enrichment Week’ suspends the timetable so that girls have 
the chance to tackle problem- solving, new learning and challenges in depth. 
It includes visits out of school, visits to the school by artists/writers and expert 
lecturers, specialist workshops, first aid training, self- defence, drama and 
music events and many other opportunities. An annual Oxford conference sees 
50 sixth formers attending lectures and seminars over three days.

Gifted and talented policy

The school’s policy document emphasises the potential of every student, and 
the primacy of resources and expectations, along with opportunities and sup-
port to nurture the gifts and talents of all pupils:

While the DfES guidelines suggest that each school identifies 5–10 per 
cent of students in each year group as gifted and talented, regardless of the 
institution’s ability profile, the particular nature of [the school’s] students 
means that the school is not bound by such parameters. [Our] students 
fall within the top eight per cent of the national profile. Its exceptionally 
able students have very high ability across the curriculum.

At the same time, the policy also recognises that ‘in a school in which all stu-
dents are gifted and talented, there is a cohort of exceptionally able students’. 
It sets out strategic objectives, provision for exceptionally able pupils, policy 
on assessment, and its approaches to resources, monitoring and evaluation and 
outreach work. There is a stress on individuality, on appreciating difference, 
and on students taking personal responsibility for their learning. One objective 
is to encourage divergent thinking.

The policy emphasises clarity in setting out for pupils their learning objec-
tives and relevant assessment criteria, enabling them to address targets and 
informing them constructively about their progress. From September 2006, 
Year 7 and 8 students are given a comment on work only, rather than a mark 
or grade; this comment should indicate achievement against clear criteria. It 
stresses that lessons should:

• reflect high expectations for every learner;
• embody and inspire a spirit of enquiry, creativity, enthusiasm and per-

severance;
• implement consistently the school’s positive behaviour management policy 

and procedures.

The headteacher felt that while issues such as personalisation in relation to 
the gifted and talented students were important, there was, as with many 
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initiatives, a temptation to reduce these to organisational terms: ‘Let’s put 
it in a box and we can say we’re doing it. It’s far more challenging to get it 
em bedded into the soul of an organisation, isn’t it?’

The deputy headteacher explained that the policy had been established 
before recent national initiatives:

‘Because of the nature of the school, we’ve always regarded all our students 
as gifted and talented and we haven’t discriminated at all or differentiated. 
Our policy was always very carefully called “Educational Enrichment and 
Enhancement” but … it became politically desirable to have the magic 
words “gifted and talented” … We’ve had a policy for many years. In the 
last update, we then made it explicit that our … terms of reference would be 
“exceptionally able”. But the policy and the ethos of the school is to cater for 
everyone because we are very, very concerned about becoming divisive.’

Role of gifted and talented coordinators

Responsibility for gifted and talented provision is divided between three coor-
dinators. Specific areas are shared out, including the brief for the exceptionally 
able, involvement in research with the ISSP, research generally, and liaison 
with NAGTY and with London Gifted and Talented. One coordinator stressed 
that the overall approach to identifying gifted and talented pupils was ‘not a 
black and white business’, but was flexible to allow for differential progress 
over time. Introducing an ‘Aim High’ system helped staff monitor student 
progress. Routinely, pupils’ academic planners, signed weekly by tutors and 
parents, provide a channel for recording progress and encouraging feedback 
from parents on how their daughters are progressing.

While unwilling to label students publicly, the school recognises the need 
to stretch pupils who might find themselves frustrated in the classroom. The 
school uses the criteria developed at NAGTY to identify students, but subject 
departments have their own criteria for identifying pupils who are exception-
ally able in specific subjects, and they have departmental strategies to meet 
their needs. At this school, meeting the needs of gifted and talented students 
is not seen as a task for a sole coordinator, but rather an approach which oper-
ates school- wide and in which every department plays a part.

Classroom practice and pedagogy

Examples follow of classroom practice observed in the school.

Science Year 7

In a lab, with some pupils sitting at the sides of the room, the register is 
taken. The lesson starts with questioning about what they covered in the last 
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lesson. Pupils are evidently engaged and eager to answer questions and there 
are many positive affirmations of praise from the teacher. This lesson consid-
ers the building blocks of the body (organs, tissue, cells, etc.) and different 
definitions of these. Material from the textbook is read aloud by four students, 
and words from the text are used as a basis for stimulus on the whiteboard. 
Pupils have five minutes to define each word with a sentence and have to tick 
off learning objectives.

The teacher circulates and all are on task, despite some chatting at the back. 
Though the same hands repeatedly go up, the teacher chooses different pupils. 
They read out their different definitions. The pace is fast; it is set to the faster 
pupils and the class is told to stop to listen to instructions as some have finished 
but those who have not are told they will have time to catch up.

An exercise involving scissors and glue follows. A couple at the back are 
unsettled and the teacher tells one to move. The next task will be homework 
so they are encouraged to do as much as possible. He draws details on the board 
and talks through harder elements, observing that the task has been ‘a bit more 
challenging than you first thought’. He explains what they have to do if they 
want to do ‘excellent’ homework and the last five minutes involve questions to 
the whole class. The second homework task is to find extra information from 
the Internet: he explains that this is more open- ended and there might be a 
commendation (three ‘excellents’ equal a commendation) for the most wide-
 ranging list.

Religious Education Year 13

The group sit at tables in a U pattern which facilitates group work. The first 
five minutes are spent on group discussions of religious experience: they are 
thinking about the different ways in which religious experiences are defined 
throughout the world, initially using pictures as prompts. They give individual 
feedback on what they felt about these different sorts of experience. The teacher 
goes to different groups. There is very high- level dynamic discussion. They 
produce their own definitions of religious experience.

Next students are given a prominent philosopher’s definition. As they watch 
a five- minute video they make notes: the video gives more detailed explana-
tions than their textbooks. Individuals are asked to define different types of 
experience. They return to the pictures and explore further the descriptions, 
putting the pictures into appropriate categories.

All the students speak and no- one dominates the group. The lesson ends with 
a summary of religious experience, drawing together some common feelings.

Spanish Year 10

This class has 26 students. There is a business- like atmosphere and girls file 
in and settle quickly. They practise the preterite tense: the teacher speaks in 
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Spanish, asking what they did the previous evening. He mixes direct ques-
tioning with taking answers from volunteers. The girls are focused and well 
motivated, checking vocabulary in their books to prepare answers.

The next task is to question each other in pairs and they start this quickly, 
helping each other with tenses and vocabulary. When the teacher calls for their 
attention again they immediately fall quiet.

The whiteboard is used for interactive practice of the preterite with irregular 
verbs. Teacher- led activities follow, and they work in pairs to practise concepts. 
The lesson has a brisk pace and variety of learning tasks. Students seem confident 
asking for help or clarification. Both sides maintain a polite, friendly working 
relationship. The lesson followed departmental policy of ensuring oral and aural 
practice in every lesson. It was well planned and time was used efficiently.

Student perceptions of their motivation to learn 
and school ethos

Developing high motivation for learning

It is clear from the data that students learn how to prioritise and handle a full 
and demanding workload. By the end of their schooldays they do this with 
aplomb. A group of ten Year 13 students were asked to elaborate on the school 
ethos and its relationship to their motivation to learn, by means of a group 
interview. Eight had been at the school since Year 7 and so were able to look 
back across the whole of their time in the school, while the other two were 
able to compare this school with the others they had attended. They discussed 
the pressure they felt from the school and from peers. They were expected to 
work hard and achieve highly, but they were able to cope with the pressure of 
expectations. Responses included:

‘It’s a nice school atmosphere to be in because you … can be smart and not 
have to worry about being bullied about being smart. Oh yes, the oppos-
ite as well: you get incredible pressure to be smart … “bad” in this school 
is – you know – a B …’

‘I don’t think we have pressure from anyone else. We put pressure on 
ourselves.’

‘The only time I have really felt pressure is when I am doing outside stuff 
that impacted on the amount of school work I have rather than getting 
work from school. So it wasn’t really school- related stuff, it was outside 
stuff that was causing me to be stressed out.’

‘You just make time. It’s not a problem. You know what you have to do 
and you sit down.’
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‘I’ve never actually found I have so much work that I can’t do other things. 
That is until this term, but that’s a sort of pressure I am putting on myself 
to like get to Uni. But up until now I’ve had the approach that if I don’t 
finish it now I’ll finish it tomorrow.’

One student who had joined the school in the sixth form found the atmosphere 
‘very different’ at first, but:

‘Then everyone’s got the same type of work ethic so there’s not that kind 
of pressure from your friends – you know – to stop doing your work and 
then go out. Because everyone really wants to succeed in what their plans 
are …’

Asked what their motivation was, one student responded:

‘Ourselves, really. On a very basic level I want to work so I can go to the 
Uni I want to go to. But because I also enjoy it. I enjoy doing the extra 
bit in order to succeed. So if I do well in my school work, it gives me extra 
time to do other things.’

These students recognised the opportunities which the school had offered them 
and from which they had benefited. One remarked on the effect of the school 
giving them the message: ‘You can achieve this and will.’

Another articulated the connection between the school ethos and her own 
motivation:

‘I think that’s what the school shows us that there is so much we can 
achieve and then – I don’t know – we’re sort of the product of our sur-
roundings. We now think it comes from us, but in a way the school taught 
us to be how we are in that we know we can achieve. It feels now that it 
comes from us, but it probably doesn’t.’

The group was very conscious that staff in their school had few discipline 
problems compared with many other schools, where teachers must also cater 
for a wide range of ability, one student saying, ‘if you’ve got a class with gifted 
girls who can’t understand what the teacher’s saying, then it’s clearly a teach-
ing thing.’

These sixth formers distinguished in a clear- sighted way between very good 
teaching and the less satisfactory teaching which some had encountered, while 
recognising that the ability of students (especially those at the top of the school) 
could present its own challenge to some teachers new to the school. Responses 
included:
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‘I think the problem some teachers coming in here find is that we are all 
intelligent young women and we will stand up for what we think and a 
lot of them find it very intimidating.’

‘I can imagine that a group in the sixth form, or any group in any level 
here really but especially the sixth form here, when we can think on our 
feet and quite a few teachers who come here and I’ve seen them just melt 
down when we’re firing questions and they just go “Oh, oh”.’

‘The girls absolutely will respect someone who has the ability to teach 
them rightly. That’s part of the remit … that we want to learn.’

They had reflected for themselves on relationships with staff, one saying:

‘I must say that that’s a really good thing about our teachers here though. 
In general, they will spend the extra time with you on whatever it is and 
see you at lunchtime if you want that … If you don’t understand anything 
or need more information, they will take time out of their own time to 
spend with you.’

There were, as might be expected with bright articulate students, some ambi-
guities. The 2006 student survey reported that ‘the vast majority feel that 
teachers treat them with respect and consideration’. It recorded many com-
ments about encouragement and celebration, but with a few feeling that there 
was too little recognition of minor achievements and improvement, an issue 
taken up in the report’s action points.

One student considered that in the lower school they had been ‘spoon- fed’, 
to which another replied:, ‘If they didn’t we would just coast because most 
of us are intelligent enough to pass GCSE at reasonable levels without really 
doing any work the whole year.’

These students had learned to respond to the high standards prevailing in 
the school. One who had ten As and A*s at GCSE felt that this was ‘good and 
I was happy with that. But according to the school that was average.’ Another 
felt that in other schools much more praise would be given for doing well. Not 
getting due recognition was said by one student to make some people ‘really 
uncomfortable’. Another recalled the gradual realisation after primary school 
of being a little fish in a big pool:

‘It takes a few years for people to go, “OK, I can deal with the fact that 
there are other people cleverer than me as well”.’

Balancing this, a student who had moved to the school in the sixth form valued 
being stretched to achieve more:
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‘In my old school I could always … get people to say like “Oh, well done, 
you’ve got great brains, you’re fine” but I wasn’t pushed at all.

And then I came here and went “Wow” because everyone does so well 
and then you are immediately normal but then it causes you to raise the 
bar …’

Nonetheless, the standards expected by staff and their critical appraisal of stu-
dents’ work were welcomed, rather than being seen as demoralising, especially 
when teachers were careful to spell out the specific area for improvement.

The impact on their motivation and aspirations and the seriousness and 
determination they brought to their studies were captured in the following 
comments:

‘I like achieving. I like to know I can get where I want to go. You know, 
I don’t know exactly what I want to do in life but I know that if I work 
hard enough then hopefully I’ll get to where I want to go, and if I don’t 
I’ll have tried my best anyway. I couldn’t bear the feeling that I didn’t do 
so well but I knew I didn’t put in everything I had to.’

‘I don’t like the phrase “student voice” … it implies that we are a completely 
separate entity to everyone else but the best teachers at this school treat us 
like adults … “Student voice” is just, like, you know, we’re completely sep- 
arate people who have a completely different way of looking at things.’

This last comment implies that the ethos of the school, as reflected in the social 
relations between staff and students, was a lived experience for students, not 
merely paragraphs in a policy document.

These were capable, articulate and confident young women with a strong 
sense of the way the school had helped them develop in those competencies. 
Their resolution and academic success went hand in hand with their achieve-
ment in other areas. Involvement with the charity Global Campaign for 
Education resulted in a letter to students from the then prime minister, that 
ended: ‘Please continue to make your voice heard.’ The confidence which girls 
at the school develop is shown in a letter written by two Year 13 students who 
engaged in a debate about student representation in a local newspaper. They 
detailed various ways in which students at their school had initiated projects 
and were involved in decision- making within school and beyond it, asserting 
that: ‘We can and do change things.’

Distinctive features

The data show that this school integrates provision for gifted students within 
the school’s ethos and across the board in all subjects: this is especially clear 
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from the school’s résumé in response to the LA’s request for information about 
enrichment activities, and from its curriculum audit in relation to national 
standards for gifted and talented education. Staff and students readily mention 
specific opportunities which take learning beyond the standard curriculum. 
Opportunities for enrichment are given both within the subject and in extra-
 curricular activities. Some of these are instigated by students themselves; 
others are arranged by staff. Some involve writers/artists in residence or expert 
speakers coming into school, but they also include fieldwork, theatre and gal-
lery trips. Overseas exchanges and community work play a part, as do national 
competitions and conferences.

The high ability of girls who enter the school, combined with their motiva-
tion and hard work, means that schemes of work can be covered very efficiently. 
Already some pupils sit certain GCSE subjects early. All start the sixth form 
with four AS courses, and some with five. While the term ‘gifted and talented’ 
is not much used with pupils, the school can take it for granted that virtually 
all girls admitted share the very high aspirations of staff and have their parents’ 
keen support to do well.

Both staff and students said that if they were under pressure, it came from 
the individual pupil herself. At the same time, the standard of work to which 
they are accustomed and also the combination which students display of deter-
mination and enjoying their learning have been nourished by the distinctive 
school context.

The school has strong leadership, a very dedicated staff and a strong shared 
ethos. Teachers often give free time to helping pupils who need support. 
Restructuring the SMT and other changes since the headteacher’s appoint-
ment have established a framework which enables new developments to be 
pursued.

The long- standing experience of staff in providing for exceptionally able 
girls made them well placed to adapt to new developments. These have given 
opportunities to build relationships with other local schools, both secondary 
and primary, and to network with other schools in gifted and talented work. 
Recent staff appointments; the SMT restructuring; an increased focus on the 
curriculum, assessment for learning and thinking skills; along with the intro-
duction of whiteboards and better ICT provision have helped develop scope 
for more varied styles of teaching and learning.

The school’s stress on individual development and responsibility for one’s 
own learning appears to be absorbed by girls without creating a hothouse atmo-
sphere. Pupils are ‘motivated’ but not, it seems, ‘driven’. They develop skills in 
managing the many tasks they must complete, as well as the others which they 
choose to take on. Interviews and observations show that they value and benefit 
from being in groups where lessons move briskly and expectations are high.

Students respect staff for their professionalism, knowledge, support and readi-
ness to do more than is called for and because they are treated as adults. Teachers 
respect pupils, speaking of their abilities, hard work, achievements, originality, 
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liveliness, concern for others and maturity. Such relationships create a strong 
communal basis for learning and personal growth. The headteacher points to 
an ongoing dialogue between students and staff about the learning process.

Student voice is very important at this school. This was evident in interviews 
as well as in school records. Through ‘Vision Days’ students have a formal say 
in the future development of the school. They develop confidence in discussing 
their academic subjects and other areas, both in school and through out- of-
 school opportunities. When situations present themselves, sixth formers are 
ready to speak out in public.

