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I
t’s good to talk – so ran the advert. But dialogue is better, listening is
good too. That’s always been my view. Working with teachers around
the world in post conflict situations has reinforced my view that as
teachers and as trade unionists we should always be prepared to
listen and talk to those with whom we may disagree. Genuine

dialogue often delivers real prizes. Sometimes it is the start of the dialogue
that is most difficult.

However, it is the failure of dialogue to reach satisfactory ‘outcomes’
that makes us aware of its significance. At other times, it is our distinct
capacity and ability to communicate with one another that reminds us of
what it means to be a human being. There is certainly a need for us all to
learn more about dialogue and how to engage in it more effectively. ‘Beyond
Yo – Making a difference through dialogue’ is intended to contribute to that
learning.

Education Review is generated by professional goodwill and I would like
to thank all our authors for contributing their valuable time and expertise.
Our rich mix of commentators, researchers and practitioners provides a
fascinating range of articles.

Peter Mortimore writes as ‘referee’ in the ongoing dialogue between
the National Union of Teachers and the Government about education
policy.  Drawing on his own impressive experiences as teacher, policy-
maker, leading educational organiser and administrator, and highly
respected international researcher, Peter reviews the Government’s White
Paper, Higher Standards: Better Schools for All, alongside the NUT’s education
statement, Bringing Down the Barriers. He demonstrates his renowned ability
to make matters transparent in comparing and contrasting the different
‘directions of travel’ proposed by these two documents.

Mick Waters ,  given his senior role in the Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority, offers hope to those many teachers who have
recognised the need for greater flexibility and creativity within the
curriculum if it is to be more motivating and relevant to all pupils.
Drawing on the face-to-face dialogue he has had with teachers during his
time at the QCA, Mick invites teachers to become architects of the
curriculum.

Language develops and changes all the time. New words are created
and certain terms come in and out of fashion. Young people, in particular,
experiment with language and also test the boundaries of appropriateness.
Jean Aitchison discusses the use of vocabulary which causes most
concern, notably slang and swearing. Never has Education Review included
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so many ‘unacceptable’ words – let alone in one article! Jean’s contribution
will enable readers to keep up with current linguistic trends although,
hopefully, not copy them.

Our society is becoming increasingly diverse. Brian Pearce argues that
we must help young people to learn the dialogue skills that will help them
tackle issues of religious diversity and interfaith relations. This is, in my
view, a vital task and Brian provides a helpful list of organisations and
resources as well as case studies of good practice.

People do not always say what they mean (as well as not always
meaning what they say). Expression and gesture can often provide clues
about what people are thinking and feeling. Karl Wall suggests that more
research needs to be conducted into how teachers can use gesture as a
positive contribution to their teaching and in ‘reading’ pupils’ levels of
understanding.

Sue Davies highlights the power differential in the dialogue between
marketers of ‘junk’ food and children and their parents. She says that the
sophistication of marketing strategies targeted at children overrides the
protection provided by parents and suggests that stronger Government
legislation is required.

Focussing on teachers, Philippa Cordingley describes what effective
dialogue for professional learning looks like. As a leading expert with
regard to coaching and mentoring, and a vital contributor to the Union’s
own professional development work in this area, Philippa draws on
research to identify what it is that transforms teachers’ ‘talk’ into a
genuine learning process.

During 2005/6 Rupert Wegerif has successfully tutored and mentored
seven pairs of teachers carrying out investigations into the effects of using
dialogic approaches to education in their classrooms. Each pair of teachers
was supported by an NUT professional development scholarship. Building
on these case studies, Rupert will now tutor TEACHER2TEACHER
programmes on ‘Dialogic Education’ during 2006/7. Here, he defines
dialogic teaching and learning and describes its positive benefits.

Christine Harrison, who also has played an important part in the
development of NUT’s professional development programme, through her
‘Assessment for Learning’ courses, calls for quiet classrooms to be
banished. She summarises the evidence about the importance of
meaningful talk to children’s learning and understanding and provides
examples of how it can be encouraged.

Ann Williams reports on the value of international dialogue provided
by a professional visit to Canada. She reflects on her visit (by GTCW and
NUT CPD Programme) to study bilingual teaching and learning and
highlights the value of this for teachers and schools in Wales.

The final three contributions focus on pupils and students. Amanda
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Quince, supported by her colleague Mark Layman and pupils, concisely
and inspiringly, describes the introduction of pupil peer mentoring and
its transformational effects at her middle school.

Jessica Gold describes the valuable work of School Councils UK in
promoting good practice in pupil consultation and participation in
schools. Emma Biermann, on behalf of pupils and students themselves,
says she wants the increase in opportunities for students to ‘have their say’
to hurry up! She calls for every child to have his/her own ongoing dialogue
about teaching and learning and draws on case studies involving members
of the English Secondary Students’ Association to make her powerful case.

I am also very grateful to the reviewers whose thoughts and comments
about recent publications and other resources conclude this edition of
Education Review. Phil Beadle, Sheila Dainton, Sarah Elliott, Julie
Temperley ,  Daniela Wachsening and Pat Williams all provide
interesting perspectives.

I commend this edition to you.
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Education
reform: which
way forward?
Abstract: Peter Mortimore says that there is no single
model of school reform and calls for an extended dialogue
involving teachers about which policies are most likely to be
effective. He sets out some of the key issues that would need
to be at the heart of such a debate by comparing and
contrasting the Government White Paper, Higher Standards,
Better Schools for All (2005) with the NUT’s recent vision
statement, Bringing Down the Barriers. He illuminates the
discussion by drawing on international research.

T
oday education is seen as key to future success for both
individuals and societies. It offers individuals knowledge and
understanding to give meaning to their lives. It provides the
skills (and qualifications) for worthwhile employment.
Education also plays a major role in shaping the future of

society - it can promote the healthy growth of a generation, provide the
necessary underpinning skills for economic growth and foster social
cohesion between disparate communities.

These are challenging tasks for any education system. The evidence
from international comparisons is that the English system performs
reasonably well in pupil attainment but fails in the promotion of equityi

with the result that our system functions most effectively for those with
social, economic or cultural advantages.

No country in the world has a system which has overcome the effects of
disadvantage on achievement but some, like Finland, achieve well overall
and have a relatively small gap between the outcomes of the most and the
least successful.

So the principal challenge to the reform of our education system is how
to preserve current strengths whilst remedying weaknesses. 
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Contrasting visions
The statement formulated by the NUT in 2004 – Bringing Down the Barriers –
and the Government’s 2005 White Paper – Higher Standards, Better Schools for
All and its subsequent proposed legislation – offer two visions of how this
challenge might be met. 

There is much agreement between the two views. The aspirations are
virtually the same: both Government and the NUT see the value of further
investment and both want to improve the quality of schooling so that
English pupils can meet global challenges. Both want the gap between
those who achieve most and those who achieve least to be reduced.

The respective judgments on the strengths of the current system are
broadly similar: enhanced status of education and increased investment
(though the NUT notes that – despite recent increases – education
spending still lags behind the OECD average of 5.9 per cent of GDP). Both
parties recognise the current quality of teachers. Both consider that
educational outcomes have never been better.

There is also some agreement about the weaknesses of the system: both
the Government and the Union assert that current standards are not yet
high enough for a globalised age in which international standards are
rising. Both believe that family disadvantage still maintains too powerful
an influence on pupils’ outcomes.

The NUT, however, also draws attention to problems with the National
Curriculum, performance tables and the work of OFSTED.  

It is with regard to the remedies that there is the most disagreement
between the Government and the NUT. Twelve themes about potential
improvements, on which there are contrasting views, can be distilled from
the documents.

Twelve Themes
� Changing the role of local authorities
The NUT maintains that the local authorities (LAs) still have an
important role to play – especially in school admission arrangements and
the creation of new schools – and that their powers should include
oversight of Academies and City Technology Colleges (CTCs). The
Government does not agree and is seeking to alter the role of LAs again –
giving some new duties but also making further reductions in their
powers.

� Creating a greater diversity of schools
Despite the many different types of secondary schools that already
compete for public resources, the Government now wishes to create a new
kind of foundation school – a “Trust school”ii. Although competition may
bring benefits in commercial life, there is little positive evidence that it
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lifts educational standards and, indeed, some negative evidence that it
reduces equity.  In Finland – the country which, according to PISAiii, both
reaches the highest standards and achieves the best equity – competition
plays no part in the education system.

It is proposed that Trust schools be owned and managed by groups
involving parents, universities or commercial companies (despite evidence
that many major companies would rather contribute to the country’s

schooling as a whole). The
Government also wishes to increase
the number of “Faith schools” –
disregarding the possibility that
these may segregate communities.

The NUT has some concerns about the creation of such schools, preferring
the well-tried model of comprehensive education which has been adopted
with such success by so many of our fellow Europeans but which has been
systematically undermined in this country.

� Providing wider choice
Parental choice of schools, within limits, is likely to be a good thing. But
such limits need to be defined as there is evidence that parents with
financial, social or cultural advantages choose the schools highest in the
“pecking order”, leaving others with a much reduced choice. “Choice
advisers” –  paid at public expense – will be unlikely to halt such a well-
established pattern. Furthermore, there is evidence that the choice of
pupils by schools – which happens when popular schools are over-
subscribed – leads to increased social and ethnic segregation. The NUT’s
preferred option is to provide choice through a range of different courses
within comprehensive schools.

� Giving greater power to parents
Whilst it is generally accepted that parents should be closely involved with
their children’s schooling, there is evidence that advantaged parents use
this to reinforce existing patterns of privilege. The Government’s
encouragement of parents to determine whether or not schools expand
(and whether new schools are opened) is likely to benefit further
advantaged families to the inevitable detriment of the disadvantaged. The
NUT recognises that, whilst parents must have a voice at the local level,
other considerations also need to be taken into account. The Union regards
the Parents’ Councils, proposed for Trust schools, as an unacceptable
substitute for the full powers of governing bodies. 

� Improving teaching in schools
Both the Government and the Union recognise the vital role of classroom
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teachers in any improvement to the education system.  But whilst the NUT
sees a teacher as a skilled professional – trusted with choice of teaching
methods and the assessment of pupils, as well as with his or her own
further professional development – the Government views the teaching
workforce as something which can be upgraded, re-tooled, assessed and
rewarded accordingly.  In Finland, teachers are well-trained (up to masters’
level) and trusted with the curriculum, teaching methods and assessment. 

� Releasing schools from counterproductive pressures
The NUT believes that the current pressures faced by schools are
counterproductive. It sees the Government’s obsession with choice and
diversity as adding to such difficulties. The Union considers that
performance tables, the intrusive work of OFSTED and the constraints of
the National Curriculum inhibit spontaneous and creative teaching. Few
other countries have such a highly developed inspection system and
evidence from PISA shows that over-frequent testing may well be
counterproductive.