The school’s gifted and talented fund, though modest, has allowed certain 
activities to take place. Small sums put into this fund give a degree of inde-
pendence. So the costs of sixth formers involved in academic mentoring of 
gifted and talented pupils in primary schools was helped by funds for a teacher’s 
research project on this topic. And SMT commitment helped, for instance, to 
support a new summer school at a cost of £10,000 (at a point when there was 
no guarantee that external funds would be secured).

The Engineering Specialist School commitment to community work 
involves teachers working with five local primary schools, e.g. in the area of 
design and technology to develop skills among primary teachers, followed by 
pupils using the workshops at school.

The school is not a static organisation. The school’s development plan in 
2006–2007 had the primary aim ‘To Develop Learning Experience’, with the 
following objectives:

• to develop Assessment for Learning (AfL);
• to carry out a curriculum review;
• to develop thinking skills;
• to develop the school as a Centre of Excellence for gifted and talented 

provision;
• to develop ‘Aim High’;
• to develop the use of comparative data;
• to share teaching and learning good practice between departments and 

beyond the school;
• to continue to develop e- learning pedagogy;
• to plan and manage financial and physical resources efficiently and 

effectively;
• to raise self- esteem through consistent behaviour management;
• to increase efficiency of performance management;
• to develop teaching and learning leadership and management 

capacity.

Alongside this, in June 2006 departments contributed to an audit (updated in 
October) of the school’s provision against national Quality Standards in gifted 
and talented education. Much of the evidence is designated ‘exemplary’.
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Appendix 7.1: General criteria for identifying 
gifted and talented (exceptionally able) students 
used by teachers at Padbury School

• displays curiosity; is imaginative and questioning;
• shows ability to think in the abstract and make conceptual leaps;
• appears to have an instinctive grasp of concepts and skills;
• understands new concepts quickly and questions to explore them 

thoroughly;
• shows ability to sift information, analyse and hypothesise;
• is confident in expressing opinions and spirited in disagreement;
• can evaluate perspectives other than their own;
• thinks logically and has the ability to present coherent arguments to jus-

tify a point of view;
• is original in solving problems;
• shows an understanding of cross- curricular links;
• may be untidy in presentation;
• may remain silent in lessons and produce highly original written work;
• asks intelligent questions which may be difficult to answer;
• is keen to work independently and take responsibility for her learning.



Chapter 8

Case study 6
Curricular depth, enrichment and 
interactive teaching in a boys’ 
grammar school

Background information

Beddington Grove School is in the centre of a major city in the South East of 
England. Education here began in the twelfth century; the school dates as a 
Free Grammar School from 1486. In 1991 it became grant- maintained and in 
1999 became a foundation school. It is one of 30 state- maintained boarding 
schools. In 2006–2007 there were 866 pupils aged 11–18 on roll, with over 
200 of these post- 16. About 10 per cent are boarders, who pay for their food, 
but not for tuition. The school operates its own admissions policy, with selec-
tion for 112 places at age 11 by examination. The ablest 100 are selected out of 
approximately 450 applicants, with students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
admitted on the same basis as others.

The school describes itself as ‘a specialist environment for the very able’, 
and has a long- standing record of high academic performance. Boys take up to 
11 GCSEs, and in 2006, 38 per cent gained 11 A*–A grades. Overall, 90 per 
cent gained five A*–A grades and 100 per cent gained five A*–C grades. 
A- level results in 2006 gained by the 126 candidates show 64 per cent gaining 
grade A, 86 per cent with A&B and 100 per cent with A–E.

The most recent OFSTED report notes that:

Pupils in years 7–11 achieve exceptionally well as a result of teaching that 
meets perfectly the needs of high attaining boys; Pupils’ and students’ atti-
tudes to learning are exceptional; The school goes to exceptional lengths 
to broaden and enrich the education of all its pupils and students; This 
is a school with a total absence of complacency about its already high 
standards.

The senior team consists of the headteacher and deputy headteacher, and five 
assistant heads. In 2006–2007 the school had almost 70 full- time equivalent 
(FTE) staff, plus visiting modern language assistants and music staff.

The school’s older buildings are from the late Victorian period but recent 
developments include a modern building for ICT, art, technology and 
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mathematics. Another houses the Learning Resources Centre with library, 
careers library, ICT provision and multi- media PCs and server, with rooms for 
modern foreign languages, history and geography.

An assistant head describes the school as ‘a very high flying middle- class 
grammar school’, but 23 per cent of students have English as an additional 
language, since the school’s boarding facility attracts substantial numbers of 
applicants from Pacific Rim countries seeking sixth form education prior to 
their applying to UK universities.

The prospectus states that the curriculum is designed to obtain the very best 
from very able boys, but stresses that it ‘seeks to support all students to achieve 
very high standards and pursue excellence’. Students regularly do extremely 
well in national competitions like the Maths Olympiad. In the British Biology 
Olympiad the school was, in 2005, the top school in the country.

Pupils have access to a wide range of extra- curricular activities in lunch 
hours, after school and on Saturdays. These include many sports, varied musical 
activities, and clubs including for bridge, chess, public speaking, drama and 
business studies. A Young Enterprise group, the Combined Cadet Force, Scouts 
and Community Service Scheme offer further opportunities. Pupils are given 
information about national competitions and encouraged to get involved in 
specific enrichment initiatives such as the English (media) programme for 
young trainee journalists which is linked to the local football stadium, where 
boys opt in to gain skills in researching and preparing an article as part of a 
competition. Similarly an extra- curricular Science Club project involves mak-
ing a wind turbine for an African village, stimulating follow- on activities to 
raise funds from sponsors to develop the project further.

Gifted and talented policy

On entry, pupils go into one of four academically similar forms. The school’s 
statement on its gifted policy and provision stresses that all teachers treat all 
students as being gifted and talented:

The school ethos celebrates success and encourages all students to have high 
expectations of themselves. The purpose of the gifted and talented policy is to 
ensure that provision is made to challenge and develop the most able students 
in specific areas and to focus support for those who are underachieving.

Classroom activities seek to encourage higher- order thinking and to motivate 
pupils to work independently or in collaboration with others. In a 2004 paper, 
each department could describe ways in which, within school and outside, 
it was providing an extended and enriched curriculum. Subject links were 
in place with the local university and other external agencies. However the 
school’s director of teaching and learning opposed the idea of using the term 
‘gifted and talented’ to designate any particular group:
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‘Actually telling the kids that they’re gifted and talented, that’s some-
thing we have never done and I don’t think it would be productive … 
You’re going to have a dozen or so who are then going to be disillusioned 
because they’re simply not given a label … present school policy states 
that all pupils are gifted and talented and that time should not be spent 
defining the top 10 per cent but rather providing enrichment and chal-
lenge for all’.

It is normal for students to sit 11 GCSEs. The aim is to stretch students even 
if ‘occasionally there’s slippage’. The school does not favour acceleration, which 
can leave exceptional children finding themselves socially out of place. Instead 
the school provides for gifted students within their year/age group. The staff 
governor reinforced this, saying that when pupils are asked about possible 
acceleration into an older year group, they are not keen on this idea, whereas 
they respond very well to the many extra- curricular activities available.

Professional development

A formal profiling system takes students out of lessons to grade themselves 
in each subject. The form tutor gets the subject reports, talks through them, 
grades their reports and explains these. The pupil has a chance to respond to 
these comments. The profile then goes to parents who have the chance to com-
ment. Although the gifted and talented coordinator thought that there could 
be a hint of apathy in Year 11, the profile does not focus only on subjects in 
which students need to improve, but assesses progress across the board.

Commitment to planning for able pupils is evident in what teachers say, in 
lesson observations, and in action research and papers prepared by staff. These 
focus on seeking depth and breadth, acceleration by bringing more demand-
ing material down where appropriate, focusing on higher- order thinking skills 
(analysis, synthesis and evaluation), promoting independence, and support 
for reflection and self- evaluation. A self- evaluation grid for pupils includes 
prompts such as ‘Reasons for scoring less than 70 per cent in the questions’, 
and ‘How do I improve?’ A recent gifted and talented departmental meeting 
pointed to finding ways to ensure that NAGTY members participate in at least 
one course, and to seeking professional development for all staff on providing 
challenges for gifted and talented students within and outside lessons.

Gifted and talented provision is monitored and the sharing of staff experi-
ence is strongly promoted, largely through its teaching and learning group. 
This group is central in focusing staff attention on pedagogy for very able stu-
dents, and its establishment and work reflect strongly the values of the school 
as a whole, including its senior management. It has led two successful phases of 
work on thinking skills. Staff have undertaken and reported on action research 
projects. The school is a lead provider of gifted and talented education in the 
locality; two teachers are Local Authority (LA) lead professionals, giving six 
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days annually to supporting development across the borough. For this, the 
borough allocates the school £1,500 per lead professional. Certain specialist 
days are open to other schools and gifted and talented pupils from elsewhere 
come to share events.

However, work focused on gifted and talented is funded mainly by school 
departmental budgets. In recent years funds for the humanities have brought 
their resources to a level equal with science and mathematics and enabled the 
school to keep breadth in the curriculum. The value now accorded the human-
ities was seen by a long- standing teacher as one of the greatest changes in the 
past 20 years in the school.

The gifted and talented coordinator monitors progress and collates informa-
tion from departments as to specific activities, so as to provide an overview of 
gifted and talented provision. He is supported by an assistant head who is also 
the school’s director of teaching and learning. So the focus at middle manage-
ment level has backing at senior management level.

The coordinator said that the school seeks to formalise and record what they 
do, on the grounds that it is much more meaningful to describe teaching and 
learning strategies than to expend effort on identifying gifted and talented 
students. Within departments, staff identify exceptionally able students in a 
relatively informal way. They do not want to rely only on quantitative data 
alone for this; often a teacher’s comment or insight can say more than a test 
result, especially where a student might be under- achieving.

In Autumn 2006, the coordinator completed an action plan detailing plans 
for NAGTY entrance, achieving the NACE Challenge Award and developing 
enrichment schemes within departments for all pupils. A November 2006 
résumé notes that: ‘We are aware that entrance to NAGTY is only a first step 
– what is important is encouraging pupils to attend NAGTY courses and to 
monitor their activities.’ Thus gifted and talented issues are given careful atten-
tion, but within the context of a school where the ethos focuses on learning 
which is appropriate and challenging for every student.

The existence of the teaching and learning group demonstrates senior 
management’s emphasis on rethinking and further developing pedagogy. If 
there was initially a degree of resistance from some staff to the new learning 
and teaching agenda, the energy and commitment of the previous gifted and 
talented coordinator had, in one teacher’s view, overcome this. Recent staff 
changes have brought in new approaches but long- standing staff have also 
shown that they are receptive to new ideas. For professional development, 
the school will often send a teacher to visit and learn from another school’s 
practice.

A new headteacher, some recent staff changes, new status as a specialist 
school in the humanities, and the work of the teaching and learning group are 
all aspects of ongoing development in the school.
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School ethos

The well- established school ethos was noted by OFSTED in 2001: ‘There are 
high aspirations, tremendous vitality and great determination to succeed on 
the part of staff, pupils and students alike. A very strong feature of the school 
is the way in which it encourages and manages the social development of the 
students.’

Much is asked of all the boys and much is achieved. While not headlining 
the label of ‘Gifted and Talented’, the school incorporates a gifted and talented 
focus within its general approach, where the basic premise is to exploit ways 
of teaching and learning which benefit all very able students.

A biology teacher stressed how ‘there tends to be an ethos of aiming high in 
the classroom’ and reflected on the boys’ attitude:

‘Somebody said to me that he couldn’t believe the way the students 
respected each other’s ideas all the time, and how there seemed to be a real 
sense of security in having a go and it quite often wasn’t right, but would 
maybe later lead on somewhere else, and there was a real security in that 
and I think we’re all quite proud of that.’

A milieu of mutual respect where students have the confidence to take risks 
in this way encourages the aspirations and competence of all pupils, not just 
the more confident. Any serious misbehaviour at the school is handled with a 
‘contract’ drawn up between the student and head of house, sometimes invol-
ving the head of pastoral support. A one- page agreement signed by the student, 
teacher and parent sets out their understanding that unacceptable behaviour 
will not recur.

Staff value the special environment in which they work at this school. One 
spoke of the ‘privilege’ of teaching such students; another said, ‘It’s absolutely 
lovely to be able to teach in a school like this.’

Extra- curricular activities

Extra- curricular activities play a strong role in the school’s culture. About 
80 sixth formers are mentors for younger pupils, and a mentoring skills hand-
book sets out generic skills in this area. The head of pastoral support organises 
brief training sessions which focus on listening skills and prepare students for 
academic and pastoral mentoring.

Mathematics tutoring by a subject tutor in the lunch hour is provided. 
Volunteer mentors from different year groups work with pupils who are identi-
fied as needing a little extra help, or who ask for assistance. The teacher organises 
the pairs, but the emphasis is on the students meeting each other. The benefits 
are not purely academic. Mentors’ high motivation and the relationships bet-
ween mentor and mentees foster a more cohesive ethos across the school.
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A strong house system and giving sixth formers leadership opportunities in 
sport, music, drama and external competitions help develop a mature approach. 
Community service involves sixth formers with older people locally and with 
neighbouring primary schools. They help with reading, support science les-
sons, and deliver a lively classics programme. Other notable features are an 
anger management course, and a drugs programme led by students.

At the lunchtime Bridge Club, led by a mathematics teacher, some students 
become very good players: three are members of the England team. The cog-
nitive skills required and the competitive element means that the brightest 
players are stretched.

The Help Young People (HYP) peer- led drugs programme gives four stu-
dents from Year 11 and a member of staff a week’s training from the local 
police service. Back in school students deliver drugs education to Year 8, with 
no adult present. These 16-year-olds have given presentations to parents, staff 
and governors. The programme was featured on national television. The head 
of pastoral support described this as a ‘hugely successful’ programme, drawing 
in older boys who have ‘street cred’ as well as being capable of dealing with a 
demanding commitment. As a result, boys in Years 9 and 10 coming to drugs 
education as part of their PSHE programme have already gained basic facts 
from older students when they were in Year 8.

The pastoral head, also head of boarding, described the ‘vertical’ pastoral 
system structured around houses. Support is strengthened by the fact that new 
boys have a head of house as their tutor in Year 7. In Years 8 to 11 they usually 
have the same tutor for continuity. A ‘class watch’ framework strengthens links 
between older and younger pupils. For the 34 boarders, the head of boarding, 
his family, and three other teachers aim for a family atmosphere.

The house system and the status given to sixth formers reinforces the role of 
the 20 or so school prefects who organise school assembly, do readings, super-
vise the tuck shop, and guide visitors to the school. Senior prefects speak at 
events like prize- givings. Tie stripes denote status, with house prefects selected 
in Year 12 and school prefects in Year 13, partly elected.

Student perceptions

There are channels for student voice to be articulated. Consultation with the 
student council informed work by staff on thinking skills and questioning. A 
student survey on the learning environment showed that students wanted to 
see uplifting phrases and quotations around the school and suggested creating 
a ‘mind mapping’ room. They pointed also to concrete matters such as broken 
tables, a preference for double desks to help group work, more window blinds, 
more interesting posters on walls, and other practical concerns. The survey 
indicated subjects where pupils felt most supported.

The student council had also highlighted a wish for more teachers around the 
site at lunchtime and issues to do with healthy schools action and anti- bullying. 
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The sixth formers interviewed welcomed the classroom use of interactive white-
boards and the ability to access material from the shared network.

A group of sixth formers who had mostly been at the school since Year 7 
spoke about how learning had changed after GCSE:

‘I suppose it’s preparing us for university. I do agree that it is freer and I 
was surprised at the extent to which it is different. But I would say that’s 
a positive thing, I rather like that, where you’re expected to work more 
independently.’

‘It encourages you to take on responsibility.’

‘As one who didn’t step up really in the early stages of Sixth, I think it 
can catch some people out and you can find yourself catching up, which 
is what I am doing.’

‘It’s not actively promoted but the activities are always there for those who 
want to go and do this. It’s not that you have to do these but they are there 
if you want to get involved.’

Though the school has always offered elocution, public speaking has recently 
developed more strongly, leading to training and house competitions for 
Years 7 and 8, with older boys taking external qualifications from the London 
Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA). They also mentioned other 
activities important to them: various sports, a reading group with other 
schools, writing for the school paper, and music.

Their lively descriptions of work in local primary schools demonstrated the 
benefit they gain from this activity. One had discussed with students from 
another school the International Baccalaureate (IB), where credit is given for 
such work under ‘Citizenship’:

‘That’s the difference, they get rewarded. We actually do more but we 
don’t get formal recognition. I think it’s fair that we do community service 
because we enjoy putting something back. I think our system is much bet-
ter than the IB. It encourages you to go above and beyond that. Therefore 
you see it as less of a chore and something you can enjoy.’

Some said that smaller sixth form teaching groups were motivating as ‘everyone 
wants to be there and I end up really enjoying it.’ In history, because a good 
proportion of students intended to take the subject at university, ‘they are really 
quite dedicated and do lots of reading and that brings a lot to the rest of the 
group.’ Physics too was said to generate enthusiasm: individual investigations 
result in students doing a lot of work in their own time.

Competition is taken in one’s stride and apparently relished:
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‘There is a large desire and fighting to be at the top. If you’re not at the 
top or near it then you need a lot of supporting … That does push people 
to succeed and want to be the ones at the top of the tree.’

‘It’s absolutely the reverse scenario of many schools … especially with the 
“gifted” label being very, very unpopular in lots of schools and students 
not wanting it to be public … You don’t have to be embarrassed to be 
smart here.’

Sixth formers’ overall assessment of their learning was very positive, and the 
school’s ethos and a culture of encouragement to use all their talents to the full 
has been internalised by these sixth formers.

As the biology teacher said, speaking of the reciprocal respect shown bet-
ween staff and students: ‘You’re not going to be singled out here if you ask a 
very strange question or if you come up and say to the teacher “I want to know 
more about this”.’

Classroom practice and pedagogy

Commending achievement in Years 7 to 11, OFSTED’s 2001 report states: 
‘The reason for this very high level of achievement is the outstanding quality 
of the teaching that is quite perfect for high attaining boys.’

Since 2001, much further work has gone into developing teaching appro-
priate for able students. Exploratory work by staff has resulted in a 60- page 
Teaching and Learning Handbook in September 2006. This sets out policy, draws 
on in- school staff and student survey data, discusses teaching strategies and 
explains approaches to assessment for learning. Strategies for peer-  and self-
 assessment are given, with guidance on higher- order questioning; how to plan 
using Bloom’s taxonomy; the school’s experience regarding teaching thinking 
skills; teaching styles for different year groups; the learning environment; liter-
acy strategies across the curriculum; and a summary of academic and pastoral 
mentoring in the school. This major resource for staff brings together school-
 specific material with information from elsewhere.

The 2006–2007 action plan drawn up by the teaching and learning strat-
egy group follows through work in school on thinking skills, reporting back 
on action research projects, including lesson observation. It considers how to 
widen staff participation in these activities.

The teaching and learning group gives a strong focus in shaping the cur-
riculum for very able pupils. It is not restricted to theory or action research. 
Matters recorded in October 2006 echo concerns common in many schools: 
timetable problems, rooms and resources, timings, lunch hour and lesson 
length. Issues such as the negative effects of travel time for staff and pupils, 
insufficient office space for certain departments, and the use of classrooms 
by students eating lunch are not treated as generalised complaints. They are 
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raised in terms of their actual or potential effect on the quality of teaching 
and learning.

At the top of the school, the 2006 report Reappraisal of Sixth Form reviews 
performance over the previous four years, including using student question-
naires and observation of teaching. It identifies persisting characteristics which 
may hold back some sixth formers, as well as areas where more varied styles of 
teaching are now evident. It comments on aspects of student note taking, class 
management and relationships with sixth form students.

The director of teaching and learning had recently observed teaching as part 
of the school’s self- review process, focusing here on humanities and English:

‘Lots of ICT, lots of quick assessment, you know: “1–5 hands up – are you on 
a scale of 5, 4, or 3 at the moment?”; “How do you feel about things?” Lots 
of assessment, lots of interaction, great fun in classes, quite kinaesthetic, 
very visual the learning, interspersed with lots of games periods …’

She stressed teachers’ high qualifications and the depth of their disciplin-
ary knowledge, which enables them to offer one- to- one tutorials for students 
applying to Oxbridge colleges. But there had also been ‘a huge shift’ in teach-
ing styles from people ‘lecturing from the front and boys taking notes. What 
we have turned to is something much more interactive.’

The specialist qualifications of staff are noted. This is important when deal-
ing with highly selected students who may be very ready to question and 
challenge and indeed to query if they find themselves wrong. One teacher 
remarked: ‘We do have kids who come to the school who have never been 
wrong in anything, or at least they have never been told that they have been 
wrong.’ For this reason a science teacher regularly gives Year 12 an exercise 
devised so that they are quite likely to go wrong so that they can learn how 
to cope with the experience. He considered the school demanding context for 
recently qualified staff: ‘There is so little on the PGCE that actually equips 
teachers to teach very, very able students.’

Teachers have given attention to thinking skills, study skills and alternative 
approaches. Focusing on Assessment for Learning (AfL), the school collected 
together departmental strategies, with other material available on the intranet. 
Recognising a strong tendency for kinaesthetic and visual learning styles had 
helped shape pedagogy. There was an emphasis on interactive approaches and 
the use of ICT. A 2005 booklet, Assessment for Learning: Departmental Exemplar 
Materials, offers staff various models:

• Chemistry: Year 8 presentations on water with criteria for peer group 
marking

• Drama: Year 8 Student Grid
• English: Formula 1 Writing Grid for Years 7, 8, and 9 to track progress 

and provide individual target setting
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• History: KS3 Skills and Levels Record Book for pupils and teachers
• MFL: KS3 tracking sheets for Listening, Reading and Speaking; KS3 

Fiche de Controle
• PE: KS3 pupil self assessment matrix and targets, Year 9 pupils and 

staff assessment sheet for wrestling and rugby
• Physics: Laboratory work self assessment, homework feedback sheet
• English: Oral feedback

As part of the AfL programme, the biology department reported on an invest-
igation with Year 7 and 8 pupils, exploring how pupils rated certain criteria 
for successful learning.

Examples follow of classroom practice observed during fieldwork at the 
school.

Geography Year 9

Twenty- five boys settle quickly into a lesson which moves at a very rapid pace. 
The aims are on the board: they will examine types of industry, exploring pri-
mary, secondary, tertiary and quarternary industries and how these develop. 
There is a high level of involvement from students. Slides on an interactive 
whiteboard illustrate and annotate the content. Students are questioned so as 
to generate ideas. Links especially with history are encouraged as the teacher 
says: ‘Let’s make this cross- curricular.’ There is plenty of humour, but the 
class is kept on track; students who are not listening are singled out. Tasks are 
clearly explained.

One activity (cutting out a list of written ideas and putting them on a time-
line) is introduced by the theme tune to Mission Impossible and images from 
the films. Though unrelated to the topic, this elicits an animated response 
and seems to have a positive affect on students’ motivation. The kinaesthetic 
approach seems well suited to these Year 9 boys. At the bell, they are reminded 
to think further about the last question.

Biology Year 9

This lesson about variables and data in biology moves on to the topic of inher-
itability and genes.

The pace and energy of the lesson is palpable. On an interactive whiteboard 
a slideshow presents the lesson’s main points and task information. The first 
task is to consider what factors may account for individual differences bet-
ween populations of daisies. The teacher says that there are no right or wrong 
answers: what she requires are logical responses. Students seem to enjoy a 
degree of creativity in their answers and the classroom is full of energy and 
humour. Some advanced responses mean that the teacher has to explain that 
the student will find out more in a later lesson.
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In the second task, students use laptops to access the Internet and a web-
site with games about genetic inheritability. They seem to enjoy this task on 
the whole and the increasing gradient of difficulty lets those who move on 
quickly try something more challenging. Giving Year 9s access to laptops and 
the Internet involves a fair degree of trust and mostly students behave very 
well and stay on task, though one pair, found on an unrelated game, have their 
privileges revoked.

In this highly interactive lesson, students have to answer and ask questions. 
Thinking skills are emphasised by the teacher. This is demonstrated when she 
says to a student: ‘Could you close your book: I need you to think about this.’

Maths Year 12

This pre- exam revision lesson with the top set is about integration. Students 
sit in fours, facing the front. Noticeboards show good displays with examples 
of students’ work. Two complex problems on separate whiteboards represent 
the hardest A- level questions likely in the exam. Individuals are asked to com-
plete each part of the problems. The group stays focused out of interest and 
also because they cannot predict when they will be picked to solve part of the 
problem.

They comment on each other’s answers, asking why they are right or 
wrong.

The teacher regularly checks with the whole class and anyone who looks 
uncertain whether he has understood. He emphasises the importance of double-
 checking methodology. A wrong answer is not a major issue: he demonstrates 
why this is not a stupid solution and works through to show what it could 
mean in another context. As long as effort is expended and a logical strategy 
used, students are treated positively. He asks: ‘Does anyone want to recap on 
any thought processes?’

Students ask what questions may come up and he recaps the formulae which 
may be needed. He gives a question for revision as it builds many techniques 
into one long solution. The whole class is engaged with the lesson and comfort-
able in getting involved and interacting with each other and the teacher.

Chemistry Year 13

The lesson exploring colour changes in transmission metals goes at a very 
fast pace. The teacher uses a blackboard and computer- projected slide show. 
Frequent questions open to all provoke responses, as well as questions directed 
to individuals. There is a good dynamic between students and teacher, with 
mutual support within the group and discussion to clarify points.

Time is given to note taking and drawing diagrams. Some of these are done 
on the board by the teacher, following students’ guidance. Incorrect as well 
as correct answers are drawn up and discussed so that everyone knows why a 
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given answer is right or wrong. Thinking skills are often commended above 
getting the right answer.

*****

As these observations illustrate, staff are used to linking curriculum develop-
ment with a pedagogy to meet the needs of all pupils. They sustain momentum 
but remain watchful for anyone who might be left behind.

Appropriate lesson planning is central. In biology the KS3 curriculum has 
been ‘rewritten’. The aim is not to go faster, but to bring in extra material 
and opportunities to stimulate students’ interests, extending the curriculum 
beyond the norm expected of KS3 students.

The head of biology described the level of difficulty as ‘high and challenging’. 
Because most pupils do well at most topics, the department focuses assessment 
on selected pieces of work to see who is ‘really really special’. Criteria for these 
assignments are very explicit. The department had investigated what pupils 
thought they were being graded on, and found that they were often mistaken. 
Biology staff now make the marking criteria very clear and consider that boys 
welcome this and it helps them to do their best.

The level of the new science curriculum at KS4 is said to be ‘quite low 
for our students’. The department is therefore revising its GCSE teaching to 
make it more suited to the level of work expected at the school. The higher-
 level science work has gone well, because boys tend to make great efforts and 
produce exciting work. At A- level the syllabus does suit the students. Here 
departmental philosophy is to let sixth formers be themselves. Staff are not for 
instance prescriptive about note taking, providing students’ work in term and 
exams is good. This flexible approach is underpinned by close monitoring of 
every student. Grades are clearly predicted; students are aware of their current 
position and what they must do to achieve their required grades: ‘We don’t 
let anyone hover on border lines.’ Teachers aim for a fast pace in lessons: ‘It’s 
a question really of thinking in the room, understanding it, debating ideas in 
the room, minimal information, factual information.’ Consolidation is a matter 
for each student after the lesson.

Pupils’ competence means that monitoring their notes is less critical than 
it might be elsewhere. Teachers said that students respond well to marking 
each other’s work. This is also a way to balance time since, as a science teacher 
explained, coursework is labour intensive for teachers with very committed 
pupils: ‘They do over- write and they fuss about the details.’

Most staff interviewed gave examples of how they take account of the need 
to challenge students and encourage independent thinking. For the head of 
classics:

‘The last thing I try and do is spoon- feed people, because if you spoon- feed 
them for an exam, OK they might get the exam results but when they go 
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to the university, they have a breakdown because they won’t have a clue on 
how to cope themselves. So part of my ethos, going throughout the school, 
Year 7 upwards, is that they take responsibility for their work.’

However these independent learners nevertheless do need and value their teach-
ers. A science teacher recalled an interchange with one very able student:

‘He’ll say to me, “I didn’t do very well in that question because I wasn’t 
taught that; I had to do it myself.” I say to him, “Surely, Tom, your level, 
doing it yourself should be all right.” He said, “Absolutely not.” Which 
is a very interesting comment. He said, “No, if you’re taught it, you’re 
taught it, but if you read it, you read it.” And that I thought was quite a 
compliment. Because that meant that when we teach them, we’re teaching 
them some other way of looking at it than a book does … They do value 
what we teach them.’

Finally, our lesson observations often noted rapport and humour in the 
classroom, with an easy interchange between pupils and staff. One teacher 
explained:

‘I try and make sure that everyone in the class has a good time and a bit 
of a laugh … because then they’ll enjoy the lessons, they can participate 
freely in the class without feeling threatened … I like relatively high-
 octane lessons – large character at the front of the room to try and really 
draw them in.’

Distinctive features

As a ‘specialist environment for the very able’, the school has in place extended 
and enriched curricula, but does not openly demarcate the few students who 
might not technically be defined as gifted from their classmates. The reasons 
for this policy are that the values of the school apply to the teaching of all pupils 
and concern for the effect of labelling on student self- esteem.

Lessons move at a fast pace, aim to be challenging and are deliberately 
pitched for very able students. For those who need it there is additional sup-
port in different forms. Although a number of older students needed targeted 
support in English, there is no substantial variation by ethnicity in attain-
ment. Academic achievement is very high at all stages; over 50 per cent of 
leavers go into medical sciences, with one in five going to Oxbridge colleges. 
OFSTED reported that ‘having to teach a concept only once means that a huge 
amount of work can be covered in a single lesson, so that lesson time is used 
extremely well.’

The pace of school life seems extraordinarily fast, with short lessons. Seven 
periods a day are fitted in, and break and lunch hours are dominated by 
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activities for many students. The ‘breathless pace of life at the school’ suits able 
boys as it keeps them energised and prevents loss of concentration.

There is a range of extra provision, such as S- level papers, individual tui-
tion in music, top- level competition in sport, and further maths for students. 
However, teachers more often pointed to the standard expected in regular les-
sons, which consistently stretches all pupils.

The well- qualified staff have extensive specialised subject knowledge. 
Subject teachers are often role models and there is a strong bond between pupils 
and staff. A mutual respect and trust exists between staff and students – a con-
tract upheld by both parties. Its success in this school may be partly explained 
by the perceived privilege of being selected for it. The pride pupils and staff 
feel in their success is tangible. Success in any domain is well respected. Since 
2001, ongoing work on teaching and learning styles has widened the repertoire 
of staff. There are rigorous subject reviews and teachers observe each other’s 
lessons.

The way that teachers handle incorrect answers is interesting. To stretch 
high- ability pupils they provide challenges and these inevitably lead to occa-
sional failure. However, the teachers observed seem to commend thinking 
about a problem logically and venturing an answer above actually getting the 
right answer. Such an ethos throughout the school helps explain why students 
appear comfortable being so consistently challenged and stretched.

Tutors hold regular discussions with students, who make written contri-
butions to their subject reports, and sixth formers’ achievement is measured 
against teachers’ predictions. Some teachers emphasised consultation with 
parents, who clearly provide support and have high expectations. The school 
is focusing on how best to sustain communication with parents as not all sub-
scribe to the e- link available to them. While departments already track pupils’ 
progress and set targets for them, ongoing work using various data sets against 
baseline information aims to provide a clearer picture of the value added during 
a boy’s time at the school.

Pastoral and academic mentoring is a strength of this school, where selected 
sixth formers mentor pupils in Years 7 and 8 outside lessons in English and 
mathematics. The structure of extra- curricular activities and the house system 
seems to foster a well- integrated school environment where there is not too 
much division between year groups and a sense that students take much of the 
responsibility of supporting each other. Competition between houses seems 
healthy and positive, motivating students and adding some extra excitement 
to activities.

Liaison with other local schools offers experience to sixth formers and support 
to those schools. Opportunities for community work, entering competitions 
and working with other agencies help develop confidence and maturity. There 
are hardship funds for pupils who are socially disadvantaged.