Other international evidence illustrates that the freedom that schools
in England have enjoyed for some years – to appoint and dismiss staff,
manage their own budgets and maintain their own disciplinary
procedures – are positively associated with good outcomes.

� Reforming the curriculum
The NUT, unlike the Government, believes that the National Curriculum,
for both pre- and post-14 year-olds, is unsatisfactory. The Union accepts
that the introduction of citizenship has been successful but it believes the
dominance of literacy and mathematics restricts the curriculum for
younger pupils. It also considers the National Curriculum too cluttered
and the division between academic and vocational courses (in contrast to
international practice) too rigid.

� Rethinking assessment
The NUT argues for the establishment of an independent review to reduce
the “high stakesiv“ nature of assessment and to separate the need to
provide diagnostic information for learners and teachers from schools’
league tables and estimates of national standards. Both Scotland and Wales
are examining ways in which these differing functions of assessment can
be better met. 

� Targeting resources more effectively
The NUT considers that differing levels of funding for children of the same
age – attending different kinds of schools – is wrong. In terms of the
effectiveness of educational spending, the NUT argues that all
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Government initiatives need accurate financial estimates so that cost-
benefit analyses could be undertaken. The Union would like to see such an
analysis of the full cost of Trust schools.

� Dealing with disadvantage
As noted, the effects of disadvantage in any competitive system are bound
to be strong. Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds generally perform
worse than their more advantaged peers. The Government has proposed a
number of initiatives to try to alter this pattern but the problem is
exacerbated in England because the indicator of pupil success – the GCSE
– is unsuitable for its task. 

Unlike the driving test which most people – with adequate
preparation – can pass, the GCSE has been designed to discriminate across
the ability range. This means that grades occur in a normal distribution
pattern with just over 50 per cent of the age group (fewer boys than girls)
achieving five high gradesv.

Yet it has become accepted thinking
that any school which does not produce at
least 50 per cent of its pupils with such
grades is failing. This would only be fair if
all schools received uniform intakes of
pupils.

Schools which cater predominantly for disadvantaged students
generally do badly in the competitive league tables, even with the
Government’s efforts to create indicators of “value-added”. The NUT’s
remedies are to re-examine the way schools are judged and to ensure that
all secondary schools receive a balanced intake of pupils. 

� Improving failing schools
Although the number of “failing” schools has been falling, the Government
is proposing even tougher measures, including a limit of one year in which
to improve. The NUT sees this deadline as absurdly unrealistic and asserts
that extra support, rather than punishment, is the way to improve schools.

� Personalised learning
There are a number of different interpretations of what “personalised
learning” means. The Government appears to use the term as a broad-
brush label with which to categorise initiatives on different ways of
teaching and organising pupils, special needs and developments in ICT.
The NUT, whilst welcoming the concept, is wary of the resource
implications of the initiative and proposes a detailed costing and a pilot
project of volunteer schools.

The discussion of these themes emphasises the key differences in the
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two visions: the Union’s grounding of actions in the realities of classroom
life, its focus on improving schools and its desire to reinstate some of the
successful features of the education systemvi. Such a vision contrasts with
the Government’s insistence on diversity and market forces as the
principal means of improvement and its, perhaps, premature espousal of
personalised learning.

What can be done to improve the system?
Eight separate stages, influenced by international practice, have been
devised to remedy current problems. Hopefully, these will bring about an
improvement whilst protecting the system from poorly thought-through
reforms.

� Dismantle the pecking order of schools
It is surely unjustifiable for a system, in which formal selection is mostly
banned, to be composed of schools of such different status. Whilst there
will always be some variation depending on staff skills and commitment,
differences based on methods of governance, funding levels or permitted
flexibilities are anomalous. Fair intakes to all schools of both “easy-to-
teach” and “hard-to-teach” pupils would help to ensure a level playing
field.

� Rescind the market forces approach to school choice
If schools are competing for pupils and resources, they are unlikely to
welcome cooperation with their neighbours. In a system where choice is
recognised to have limits and admissions are arranged equitably by a local
authority, schools would be better placed collaboratively to provide the
full range of opportunities locally.

� Review the National Curriculum
A review by an independent body could, for example, reduce the size of the
National Curriculum core by 50 per cent in order to allow schools to
design some of their own courses to meet local needs. For older pupils, we
should emulate our European neighbours by giving equal status to
academic and vocational courses.

� Rethink the national assessment system
Streamlining the complex assessment system currently in use will not be
easy. An independent body would need to find ways in which teachers
could assess their students’ work according to national standards; LAs
could monitor the progress of groups of schools; and a reliable picture of
national standards of achievement could be compiled.
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� Create new pedagogies
Given the pace of change in ICT and the burgeoning understanding of
brain development, it is important for careful experiments with new
pedagogies to be undertaken.  The opportunity to try out new approaches
– free from the constraints of the National Curriculum, existing tests and
OFSTED inspections – might stimulate new ways of learning. If each LA
supported one experimental school to which parents had the opportunity
to apply - and all such schools were members of a national network –
ample opportunity for such development and the systematic evaluation of
their outcomes could be created, prior to any system-wide change.

� Enhance current models of teacher training
It is accepted by both the Government and the NUT that the quality of
teachers is of paramount importance. The training for teaching – though
generally good – could be extended up to the five-year masters’ degree
standard of Finland. Given the falling school rolls, this is a good time for
such a reform. At least as important is an extension of continuous
professional development – partly shaped by individual teachers to match
their own needs – to enable them to keep up with developments in their
subjects and to study new pedagogies.

� Remodel inspection arrangements
Inspection in England appears to be changing from its more aggressive
recent style. Self-evaluation provides the basis for a future model in which
schools regard inspectors as a source of help rather than as some form of
“educational police”.  

� Create a standing body to deliberate on educational changes
In a democracy, politicians must take ultimate responsibility for the public
education system but there is scope for a standing body working in a non-
party-political context to keep the system under constant review and,
where necessary, to recommend change.

These ideas would need considerable work before they could be
adopted; they have been proposed so as to demonstrate that there can be
no single model of reform and that an extended debate on which policies
are most likely to prove effective is essential. It is vital that those concerned
with schools have ample opportunity to contribute. Teachers understand
how schools work and will possess many ideas as to how they could be
improved. In other words, to quote Edmond Holmes, they have an
understanding of “what is and what might be”vii. This knowledge is too
precious to ignore.
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This article has been adapted from a pamphlet published by the National
Union of Teachers in May 2006: An Education System for the 21st Century: Which
Way Forward?

Notes
iSee, for instance, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (2001) Knowledge and skills for life:  first results from the OECD
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2000. Paris: OECD
iiThe White Paper introduced the term Trust school. In the Education and
Inspections Bill such schools are referred to as ‘Foundation schools’.
However, the Short Guide to the Bill published by the DfES provides a
detailed description of Trust schools. In the interest of clarity the term will
be used.
iiiThe Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has been
operated by the OECD since 2000. It seeks to measure how well fifteen
year-olds are being prepared to meet the challenge of today’s knowledge
societies. Using stringent sampling procedures and careful methodology it
tests literacy, mathematical and scientific literacy every three years. In
2003, 49 countries took part. See, Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (2004) Learning for tomorrow’s world: first results from PISA
2003.  Paris: OECD.
iv‘High stakes’ is a term used to denote the extremely serious consequences
of such assessment for pupils and their teachers and schools.
vSee DfES Statistics Table 12, Final Statistics for 2004.
viThe NUT suggest reinstating the Assessment and Performance Unit that
was created in the 1980s to monitor changes in national standards
through sample surveys of pupils and Her Majesty’s Inspectors of Schools
(HMI) who were responsible for all national inspections of schools before
the creation of OFSTED.
viiEdmond Holmes was the chief inspector of English primary schools in
the early years of the twentieth century. He retired in 1910 and wrote:
“What Is and What Might Be” (Holmes, E, 1911, London: Constable). 
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Architect or
scribe
Abstract: Mick Waters uses the analogy of teacher as
architect of the curriculum rather than “deliverer” that has
been the prominent model used by many policy-makers over
the past 25 years. His call for teachers to get move involved
in curriculum development represents the more dialogic
approach adopted recently by the Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority. He invites examples of curriculum
innovation.

H
ave you ever felt that your professionalism is stifled? Your
creativity cramped? That the curriculum is a sort of straight-
jacket confining your inventiveness and preventing
innovation? Teachers across the country are responding
with enthusiasm to the QCA’s invitation to join it in taking

a fresh look at the curriculum and the way it works for young people. My
remit as Director of Curriculum is to “develop a modern and world-class
curriculum to inspire and challenge all learners and prepare them for the
future”. This is quite a job – and not one I can do alone. Nor will it be done
by simply writing more documents and sending them out to schools. To
develop a world-class curriculum needs the whole profession to work
together. This is why QCA is inviting schools to work with us to create a
curriculum of which we can all be proud.

Some schools have already begun to work on this through QCA’s “co-
development programme” in which innovative approaches to the
curriculum are being developed within a “disciplined” approach. The
impact of these approaches is being evaluated. The invitation is there for
all schools: if you think you have a better approach or a more successful
way of organising the curriculum, then let us know. 

Examples of innovation 
Of course, many school across the country have already developed exciting
and creative ways of inspiring and challenging young people. They have
developed modern curriculum approaches that would stand against any in
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the world. And they have done this within the structures of the present
curriculum. There are primary schools where most learning is through
extended role-play. Secondary schools with two-week lessons for GCSE, or
where year group programmes have been replaced by a menu of courses
taken at appropriate levels. These schools report that pupils are more
engaged in their learning and so behaviour improves, learning is more
exciting, teachers find the job more rewarding  – and standards rise. The
QCA is anxious to capture this good practice and use it as a basis for
development. There is much more out there than we know about already.

Many other schools, quite understandably, stick much more rigidly to
the detail of the programmes of study and the National Curriculum’s
subjects. There is a widespread belief that this is what we are “supposed to

do”; indeed, what we are required to do by law. Interestingly there is much
more scope for schools to be innovative and inventive than most think.
There is an Innovation Unit at the DfES to which schools can apply if they
want a variation in the Curriculum Orders so that they can introduce
some innovation. They tell us that their answer to 90 per cent of such
requests is that you didn’t need to ask us for any permission. Nothing is
stopping you doing that anyway. The QCA co-development programme is
encouraging schools to make use of this scope and to use their
professionalism and creativity to develop learning experiences that truly
challenge and inspire.

There are several strands to the co-development programme. The first is
to consider the whole range of learning that takes place within our schools.
Pupils do not just learn within lessons, but also through the routines of
the school day, the events that are organised and through the out-of-hours
activities that the school arranges. There is a “big picture” of the
curriculum in which the National Curriculum subjects are a part – albeit
an important part. Planning for lessons is detailed, but planning for (and
sometimes even recognition of) the impact of the other areas can often be
left to chance.  If we are not careful, institutional and organisational habits
can take the place of creative professional thought.