Chapter 9

Case study 7
Teaching and learning in an online 
reading group

Background information

In August 2004, an online reading group was established, initially as a pilot 
scheme, to provide a learning environment for NAGTY members. The con-
versations taking place among the students on their general discussion forum 
about the novels they were reading prompted the decision to set up an online 
group devoted to reading and discussing literature, where the students could 
engage with academics working in the field. Dr Sarah Dauncey, an academic 
specialising in English literature, convened this group, directed the content of 
the forum and analysed its progress in quarterly reports. She worked alongside 
another academic tutor who helped moderate and facilitate discussions.

From the start, in view of the experimental nature of the project, critically 
evaluating the nature of teaching and learning in the group was given high 
priority. In order for it to remain both an appealing and stimulating intellec-
tual space for the students, it was important that its educational content and 
structure, its long-  and short- term objectives, and the practice of teaching were 
all subjected to scrutiny.

This chapter outlines some of the key issues and dilemmas that have faced the 
group since its inception, relating to virtual learning and pedagogy. They fall 
into six main categories: Organisation and objectives; Membership and contrib-
utors; Literary content and pedagogy; Gendered engagement; Evaluation of the 
students’ contributions; and Strategies to increase students’ participation.

The overall purpose of the evaluation was to provide lessons for others 
involved in online learning, drawing out both the achievement and the mistakes 
made, so that others might be better prepared to negotiate the challenges of 
supervising a virtual learning environment for gifted and talented students.

Organisation and objectives of the online reading 
group

By 2006/7, the online reading group had been running for over two years and 
had 750 members aged between 11 and 18. While not all of these members 
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were active, thus rendering it an unreliable statistic by which to gauge the 
overall participation in the group, it could be considered to be successful in 
terms of the consistent way it attracted students to log- on, read the pages, and 
contribute messages in their spare time. It had, therefore, moved far beyond the 
pilot stage, and, as one of the first online academic study groups established 
by NAGTY, it provided something of a template for those constructing new 
forums.

However, the original objectives of the online reading group were signifi-
cantly revised. The initial objectives did not sufficiently take into account the 
singularity of an online learning environment and the dynamics of an open and 
informal virtual community affording students the chance to play a substantial 
role in directing the overall tone, content and goals of the group.

One of the key objectives for the reading group, conceived before it opened to 
the students in the summer of 2004, was to ‘stimulate structured discussion of 
texts’ by ‘introducing’ the students to two novels and some poetry each month 
based around a set topic. In part, this was a response to a broader NAGTY 
objective to challenge gifted and talented students by advancing their know-
ledge and analytical and discursive skills.

The first topic was ‘the environment’ and the novels and poetry under 
discussion were Peter Beagle’s The Last Unicorn, Yann Martel’s The Life of Pi, 
and Alice Oswald’s Dart. Alongside the aim to structure the reading around 
a particular topic was the ambition to introduce the students to new authors, 
particularly those from different historical and cultural contexts, to widen 
their understanding of literature. However, it soon became apparent from the 
threads that the students established themselves, called ‘Favourite book of all 
time’ and ‘Best read’, that they wanted to talk about the books they had read 
instead of the ones chosen. Further, when they did contribute to the threads 
open on the month’s set novels, they wanted to chat about their own impres-
sions rather than be restricted to questions focused on a particular topic.

Dr Dauncey summed up these changes as follows:

‘It was clear that I was imposing my agenda for the group (influenced by 
teaching seminars at university level) and not registering the students’ 
expectations, interests, and, in a sense, requirements. By the third month 
of the group’s history, I had changed the reading list to include titles by 
young adult authors recommended by the students. This was a major 
adjustment to my original vision for the group whereby I had sought to 
introduce the members to unfamiliar literary writers in an endeavour to 
inspire “gifted” readers. My preconceptions about “giftedness” together 
with what constitutes challenging reading, had influenced my pedagogy 
and obscured my grasp of the students’ needs. They also hindered me from 
recognising the distinctiveness, along with the transformative potential, of 
virtual learning. Accordingly, by altering my vision and recognising the 
importance of the students being granted the space to define the group’s 
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identity and objectives, it became a different place to the one I had origin-
ally envisaged – one that was far more collaborative, fluid and informal.’

From the beginning, the reading group developed a hybrid identity. Because 
of the cultural popularity of reading groups, many of the students would have 
had preconceived ideas about being a member of such a group before join-
ing. The term conjures up images of socialising with others who share similar 
interests and suggests informal learning. Yet, because of NAGTY’s national 
status, combined with the way the reading group had been labelled an ‘aca-
demic study group’, more formal images and associations were also attached 
to it. While this hybridity went some way towards accounting for the tension 
between the tutor’s objectives and those of the students in the early stages, it 
also offered a more long- term explanation for some of the students’ reservations 
about the group and their role as members. It is possible that this ambivalence 
surrounding the group’s identity and purpose had a big impact on the stu-
dents’ engagement with it. In particular, it raised questions about the extent 
to which their preconceptions determined the content and style of their posts 
and, perhaps more significantly, their decision not to post.

The reading group ran on the Warwick Forums system, which was originally 
designed to accommodate the needs of a relatively small number of adult users. 
Hence, from the beginning, it was recognised that this was not the most appro-
priate technology to foster a community of young readers. The technology 
limited the kind of learning that could be achieved on the forum. It regulated 
both the students’ and tutors’ thinking and capacity to relate to one another. 
It was also austere in appearance and compelled a linear, monological approach 
instead of initiating creativity in more innovative spatial and dialogical ways. 
Consequently, the technology could be seen to circumscribe the potential of 
the group to fully capture the students’ interest and imaginations. It might 
also have played a role in replicating the power dynamics of the classroom (an 
issue that is discussed further below), thereby restricting the group from fully 
capitalising on the opportunities afforded by the Internet.

Each month, the group discussed two novels from a reading list which was 
published some six months in advance. Because of the wide age and ability 
range of the membership, one novel more suited to the younger age group 
and those less advanced at literary studies and one more appropriate for the 
older or more able students were selected. The students could choose to read 
as much or as little as they wished. By giving them notice of the novels that 
were to be studied, they were able to dip in and out of the forum depending on 
what caught their interest. The reading group thus appealed to intermittent, 
as well as regular, users.

However, this flexibility and informality had both positive and negative 
effects. The irregularity of students’ involvement – the diversity of their level 
of commitment – combined with the constant influx of new members, dis-
rupted community formation. Instead of a collection of students signing- up for 
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a course together in one intake, for a finite length of time, the reading group 
was continually receiving members who were able to contribute whenever 
they wanted to.

Moreover, significantly, it was not goal- oriented; the students were not 
required to meet any specific learning targets. The open- ended nature of the group 
was at once its most positive and most troublesome feature. In a target- driven 
mainstream educational culture, it was a virtually anachronistic educational 
en vironment, by virtue of its adherence to a code of ‘learning for learning’s 
sake’. Accordingly, some of the students might have felt a little estranged in 
this virtual space, instead preferring greater transparency over learning out-
comes. Practically, it was also difficult to manage a group that was in such a 
continual state of flux. It was hard for a strong sense of community to develop 
and endure, given its continuously evolving formation.

In view of the fact that many students might be deterred from getting 
involved with the group because of the high level of commitment it demanded, 
reading one or two novels each month, the tutor experimented with ways of 
getting them thinking about literature without requiring too much time or 
preparation. Such measures could be seen, once again, as consciously straying 
away from the original objectives for the group, as a space for the discussion of 
books. Nevertheless they were a response to the students’ struggle to keep up 
with the demands of both schoolwork and the forum. It turned out to be unre-
alistic to expect the members to read one or two novels every single month, and 
thus the group had to adapt according to the students’ needs and desires.

In fact, the students themselves came up with ideas for a couple of threads 
(‘Book Suggestions’ and ‘Literary Issues’) that would enable them to get 
involved in discussions on a day- to- day basis, without having to read the set 
novels. The ‘Book Suggestions’ thread gave the students the chance to name 
the titles they would like the group to read together. They were invited to 
explain the reasons why they nominated a particular book in order to capture 
the convener’s interest and that of the group as a whole. Many of the titles rec-
ommended – those that were suitable for the age group – went on the reading 
list. The thread helped the students to feel involved as they played a large part 
in directing the forum’s content.

On the other hand, the ‘Literary Issues’ thread was opened in response to a 
request from a student that there should be a space for the discussion of topi-
cal issues. This student posed the first question and it immediately proved a 
popular thread. Students were invited to e- mail questions to be posted on this 
thread, but no one responded. As a result, since it first opened in September 
2005, it was the convener who formulated and posted questions for the group 
to discuss each week. Despite the thread’s dynamism and capacity to advance 
the students’ discursive and analytical skills, it had not been the kind of self-
 contained, student- led initiative first anticipated.

In order to generate a friendly and welcoming atmosphere, especially as the 
group received new members on a regular basis, there were a number of ‘chat’ 
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threads opened alongside the more overtly ‘educational’ ones, for instance: 
‘Hello! and Chit Chat’, ‘Favourite book of all time’ and ‘Most loathed charac-
ters of all time’.

Dr Dauncey adopted a responsive mode to these chat threads:

‘At first, I was intent on keeping the students’ attention solely on the set 
texts. I was concerned about the amount of time they spent posting on 
“chat” threads rather than the ones open on the novels. But, it was soon 
apparent how important these spaces for “chat” were to the group as a 
whole, both in terms of community formation and educational devel-
opment. They bolster a sense of community while also increasing the 
students’ independence and advancing their critical and communication 
skills. It is vital that the students feel comfortable posting messages on the 
forum, whether they are responding to questions or initiating discussions, 
and informal threads can provide a place for them to develop their voice 
and confidence before going on to comment on the set novels.’

Salmon (2003) notes the importance of socialisation for online learning. She 
suggests that moderators should actively intervene and devise ways to get the 
students talking to each other. According to her, it is the ‘e- moderator’s inter-
vention’ that causes the ‘socializing to occur’ (Salmon 2003: 33). However, as her 
analysis of online socialisation is directed towards the teaching of short courses, 
its relevance for the online reading group is limited. For Salmon, socialisation 
is a stage- two process in a five- stage educational model. Socialisation is, there-
fore, viewed as a necessary stage on the way to the later stages of ‘knowledge 
construction’ and ‘development’. In contrast, in order for the reading group 
to remain welcoming, interesting and challenging academically, socialisation 
needed to be ongoing. Salmon’s chronology does not translate easily to the cir-
cumstances of the reading group. The constant influx of new members and the 
absence of specific targets, combined with the group’s hybrid identity (at once 
‘fun’ and ‘academic’), meant that it remained resistant to such systematising. 
A more fluid and synchronic model was needed to try and account for the way 
that learning took place in the group.

Membership and contributors

Despite the large membership of the online reading group, only around 38 per 
cent of the members posted a message on the forum. Over the course of the 
two years since the group first opened, it had become apparent that there was a 
direct correlation between the size of the group and the percentage of students 
contributing. For instance, in March 2006 when the group was at its largest 
with 1,017 members, the percentage of students who had made a contribution 
fell to 36 per cent. Whereas in June 2005, when there were 594 members, 
41 per cent of the members had posted a message. The difference in proportions 
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is not large, and the absolute numbers posting in the larger groups were of 
course more than in the smaller, but once the group grew too large it seemed 
to become a more intimidating space for the students, discouraging posts and 
hindering socialisation. Students were able to view the membership statistic 
on the forum homepage, so it may be that their awareness of the size of the 
group had an effect on their level of contribution.

A key ambition, since the group first opened, had been to encourage more 
members to take part in discussions on the forum. The fact that only a rela-
tively small number of students were active participants prompted questions 
about the educational value, and cost- effectiveness, of the group. Did enough 
students benefit from the group to make it worthwhile? Or was it only a space 
providing encouragement, support and stimulation for an elite few? In the 
spring of 2006, the statistics on the number of silent participants went some 
way towards allaying these concerns. In April 2006, for example, there were 
1,235 reads recorded and only 133 posts. Although the factors deterring stu-
dents from posting needed further investigation, it was nevertheless important 
to recognise the group’s large audience and to take note of the role it played 
in influencing students’ reading and learning, even though they might never 
have posted a message on the forum. In addition, the relationship between the 
silent and active participants needed to be examined, especially the extent to 
which ‘lurkers’ deter posters.

Notably, in January 2005, 122 new students joined the forum while it was 
offline over the Christmas and New Year holidays. This large intake trans-
formed both the tone and structure of the group. The timing of the entry 
of new members was unfortunate; it had the effect of displacing the exist-
ing members who returned after the break to discover the prevalence of new 
voices and personalities. Where previously a core group of frequent female 
posters had dominated the forum, influencing both its content and culture 
by establishing a particular style of post, from January 2005 the community 
became more dispersed and convener- centred. The female students who had 
established a normative mode of conduct and discourse on the forum ceased to 
be influential. In fact, they stopped posting altogether. Whereas in the past, 
the students who were most active on the forum led the way, by initiating 
discussions, from January 2005 the students increasingly turned to the tutor 
for direction. Frequently, tutor intervention was required on the threads to 
keep discussions going.

This change from a student- centred to a tutor- centred model might well be 
viewed in a negative light: it meant that the forum replicated classroom rela-
tions; it made the students less self- sufficient; and, more crucially, it suggested 
that the singular possibilities of the Internet were not being fully exploited. 
Yet, the student- centred model was not without its problems. In its own way, it 
was equally undemocratic. The dominance of a small number of female students 
alienated the male membership and discouraged a plurality of viewpoints. 
Discovering the most suitable structure for the group proved theoretically 
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difficult, and, in reality, it was a process that was largely beyond the convener’s 
control. The original student- centred structure was undermined by the assert-
iveness of a core group of frequent users and was subsequently re- instituted, 
without the tutor’s awareness, as a result of their absence from the forum.

Literary content and pedagogy

The large age range of the group (11–18) led to difficulties finding novels that 
were suitable and appealing to all. Although the decision to set two novels a 
month had gone some way towards providing for the group’s diverse member-
ship, in terms of age, ability, and interests some students inevitably became 
disengaged as a consequence of the texts chosen for study. The numbers of posts 
contributed on the threads open on the set novels from 1 December 2005 to 
1 June 2006 are shown below in Table 9.1.

The statistics provide an indication of both the range of fiction discussed and 
the popularity of certain genres. (February 2006 stands out as the first and only 
month when the group studied two novels by the same author. This is because 
Kevin Brooks attended a reading group outreach event in March.)

The three most popular novels, The Subtle Knife, Harry Potter and the Chamber 
of Secrets and Sabriel, are all fantasies. The other titles that generated signifi-
cant interest are well known, from popular culture and the school curriculum 
respectively: The Da Vinci Code and To Kill a Mocking Bird. The novels by Kevin 
Brooks did not prove as appealing as had been hoped, especially given that 
a number of students recommended his novels and that he was to attend an 
event for the group. This may have been because he is not as well known as 
the other authors on the list and his fiction is more suitable for the younger 
age group, 11–15.

Classic novels, particularly those by more unfamiliar authors, have proved 
consistently unpopular over the last two years. The pattern that emerges from 

Table 9.1  Posts on threads open on particular novels, 
December 2005–June 2006

December Philip Pullman, The Subtle Knife 105
J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets 127

January Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code 48
Bill Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything 31

February Kevin Brooks, Lucas 25
Kevin Brooks, Martyn Pig 20

March Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights 24
Garth Nix, Sabriel 65

April Harper Lee, To Kill a Mocking Bird 35
Louis de Bernieres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin 18

May Anthony Horowitz, Point Blanc 26
Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of Four 15
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these statistics regarding the students’ tastes can be considered to be repre-
sentative of the forum since it opened. Consequently, as fantasy fiction might 
be regarded as less academically challenging than many of the more unfamil-
iar or classic titles, it might discourage the more able students from getting 
involved in discussions. Moreover, the fact that fewer students took part in the 
threads open on the more challenging novels meant that discussions were less 
dynamic – further deterring students from participating. The study of two 
novels a month, therefore, did not necessarily resolve the problem of appealing 
to all ages and abilities; questions continued to face the reading group over 
its objectives: should it try to appeal to the majority of its members or strive 
to capture the attention of the highest flyers? Despite aspirations to attract a 
diverse cross section of the membership, in reality it is likely that the reading 
group had a very particular audience.

The uncertainty over whether or not the forum should have been devoted to 
popular or literary fiction stemmed from, and at the same time reinforced, its 
hybrid identity. This structural issue could account for some of the students’ 
reluctance to post. It is conceivable that many were confused about the overall 
purpose of the group. With hindsight, perhaps more information should have 
been available for the students before they became members. For instance, 
details could have been given about: what the students could expect to achieve 
by being a member; what was expected of them in terms of style and content of 
post; and what it meant to be part of a virtual community of readers. Greater 
transparency might allow the students to recognise the value of the learning 
taking place on the forum and be conscious of the skills they can develop by 
being an active participant. The availability of such information might prove 
constructive for the group in two ways: it could deter students from joining 
the group in a casual fashion, thus ensuring that those who did sign- up were 
more committed and aware of their responsibilities; and it could bolster the 
students’ confidence and increase the number of contributors.

The hybridity of the forum also determined the style of posts contributed 
by both the members and tutor. Before it opened in 2004, and in the first few 
months, students were encouraged to write fairly lengthy messages, around 
three or four paragraphs in length, in a formal style. Dr Dauncey explained:

‘I expected the students to use quotes to support their interpretations and 
to advance their views in a systematic and thorough way. Basically, I was 
anticipating the forum to be a space for the exchange of mini- essays. I 
soon became aware that my goals were unrealisable because they did not 
register the singularity of an online environment.’

Nevertheless, the students were able to demonstrate analytical thinking and 
to convey complex ideas in a compact and informal way. For example, this 
message was posted in response to a question asked on the probability of the 
events of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty- Four:
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<<i think that in some ways, yes, the events described could be quite likely 
(look at the nazi regime, and the communist regime, on which i think this 
novel is based) but i think they have been exaggerated in this instance, to 
make the book more full of conflict and frightening etc.>>

It is easy to overlook the insights contained in such a message; the chatty and 
casual mode of expression belies the level of critical thinking that has taken 
place. Not only did the poster view the novel in comparative terms, but s/
he recognised its strategies to position the reader. The value of this form of 
expression is particularly easy to disregard when it appears alongside more 
conventionally scholarly posts, like the following:

<<The thing that strikes me most about the ending of the book – some-
thing that plays back to the rest of the book as a whole – is the fact that 
Orwell is not telling us about a unique struggle. Winston Smith is an 
everyman character – highlighted by his common surname (although call-
ing him Winston, a name that even more so in 1948 suggests the fighting 
spirit and ultimate conquest, indicates that Orwell believes this fighting 
is good in line with what James said). There are millions of other Winston 
Smiths – maybe everybody is rebelling, but doing so in secrecy allows the 
society to hold. This is a case study – a warning for anyone who messes 
with the Party. Orwell hints at others’ rebellion in Julia and Syme; I’ve 
been reading Margaret Atwood’s ‘The Handmaid’s Tale’ – this describes a 
dystopian society in which everybody’s rebellion seems slightly more obvi-
ous (Then again I’m not finished, they might all be spies …)>>

This post exemplifies the kind of contribution originally sought. Yet, in prac-
tice, such posts often disrupted the flow of conversation on the threads and 
discouraged others from posting. In contrast, messages like the first example 
above that were conversational in tone were less intimidating, thereby paving 
the way for future debate. It was this type of post that was more productive 
for the group overall. Accordingly, close scrutiny of its form and discursive 
style are necessary to attain a better understanding of the possibilities of online 
learning.

After recognising not only the prevalence of concise, MSN- style, messages 
but also their potential to contain complex thought and generate dynamic 
threads, Dr Dauncey amended her own teaching practice, though as she noted 
it raised as many questions as it solved:

‘At first, my posts were relatively lengthy, they established an issue for 
consideration, drew on the novel under scrutiny to substantiate my argu-
ment, and posed one or two questions for discussion. I regarded myself as 
establishing a model of how I wanted the students to express themselves 
on the forum. However, it was the members who came to establish the 
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normative mode of discourse and I followed their example. My messages 
are now, in the main, short, chatty, and to the point. Rather than asking 
several questions in a single post, I restrict myself to posing one at a time, 
so that what I am asking of them is more transparent. This also means, 
in theory, that the threads are more dynamic: new questions appear on 
a regular basis and the likelihood of students contributing is increased 
as less work is required of them with regards to formulating messages. 
Nevertheless, the change to my teaching practice gives rise to a number 
of issues: to what extent do I reinforce the sense that the Reading Group is 
“fun” rather than “academic”, thus alienating those members who antici-
pated a more formal and conventionally intellectual environment? Have 
I consolidated gender inequality by emulating the core female posters’ 
style? Finally, am I promoting a form of thinking and writing that chal-
lenges, rather than strengthens, the skills taught in schools that prepare 
the students for university?’

Gendered engagement with the membership

There were significantly more female than male members in the online 
reading group. Within a few months of the forum opening, it became female-
 dominated. The core group of frequent posters who were influential in 
establishing the culture of the forum and who also directed its content were 
all female. The rapport among these active students, combined with the tutor’s 
investment in their style of discourse, fostered a strong sense of group own-
ership which may have alienated many of the male members. A number of 
threads did not receive a single contribution by a male student.

In part, this situation reflects a national disparity between the genders in 
reading and studying literature, but in the reading group particular differ-
ences emerged between the way male and female students tended to express 
themselves. Furthermore, the concise, chatty, form of messaging that prevailed, 
with the advantage of its inclusiveness, could be conceived as peculiarly femin-
ine. This is a message contributed to the thread open on Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone by one of the most active female members:

<<Ok. I emailed this a couple of minutes ago, but the forums were still 
closed, so I’ll just copy and paste. Sorry if this message comes through 
twice!

>“I’m going through that trapdoor tonight and nothing you two say is 
going to stop me! >Voldemort killed my parents, remember?” (Ch. 16)

>Do you think that Harry is acting emotionally rather than rationally 
at the end of the book? >Does he just want to ‘get his own back’? Is that a 
good or bad thing? By focusing on Harry’s special abilities to combat evil, 
do we neglect to assess the psychological factors behind his actions?

I think that Harry’s kind of foolish. He knows that Voldermort killed 
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his parents, and many others, and was even a ‘Dark Lord’, with people too 
scared to say his name. Yes, Harry ‘defeated’ him once, but that could’ve 
been a stroke of luck; a fluke. What makes Harry think that he can do it 
again? Why does he believe in his own ‘power’ to defeat this evil wizard 
so much?>>

The conversational style of the post is typically feminine, according to 
Dr Dauncey. Despite its friendly and apologetic tone, the message is assert-
ive and demonstrates an astute grasp of the text. This form of communication 
was particularly productive in a virtual space because of its awareness of, and 
appeal to, others. Additionally, by generating new lines of enquiry, it enabled 
the students to be more independent, allowing them to take control of their 
own learning and become less reliant on a tutor. Hence, it functioned as a 
catalyst to a more collaborative approach to thinking about literature – one 
it was hoped that the online group would foster. This informal, chatty and 
feminised modality is singularly suited to an online learning environment. 
In contrast, the majority of posts contributed by male members tended to be 
more factual and less dialogicial. For instance, here is a post by a male student 
on the same thread:

<<Does he just want to ‘get his own back’? Is that a good or bad thing?
Of course he does – at this stage in the series he is only acting becuse 

he CAN not because he MUST. Having studied “Hamlet” I can see truth 
in this view but feel compelled to condemn Harry for doing so – “venge-
ance is a dish best served cold” (I know I took that from “Kill Bill” but 
it’s appropriate). He’s not so pensive as the Royal Dane and therefore is, 
in Bk1, too irrational. Acting on instinct and situation is not the sign of 
a destiny- led hero.>>

This message is target- driven; it is solely focused on responding to the ques-
tion. The previous post had embedded in it a dual purpose, to be both sociable 
and analytical, whereas this contribution was purely analytical. The poster 
did not attempt to initiate dialogues with other members and the confidence 
with which he posed his views could be regarded as intimidating. This type 
of post often disrupted the flow of discussion, calling for the intervention of 
the convener to help reignite debate. The issues surrounding gendered modes 
of communication require more study, especially in view of the significance of 
socialisation to online learning.

Strategies to increase student participation

The different learning strategies that the group explored in an endeavour to 
inspire the students and increase their involvement on the forum are worth 
reflecting on. In 2005, a period of holding synchronous discussions each month 
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on one of the set novels was initiated. Although the number of students tak-
ing part in the live debates varied, in general they behaved differently during 
them – as though the dynamics or rules of the forum had somehow changed. 
Specifically, they were more independent, chatty and sociable, and exhibited 
greater confidence in themselves, generating their own questions for discus-
sion. This suggests the extent to which the students’ behaviour on the forum 
was conditioned by both its structure and their preconceptions.

In 2006, the students were invited to open the discussions on the set novels 
each month to encourage them to be more independent and recognise their 
responsibility to the community as a whole. In the spring of 2006, the group 
held its first online reading group book award. This provided a way of getting 
the students thinking critically about what makes an award- winning book, at 
the same time as encouraging them to take an active part on the forum. Two 
outreach events for the group were organised in order to raise its profile and 
to appeal to the members who preferred more familiar learning environments. 
Significantly, the majority of students who attended the events were not act-
ive on the forum.

As a long- running group, it was easy for the online reading group to become 
static and routine. Hence, it was important to continue to apply new meth-
odologies to make the group as intellectually stimulating and dynamic as 
possible. Future plans for the group included collaboration with a Department 
of English and Creative Writing at a university which has established virtual 
cross- cultural programmes, to create links with students in Africa. By facilit-
ating a cultural exchange of ideas and perspectives on literature, the provision 
of learning opportunities for the members that would not be possible in a 
classroom could be realised. But, alongside these projects, it was also necessary 
to begin to formulate a long- term vision for the group that recognised the full 
potential of online learning and intersected with wider goals for learning by 
gifted and talented students, to secure the future of a network of young readers 
and a virtual exchange of ideas.



Chapter 10

Case study 8
Effective teaching and learning in 
residential summer schools

Background information

From 2003 to 2007, NAGTY brokered residential summer schools of two 
or three weeks’ duration for its student members. Courses of study, called 
‘strands’, were designed by the staff who would teach them, and students 
admitted to the schools were able to opt for the strand that suited their inter-
est. The arrangements for teaching were normally that a team of three tutors, 
comprising a university academic, a school teacher and an assistant tutor 
(often a teacher in training) planned and organised the teaching and learning 
for about 18 students who had opted for the strand. The summer schools had 
been inspected by OFSTED on two separate occasions, and had been rated in 
both as outstanding for the quality of teaching and learning.

During the summer of 2005, the summer schools were offered at eight 
universities and evaluated by an independent research unit, the Centre 
for Educational Development, Appraisal and Research (CEDAR), at the 
University of Warwick. Material from this evaluation, which included direct 
observation of teaching and learning, and interviews with tutors and students, 
formed the basis for this chapter. The evaluation focused on seven strands 
judged to represent particularly effective teaching and learning and to cover a 
wide range of subjects. The strands were: Anthropology; Philosophy; Robotics; 
Creative Writing; Drama and Theatre; Law; and Physics. Four universities were 
involved. We have chosen two strands to illustrate the nature of teaching and 
learning – Robotics and Drama and Theatre – but we could have used any of 
them. The full report is available online at CEDAR, University of Warwick 
(http://www.warwick.ac.uk/go/cedar).

Robotics: Autonomous Control

The session we observed was on the second Thursday of a two- week summer 
school, and the students were making final preparations for their participa-
tion in a ‘Mission to Mars’ competition that was the strand focus throughout 
the summer school. The Robotics: Autonomous Control strand was working 
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separately from, but in parallel with, a Robotics: Engineering strand, which 
was also focused on the ‘Mission to Mars’. The mission would involve the stu-
dents’ robots exploring a simulated Martian landscape, and recovering ‘rock’ 
samples from its surface.

The session took place in a very large assembly hall which was laid out in 
preparation for the competition. In the centre of the hall, a geodesic dome acted 
as the command centre, from which the students would control their robots in 
the competition. The Martian landscape itself was hidden from view behind 
a large screen. The landscape was made up of a series of ramps and platforms, 
becoming progressively more difficult for vehicles to navigate the further into 
the terrain they went. Scattered across this terrain were ‘rocks’, each carrying a 
number. At the opposite end of the hall were tables, overseen by an adult techni-
cian, which held spare parts, robot kits and equipment which the students could 
draw upon. The students themselves, in small groups of four, were engaged in 
refining their robots in preparation for the competition which was to be held the 
next day. The strand leader was available for help and advice, and the qualified 
teacher was observing the teams and taking notes to help build the students’ 
post- course reports. In addition, the post- graduate assistant was present, 
using a laptop computer to develop the final details of the competition.

The students were totally engaged by their task in a purposeful, calm 
atmosphere supported by outstanding resources, the availability of high- cost 
equipment, and the number of adults present. The students were relaxed, but 
excited and motivated by the forthcoming competition and their tasks. They 
spoke freely, and with confidence, about what they were doing. They were 
trying to iron out problems that they had discovered with their robots. They 
were engaged in hands- on problem- solving, and they were learning by trying 
things out, making mistakes, and trying new approaches. They were aware 
that they were engaged in an exciting learning process.

Planning the strand

The strand leader felt that the central planning issue was how to structure the 
two- week course: ‘I mean, it’s quite a portable structure, really. The structure 
stays the same from summer school to summer school, so that it’s so well 
tested by us, and we just find that it works.’ The nature of robotics meant that 
there were inbuilt constraints on the way in which the final product could be 
constructed, but this limitation was also an opportunity, in that it enabled 
flexibility to be built into the course:

‘I was involved in the Robotics: Engineering strand, as well as the Robotics: 
Autonomous Control strand for the planning. It’s tricky, because we’ve got 
a specific way of learning robotics, you know, it’s not like, “Which experi-
ment shall we run?” It’s, you know, we’ve got the kit and we’ve got the 
materials, the resources, so, it’s all about how we structure the two weeks. 
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The first week I wanted to be the team building, finding out what the 
students were like, finding out what they liked, how they worked.’

As all the work by the students was to be undertaken in small teams, two days 
at the start were spent on team building, where the students from both robot-
ics strands (Engineering and Autonomous Control) built the geodesic dome in 
the assembly hall, and built and used pneumatic rockets. These exercises were 
essential to the success of the teaching and learning experience. The strand 
leader also built into his plan a series of possible developments for the first 
week, seeking to anticipate the directions in which the students might like to 
develop their activities. His advice for people in his position was:

‘Prepare for the different age ranges. Have a number of back- up plans, have 
a number of different approaches ready. I think it’s really important to get 
to know the kids before making the final decisions. I know you can’t do 
that in some areas, but, we’re fortunate we can do it in robotics … I am 
aware of those [possible] situations and, therefore, I would be prepared 
with links, documentation, books, and whatever resources I need.’

This preparation for a range of possible student responses enabled him to have 
a high degree of student input into the direction of learning. Furthermore, 
although the summer school offered two, apparently discrete, robotics courses, 
focusing on the engineering and programming aspects of robotics, both strand 
leaders planned for students to be able to shift from one strand to another, if 
their interests took them to that decision. This was possible because the stu-
dents and staff in both strands were working in the same, very large, space, 
and had cooperated in building the ‘control room’ – the geodesic dome. The 
strand leader explained the rationale for this:

‘We were leading separate strands, and we found that a lot of the students 
would like to learn the other area of robotics, which is very much split 
into two – engineering, you know, putting the stuff together, putting the 
wiring on, making the nuts and bolts robot, and then controlling it. So, to 
give a student a well- rounded idea of what robotics is they should really, 
I think, see both sides of the coin. And to build something that works, of 
course, they’re going to be inquisitive about how they control what they’ve 
just built, or how they build what they are able to control. This is why a 
lot of them have asked whether they can go to the other side. And I think 
that’s worked very well.’

The physical resources available to the strand leader were key elements in 
enabling a flexible and thorough course to be offered. He was able to draw 
upon an extensive range of physical components, and computer hardware and 
software:
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‘It’s the materials. Because I’ve worked on this for three years now, we’ve 
spent that sort of time building up our resources. We started with robots, 
I’ve been to a few conferences in America, educators conferences, and we’ve 
come across various kits, so, yes, the resources are crucial – gears, kits, and 
the first robot, which was used at a big international competition that ran 
in March this year, so we’re using that. And, they’ve got radio controls, 
they’ve got the autonomous control with the laptops. It is only something 
you can run if you’ve got a lot of the right resources.’