The second strand is to look again at the goals that we set ourselves as
schools and as a nation. Whenever we ask groups of people (parents,
employers, governors, pupils) what the curriculum is for, or what they
think young people should have learned by the age of sixteen, they always
answer with overall goals such as to be:

� good team workers
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� independent learners
� capable of showing initiative
� creative thinkers
� reliable and responsible citizens

Schools’ own aims often reflect these overall goals. They relate to the five
outcomes of Every Child Matters in that young people should become
successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens.
However, the curriculum is often planned primarily in order to “cover” the
programmes of study rather than to promote the overall goals.  When we
finish our curriculum plans we tend to ask ourselves “Have we covered
everything?”, rather than, “Would this set of learning experiences enable
learners to meet the goals we set?”

Professional confidence 
In order to meet the overall goals of education as well as the requirements
of the National Curriculum, we need to be confident in our
professionalism – and see ourselves as “architects” of the curriculum,
rather than scribes dutifully transcribing the programmes of study. If we
wanted a home designed, we could give the same brief (three bedrooms,
two bathrooms etc) to ten architects and each design would be different:
bungalows, town houses, country cottages. Yet they would each meet the

brief and all comply with national building
regulations and local planning requirements.
If the architects are good, then the buildings
will be beautiful, inspiring and will enhance
the lives of those living within. They will use
local materials and make them fit the local

landscape. Yet the architects use the same materials: bricks, wood, glass,
steel. It is the inventive way in which they put these together that create
the beautiful building – and also create the rooms inside. If the materials
are not put together creatively, at worst they might not be a home, but will
remain a pile of bricks and other commodities.

So, the challenge for us is to put the programmes of study together in
ways that will engage the learner, in ways that will inspire and challenge
them, that will be relevant to local needs and circumstances, and that will
have a unique local character. Left as they are, the programmes of study
will remain a pile of raw material.

The National Curriculum is published, neatly sorted into bundles of
subjects, all set out in logical order. Yet this is not necessarily the best way
to learn them. As a result of research over recent years, we now know far
more than ever before about how pupils learn; about how the brain puts a
range of information together to make sense, about the importance of the
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contexts of learning and of the learning environment. Above all, the
importance of engagement, challenge and overall involvement.
Development of the curriculum has not always kept pace with this
development of these understandings. Leaving the programmes of study as
they appear in National Curriculum documents runs the risk of them
resembling the builder’s yard, with all the materials set out neatly in order,
rather than the inspiring building.

This is where professionalism comes in. How can we get to the essence
of the subject disciplines? How can we ensure that the principles learned
in one subject complement the learning of others? How do curriculum
disciplines help inform young people’s understanding of the world? How
can learning become relevant and meaningful to young learners without
“pandering to youth” or “dumbing down”? How does all this fit with the
five outcomes of Every Child Matters? (Department for Education and Skills,
2005) How can we use the scope that the National Curriculum leaves us
(the scope that is so much greater than most of us realise) to create the
world-class curriculum that will inspire and challenge all our learners?

The way forward
At QCA, we believe that schools and colleges have the creative outlooks
and the professionalism to meet this challenge. We believe that by working
together a world class curriculum will be created. We already have an
exciting network of schools across the country engaging their pupils in
stimulating and creative curriculum provision that provides an excellent
basis for a world-class approach. The co-development project is about
capturing all that existing good practice and using it as a starting point for
other schools. It is also about taking this development forward to the next
stage. The notion of a developing curriculum is not new, nor is it contrary
to the nature of a national curriculum.  Indeed, the National Curriculum of
1999 (Department for Education and Skills and Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority 1999a and 1999b) said:

“Education only flourishes if it successfully adapts to the demands and needs of the
time. The curriculum cannot remain static. It must be responsive to changes in
society and the economy, and changes in the nature of schooling itself.”

Some schools are worried by barriers to innovation in the curriculum,
not least national tests and OFSTED inspections. But taking a fresh look at
the curriculum so that it meets the overall goals of education and engages
learners more directly is not an alternative to raising standards. Nor does it
result in meeting only a few OFSTED criteria. Rather, it is a fresh look at
the way to raise standards further. Over the last few years we have put the
education process under the microscope and looked in detail at precise
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steps in learning; fine tuning them to optimise progress. This has been
successful in terms of scores in national tests.  However the rise in test
scores has flattened out, and a fresh look at the curriculum is needed to
take standards to the next stage. In particular it is the engaging of all
learners that will contribute to this; not just those destined for Level 5 or
eight good GCSEs.   

There are schools and colleges that have already found creative ways of
using the programmes of study to engage all their learners. They have gone
beyond this with their own, unique, elements of curriculum that reflect
local needs and circumstances and have found that standards have risen in
national tests. They also find that they receive favourable reports from

OFSTED. Indeed, where OFSTED
judges a school or its curriculum as
satisfactory, it is always the
creative and exciting aspects that
are judged “good” or

“outstanding”: “The curriculum is satisfactory overall but provision for
science is good in Year 3 where they have created a rainforest in the
classroom.” (So that leaking roof was useful after all!). OFSTED are
working with QCA on this co-development programme, as are the
National College of School Leadership and the National Strategies.

It would be useful to collect wider evidence of the impact of these
innovative approaches. This is part of the co-development project. It would
also be useful to widen the range of measures by which schools are held
accountable. This, too, is part of the co-development project. If we are
serious about the wider goals that we set (that young people should
become successful learners, confident individuals, and participating
citizens) do we have ways of measuring these as we do progress in English
and maths? If we do not have this wider range of measures, can we
complain when we are held to account by the narrow ones?

Imagine the curriculum as a sphere, with learning taking place across
the broad sweep of it’s continuous face. The national tests shine a very
bright, laser-sharp, light on a small section of this sphere. We need lights to
shine and focus elsewhere:  on aspects of personal development, on work-
related learning, on team skills, on citizenship, on internationalism and on
wider aspects of learning. QCA invites you to work with us on shining new
lights and developing these wider measures. 

Of course, we have to enhance assessment too. By using “e” assessment
and considering ways to make assessment more authentic, through, say,
simulations or developing approaches that use portfolios that
demonstrate a wider set of achievements we might build upon a richer
curriculum opportunity. Similarly the unfolding diploma programmes for
14-19 year olds will offer new routes for learning and the “extended
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project” will see skills applied in real contexts.
The challenge is to make the curriculum exciting, engaging,

stimulating, inspiring and challenging for our young people. A curriculum
like that will be a curriculum of which we can all be proud. A curriculum
like that will raise standards, but will also prepare young people for the
future. A curriculum like that will release and build on the
professionalism of teachers. It will tap into the creativity of the profession.
QCA invites you to work with us on this project. If you are ready to face the
challenge, contact us at futures@qca.gov.uk. If you would rather be an
architect than a scribe, we look forward to working with you.
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Whassup? Slang
and swearing
among school
children
Abstract: Parents and educators tend to get anxious about
the type of language used by children, particularly teenagers.
Jean Aitchison discusses the usages of vocabulary which
cause the most concern, notably slang and swearing. Slang,
she points out, is often simply new, lively language, though
needs to be used carefully, especially in written language.
Swearing has always existed, and is inappropriate in formal
settings. Confusion has arisen in relation to both types of
language, because of the general growth of informality in
the modern-day world. Slang words enter the language ever
faster, and swearing is sometimes (perhaps mistakenly) felt to
be a useful way to avoid pomposity.

“U
gly language can ruin your day”, claimed the BBC
broadcaster John Humphrys in a recent book
(Humphrys 2004), where he asserted that “Ugly
language is the detritus washed up on the beach.” So
what exactly is “ugly language”, and who uses it?

Complaints about language have existed for decades, even centuries.
Changing grammar, changing accents, changing vocabulary are perpetual
matters of concern, particularly for the older generation, who typically
moan that standards are slipping among today’s youngsters. But in each
decade, some worries emerge as greater than others. 

These days, an increasing number of people accept that language
perpetually changes: that butter can be pronounced bu’er, that the past
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tense of take is sometimes taked, and that devastated might mean “very
unhappy” rather than “laid waste” as in a war. Such change is neither
progress nor decay, it is just the way human language normally behaves
(Aitchison 2001). Yet those who accept such change still find themselves
taken aback by the huge amount of slang, and also swearing, which
currently pepper daily speech, particularly among schoolchildren.

So have slang and swearing increased? And, if so, is this a trend to be
deplored, by parents and educators? The answer to both these questions is
both “yes” and “no”. Let us consider the matter further, looking first at
slang, then (briefly) at swearing. 

Slang, according to a much quoted old quote from the New York Times is
“language that rolls up its sleeves, spits on its hands, and goes to work”
(Sandburg 1959). It provides an ever-gushing fountain of additions to the
vocabulary. As Robert Burchfield, an ex-editor of the Oxford English
Dictionary, noted: “Slang is a valuable source of enrichment of the language.
Incredibly, many people today still express surprise when such words
make their way into dictionaries…. as if a well-kept garden were being
invaded by weeds” (Burchfield 1985). 

Subculture and the spread of slang
So what exactly is slang? According to a recent dictionary (Rooney 2005),
slang is (1) Very casual speech or writing: words, expressions and usages
that are casual, vivid or playful replacements for standard ones, are often
shortlived, and are usually considered unsuitable for formal contexts. (2)
Language of an exclusive group: a form of language used by a particular
group of people often deliberately created to exclude people outside the
group. 

Yet this clear definition fails to explain that these two etymologies are
historically linked: slang typically starts with (2), as a usage of a particular
group of people, often a local subculture. If the subculture is felt to be
interesting, fashionable or newsworthy, especially if it is linked to
perceived trendsetters, such as pop singers or sports stars, the “with it”
expressions are  picked up by others, and spread outside the group. At first,
the new usage is considered casual and non-standard. Then one of two
things happens. Either the novel usage fades, like a raindrop that has sunk
into the soil and disappeared. Or it gradually gets taken up by a wider set
of users, and becomes an established part of the language.

So who among language users spread these slang usages? Is it young
children? Teenagers? Or adults? It is not always easy to discern a slang
word’s origin, though sometimes one can pinpoint the sub-culture which
coined it, as with surfers’ slang in California, e.g. gnarly, originally referring
to the texture of the waves, later simply “excellent” or sometimes its
opposite “bad, inadequate”. Slang dictionaries can be of some use (e.g. Ayto
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and Simpson 1992, Ayto 1998, Lighter 1994, and, for recent slang, Thorne
2005). The Web also can be a fertile source of information (e.g. The
Playground Dictionary at www.odps.org). Newspapers are less useful as a
source of slang. They tend to provide their readers with clear, readable
accounts of day-to-day events. Language likely to shock or upset readers is
relatively rare (Aitchison 2007).