In addition, the strand needed a teaching space that would enable all these ele-
ments – team working, mixing between the two strands, construction activity, 
and the competition itself – to be combined.

Working as a teaching team

The teaching team was made up of a number of adults, each with course-
 related skills and knowledge, and teaching training or experience. The usual 
summer school model of strand leader, qualified teacher and teaching assist-
ant was adopted, with the different members of the teaching team being clear 
as to their differing roles. The strand leader explained his view of his role in 
comparison to that of the qualified teacher:

‘I like handing over some of the responsibility to the teacher and me not 
having to think about things like, sometimes, you have misbehaviour, and, 
you know, the academic shouldn’t be there to fire- fight, and control – that 
sort of thing. But it’s not just discipline – there’s no problem like that on 
this strand anyway – you’ve got teachers in support, to help in terms of 
their knowledge of maths and physics.’

This picture of the roles of teachers and strand leaders was confirmed and 
elaborated by the qualified teacher, who commented:

‘The teacher’s role, I probably think, is overlooking what they [the stu-
dents] are actually doing, picking up kids that are probably not doing 
too much, monitoring their log books, making sure things are recorded, 
it’s more really supervising and helping them learn. And if they do have 
any questions, to help answer them, more so now in the project work, to 
make sure things are organised, encourage them to organise themselves. 
Whereas the academic leaders tend to take care of the course material, we 
just make sure when it is delivered that everyone is kind of paying atten-
tion, and they do know what they are doing. Also, just picking out kids 
that maybe floating, not sure what they’re doing, getting them engaged, 
and all that kind of thing.’



134 The case studies

These aspects of the team’s provision were enhanced by the use of the graduate 
mentor with specific knowledge and skills in the area of robotics. The physi-
cal environment of the Great Hall, the resources available, and the team- based 
learning of the students ensured that the various teaching team members were 
able to fulfil their roles effectively. They all had an active part to play in facil-
itating the robot planning, building, programming, and testing tasks faced 
by the students.

By the second week of the course, the students were essentially in charge 
of their own learning, which was something that the qualified teacher com-
mented upon:

‘Your role [as a teacher] is to overlook everything, to make sure the kids 
are engaged, they’re working, there’s learning going on. It’s not very high-
 pressured, because we’re dealing with the gifted and talented kids, they 
mostly get on with it themselves.’

The success of the teaching team was not however, simply a product of their 
awareness of the different roles, or the fact that they were dealing with a 
specific group of highly motivated children. A further, essential, ingredient 
was the good working relationship that existed between all the people in the 
teaching team.

‘They’ve worked on other summer schools this year, in other places, so 
we’ve got plenty of time to sit down and talk about it. And I make sure 
they’re comfortable with their roles, and vice versa, and they know their 
roles, and I know my roles, so, we just get on with it, really, it’s just quite 
a friendly atmosphere, which is always quite nice for the students to pick 
up on as well’ (Strand Leader).

The Robotics: Autonomous Control strand was, therefore, characterised by a 
teaching team in which each member was clear about their role, had a good 
working relationship, a flexible, but planned, programme, and a value com-
mitment to allow the students’ learning to take centre stage.

Teaching and learning

The students’ descriptions and analysis of what made teaching and learning 
successful on the summer school matched closely those of the teaching staff. 
The students identified four key areas that made the learning experience valu-
able, and which reflected good teaching practice. These areas were: the ethos 
created in the strand; the tasks that they were given to do, and the way those 
tasks were assigned; freedom of choice for them as students; and the peer group 
they were working with.
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Ethos

The students contrasted their usual experience of formal education unfavour-
ably with their experience of the summer school. Essentially, they felt that the 
summer school atmosphere was highly conducive to learning:

‘They [summer school teaching team] just talk to you, and they just talk 
to you like a normal human being.’

‘Here if you get stuck or anything, they’re always willing to help you out, 
they don’t just shout at you for not knowing … And they’re not strict [at 
the summer school], like saying, “Don’t talk!”, and “Silence!” and every-
thing.’

The students felt that as a result of these differences the atmosphere was much 
better, something that the strand leader noted too:

‘In terms of how I’ve created that environment – I don’t know, it just nat-
urally happens. It’s just, I think it’s just created because everyone working 
in that environment is very linked together, very friendly atmosphere, so 
it’s a very easy- going atmosphere, but, obviously, with rules, with specific 
workshop rules [health and safety rules], and, obviously, you know, being 
able to provide all of those resources.’

The students agreed that it was about ‘everyone working in that environment 
being very linked together’, but the strand leader was perhaps being too modest 
about his own role in creating the friendly, learning- conducive environment.

Freedom to make learning choices

The students felt that, in addition to being treated ‘like normal human beings’, 
one of the other factors that created a good learning environment was the free-
dom they had to find their own groups to work with, and to choose, especially 
in the second week, how they were going to progress. This self- direction was 
attractive to the students, one saying: ‘I like the way they just let you get into 
your own teams, so that you can get to know people, rather than just saying, 
“You go with them”.’

Peer group

In ‘getting to know people’, the students felt that one more factor had been 
added to the good learning environment – the nature of the peer group that 
they were with:



136 The case studies

‘It’s essentially a lot more hard work than at school, but, I think the only 
reason, you know, it’s not really like school because everyone who’s come 
here actually wants to come here, and wanted, you know, to do the work, 
so it’s a lot more efficient in that sense.’

The strand leader saw didactic teaching as only a small aspect of the course. It 
was necessary, especially in the first week, to explain key ideas and techniques. 
It was done with the clear intention of enabling the students to create things 
– such as the geodesic dome and the rockets. In the second week, the strand 
leader saw the essential experience as being overwhelmingly a student- directed 
learning experience, with the staff being there to provide essential briefings 
and to act as advisers when called upon by the students:

‘They just want to feed off the information, they’re very much learning 
for themselves, and I’m not teaching them, which is great, perfect … and 
I’m sort of stood there, as well, thinking this is ideal, this is what it’s all 
about. They’re just learning how to do things by themselves.’

One of the students commented: ‘I think it’s more involving here, because 
they let you work out things for yourself, instead of just saying, “There’s a 
worksheet, work your way through it”.’

Drama and Theatre

Introduction: setting the scene

In the Drama strand session we observed, there were 20 students present (13 
girls and seven boys), along with the strand leader, the qualified teacher and 
the teaching assistant. The session took place in a drama workshop room, which 
comfortably accommodated the group. The students sat in a circle, while the 
strand leader outlined the programme for the day.

Following the briefing, there was a 20- minute warm- up period when three 
students, in turn, ran exercises for the entire group. Each lead student organ-
ised and ran an activity, which the group entered into with enthusiasm. They 
were clearly familiar with this way of starting the day, and all the students 
were fully engaged.

The strand leader then quickly briefed the students on the next task, which 
was to continue their group work on the play they were preparing – The Comedy 
of Errors. The students spent ten minutes in their groups developing their 
ideas for acting scenes from the play. The staff circulated among the groups, 
listening to the students outlining their ideas. The students were all engaged 
in the task, they were all included, and there was a good deal of discussion. 
The groups were then brought back together and each group in turn explained 
their ideas and directed the acting- out of these ideas by the other students. 
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The students were working autonomously, directing, explaining and acting. 
The staff made only a few interventions, primarily to ask questions or to seek 
clarification from the directing students. At the end of the session, the strand 
leader made concluding remarks and finished with an encouraging assessment 
of the students’ work.

Planning the strand

The drama strand had a new strand leader, although the other members of the 
teaching team had been involved in the previous presentations of the course. 
The strand leader was a freelance theatre director, and an Associate of the Royal 
Shakespeare Company’s Learning Department. She had experience of running 
other summer schools before. She attended a number of induction meetings, 
but found the most useful was a course leaders’ meeting. This meeting enabled 
her to focus more clearly on the planning requirements for the strand, and the 
key was the contribution made by her two teaching colleagues:

‘I’ve run masses of summer schools, but, you know, I think it is a very 
particular kind of fish. I was trying to get my head around how that would 
change or affect what I was going to do. And, actually, the information, the 
inductions I had from other people were less useful until I got to under-
stand the way the people who had done it before. For example, my two 
colleagues, their perspective, obviously, was slightly different coming from 
their own take on it. And, actually, once I understood how the NAGTY 
structure works, as a whole, across the courses, it all became a lot more 
clear how much I’d take that into the particular dramatic medium.’

The strand leader was able to call upon the experience of one of the quali-
fied teachers, who had previously taught on the drama strand and had wide 
experience at university and Further Education (FE) level. He saw his role as 
providing advice on specific aspects of strand planning and implementation, 
and noted how the roles were negotiated in the planning phase.

The strand leader felt that the particular demands of the summer school 
meant that planning was more demanding than for other drama summer 
schools she had worked upon. It required a more detailed and in- depth, more 
academic approach to course planning. These requirements arose from the gif-
ted and talented nature of the students. Planning required a degree of ‘just in 
time’ planning, something that the strand leader felt she would try to reduce 
in future years:

‘Especially in the first week, it was very, very, very full on, because the 
nature of how theatre works, is that you need a lot of the kind of the real 
input, the kind of groundwork to be there at the beginning of the process, 
so that what grows out of it, you know is coming from a really solid base, 
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so they understand the background of the play, the influences, the kind of 
history that surrounded it, the kind of the styles that might be used. You 
know, more understanding of areas of the text that we know nothing about 
today, like attitudes to madness, or to other things. So I did find the first 
week that I was rushing home, doing loads of preparation, to come back 
ready the next day. I think I have a clear understanding of what I’ve got to 
do, but if actually I did it again next year, I’d think I would probably be 
able to be a bit more prepared about that in advance. It was more intense 
than I anticipated that. Obviously, the academic element to this is much 
more what I would give when working with a professional cast. It’s much 
higher a level than other summer schools that I do because I’m trying to 
give them an all round perspective.’

Working as a teaching team

The strand required, to some extent, a different approach than that required 
for other strands. The strand leader felt that the team’s strengths were built 
around the combined practitioner- educator experience:

‘The benefits are that they’re very experienced, both as academics and as 
practitioners, and I think the balance of that is really good. I don’t know 
that there would be any advantage to having someone who was just an 
academic and had never had the practice. Academics tend to be very good 
at talking about it, writing about it, but, actually, practically doing it, 
sometimes, is hard, so actually the more you’ve got people who know how 
to get them into action, the better. Between the three of us we actually 
touch on a very broad range, across our field.’

This broad range of experience was enhanced by the addition of particular 
specialists, who were brought in to give workshops on various techniques. As 
the teacher said:

‘… we had a workshop with stage fight, a clowning workshop, a voice work-
shop with the Royal Shakespeare Company, we talked to the set designer, 
so what you do for them, is you ferment the play, the big Shakespeare, into 
manageable elements so they feel, “Ah, I can do this, I can do this”.’

He also intervened in decisions about teaching:

‘There’s no border that I cannot cross. We met first time, we established the 
fact that she is the leader from an artistic point of view, Sheila is co- directing 
with her, OK, and I’m the bully [laughing]. That’s how we establish it. 
Mainly, I’m identifying strengths and weaknesses with students. I’m given 
the time to observe and, then, I go to the students individually, without 
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making too much fuss – perhaps there’s a line they’re struggling with, or 
a concept they can’t understand. I work with them, just one to one, and 
encourage them to find an answer to the problem themselves.’

Teaching and learning

For the strand leader, the most notable aspect of the teaching and learning 
experience of the Drama and Theatre strand was the degree to which the stu-
dents took responsibility for learning. The strand leader felt that the students 
were, in her experience, an unusually able group, and that, in consequence, 
she and the teaching team were able to benefit from their capacity to learn. 
Talking about the students, she characterised them as follows:

‘They absolutely astonish me in their thinking and their responses. I 
would say, first of all, it’s very mature for their age … if you’re saying what 
the general impression is. But they’re very mature for their age in their 
thinking, so some are almost philosophical, if you like, in understanding 
of themes. I’m much more aware of having to supply more of the creative 
thinking, more of the kind of pushing them more, but, actually, it’s been 
lovely to just have much more coming from them, so that you’re not hav-
ing to kind of dredge it out, you know.’

The fact that the strand leader found the students to be forthcoming, engaged 
and able allowed the teaching team to develop the theatre aspects of the 
course more quickly. She realised from the outset that there was more scope 
for teaching, and learning, with the group than with other groups that she had 
worked with:

‘I just enjoy being with such a creative, intelligent bunch, and, therefore, 
not having half the group sort of slagging off the others … Everybody is 
applied to the task and doing it, and keeping at it, and carrying on work-
ing, rather than picking up the tail end, and not being able to complete 
something because there’s not enough response.’

The implications were that the teaching options were broadened, and progress 
was both deeper and quicker than she had anticipated. The strand leader gave 
one example of this, talking about her use of language with the students, and 
other summer school students:

‘I probably have upped the sort of standard of it to more, as I say, like run-
ning a professional rehearsal, more, obviously, never entirely, but it’s closer 
to that because it just feels like they have got enough of a grasp. They 
haven’t necessarily got the full- on talent … but they’ve got so much more 
of a grasp on what we’re doing. I haven’t worried about the language I use 
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so much. You know, usually when I’m working with groups of students 
I never like moderating my vocabulary massively, dumbing it down, but 
I often explain things in more than one way to make sure that everybody 
understands. I’ve done that far less this time, because, in response to hear-
ing them talk, and the kind of vocabulary they’re using, that I think, on 
the whole, they will understand what I’m saying.’

Distinctive features

The two strands had a number of features in common. Planning for both 
was detailed, extensive and had built- in a strong commitment to flexibility, 
in the sense of providing for student choice within a structured framework. 
The Robotics team, for example, accepted that planning for bright students 
required more preparation than usual as they are likely to want to take the 
learning as far as they can. This required the team to plan content for learning 
at different paces and allow for some students to follow interests in- depth and 
others to range widely across a topic or area of study. They built in time for 
students to establish key concepts and to log their own learning and reflec-
tions, and agreed in advance that they would be flexible in responding to the 
needs, abilities and interests of the students. Likewise, the Drama and Theatre 
team had to prepare the academic side of the course in advance and pitch it to 
a sufficiently high standard to meet the needs of the students. For example, a 
high level of preparation was required to provide the students with sufficiently 
academic, in- depth accounts of the background to the play, the acting styles 
used at the time it was written, and the historical context.

In both strands, effective team working was essential, whether the team 
was used to working with each other, as in Robotics, or whether it was their 
first time as a team as in Drama and Theatre. The key issue here was that 
role and responsibilities should be clear and understood, and that the team 
should be clear about the kind of teaching and learning that was to be valued. 
A particularly useful role was played by the qualified teacher who was able to 
observe and work with individuals, and get to know them, and their response 
to tasks, well.

It was important to have access to appropriate and high quality resources. 
The extensive, and expensive, resources used for the Robotics strand provided 
the basis for considerable student choice in the direction of their learning, 
enabling them to ‘branch out’ in their interests and learning. Likewise, with 
the Drama and Theatre strand it was essential to enrich the core teaching team 
by inviting specialists to give workshops on stage fighting, on clowning, on 
voice, and on stage design.

The overall course planning embodied motivating and competitive chal-
lenges, through specific events or outcomes, and rewards for the students. 
The Robotics strand was planned so that it started with two days of engaging, 
purposeful team activities with concrete outcomes. The first week ended with 
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a competition designed so that the week ‘finished on a real high’. The second 
week was focused on project work, culminating in the final strand competition 
and a summer school- wide presentation day. In the Drama and Theatre strand, 
the students were working towards a final production of a play. Students in 
both strands reported that they found such events extremely demanding and 
exciting and therefore rewarding.

The characteristics of teaching and learning in both strands reflected simi-
lar approaches. The teams took time to get to know the students. The initial 
two days of team- building exercises in Robotics were an opportunity to ‘stand 
back and watch’ and to find out which students came forward as leaders, which 
hung back shyly – that is, to ‘read’ them. Students were allowed to work in 
teams of their own choosing during the first week but knowledge built up by 
the teaching team during the first week was used to ensure balanced project 
teams were created for the second week. They were ready to be open to learn-
ing from the students, and they used a largely open- ended teaching style made 
possible by planning, preparation, and working as a team. They offered activ-
ities that allowed the students to lead the direction of their own learning, yet 
they provided help and subject knowledge to support students’ learning, and 
encouraged student choice about whether to pursue breadth and depth in the 
subject or topic area. In the Drama and Theatre strand the tutors got to know 
the students through direct working with them, and thereby putting them-
selves into a position to advise and guide student choice

We would want to stress the value position in this respect. It can be seen 
that the key characteristics in pedagogy on these strands were as much atti-
tudinal as matters of technique. Obviously, particular techniques – the team 
building, competitions, collaborative group working – were important features 
of the students’ learning processes. But underlying these techniques was a set 
of values – about giving students choice and voice, encouraging independent 
learning, and setting these values in a structured framework – that informed 
the techniques on these strands, and would inform a strand with different 
techniques. Pedagogical techniques reflect pedagogical values.

There emerged one major problem in the teaching and learning on the sum-
mer schools. The quality of teaching and learning, and the degree of challenge 
and high expectations, the opportunity to work with students of similar abil-
ities and motivation, not to mention the resource element, all contrasted in the 
students’ perceptions with their normal experience of teaching. They reflected 
on the huge gap between their learning in school and their learning in sum-
mer schools. This is to some extent understandable, but leaves the problem of 
how, if at all, the summer school experience can be made to connect with stu-
dents’ normal schooling. In an ideal world teachers would join their students 
on summer schools, but in a less ideal world, summer school organisers might 
want to ensure that material from the summer school strand was available to 
the schools in advance of their students’ participation and that students had an 
obligation to feed back their learning to their teachers and peers.
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General conclusions across the seven strands

Having reported in detail two cases, we think it would be useful to summarise 
findings across the seven strands we investigated. A number of common themes 
emerged from the examination of the seven. Although the strands covered a 
wide range of disciplines, the adults and students involved gave a broadly simi-
lar account of what they felt was good practice at the summer schools.

Planning the strands

In terms of planning, a number of salient points emerged:

• More material than will be utilised should be prepared, as there is a need 
to provide students with choice, variety and options. This is particularly 
the case if, as most of the exemplar strands did, the strand planners wish 
to stress student- led learning.

• Teaching teams should be prepared to be flexible in terms of delivery and 
content.

• The physical environment should be conducive to teaching and learning.
• The strand should be well resourced.

Working as a teaching team

• There should be clearly assigned roles for each member of a teaching 
team, based on the particular strengths and experience of individual team 
members.

• Continuity from one year to the next is greatly valued. This can be ensured 
by recruiting the same teaching team and/or building a course on previous 
presentations.

Teaching and learning

• The aim should be to focus on learning by the students, more than teach-
ing by the teaching team.

• The atmosphere created in the classes was important. A relaxed, happy, 
relatively rule- free environment was most beneficial in terms of teaching 
and learning.

• In terms of content, and activity, variety was seen by all strand participants 
as being essential.

• The students valued interactive, hands- on learning. They also felt that 
discussion- based activities with their strand peers were very profitable.

• Intellectual freedom and freedom of choice were seen to be exciting and 
beneficial by the students.
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• Students enjoyed having two- way conversations with the teaching staff, 
but disliked formal lectures.

• Students preferred to work in small groups on practical tasks, rather than 
as individuals on worksheets.

• Learning skills, and ways of thinking appropriate to the academic discip-
line being studied, were seen to be more important than subject content 
per se by both teachers and students.

• To accommodate the range of interests among the students, subject content 
needed to provide the potential both for in- depth study and for a broader 
survey across the topic area.

• Enjoyment was seen to be essential to effective learning.

For the large majority of the student interviewees from the seven strands, their 
experience of teaching and learning at the summer schools was an exciting, 
and profitable, time. It was normal for the students to have reflected on their 
experiences, and to offer authentic assessment of what worked for them. As 
one of them commented:

‘Like I said, I think in normal schooling … the class don’t really have 
discussions, as such. You are lectured at, the teacher talks. I probably 
would refer to it as being taught, not being taught to, but being taught 
at, whereas here, you’re actually having a conversation with them.’





Part III

Conclusion





Chapter 11

Implications for theory and 
practice

The purpose of this chapter is to bring together the main themes that have 
emerged from our research. In the preceding chapters we have drawn attention 
to the practical implications arising from each specific case study. We thought 
this important in a study which has included six very different schools and 
two examples of out- of- school provision, even though they all had in common 
external ratings of them as outstanding in their provision for gifted students. 
Here we identify the more general ideas that arise across the cases. These are 
both theoretical and practical. Five issues are discussed in detail: conceptions 
of pedagogy; labelling a group as gifted; developing student voice; enrichment 
through wider schooling; teaching methods and constructivism. We then draw 
out some implications for teachers and school leaders.

We need to say, as anyone familiar with schools will know, that school life, 
and the quality of teaching and learning it encompasses, is not uniform or 
standardised. We often saw very exciting teaching and students who were 
absolutely engaged in learning. But we also saw some apparently less effective 
practices. The students were not universally well behaved and highly moti-
vated (gifted students can be creative in disruptive tactics) – and some lessons 
were not inspiring. What follows must be tempered by the fact that we are 
not attempting to show a ‘warts and all’ portrait of the schools, which would 
in any case be beyond the scope of one book. We were attempting to capture, 
through our observation of teaching and our interviews with staff and students, 
those principles and practices which in their view contributed significantly to 
effective teaching and learning in relation to gifted students. It follows that we 
are presenting in this chapter a highly normative account, albeit one based on 
empirical investigation. We make no apology for this, since school teaching, 
like medicine and social work, is a value- laden profession.

Conceptions of pedagogy

Although teachers in the case study schools rarely used the term ‘pedagogy’, 
they were working with a set of assumptions about it, which we were able to 
draw out in interviews.
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As a concept, ‘pedagogy’ has had a long and contested history. Robinson 
(2004) shows that educationalists were attempting to construct general prin-
ciples of effective teaching in the early part of the twentieth century, and she 
illustrates how debates developed about whether teaching was an art, a craft 
or a science (see Robinson 2004: ch. 4). She points out that included within 
these general principles was an acknowledgement that effective teaching was 
not mechanistic rule- following, but incorporated an individual teacher’s ability 
to tailor general principles to a specific context – what the inspectors in the 
early decades of the twentieth century called ‘power to teach’.

One widely accepted definition by Gage (1978), which acknowledges this bal-
ance between general scientific principles and the individual’s skill in applying 
them to particular classes or students, is that pedagogy is ‘the science of the art 
of teaching.’ This idea challenges, or extends, the standard dictionary definition 
of pedagogy as ‘the science of teaching’ (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary).

The development of the scientific dimension was boosted in the USA in the 
1980s, through an influential set of empirical research studies attempting to 
delineate the characteristics of effective teaching (see Wittrock 1986). These 
identified the following characteristics of teacher effectiveness (though this is 
a summary outline only; for fuller details see Campbell, et al. 2004: ch. 4; and 
Reynolds and Muijs 2004):

• an orderly business- like classroom;
• objectives shared, clarified and reviewed at the end;
• transitions between activities that are brief;
• rules for behaviour established and reinforced;
• immediate, accurate and constructive correction of student misbehaviour;
• classroom climate characterised by high expectations and teacher enthu-

siasm;
• high proportions of whole class interactive teaching;
• immediate feedback to students;
• opportunities to practise and apply what has been taught; and
• variety in teaching strategies.

This array of findings was influential in the teacher effectiveness movement, 
and appears to have influenced the national strategies for teaching literacy and 
numeracy in England.

There were two problems identified with this approach, despite its contri-
bution to theorising about pedagogy. One is that it treated learning objectives 
as unproblematic, and eschewed analysis of the educational values underlying 
them. However, as Pring has pointed out, if a history teacher attaches great 
value to the rote learning of dates, names of chronological periods and other 
historical facts, you would need a different assessment of her effectiveness from 
that required for a teacher who attached great value to learning the processes 
of historical enquiry (Pring 2004).
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Another is that the model of effective teaching was not very good at dis-
tinguishing unusually effective teachers from average teachers and would 
therefore, in the words of Campbell, et al., ‘promote adequacy rather than 
excellence’ (2004: 63).

A particular concern in England, in contrast to the rest of Europe and the 
USA, has been the apparent lack of interest in the systematic development of 
pedagogical principles since the 1994 Education Act, a concern expressed in 
Simon’s papers that try to explain why there had been no principled coher-
ent development of pedagogy (Simon 1994). Simon argued that part of the 
explanation lay in educational theorising in teacher training, which was dis-
connected from schools, part in the history of education in which Victorian 
public schools were principally interested in developing moral character rather 
than intellect, and part in the elementary school system, in which efficient 
mass instruction needed no pedagogical underpinning. This had led to a heavy 
emphasis on pragmatism at the expense of scientific principles.

A more recent analysis, drawing on and applying Simon’s framework to the 
Primary Strategy in England (DfES 2003), defined pedagogy as ‘the act of 
teaching together with its attendant discourse. It is what one needs to know, 
and the skills one needs to command, in order to make and justify the many dif-
ferent kinds of decisions of which teaching is constituted’ (Alexander 2004).

Thus, in these analyses, pedagogy is the set of principles upon which effect-
ive teaching (meaning that the teacher’s objectives are realised in the students’ 
learning) is based, upon which it is justified, and by which effectiveness can be 
researched and evaluated.

However, there has been a further problem with even these recent concep-
tions of pedagogy, which emerges from our case study evidence in this book. 
This is that they disconnect the practice of teachers in classrooms from the 
whole school ethos and values, and from those policies adopted in schools 
designed to influence teaching and learning in the classroom. This discon-
nection makes for a contrived restriction on what we understand as pedagogy, 
because the underlying assumption is that the classroom is isolated, or needs 
to be conceptualised as isolated, from these wider, whole school values. But no 
teacher is an island. What characterised the case study schools was that they 
had adopted whole school policies on teaching and learning. Another way of 
putting this point is the schools had established a formal set of publicly pro-
claimed values for all their members, not just the teachers, about teaching and 
learning designed to influence classroom practice. A key feature of this public 
commitment was that it could affect not only the teachers’ practices, but also 
the forms of engagement that students brought to the classroom.

Therefore in the light of our evidence, we argue for a concept of pedagogy 
which merges three inter- related elements: scientific, evidence- based, princi-
ples; the individual teacher’s power to teach; and those whole school values 
publicly designed to influence them.

For us pedagogy is the science of the art of teaching, together with the 
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whole school contextual values that underpin it. This can be criticised as 
overly complex (and very difficult to investigate even by qualitative methods), 
but we contend that effective teaching is an extraordinarily complex process, 
and should not be reduced simply to one or other of its constituent elements, 
whatever the methodological problems it creates.

There is one more complexity to bring into play, which arises from the 
fact that much learning and a considerable amount of teaching occur outside 
the classroom and school. Much schooling for gifted and talented students is 
arranged for by schools, or by parents, but delivered outside schools in summer 
schools, enrichment provision in specialised contexts, sports clubs, drama and 
music societies, and in other wider schooling contexts. Moreover, much learn-
ing is now practised online in the apparent privacy of the workstation in the 
bedroom or the study. Conventional definitions of pedagogy therefore need to 
be expanded to take account of teaching and learning in these contexts beyond 
the schoolroom. For this reason we included two case studies of out- of- school 
learning, one on learning in residential summer schools, and one of online learn-
ing. The interesting question they raise is how, if at all, learning in these kinds 
of contexts relates to learning in school; how far do school- based conceptions of 
pedagogy connect with the pedagogy of out- of- school learning. This question is 
both a theoretical one (i.e. are the conceptions of pedagogy in both settings con-
gruent or dissonant?) and a practical one (i.e. is there continuity or discontinuity 
between teaching and learning in school and out- of- school; does the out- of-
 school learning complement and extend learning in school or is it disconnected 
from it?) and we explore some aspects of it in the fourth section below.

Labelling a group as gifted

A theme that emerged through interviews, in every one of the school case 
studies, was a firmly held and forthrightly argued judgement that identifying 
publicly a discrete group of students as gifted and talented was problematic. 
These were leading- edge schools whose record in teaching gifted and tal-
ented students was exemplary. Yet all of them opposed the idea explicitly in 
interview, even though we did not raise it ourselves as part of our interview 
schedule. This commonality of view, given the wide range of school types and 
student intakes, is quite striking. The explanations given varied a little, and 
were matters of educational ideology or values.

The most forceful view was that to identify a separate group would run 
counter to the inclusivity of expectations held for all students in the school 
community; that the school held high expectations for all students, whatever 
their prior achievement. To hold, or to appear to hold, a set of differentiated 
expectations, or to implement a differentiated treatment, for a particular group 
of students would be to betray the collective values of the school.

This finding is perhaps the more striking because at the time of the inter-
views the English government was bringing in a policy requirement that all 
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secondary schools should compile a ‘register’ of their gifted students (though 
there was no requirement to make it public). Moreover, the schools’ view 
also contrasts with an interpretation of the metaphor widely cited in gifted 
education circles (e.g. Stannard 2009) that ‘a rising tide lifts all ships’. The 
interpretation placed on this, not entirely obvious, metaphor is that if you 
identify a discrete group of students as gifted, and effectively tailor differen-
tiated teaching to meet their needs, the standards of other students will be 
raised by a sort of educational osmosis. If you raise the standards of the gif-
ted group, you will raise standards generally. The schools in our research had 
turned this metaphor on its head. In their view as successful practitioners, if 
you aim to raise standards generally, you will raise standards achieved by gif-
ted students.

A second view, obviously related to the first, was that the identification of 
a discrete group would be unfair to students excluded from it; that it would 
damage the esteem of students who had not been identified as gifted and tal-
ented. This egalitarian position was drawing, at least implicitly, on a version 
of labelling theory, which claims that labelling, when internalised, generates a 
self- fulfilling prophecy; labelled gifted you perform as gifted, whereas labelled 
as not gifted you perform appropriately. This view of labelling is unduly deter-
ministic, for there are many examples of individuals who have overcome the 
barriers raised by negative labelling, as well as those who have failed to fulfil 
the potential of positive labelling. However, it is an argument that played 
strongly in the minds of those responsible for whole school policies in the case 
study schools, which are focused on the collective, rather than the individual, 
consequences of labelling.

A third view was that traditional conceptions of giftedness are unbalanced, 
flawed or anachronistic. This view appears to draw support from a range of 
influential scholarship, for example by Gardner and Sternberg in the USA, 
showing that intelligence, admittedly not identical to giftedness or talent, 
is more broadly conceived than cognitive performance (Gardner 1983, 1999; 
Sternberg 1985). This scholarship portrays intelligence as multi- dimensional, 
including kinaesthetic, affective and creative aspects, or tri- archic, including 
task effort and creativity as well as cognitive ability. Like these scholars, the 
teachers in our case study schools perceived giftedness – meaning high cognit-
ive ability reflected in an IQ – as problematic, attaching too heavy an emphasis 
to the intellect.

In a similar vein, our teachers were opposed to the view that giftedness was 
limited to a fixed proportion of students destined to be the future leaders of 
the country. This view also challenges some proponents of gifted education 
(e.g. Eyre 2004) who propose that a limited proportion of students identified 
as gifted are predetermined to take leadership in society. The views of our 
teachers, in contrast, appeared to reflect the critiques of Borland in the USA 
and White in the UK, that this view of a fixed and measurable intelligence, 
restricted to a small proportion of the population, owes more to theories of 
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eugenics and puritanical pre- destination than it does to educational theory. In 
the senses identified above, the practitioners in these schools hold more psy-
chologically modern, and more morally progressive, views of giftedness than 
some advocates of gifted education.

Developing student voice

It has become fashionable to espouse a commitment to student voice, but as 
we argued in Chapter 2 researchers in the field have pointed to widespread 
tokenism in this area; students are consulted only on relatively trivial matters, 
such as the time of school lunch breaks, or in bad faith, consulted in order to 
secure support for an issue on which the school leadership has already made 
its decision. In the case study schools, by contrast, we found a commitment 
to substantive and authentic embedding of student voice in the life of the 
school. In nearly all the schools a main focus for student voice was teaching 
and learning.

We showed perhaps an extreme example of this in Chapter 6, where a stu-
dent at Brook Street College negotiated that she could take a whole A- level 
course through independent study, rather than take the taught programme 
offered by the school.