The role of different age-groups in language innovation can provide
some clues as to who initiates what. At one time, language change was
thought to be primarily initiated by children, who allegedly picked up
language imperfectly from their caregivers: “If languages were learned
perfectly by the children of each generation, then languages would not
change” asserted Henry Sweet at the end of the 19th century (Sweet 1899).
Yet this is unlikely. Youngsters tune in to different aspects of language at
different ages. In their early years, children mostly interact with female

carers. They also pay considerable
attention to the sounds of the
language or languages they are
learning. So their accent and any

sound changes are likely to have been copied from adult females (Roberts
1997). Vocabulary innovations among young children are likely to be
private, perhaps amusing, and remembered only by family members (as
when a child suggested that someone sweeping the streets was a “sweep-
man”).

Children aged 6 to 12 gradually move away from family influence, and
become increasingly affected by their school-friends: “At the pre-adolescent
stage, we find the beginnings of a move from parent-oriented to peer-
oriented networks” points out Kerswill (1996). 

Appropriacy
A generation gap opens up when children identify strongly with peer
groups, which commonly happens in adolescence. By this time, the
youngsters have mostly acquired the grammar of their language. Their
major quest now is the building of the lexicon, a task which continues
throughout life. 

The vocabulary of teenagers increases sharply in quantity (Aitchison
2000, 2003). A leap in vocabulary size around the age of 14 is associated
with the acquisition of standard rules for word formation: for example,
English children learn that in order to create an abstract noun -ness is
added to an adjective, as in  good, goodness, unless the adjective ends in –l,
in which case the ending will be -ity as in versatile, versatility.

Yet perhaps all teenagers have their own sets of words. Sometimes,
these are swearwords, used simply to shock and rebel against their
parents. At other times they are part of their own, private world, perhaps

Complaints about language have
existed for decades, even centuries.
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general codes such as “Pig-Latin” (in the past) and these days text
messaging, whose condensed abbreviations might be unfamiliar to many
adults.

At this age, teenagers are learning how to adjust their language to the
world(s) they live in. A key skill is that of “appropriacy”, that is, they are
learning to make their language appropriate to the linguistic situation in
which they find themselves. Baby brothers, parents and school friends
need to be spoken to in different ways, and using different words. 

The language which teenagers use to each other is partly innovative,
partly deeply repetitive. Some slang words exist in a kind of teenage limbo,

known by many adults, but still found among teenagers today, and absent
from some dictionaries. Some of this is handed down for generations, as
with elephant, playground slang for an overweight or clumsy female. Into
this category also come items of rhyming slang, as with “to walk down the
frog” (frog and toad = road) (Ayto 2002) –  though rhyming slang is always
being added to by young people, as with the  student slang Glen (Hoddle)
for “doddle”, meaning “an easy task”, and Claire Rayners for “trainers”
(trendy sports shoes).

The changing meaning of words  
Each generation has its own innovations. Whassup? (from “What’s up?”)
was until fairly recently a common greeting among teenagers, though is
now rarely heard. A major general trend among young people at the
current time is the use of “bad” words to mean “good, excellent” – and
some of these, such as wicked, have started to emerge into standard English
usage, helped perhaps by the ambiguity of the word wicked, which has long
been found in advertisements for chocolate, as something which should be
resisted, but cannot be. Other words of this type, all meaning “excellent”
among teenagers, are (or were, since slang moves quickly) bad, brutal, deadly,
dirty, evil, excrement, filthy, ill, savage. Supposedly, this “bad” for “good” usage
originated in the terminology of poor black Americans, and  is of long
standing. The earliest use quoted by Lighter (1994) is from the end of the
19th century. The usage then spread via jazz musicians, then black
teenagers, to white teenagers, and eventually, under the influence of rap
and hip-hop, to Britain.  The London Evening Standard pointed out around
20 years ago (11 November 1987): “In hip hop slang “that’s bad” can mean
“that’s good” depending on the tone of voice.” . Allegedly, this “good” use of
bad is identifiable by the long drawn-out pronunciation of the word.  The
term arctic can also mean either “bad” or “good”, and chronic, once a negative

Some older people have started to swear in
order to seem friendly.
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word, is now found meaning “good”: “Try some of this cake – it’s chronic”.
Other words for “good” came out of hip hop, such as def, supposedly a

shortening of definite or definitive, though more recently it has reportedly
been replaced with det, pronounced with a glottal stop at the end. Another
vogue word meaning “excellent” is don, which may derive from the Don, in
the sense of a pre-eminent individual, perhaps from the mafia (criminal
fraternity) use of the term. Meanwhile, the once outmoded word blinding
for “excellent” may be making a come-back among adolescents: “It was a
totally blinding bop” reported as heard in 1990 in London (Thorne 2005).

Many terms of approval come from challenging (though not usually
extreme) sports, such as skateboarding and surfing. Of the numerous,
changing words for “good”, “excellent”, such as awesome, brill, chilled, class,
cod, cool, crash, dope, eggy, fierce, gigantic, gnarly, the occasional firmly-
established one has come to mean the reverse, as with bad: groovy can
reportedly now mean its opposite “stodgy”, “old-fashioned”, while words
such as fab and far-out are rarely heard (among teenagers). 

Words of disapproval vary between mild unpleasantness such as the
teenage exclamation of disgust armpits!, and a range of words meaning
“stupid person”, such as brickwit, dimbo, dingo, dirter, dumbo. Further words

for a “misfit” among schoolchildren
and students are dribbler, goggy, goon,
gunk, narg, spod, Wendy and zoid. This
category of person also elicits perhaps
predictable well-known vulgarities,
such as the widely-used asshole. Words

of approval are also found, though are rarer. Currently, one expression for
someone physically attractive is (reportedly) chung

Not surprisingly, teenagers have a variety of words relating to different
types of intoxication, mostly alcohol and drugs, as well as sex.  

A person craving a drug may be called a cat or cretin, someone under the
influence of a drug or stoned may be cabbaged or changed.

To chug is to “drink alcohol”, and someone drunk may be hammered.
Anyone desperate for sex is choking or gagging for it. Words for “to have

sexual intercourse with someone” are numerous:  “You hear lads saying
they just want to bob her. Not me, mate” (the Guardian 15 July 1996). This
word, like others such as biff, boff, bonk, probably originally meant to jab or
punch. The male use of chop is similar.

It is difficult to distinguish between schoolchildren and student slang,
and many words from schools simply get carried on into higher education
institutions. Yet one trend which is widely used among school-children is
text messaging. This tends to be scorned by university students: “That’s
kids’ stuff”, though increasingly text messaging abbreviations are creeping
into everyday speech, often bemoaned by adults because of the damage it is

The language which teenagers use
to each other is partly innovative
and partly deeply repetitive.
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supposedly doing to spelling. The journalist Jeremy Clarkson comments
that his teenage daughter may grow out of phrases such as “like whatever”
which is currently used to describe everything: “The poor weather is like
whatever. The onset of a new school term is like whatever”. He continues:
“What she may not grow out of, however, is her insistence that ‘today’ is
spelt with a 2 and that ‘great’ somehow has an 8 in it.  This new language
has now spilt from the mobile phone into her thank-you letters and
homework” (Sunday Times 29 March 2004). 

The last straw?
Finally, what about swearing? As with slang, this tends to be abandoned as
people get older, as they learn to fit their language to the situation. Yet a
strange trend has crept into swearing. It no longer seems so shocking to
many people. It is routinely used in films and novels, as in Zadie Smith’s
best-selling novel White Teeth (2000), where one of her characters talks
about swearing simply as “padding”:

“ We live and fucking learn, Archibald,” says Mickey, not to be offensive, but
because the F-word acts like padding to him: he can’t help it, it’s just a filler like
beans, or peas, “We live and fucking learn…”

These days, the situation is even more confusing to some. In a society
that is increasingly informal, some older people have started to swear in
order to seem friendly.

Teenagers themselves find the fuss about swearing unnecessary, and
the f-word a normal response to a frustrating situation, though other
swear-words are less acceptable. Andy Murray, the 19-year-old British
tennis player, explained his dislike of the press: 

“I said to the umpire, ‘You were f****** useless’, but they [the press] tried to say I
had called him a ***t. But what 19-year-old doesn’t swear? There’s 64 first-round
matches here… and I guarantee that in 20 of them, a player will tell the ref to f***
off. But they tried to make it into a huge story, when really it was nothing.”
(The Sunday Times 4 June 2006).

Yet language always seems to fill a finite worry space. But if people no
longer worry about slang and swearing, they hear so much of it, what is
there left to worry about? The new worry space seems to be political
correctness. It is not possible to call anyone “daft” or “mental”, or even
“deaf” or “blind”. The new trend is to talk about being mentally, aurally or
physically “challenged”. This may seem pointless, or even idiotic to some
people. But to others perhaps we are on the way to a more thoughtful, and
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more caring society. Only time will tell.
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Inter faith
encounter and
engagement: a
task for the 21st
century
Abstract: Helping pupils to prepare themselves for life in our
ever more diverse society in the UK is an increasingly
important task for teachers. Brian Pearce looks particularly at
the need for dialogue to tackle issues of religious diversity
and inter faith relations. He draws attention to some of the
organisations, resources and case studies of good practice
available to help teachers in this work.

E
ncounter and engagement lie at the heart of the concerns of the
Inter Faith Network for the UK. The Network was set up in
1987 to promote good relations between people of different
faiths in the UK and to provide a link between the growing
number of inter faith initiatives. It runs an information and

advice service, publishes resources for those working on inter faith issues,
and supports and encourages the development of inter faith initiatives
across the UK. 

The Network links in membership representative bodies of the main
faiths in Britain; national and local inter faith organisations and a number
of educational and academic bodies with a concern for these issues, such as
the RE Council for England and Wales, the National Association of
Standing Advisory Councils on Religious Education and the Shap Working
Party on World Religions in Education. The Network is not itself an
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educational body. It sees education – not only about different faith
traditions but also about the way in which they have related to one
another and can do so constructively in the future – as being of critical
importance, in schools, in institutions of further and higher education and
in adult learning as well.

Learning about inter faith issues
Encounter and engagement are also at the heart of education, with new
experiences, new people, and new knowledge. The UK is, in many areas,
increasingly religiously diverse. (Office of National Statistics, 2004, Weller,
2001) A very important part of the process of encounter and engagement
for pupils is, therefore, developing the skills they need for handling
discussion (or “dialogue”) with those with different beliefs to their own
and for practising an “etiquette” conducive to harmonious and cooperative
living. Teachers have a vital role in helping students to develop these skills.
Tackling issues relating to diversity within our society and in educational
institutions can seem very daunting. But, sensitively handled, encounter
between young people from different backgrounds, both cultural and
religious, can be a powerful opportunity for learning and development –
and not only by the young people involved!  

Within schools, two subjects have a special relevance to promoting
learning about inter faith issues: religious education and citizenship

education. Citizenship education, in
one form or another, is of developing
importance across the UK. In England
(where it is a separate National
Curriculum subject) it is a requirement

for pupils to be taught about “the diversity of national, regional, religious
and ethnic identities in the UK and the need for mutual respect and
understanding”.  

The new non-statutory National Framework for Religious Education
promulgated for England (where RE syllabuses are settled locally) in 2004
suggests that “pupils should… study how religions relate to each other,
recognising the similarities and differences within and between religions”;
and that they should reflect on “the significance of inter faith dialogue”
and “the important contribution religion can make to community
cohesion and the combating of religious prejudice and discrimination”.  

In February this year, the Inter Faith Network and the Citizenship
Foundation brought together a range of contributors, including RE and
citizenship specialists, to discuss issues related to “Faith, identity and
belonging: educating for shared citizenship”. The report on this can be
downloaded from www.interfaith.org.uk.  

It was clear from the contributions to the seminar that there are

Prejudice and stereotypes
are best broken down by
knowledge and familiarity.



important issues to be addressed relating to continuing professional
development to help teachers to address even more effectively these
sensitive and sometimes difficult issues as well as a need for more
resources to help them to do so. The seminar explored ways in which
schools might tackle these issues in partnership with their local
communities; giving students the opportunity to experience other
communities through school link projects; to interact with people from
different backgrounds and to discuss issues related to faith, identity,
belonging and belief.  

It was pointed out that an increasingly important dialogue is between
those who have a commitment to a particular religious tradition and those
who do not. Single faith and mainly “mono faith” schools can help their
pupils engage with those of other faiths through joint projects, school
linking projects and exchange visits. Without such opportunities many
young people get little opportunity to meet people of other faiths and to
learn skills of interaction vital to life in a shared society. The young people
who took part in the seminar highlighted how much their own personal
experience and relationships had meant for the development of their
attitudes towards other faiths and diversity in general. It is clear that
prejudice and stereotypes are best broken down by knowledge and
familiarity.  

There was an emphasis in the seminar on the need for schools, parents
and local communities to work together in helping pupils to become
confident and thoughtful citizens in the society of today. The hope was
expressed that schools would help to promote a conviction among young
people that the UK is a country in which people from different faiths and
cultures can flourish together and that at the heart of citizenship lies a
commitment to seeking and respecting the common good.   

A culture of dialogue 
While many people are keen for a review of the current framework for
collective worship in schools, it was recognised that this can provide an
opportunity for schools to engage with the inter faith and wider diversity
agendas and in doing so strengthen the school’s ethos of inclusiveness.
Obviously if the ethos of a school does not display respect for the diversity
of its pupils and of the local community then teaching in the classroom on
how to relate appropriately to people of different backgrounds will ring
hollow.  In this regard the nature of the whole school experience and not
just the transmission of knowledge in the classroom is vital.  

It is crucial for schools to build a culture of dialogue and to give pupils
the self confidence which they need to engage with those of different
backgrounds in genuine and enriching dialogue – which means listening
as well as speaking! It is as we engage with one another about our hopes,
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anxieties and aspirations that we will find how best to build a society in
which people of different backgrounds can work, play and live together
harmoniously and fruitfully.

The role of youth faith forums
“Youth faith forums” have been an important development in the last few
years. As part of the official celebrations to mark the Queen’s Golden Jubilee
in 2002, the Inter Faith Network helped the Golden Jubilee Office arrange a
special Young People’s Faith Forum in June of that year at St James’ Palace.
Eighty young people from nine faiths came together from across the UK to
talk about the Jubilee theme of faith and service to the community. They
met Prince Charles at the end of the day and went on to take part in the
reception being held at Buckingham Palace for faith communities. A
number of RE teachers played a key role in the day. The GJO and the
Network hoped that the Forum would serve as a useful model for similar
dialogues around the UK. A full report on it contains practical advice for
those interested in organising them. (Department of Culture, Media and
Sport, 2002)

The National Association of Standing Advisory Councils on Religious
Education (covering SACREs in England) took a keen interest in the
Forum and offered helpful advice on it. In the autumn of 2004, it offered
bids for grants for initiatives to promote dialogue between young people of

different faiths and achieve
community benefit in the area. These
were awarded to projects in Bristol,
Hounslow, Kingston-upon-Hull,
Portsmouth and Solihull where inter

faith forums and conferences were held. NASACRE has recently run a
repeat grant programme and awards from this are to be announced this
summer. So there is now a good deal of practical experience on which
schools can draw for projects of this kind.

As well as youth inter faith forums, there are other ways that young
people can get involved in building good inter faith relations. Many of
these are described in Connect: Different Faiths, Shared Values, a short,
colourful youth inter faith action guide which the Network produced in
2004 in association with the National Youth Agency and TimeBank. It is
intended for school pupils, students in further and higher education and
those involved in youth work projects and contains case studies and
guidelines for “Talking Religion”. It is available in hardcopy but can also be
downloaded free from http://www.interfaith.org.uk/connect/index.htm
which is part of the Network’s website specially developed to accompany
the guide.   
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Talking religion

An earlier Network document with guidelines on Building Good Relations
with People of Different Faiths and Beliefs was produced in 1993 and is endorsed
by all its member organisations (Inter Faith Network, 1993). It has been
widely reproduced and a number of schools have made use of this too in
exploring ways in which members of different faiths and beliefs might
constructively engage with one another. It can be downloaded from
http://www.interfaith.org.uk/pcode.htm.

Following up on the publication of Connect the focus of the Network’s
National Meeting in 2005 was on inter faith activity involving young
people.  The report on this, “Connecting for the future: Young People and

Although religion may not cause wars it can certainly lead to
heated discussion! People often speak with passion. Here are a few
points to keep in mind when speaking about faith and religious
topics:

� When asking questions of others about their faith, offer a
genuine, personal reason for your query; 

� Find out what others actually believe and value, and let them
express this in their own terms. Remember that there is
diversity of practice and thought within each of the main
religions;

� Find out what you have in common; what connects you rather
than divides you;

� Respect the other person’s right to express their beliefs and
convictions and to disagree;

� We are not all the same - accept and respect the fact that the
religious beliefs of someone may affect what they eat, what they
wear and many of the ways they deal with other people; 

� Ensure your faith is presented with integrity - be prepared to
say “I don’t know the answer to that, but I’ll find out”;

� Take care that everyone understands the religious terms that
you are using - ask, “Is this clear?” every so often;

� A sense of humour is good, but take care - jokes on religious
topics can cause offence. 

These short guidelines were produced for youth inter faith
discussion groups. They were published in Connect: Different
Faiths, Shared Values, Inter Faith Network, 2004. © Inter Faith
Network, 2004.
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inter faith relations in Britain: Report on the 2005 national meeting of the
Inter Faith Network for the UK”, with accounts of practical projects and
approaches, can be downloaded from http://www.interfaith.org.uk/
publications/youngpeople2005meeting.pdf 

Organising inter faith activities
Connect draws attention to the help that inter faith organisations at
national and local level can give to youth inter faith initiatives. The
Network’s directory,  Inter Faith Organisations in the UK: A Directory in its 2006
edition lists 253 different inter faith organisations, including 23 national,
12 regional and 218 local inter faith bodies. These bodies would be
delighted to receive requests from schools for help in organising inter faith
activities with young people and the Inter Faith Network office can help
signpost you to those organisations which might best be able to help with
particular initiatives.

A range of other organisations and projects work to increase young
people’s involvement in inter faith activity. For example, the National
Youth Agency produced, last year, a resource book, A Sense of Respect: Inter
Faith Activities for Young People (Green et al, 2005). Although this is for youth
organisations rather than schools it contains material which may be useful
in schools. The School Development Support Agency in Leicester has been
carrying out in the last few months a nationwide survey, on behalf of the
Institute of Community Cohesion with funding from the Home Office, to
identify good practice in the promotion of inter faith encounter and
engagement between young people, both in schools and more widely and
between schools and local communities. 

Diversity and Dialogue, a project under the auspices of Save the
Children, brings together CAFOD, Christian Aid, the Citizenship
Foundation, Islamic Relief, the Jewish Council for Racial Equality, Muslim
Aid, Oxfam, Save the Children and World Jewish Aid. Its report, due in July,
will contain a good many useful case studies and accounts of experience of
the Diversity and Dialogue project itself, which involves sixteen projects
with young people, experimenting with different models and activities in
school and youth work settings (see their website
www.diversityandialogue.org.uk). 

So, there is much work in progress and there are an increasing range of
resources to help teachers in their vital work of helping young people to
engage effectively with what it means to live together in a shared society
alongside those of different beliefs. The shape of our society and the degree
to which its members, across the coming decades, can live at ease with each
other with a positive commitment to seeking the common good, even
where there is disagreement on particular issues – will owe much to the
skill and commitment of today’s teachers.
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Gesture and its
role in classroom
communication:
an issue for the
personalised
learning agenda
Abstract: In this article Karl Wall argues that gesture as an
aspect of interpersonal communication has been overlooked
in understanding how pupils and teachers communicate in
working classrooms. At a time when “personalised learning”
is much discussed, he argues that every aspect of how a
teacher and pupil may communicate during learning activities
should be explored. He refers to three specific issues: pupils’
gesture use as an indication of their current level of
understanding and readiness to learn; teachers’ use of
gesture in explanation and instruction giving and the role of
gestures as cues in interpreting pupils’ classroom behaviour.
He further argues that practitioner research offers particular
opportunities for understanding the role of gesture in
classroom explanation and instruction giving but that this
also needs to be linked to systematic research into the
significance of gesture use and its interpretation in the
different learning settings of the working classroom.
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A
s adults our everyday experience of interacting with other
people tells us that, while we consciously listen to what is
said to us by others, we also, perhaps less consciously, attend
to the way something is said and the actions that accompany
what’s being said. For children and young people at school,

the “everyday” necessarily includes classrooms in which they have learning
experiences, the interactions they have with their teacher, other adults and
fellow pupils. While much attention has been paid to how speech is used in
such interactions; how something is said, what gestures accompany or
inform the words used, has attracted rather less attention. In thinking
about learning we have not much examined the gestural aspects of the
personal in “interpersonal” communication as it informs learning in the
classroom.