A particularly clear example was provided by the case of Padbury School, 
discussed in Chapter 7, which had developed research by staff and students into 
student voice. The intention was, in the words of the headteacher, ‘to tap into 
a thousand bright minds who may well have some inspirational ideas about 
what we can be offering … and how the learning process happens for them.’ 
The students were involved in researching learning styles, and regularly fed 
back to teachers on teaching effectiveness. As one student said, ‘the problem 
some teachers find coming here is that we are all intelligent young women and 
we will stand up for what we think.’

Students were also involved in decisions about staff appointments. This kind 
of activity was in addition to a wide range of more conventional matters such 
as uniforms, canteen rotas, etc. It was in this school that a student questioned 
the use of the term ‘student voice’ because it implied a separation between 
students and the teachers, which she thought was inaccurate. We think this is 
evidence not just of a critical thinking by the student, but also of the student’s 
voice being genuinely part of the school life.

In these schools, then, the practice of developing authentic student voice led 
to action and fed into decision- making. Student voice implied student choice.

Enrichment through wider schooling

Although the case study schools were following the national policy of main-
streaming gifted education and were all state- funded schools, they adopted 
widespread enrichment practices by providing, or arranging for, learning 
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beyond the normal school curriculum. This provision typically involved: 
residential and non- residential courses off the school site; clubs and special-
ist interest groups, such as music, drama, chess; links with universities, the 
professions and the local community; and visiting speakers. They also tended 
to provide opportunities for active citizenship through students working with 
primary schools, community groups and charities.

One of the clearest examples of this was in the case of Beddington Grove 
School, where activities included mentoring of younger pupils, lunch- hour 
tutoring, community service, a bridge club, a drug education project, national 
competitions such as the Maths Olympiad and the British Biology Olympiad, 
sports, music and arts clubs, scouts and other groups, media training, a science 
club and other activities (see Chapter 8).

We might classify these wide- ranging activities as follows: activities designed 
to extend the subjects of the normal curriculum, e.g. tutoring in mathematics; 
activities designed to develop or extend interests and hobbies of the students, 
e.g. a chess club; activities designed to engage students as citizens contributing 
to the improvement of society, e.g. making a wind turbine for an African vil-
lage. This last category is quite important in the context of English education 
compared to policies in non- Western societies. National policy in England 
has been concentrated almost entirely on the cognitive development of the 
individual student. In other systems, for example in Latin America, India and 
Singapore, giftedness is seen as carrying social obligations, with expectations 
that the gifted student will contribute to the betterment of society. In England 
by contrast, giftedness is seen as conferring privileges on the individual. In the 
case study schools, the enrichment activities in the third category above were 
challenging to some extent the narrow English conception of giftedness, by 
extending it into a more social orientation.

When we examined the student experience of wider schooling in the summer 
schools and the online reading group, a major finding jumped out at us: the 
unintended consequence was to promote a devaluing of the school learning, 
with students comparing the learning processes at school unfavourably with 
those outside school settings. Of course, the students were not comparing like 
with like as far as the learning context was concerned, and, in any case, were 
not from the case study schools. Nevertheless, it raises the general question of 
how far the experience of enrichment can connect with the experience of nor-
mal schooling. In the case study schools there were positive and implemented 
policies linking wider schooling with school learning. And it could be argued 
that some learning out of school that has no connection with learning in schools 
would be beneficial because it was different. Discontinuity has its advantages. 
Nonetheless, much wider schooling provision is not planned for in advance 
by schools and not followed up afterwards, according to evaluation research 
conducted into the summer schools (Cullen, et al. 2005). Where this happens, 
it is highly likely that the unfavourable comparison referred to above will be 
reinforced in the students’ minds.
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Teaching methods and constructivism

We have illustrated in the case studies a variety of teaching and learning ses-
sions and captured the views of students, who had been identified as gifted 
and talented, about what helped them learn. The conclusions we draw are not 
intended to be a comprehensive guide to effective teaching of gifted and tal-
ented students, since we are quite properly constrained by the nature of our 
evidence and samples. And it is certainly not offered as a so- called toolkit of 
tips and techniques for teachers. As many of our student interviews suggest, 
there is no one way of teaching and learning that suits everyone identified as 
gifted and talented. However, some common ideas about effective teaching 
and learning emerged across the schools and the students.

Expertise, passion and the co- construction of 
understanding

Teachers needed high levels of subject expertise and what several students 
called ‘passion’ for their subject. We consider this to be primarily a moral mat-
ter; teachers had to have a strong belief in the value of their subject for their 
students. However, it was also a practical matter of pedagogy. Without subject 
expertise and passion a teacher cannot respond spontaneously to the difficult 
questions raised in class by students, and cannot scaffold students’ thinking. 
Although all the teachers we observed had carefully structured lessons, they 
also had embedded in them the antithesis of inflexible planning – a readiness 
and knowledge to respond to worthwhile and interesting ideas that they had 
not foreseen. Perhaps the best examples are to be found in Chapter 6, in the 
case of Brook Street College, where the evidence of two teaching sessions is 
provided in some detail. The teachers saw themselves as co- constructing know-
ledge – though not using those terms – with their students, i.e. as working 
with them to help the students create understandings for themselves. This 
was the idea expressed well by two students in the group interview which we 
quoted in Chapter 6. The first student commented:

‘I do love my subject – I know it sounds geeky, but I do. And you find 
here that the teachers are like that. They are really passionate about their 
subject. The college has such a good reputation that you are pleased to 
have got in here and they don’t force the support on you, they offer it and 
you have to take the responsibility for taking it on … They instil a passion 
for the subject, they have a personal interest in it and with that comes the 
motivation to learn.’

And the second student said:

‘I agree and it’s important that the expectations are there, important that 
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they expect you to be as passionate as them, and it has helped me that they 
expect me to be like them. For me teachers’ knowledge of their subject 
– I’m doing science – is absolutely important. There’s nothing so demoti-
vating if the teacher says, “I don’t know”, when you ask them for an answer, 
and there’s nothing so motivating as Dr … who’s like a genius, he’s a big 
national expert I think, and it just shows in the way he teaches the way he 
takes you along with him and makes you want to be as passionate about it 
as he obviously is … a teacher’s knowledge and passion for the subject are 
linked and they make us motivated, or self- motivated …’

This is, in everyday language, what constructivism attempts to provide – the 
opportunity for teacher and learner to construct knowledge together, collec-
tively. In this kind of teaching it takes two (at least) to tango.

Problem- posing for critical thinking and risk- taking

The students responded particularly well to sessions in which they were 
set problems, in a relatively open- ended mode, and were expected to think 
through possible solutions to them that they could justify. The practice in 
these schools was not to set only problems that had a solution that the teacher 
already knew. Of course, for some tasks there was a right and a wrong answer, 
but the problem- solving tasks that challenged the students were those where 
there were several defensible solutions, or even occasionally where the intel-
lectual process of investigating the problem was more interesting than the 
arriving at a solution.

We have illustrated problem- solving of this kind in several of the classroom 
vignettes in the case studies. A good example is in Chapter 8 where a lesson 
in biology at Beddington Grove School is outlined. Students were set the task 
of exploring variation in populations of daisies. The teacher stressed that there 
were no right or wrong answers, but she required answers that could be logic-
ally justified. The observer noted the creativity, energy and humour that this 
approach engendered in the students.

In the very different setting of the Robotics strand in the summer school 
that provides part of Chapter 10, it is clear that the students responded well 
to the challenge of designing their robots and making them work effectively. 
Again, there was no one solution; only solutions that worked for the object-
ive in hand.

The further point to make is that problem- solving of this kind needed a 
school and classroom culture which encouraged risk- taking by students; a cul-
ture where it was interesting, not reprehensible, to be wrong, or to have pointed 
out by teachers or peers that an argument or solution did not work. This was 
partly a pedagogical position that the process was more important than the 
product. However, it also attempted to deal with the fear of failure that some 
gifted students experience in risk- aversive classrooms, and which leads to their 
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not engaging fully in task performance in case they get something wrong. 
When this becomes habitual, it is sometimes called, following Carol Dweck’s 
work in the USA, ‘learned helplessness’, and adversely affects progress, so the 
development of risk- taking classrooms is particularly important for these stu-
dents (Dweck 1975; Dweck and Leggett 1988).

As we showed in the case of Beddington Grove School, in some schools this 
approach is articulated quite deliberately. If teachers consistently set high 
challenges in the classroom, students will sometimes get wrong answers. Our 
observer noted that, across the school, the teachers handled such occasions by 
commending students for thinking logically about a problem and venturing 
an answer, even where it turned out not to be correct or feasible. This ethos 
in the school was judged to help explain why students felt comfortable with 
being constantly stretched and challenged (see Chapter 8).

We quoted one of the students as summing up why this approach worked: ‘I 
think it’s more involving here [in the robotics summer school] because they let 
you work things out for yourself, instead of just saying, “There’s a worksheet, 
work your way through it”.’

Assessment for Learning

Assessment for Learning (AfL) refers to the assessing of students’ work and 
giving them feedback formatively, in ways that help them understand their 
own strengths and weaknesses in the learning process. It was developed in this 
country by Black and William at King’s College London, and has been judged 
as being one of the most effective projects in education, contributing to edu-
cational improvement in practice when implemented by teachers (Black and 
William 1998). The schools were familiar with the main ideas of AfL and all 
thought it particularly appropriate for gifted and talented students, because 
they had high levels of self- awareness and reflection generally.

The main forms AfL took in the schools were: regular feedback on students’ 
assignments, including (in two schools) formative comments without a mark 
or grade; questioning by teachers in class; and regular one- to- one tutorials. 
These different forms were sometimes focused on what went well or badly 
in an assignment or classroom task, but were also deliberately focused on the 
development of meta- cognitive awareness in students. This was particularly 
true in those schools using one- to- one tutorial systems.

AfL classroom practice is perhaps most clearly illustrated in Chapter 8, where 
a staff development programme gave examples from across different subjects, 
emphasising the significance of student self- assessment and drawing attention 
to a school- based research project investigating student perceptions of criteria 
for effective learning.

The main issue in this approach is what the purpose of assessment is seen to 
be, and whether the school’s policy and practice consistently promote it as serv-
ing a formative purpose rather than its having primarily a grading function. 
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Adopted as the former, it led to significant improvement in students’ self-
 regulating of their learning and in increased independence in learning.

Great expectations and high motivation

In the schools and classrooms there was enormous significance attached to 
setting appropriately high expectations for students and for students being 
motivated to reach them. Expectations in all schools were about academic 
progress and social and moral development, including discipline and behavi-
our. The schools went to great lengths publicly to proclaim these expectations: 
to parents and students upon admission; in written form around the corridors 
and classrooms; in school assemblies; and, where necessary, by admonition of 
those judged not to be meeting them. In several of the schools, the expecta-
tions took the form of a contract, formal or informal, in which expectations for 
students were set alongside the expectations the students could hold for the 
teachers and other school staff.

However, formal statements, important though they were, were less salient 
than the daily relationships between teachers and students, where the expecta-
tions were made palpable. The importance of this relationship of expectations 
is clearly illustrated in the case study of St Etheldreda’s school in Chapter 4. 
We quoted a student saying:

‘Although Year 11 is stressful, because of all the exam pressures, the teach-
ers keep you going. They’re continually reminding you to stay on track. 
Revision classes are offered every Saturday, so the teachers actively help 
us take the pressure.’

Likewise, in the mathematics lesson outlined, our observer noted questions 
probing for understanding which sought explanations and clarification from 
the students themselves: ‘There was a strong sense of personal relationship bet-
ween the teacher (and the class), who clearly knew the students well and was 
constantly focusing them and maintaining a high level of challenge.’

Students in all schools claimed in interview that the atmosphere of high 
expectations led to high motivation in themselves. As one in Brook Street 
College said:

‘it’s important the expectations are there, important that they [the teach-
ers] expect you to be as passionate as them, and it has helped me that that 
they expect me to be like them … you need a lot of discipline for this to 
work. The teachers aren’t looking over your shoulder all the time saying 
do this or do that, but they are expecting you to like to do your best, and 
that in the end means that you put pressure on yourself.’

We are stressing the importance of the teacher- student relationship in 
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embodying high expectations since that is what the students and teachers 
stressed. As the headteacher of Padbury School said in Chapter 7, it was not a 
matter of ticking boxes. The important thing in her view was that it should 
get into what she called the ‘soul of the school’.

One way in which this high expectation relationship showed itself was in 
the availability of teachers to students outside lesson time, a characteristic fre-
quently commented on by students. This sometimes took the form of e- mail 
contact, but nearly always was a matter of face- to- face personal contact, either 
informally or through planned tutoring time. This attitude of teachers working 
‘beyond the bond’ might go against the grain of old- fashioned teacher union-
ism, but in our view was a major contribution to the ethos of high expectations 
in the school.

Differentiation

In all the schools, some form of differentiation was organised, but there was 
more variation among the schools in this respect than in others. At King’s 
Spafford, the whole curriculum was differentiated into four levels, with stu-
dents effectively responsible for matching their learning tasks to their perceived 
needs. This innovative approach was distinctive, but in other schools differ-
entiation was more conventional. At St Etheldreda’s, students were assigned 
to groups set by ability or attainment. At Brook Street College, Advanced 
Extension Awards classes were provided for students who were particularly 
high achievers, although they were open to anyone. At Stanwell, there was 
ability- grouping for some particular subjects, such as mathematics. In the 
two selective grammar schools, differentiation came through the tasks set in 
classrooms and through student self- assessment.

The point we would want to make is that differentiating learning tasks, 
irrespective of the forms it took, played a major role in these schools and they 
had no ideological problem with the idea of differentiation, even though, as 
we have shown earlier, they were uncomfortable with identifying a discrete 
group of gifted students. On the contrary, the commitment to differenti-
ation was part of the way the schools managed to meet the varied needs of their 
students.

Conclusions: implications for teaching

There is considerable debate about whether teaching methods should be gen-
eric or differentiated – whether particular groups of students respond better 
to methods differentiated by factors such as ethnicity, ability, social class and 
gender. There are arguments in favour of adjusting teaching methods to be 
responsive to students’ culture, ability, class or gender. Indeed this last area 
is explored in the evaluation of the online reading group in Chapter 9, where 
gender differentiation in students’ response and engagement with the group 
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was examined, and the implications for teaching were discussed. This is not the 
place for a full discussion of this issue which is addressed elsewhere (Campbell, 
et al. 2004).

However, we were interested in whether the teaching methods, or to be more 
precise, the pedagogy, adopted in the schools for gifted students was distinct-
ive, or whether it was very similar to that adopted for all students. Put simply, 
were the teaching methods that were effective with gifted students effective 
with all students, or were there teaching approaches that were distinctively 
appropriate for gifted students? Our judgement is that, for the most part, the 
methods used, and the principles underlying them, were what most researchers 
and most practitioners would judge as good teaching methods for any student. 
If we look at the list of ideas above, there is little that is applicable to gifted 
students and not to others.

However, some practices seemed particularly appropriate for gifted students, 
even though they might also be effective with others. They are as follows:

• Teachers can set a fast learning pace, devoting little time to reinforcement 
in lessons.

• Teachers can assume high levels of motivation and good behaviour in 
students.

• Teachers can encourage high levels of risk- taking behaviour in the learning 
of students.

• Teachers can deploy very high levels of subject expertise and passion for 
their subject.

• Teachers can engage in co- constructing knowledge with their students 
rather than, or in addition to, transmitting it.

• Teachers can convey high expectations through their relationships with 
students in and out of classrooms.

• Teachers can encourage student self- assessment and meta- cognition for 
independent learning.

• Teachers can set open- ended problem- solving tasks requiring higher- order 
thinking and creative solutions.

• Teachers can learn about their teaching effectiveness from the authentic 
exercise of student voice.

• Teachers can direct students to the opportunities available out of school.

Finally, we return to the issue of whole school values. Teachers could do all 
the above, but they would not be effective unless they were also working in 
a school where the value system reinforced their classroom practice. When 
we argued above that in the light of our evidence we should re- conceptualise 
pedagogy so as to include the ethos and values of the organisation in which 
teaching occurred, it was not only a theoretical consideration. It had practical 
implications. In the case study schools, whole school policies affected classroom 
practice and classroom practice fed into whole school policies. This interactive 
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process was the basis whereby the schools and teachers enabled their students, 
including those identified as gifted and talented, to realise their potential as 
learners and as young citizens.
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