The interpersonal of “personalised learning” 
The notion of “personalised learning”, one of the current Government’s key
developmental priorities for public education in the UK, is grounded in
the interaction between teacher and learner mediated by speech, text and
image. Such learning, when it takes place face-to-face with another person
is, I suggest, informed by a mutual awareness, perhaps unconscious, of
each other’s gestures and body movements. A personalised  learning
approach requires the teacher, working in a particular curriculum or
broader learning context, to be able to make careful assessments of the
nature and extent of a child’s current understanding in that area. This may
be signalled in what the child says, writes and draws, but it may also be
apparent in the gestures they use when working and how that work is
undertaken.  

A detailed assessment of a child’s current learning status should inform
subsequent learning experiences as managed by their teacher. But this
potentially creates a problem for the single teacher in her working
classroom: pupils undertake such learning experiences in the presence of
others. They occur in classrooms populated by other learners. In such
settings gestures are viewable by all present; one person (adult or child)
witnesses the gestures of another – and, by implication, their possible
effects. Teacher and pupil behaviour is thus “seen” by all. Adverse or
inappropriate behaviour and how the teacher responds to it provide a
“lesson” for all present (Wall, 2003). Necessarily some learning interactions
occur where learners are part of a whole class “audience”, some in grouped
or group activities, others on a one-to-one basis. 

Exploring gestures in the classroom
Three issues justify increased attention to the role and use of gesture in
classrooms. Each represents an important aspect of the interpersonal
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nature of learning exchanges and each is an issue that, at present, is little
regarded, considered or researched in a working classroom context. 

Readers will hopefully agree that learning crucially depends on
communication – if nothing is gestured, nothing said or written down, no
activity undertaken, communication cannot occur; learning cannot take
place. To what extent then can systematic research, rather than anecdote,
inform a claim for the importance of attending to gesture in the classroom?
That gesture and speech do work together communicatively, for adults and
children, is evident in the extensive research of McNeil, Goldin-Meadow
and others (eg McNeil, 2000, 2005; Goldin-Meadow, 2003; Doherty-
Sneddon, 2003): this makes it clear that gestures and bodily action can
inform, supplement or replace speech in interpersonal communication.

Accessing children’s current understanding 
The first of my three issues relates to children’s understanding. Recent
research suggests that gestures may reveal the present stage of a child’s
understanding and their readiness to learn further. Accessing such clues to
pupil understanding could usefully inform teacher assessments of a
pupil’s current understanding and readiness to proceed to new learning:
pupil gestures may reveal the way pupils are thinking about the tasks they
are undertaking. In this context, research shows that pupils use specific
forms of gesture to convey their thinking, particularly in the way hand
gestures are used during task-related activity (McNeil, 1992; 1998; 2000,
Goldin-Meadow, 2003). 

More than two decades of research have shown that pupils reveal their
own understanding through the nature and extent of their gesture use –
an understanding that may not be apparent in what they actually say
(Patterson, Cosgrove  &  O’Brien, 1980; Machida, 1986; Flavell, Speer, Green
and August, 1981; Pine, Lufkin and Messer, 2004). One key implication of
such work is that teachers should give equal attention to what pupils do
and how they communicate that “doing” to others. 

However, to date, few of these studies have taken place in working
classrooms. They have focused exclusively on interactions between pairs of
individuals, usefully informing an understanding of face-to-face
personalised learning contexts. However, as Goldin-Meadow has noted
(2000) there is a pressing need to widen this work on gestures to examine
such interactions in the working classroom. This needs to reflect the
grouped or group nature of contemporary classrooms, particularly those in
the primary phase (Wall, 2002; 2005a). This “in class” emphasis is
necessary to establish that such assessments can be made in working
classrooms by busy teachers. Encouragingly, recent research (discussed in
Goldin-Meadow, 2003) does suggest that teachers can develop their
sensitivity to pupil gestural activity, its interpretation and potential
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meaning. 
Although a working classroom understanding of gestures’ role is

currently some way off, my own recent experience, in leading a series of six
workshops for PGCE students1 at the Institute of Education, University of
London and an extended workshop session as part of the Chartered
London Teacher Conference2, suggests that both teachers in training and
experienced teachers in post are aware of the potential significance of
gesture and, in particular, the issue of how their gestures may be
interpreted by pupils.

In the same workshop sessions it was apparent that teachers were
aware that the way they used their bodies when explaining something to
pupils, their hands in particular, could usefully inform pupil
understanding of what was being explained. They were also aware that
gesture use could be misunderstood and lead to confusion for their pupils. 

A second issue then centres on the nature, extent and apparent
purposes of teacher gesture, and what it may convey to pupils. Existing
research does suggest that teachers use gestures in their explanations and

that they respond to the gestures pupils make when explaining or
answering questions. This is apparent in specific curriculum contexts,
such as science lessons, as shown by Crowder and colleagues (Crowder
and Newman, 1993; Crowder, 1996 and, with younger pupils specifically,
in grouped science tasks by Ogden, 2000). More generally, teachers use
gestures with older pupils as part of their explanations of scientific
principles (eg Roth and Welzel, 2001) and in other subject settings (eg
Neill, 1991). 

On the one hand, there is an awareness by teachers that their gestures
have a role in explaining and instructing when teaching and, on the other
hand, a limited range of  research to say what in particular teachers should
be doing to enhance their use of gesture for explanatory or instructional
purposes. Clearly more research is needed, but specifically research that
accesses working classroom settings. Here then is an area that may be
particularly amenable to practitioner based action research where the
question of how gesture informs explanation in particular classrooms
might usefully be explored. Larger scale studies would be needed, however,
to look at the generalisable and transferable insights gesture based
research might offer in this context. At present neither form of research is
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much in evidence.

Gesture in interpreting classroom behaviour
The third issue to be addressed in this essay is that of the role of gesture in
the development and management of classroom behaviour. If we accept
that we do use gestures in interpreting and assessing the intentions,
motivations and learning readiness of others, what needs to inform and,
perhaps qualify, such interpretations? Can assumed meanings be justified
and taken to be universal? After all such interpretations may also be
interpreted on the basis of past experiences of situations and events,
which, rightly or wrongly, we (or our pupils) perceive as being similar to
that currently being experienced. Negative experiences may thereafter
frame subsequent interpretations, emphasising a need to look at each new
situation afresh if misunderstanding is to be avoided. 

Research shows that pupils use gestures during peer interactions
(Church and Ayman-Nolley 1995) and that they have a role in social sense
making for children (reviewed by Crick and Dodge, 1994). Young children
detect the gestural activity of others and when interacting in tasks are able

to exchange task related information
through gesture use (Kelly and
Church, 1997). Two issues arise
from such research. The first, that
pupils do use gestures and make
judgements based upon their

interpretations of those gestures, whether from teachers or their peers.
What is less clear is how these judgements inform their behaviour towards
others, including their teachers. Second, that gesture use when pupils and
their teachers interact in groups may not just involve the exchange of task
related information. My own research (Wall, 2005a, b) suggests that,
among young children of 5-6 years of age, working in grouped settings,
girls and boys may approach the undertaking of tasks in different ways
and this may be signalled in their use of gesture in achieving their task
goals. 

The types of behaviour made manifest in social interaction and marked
by gesture: behaviours that may be more or less desirable in the classroom,
have been little examined from a gestural point of view. Neill’s 1991
research, mentioned earlier, appears to be the only research that applies a
specifically gestural perspective to aspects of classroom behaviour
management. This research, was followed by a text (Neill and Caswell,
1993) aimed at teachers with the intention of increasing their sensitivity
to how gesture might inform interpretation of positive and negative
classroom behaviour. In using this text in my recent workshops it was
apparent that the issues they raise had a resonance for teachers’
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contemporary classroom experiences. 
Teachers were aware of, and could articulate, how the way they

approached and interpreted pupils’ actions (and vice versa) could
influence pupils’ subsequent behaviour. Such awareness, and the need to
understand it better, is apparent in texts that focus on behaviour
management, (eg Rogers, 2006) in which gestural behaviours of many
different types are seen to have an informative role in understanding pupil
- and teacher behaviour. These approaches are often based on what seems to
work in practice, derived from their advocates’ classroom experience but
are not generally the result of systematic research. 

For a classroom teacher this issue of multiple meanings and
interpretations is potentially compounded by having many different
children to interact with in a classroom; children who may well come from
diverse cultural and social backgrounds with their attendant expectations
and possibly differing norms of behaviour. In managing such a classroom a
teacher’s gestural activity may, similarly, be open to many different
interpretations; as many as there are pupils and other adults in the room.  

Indeed one of the problems informing all issues relating to gesture is
the extent to which gestures are really universal; a topic of much academic

debate. It is also apparent from studies over the last fifty years (eg
discussed in Morris, 2002) that the same gestures may not be interpreted
in the same way by men and women; by persons of different ages or by
people from different countries or different cultural contexts. 

As far as I am aware, there is no current published research in this area
that relates to gestural interactions in multicultural classrooms. A
multicultural classroom would offer many opportunities for gestural
misunderstanding but we have no research evidence to inform such a view
– such research has yet to be undertaken. Similarly possible gender
differences in how gesture is used in grouped tasks in the light of different
teacher roles are only at a very early stage of investigation.

Overall, gesture has been seriously overlooked in understanding how
pupils and teachers communicate in working classrooms. This omission
seems particularly significant at a time when “personalised learning”, so
heavily contingent on interpersonal communication, is gaining currency. 

I have used three issues to illustrate the potential of taking gesture
seriously: pupils’ gesture use as an indication of their current level of
understanding and readiness to learn; teachers’ use of gesture in
explanation and instruction giving; and the role of gestures as cues in
interpreting pupils’ classroom behaviour. I have pointed out where
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research supports the points made but have also identified the paucity of
current research directly related to working classrooms and so most likely
to be of use in improving classroom practice and teacher pedagogy. Gesture
so fundamentally informs day-today interpersonal communication that its
significance in the classroom needs to be further explored. 

Notes
1 These took place between September 2005 and May 2006 and involved
some 150 student teachers.
2 This took place at the Chartered London Teacher Conference, held on the
20th February 2006, at the Institute of Education, University of London.
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Marketing of
foods to children:
a new language
Abstract: Sue Davies highlights the marketing tactics which
are now used to promote foods high in fat, sugar and salt to
children. This “dialogue” between marketers and children is
becoming ever more complex and integrated. All too often it
seeks to circumvent parental authority by appealing directly
to children. There is clear evidence that food promotion
influences children’s food choices; that many children are
eating unhealthy diets and that parents support tough
controls. She suggests that it is essential that marketing
practices are restricted and that if the industry is unable or
unwilling to take a responsible approach voluntarily the
Government must step in and legislate.

T
here has been much debate about the way that foods are
marketed to children in recent months, with much of it
focusing on television advertising. While junk food
advertisements on television (TV) are prominent, research
undertaken by Which? has highlighted the variety of marketing

tactics that is now being used to target unhealthy food to children, many
of which parents are likely to be oblivious to.  Food companies are
increasingly relying on ever more sophisticated and integrated marketing
techniques, presenting challenges for the way that these practices can be
controlled and regulated.

Responsibility
Restricting the way that unhealthy foods are marketed to children is one of
the measures that Which? believes is essential if we are to see a reversal in
the disturbing trends for the incidence of obesity and diet-related disease.
The latest Health Survey for England (National Statistics and NHS Health
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and Social Care Information Centre, 2005), for example, shows that one in
four 11 to 15 year olds are already obese. This reflects a trend across the UK
and a similar incidence in adults. Obesity is debilitating in itself and can
bring social stigma. It is also a risk factor for other serious conditions
including type II diabetes, heart disease and cancers. Independent of
overweight and obesity, poor diet now accounts for around a third of cases
of cancer and heart disease. 

Tackling the causes of these conditions therefore has to be a priority. If
the health impact is not enough motivation then the economic
consequences should be. The cost of obesity alone has been put at around
£3.7 billion per year (House of Commons. Health Committee, 2004)
However, there is no simple solution. We need cultural changes in our
attitudes and approach to what we eat, as well as to physical activity. 

Tackling the barriers 
As we go through our daily lives, healthy choices are rarely the easy ones.
We eat out a lot more and often expect the food that we choose to be quick,
relatively cheap and convenient. If the healthy choice is to become the easy
choice measures are needed that tackle the barriers to healthy eating. A
strong government lead is also demanded. This is why Which? believes a
strategic council is needed to co-ordinate the actions needed by relevant
stakeholders at both national and local level. 

The danger when a multi-dimensional and multi-sectoral approach is
required is that the lack of effective co-ordination and drive can be used as
an excuse to do nothing or to play down the significance of individual
actions. This is certainly the case in relation to the food industry’s
willingness to take a more responsible approach to the way that foods are
marketed to children. 

Why does marketing matter?
It may seem an obvious point, but marketing works. In 2004 the Food
Standards Agency (FSA) commissioned a systematic review of the evidence
of the extent and nature of food promotion to children and its effect on
their food knowledge, preferences and behaviour (Hastings et al, 2003).
This showed that there is a lot of food advertising to children; that the
advertised diet is less healthy than the recommended one; that children
enjoy and engage with food promotion; that food promotion is having an
effect particularly on children’s preferences, purchase behaviour and
consumption; and that the effect is independent of other factors and
operates at both a brand and category level. These findings have since been
reinforced by a report from the US Institute of Medicine. (Institute of
Medicine of the National Academies, 2006). 
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Food in schools
Whereas the Government has agreed to take a firm approach to the way
that food is provided in schools, we have yet to see a strong commitment in
relation to food marketing. Although the Government has stated in its
“Choosing Health” White Paper (Department of Health, 2004) that it is
committed to changing the nature and balance of food promotion to
children and that it will consider regulation if this change is not brought
about through industry self regulation, as always the devil is in the detail.
A Food and Drink Advertising and Promotion Forum has been established
to look at non-broadcast promotion, but the Government has yet to reveal
what its success criteria will be.  

It is going to take a great deal of commitment to implement the new
school meal standards in England (Department for Education and Skills,
2005). They are already being implemented in Scotland as part of its
Hungry for Success (Expert Panel on School Meals, 2003) initiative and are
under consideration in Northern Ireland and Wales. From September 2006
food-based standards will come into effect in England. Based on School
Food Trust recommendations (School Food Trust, 2006), there will be no
more sugary and fatty snacks in vending machines and no more fizzy
drinks. Yet at the same time it seems that food manufacturers will remain
free to promote these products, as well as other foods high in fat, sugar and
salt which will not meet the new standards, to children outside of school
and through a range of means, undermining these positive initiatives. 

Underhand tactics
To take the example of fizzy drinks, research commissioned by Which?
(Which?, 2006a) has highlighted the many communication techniques
used to market foods to children as they grow up so that awareness and
demand for the product can become almost second nature. Internet games,
web-sites, sponsorship of playgrounds or sports events, tie-ins with
celebrities or competitions, and other marketing tactics are used to
influence children’s food preferences. Healthy choices stand little chance of
competing. 

Among the many tactics that our research exposed, we found:

� Common use of cartoon characters to promote food – whether using
licensed characters such as Scooby Doo, Winnie the Pooh or Shrek or
food company invented characters such as Ronald McDonald and Tony
the Tiger, cartoon characters associated with foods high in fat, sugar
and salt are prolific. While they can often be found on treat products,
such as birthday cakes, they also regularly feature on everyday foods
that are high in fat, sugar and salt such as breakfast cereals, children’s
ready meals and snacks. 
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� Use of popular films – fast food companies frequently have tie-ins with
the latest blockbuster film. For example, Burger King recently had a
promotion that included 21 Star Wars toys to collect. But other
companies are just as guilty – with film promotions regularly featuring
on snack products and breakfast cereals. 

� Free toys and gifts – as highlighted above, promotions can often have
several dimensions and free toys and other products often feature. As
the now notorious Cadbury’s Get Active scheme where vouchers from
chocolate wrappers could be exchanged for sports equipment showed,
these can even be promoted in schools. 

� Giving the product “play value” – whether through interesting shaped
foods such as Kellogg’s Coco-pops straws, a breakfast cereal high in
sugar and saturated fat that is promoted as a fun way to get children to
drink more milk or branded toys that you can buy, such as a McDonald’s
Play Food Set or Barbie Pizza Hut accessories, marketers are very good at
making sure children associate their products with fun and enjoyment. 

� Linking foods to competitions and prizes – competitions and prizes are
often linked to other promotions, for example encouraging children to
go to company web-sites. 

� Sponsorship – whether it is McDonald’s sponsorship of the World Cup
or Irn Bru’s sponsorship of a playground in Falkirk, brands associated
with unhealthy foods often feature prominently, aimed at showing the
company in a positive light, but conflicting with messages about
healthy lifestyles. McDonald’s and Coca Cola, for example, are already
signed up as sponsors for the 2012 Olympics. 

� Linking food and drink products to the stars – whether it is Gary
Lineker and Walkers crisps or McDonald’s and Destiny’s Child,
celebrities can be too willing to associate their name with fatty, sugary
and salty foods. 

� Text messaging promotions – a particularly disturbing trend is the way
that text messaging is being used as a promotional tool, for example,
linked to “text to win” competitions.

� Internet promotions – the internet is unsurprisingly an area of interest
to advertisers – sometimes explicitly through food company web-sites,
such as McDonald’s site which encourages children to send “e-cards” to
their friends promoting the brand, but also in less obvious ways where
the promotion is embedded in a more general site, such as the
“Neopets” web-site aimed at children, but which has featured
McDonald’s  and Pepsi branded games. 

� Viral or guerrilla marketing – perhaps of most concern is a new type of
marketing that actually uses children to spread the word themselves
by targeting those that other children are likely to want to emulate. In
its report on obesity, the Health Select Committee was, for example,
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critical of a promotion for Kellogg’s Fruit Winders which used this
method. The promotion included a web-site featuring animated icons
that children could e-mail to each other, but also focused on targeting
school children directly by word of mouth through “playground
leaders” without the knowledge of parents. 

Need for action
This small sample of the many marketing tactics that are now being used
highlights the way in which food companies and marketers are usually one
step ahead of parents and also of regulators. Any controls in this area
therefore need to be comprehensive so that advertisers cannot circumvent
them. 

These examples also highlight how marketers are often using
communication methods that parents may be unaware of or have little
chance of controlling. New media enable advertisers to communicate
directly with children without their parents’ knowledge. Even when
parents are fully aware of the promotions, the skill and extent to which
unhealthy products are targeted at children can make it difficult for
parents to say no, even if they set out to do so. 

Which? Research (Which?, 2006b) has shown strong parental support
for tighter controls in this area with 79 per cent of parents agreeing that TV
advertisements for unhealthy foods should not be allowed during the
times that children are most likely to be watching television. Eighty six per
cent agreed that the Government should do more to control the way that
unhealthy foods are marketed to children.

As well as strong support for action in this area there is clear evidence
of a problem:
– significant numbers of children are overweight or obese;
– many children eat far too much fat, sugar and salt and not enough fruit

and vegetables;
– foods promoted to children are predominantly those that are high in

fat, sugar and salt; and
– there is clear evidence that food promotion to children influences their

food preferences and choices.

The clear conclusion therefore is that the promotion of unhealthy foods
has to stop. However, it remains unclear how far the Government will act
to ensure this. 2007 is a critical year as this is the point at which the
Government will decide whether industry self-regulation is capable of
working in this area or whether legislation is needed. Television
advertising is an important test to see how seriously the Government is
taking this issue. 
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Ofcom’s role 
In March Ofcom, the communications regulator, published its proposals
for restrictions on TV advertising of foods to children (Ofcom, 2006). These
are important not only because television remains a key medium through
which unhealthy foods are advertised to children but because the
Government and industry also expect broadcast to lead the way for any
non-broadcast restrictions. The FSA has developed a model backed by the
UK’s leading nutrition advisers that enables foods high in fat, sugar and
salt and healthier options to be categorised for the purpose of any
restrictions. 

But unless Ofcom’s proposals are radically changed as a result of the
public consultation or the Government intervenes, the self-regulatory
approach in this area will make little difference to the way that children
are bombarded with unhealthy marketing messages. The proposals are
flawed in two fundamental respects. Firstly, they do not deal with children
over the age of nine years of age, despite this group already having a very
high incidence of obesity, and secondly, even where restrictions are
proposed for children up to nine, they fail to deal with the times that most
children are watching TV. 

Our analysis of the viewing figure data has shown that up to four times

Ofcom’s proposals 

Package 1: Foods high in fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) would not be
shown in programmes made for pre-school children, programmes
specifically made for children, and programmes of particular appeal
to children aged up to nine years old. In addition, there would be no
sponsorship within these programmes.

Package 2: As above, except that restrictions would apply to all food
and drink advertising not just for HFSS foods with the exception of
government healthy eating campaigns.

Package 3: HFSS foods would not be shown in programmes made
for pre-school children and in addition, there would be volume
restrictions aimed at limiting food and drink advertising and
sponsorship at the times when children are most likely to be
watching TV.

Ofcom is also inviting suggestions for a fourth, undefined package
if it achieves broad support across the food and broadcasting
industries.
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as many young children are likely to be watching television soaps during
the evening than specific children’s programmes after school or on a
Saturday morning. These programmes would not be caught under Ofcom’s
index for determining whether or not a programme is of particular appeal
to children up to age nine. Ofcom’s approach takes account of programmes
where the total audience is predominantly made up of children while
discounting those that have significantly more children watching, but
where they make up a smaller proportion of the total viewers. The
proposals would therefore leave it free for advertisements for unhealthy
foods to be placed in slots during these more popular programmes. 

A poor example?
This does not bode well for the comprehensive controls that are also
needed in the non-broadcast area. Initial proposals to strengthen the
industry self-regulatory code relating to broadcast advertising (BCAP),
which were produced along-side Ofcom’s proposals for scheduling
restrictions, indicate a reluctance by substantial parts of the industry to
take greater responsibility for the nation’s dietary crisis. For example, while
it is recognised that licensed cartoon characters used by food brands
influence children’s food choices and need to be curbed, it is argued that
those generated by the companies themselves should still be permitted.
With characters such as Tony the Tiger left free to promote high sugar
cereals during prime time television when the vast majority of under 10s as
well as under 16s are watching television, it is hard to see how these new
restrictions will have much impact. To be effective, restrictions need to
address the advertising of unhealthy foods during the times that children
are most likely to be watching television. In practice that is likely to mean a
9.00 pm watershed. 

Conclusion
This next couple of years will be crucial for addressing the causes of obesity
and diet-related disease if the upward trend is to be curbed. However, it
remains to be seen whether the Government and food industry are going
to be able to rise to the challenge presented by the sophisticated and
complex nature of food promotion to children and put their health above
short term profits. Given the undisputable evidence that unhealthy foods
dominate promotions to children, of the way that these promotions
influence what children eat and the dramatic rises in obesity rates in
young people, merely turning down the volume of marketing messages for
unhealthy food is no longer an option. It’s time to find the off switch.
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MEET THE PARENTS

The Dialogue Company has produced an e-learning course for NUT CPD

Programme designed to help teachers communicate more successfully with

parents.

The resource is based on an approach developed by the Hungarian poet and

journalist Eugene Heimler who trained in England as a psychiatric social

worker following his experience in Auschwitz during World War II.

Teachers who manage dialogue more effectively:

� Listen to parent/s – concentrating on their words without distraction.

� Paraphrase – demonstrating they have listened by providing a précis
using the parent’s own words.

� Use Focused Questions – probing what the parent has said and,
therefore, seeking to establish mutual understanding without making

assumptions – deepening and clarifying rather than expanding the parent’s

concerns/story.

� Summarise – pulling together key information, clarifying feelings and
perceptions; and achieving the basis from which new solutions and

actions can be identified, discussed and agreed.

The e-learning course focuses on four situations where teachers have asked

parents to discuss an aspect of their child’s behaviour.  The situations cover

lack of motivation to work; racist behaviour; learning difficulties requiring

specialist help and bullying.

Developed in partnership with Stephen Chelms, the Principal Consultant to

The Dialogue Company, this e-learning resource will be valuable to teachers

new to meeting with parents, mentors working with such teachers; and

experienced teachers who want to reflect on their management of dialogue

with parents.  Participants choose appropriate responses from options

offered.  The course will help teachers (and parents) get more out of their

limited time for dialogue.

The first 50 passwords (each of which remains active for three months) are

now available (£15 for NUT members and £30 for others) from

nutcpd@nut.org.uk or (telephone) 020 7380 4719.
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Talking to learn:
the role of
dialogue in
professional
development
Abstract: Philippa Cordingley identifies the ingredients of
effective professional dialogue drawing on available
evidence. She stresses the importance of active listening and
draws attention to the new e-learning materials available
from the NUT’s website which focus on empowering people
who are being coached or mentored.

T
he value of talk in learning is well established. Research
evidence piles up from Lev Vygotsky’s work in the early 1930s
through all of the work on Thinking Skills, Assessment for
Learning and Philosophy for Kids, to the multiple new studies
now emerging about how to structure small group activity to

enhance the quality of discussion. You can follow the evidence trail in the
National Educational Forum Evidence Bulletin issues 1-6 (NERF Bulletin).
But does what works for our pupils and students work for teachers too?
Recently published research from the “Learning How to Learn” project
(James, et al, 2006) emphasises the connections between teacher and pupil
learning and there is plenty of evidence about effective “talking to learn” in
the research on continuing professional development.

This article explores what we know about the kinds of dialogue that
can be linked with strong benefits for pupils and for teachers. In doing so
it starts to unwrap some of the skills set out in the National Framework
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for Mentoring and Coaching that I outlined in an earlier edition of
Education Review. (Cordingley, 2005)

The research base
We know talk matters from the three systematic reviews of the research
into continuing professional development (Cordingley, et al 2003,
Cordingley et al 2005a, Cordingley et al 2005b) that can be shown to have a
positive impact on teaching and on pupil learning. The reviews examined
more than 45 studies and found that professional talk in effective CPD can
take many forms, including:

� specialist and peer support; 
� practising new approaches and adapting them; 
� observing other teachers; and 
� accessing evidence about your own efforts to use new strategies via

video or via feedback from a colleague. 

Opportunities to build on what teachers know, can do and care about
in the context of specific classes or groups of students were also a strong
feature of the CPD in the review studies. Talk is, of course, embedded in
accessing peer and specialist support, seeking and interpreting feedback
and making explicit what you know, can do and care about too. But we also
know that not all talk between professionals is helpful for learning. So
what does effective dialogue in professional learning look like?

Dialogue and sharing practice
The first thing to notice is that , for teachers’ professional
development/learning as for pupil learning, it is important that the talk is
focused on learning aims that are meaningful. Easy to say, but harder to do.
Teaching and learning are complex.There are many variables involved
including classrooms full of young people interacting dynamically with
each other as well as with you. So it is easy for conversations about
teaching and learning to be distracted. Rooting professional learning
conversations in direct evidence about learning as we experiment with
different teaching and learning strategies seems to lie at the heart of the
matter. This is what teachers’ enthusiasm for “sharing” practices is really
about. Talking about examples of lesson plans, students’ work and ways of
organising their activities feels much more meaningful than listening to
descriptions of “perfect” lessons or even watching them. 

The second point about professional learning conversations linked
with positive findings for teachers and for students is that they involve
peer support. Teachers learn reciprocally. Both (or indeed all, if we are
talking about small groups) are trying out new approaches. Both risk
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looking silly if things go wrong. This mutual vulnerability seems to speed
up the process of building trust – so that the conversation can dig under
the surface to explore more deeply held concerns.

Dialogue about beliefs
Conversations between professional learners and those who support them
also need to explore beliefs – or practical theories as they are sometimes
called. This is because we need to understand the underlying rationale if
we are actually going to integrate new approaches into existing practice. It
is beliefs and practical theories about why things do or don’t work that
also shape whether or not teachers have the confidence to “tinker” with
teaching approaches and adapt them to the needs of their students. So
professional learning conversations need to explore teachers’ beliefs and
ideas and help them to review and adapt them to accommodate new ones. 

Frameworks for professional learning conversations
Talking about teaching and learning is not easy. So much of what teachers
do is “dialed in” or internalised. Things happen quickly in classrooms so
we have to routinise what we know and retain it in the form in which we

can put it to use r i g h t  n o w in
response to an unexpected
response or demand. As a result
teachers often dismiss their
professional knowledge as common
sense and underestimate the

complexity of what they know and do. Untangling all this can be a tongue-
tying experience. Should teachers embarking on professional learning
conversations consider working with talking frameworks – in much the
same way that they help their students with writing frameworks? It seems
to me doubtful that anyone could create talking frameworks capable of
accommodating the range of issues that need to be tackled. 

But identifying a broad set of principles, defining the key ideas and
their relationship with each other and the core skills underpinning
successful learning conversations might create a tool that teachers would
find useful as professional learners.  Such a tool would have to be flexible
enough to accommodate the rich diversity of teachers’ interests and
learning trajectories, yet structured enough to help build a common
language to support the process of professional learning. That is, of course,
what the National Framework for Mentoring and Coaching tries to do. In
what follows I want to zoom in on the specific skills set out in the
framework. These are central to making dialogue effective in professional
learning and to highlight important practical issues.

Not all talk between professionals
is helpful for learning. So what
does effective dialogue in
professional learning look like?
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Asking questions
One of the first things colleagues noted when we asked them about the
skills of mentors and coaches during the fieldwork for the National
Framework was the importance of coaches and mentors providing support
in the form of questions rather than answers. Over time mentors and coaches
seem to learn so much more about teaching and learning than those they
mentor or coach. And one of the first explanations teachers offered us for
this fact when we explore it with them is that forcing yourself to turn your
advice or good idea into a question that is meaningful to and usable by
someone else forces you to stop and think, increases your awareness of
your own concerns and skills and opens up your thinking to other
solutions. So asking questions facilitates learning just as much, if not more,
than providing answers. 

To support the Framework we created a set of resources which provide
examples of questions and the different functions they have in
professional dialogue in just the same way that Assessment for Learning
and Thinking Skills resources help teachers move towards more open
questioning. These resources are increasingly being embedded in the work

of national organisations. For example they are being used by GTCE’s
Teacher Learning Academy leaders as a vehicle for supporting professional
learning in schools, and by the Secondary Strategy in their work on
coaching and Assessment for Learning. They include videos showing
teachers experimenting (less and more) successfully with questions for
professional learning and reflecting on their progress. 

There are also new resources aimed at helping pairs of professional
learners make the most of their mentors and coaches. These were developed
by CUREE and can be accessed online, via the NUT website. They focus on
professional learners rather than coaches and mentors. They show teachers
who are being coached or mentored starting to use questions to take
charge of their own learning and include a tool kit for doing this.
Interestingly, when we were researching and developing these resources
some teachers said, “but hang on, if I ask my coach or mentor a question
they’ll just talk even more.” So, for professional learners using questions for
effective professional dialogue might involve learning to use closed
questions to direct attention as much as open ones!

Active listening
Effective dialogue depends just as much on active listening as on talking
and questioning and the skills summary within the framework spells out

Effective dialogue depends just as much on
active listening as on talking.
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four different sub sets of skills: 

� valuing silence;
� listening to what has actually been said; 
� using affirming body language; and 
� using some of the same words to value and reframe, develop, analyse or

check meaning, (depending on whether the context is mentoring,
specialist coaching or co-coaching).

Valuing silence
A warm and attentive silence is important in ensuring that someone who
is talking knows they have been heard. It helps them to hear themselves
and reflect on their thinking. It encourages them to finish a thought,
disentangle muddles and realise or disclose anxieties or hard to manage
feelings and thus make it possible for the teachers to learn from or about
them. So often when we think someone needs a good talking to, they really
need a good listening to. But active listening isn’t easy in busy, noisy
environments like schools and in cultures where answers feel more
important than questions. So professional learners who notice and express
their appreciation for attentive silence offered by coaches and mentors will
be helping their mentor or coach feel confident they are doing a good job –
encouraging them to do this more.

Listening to what has actually been said
Coaches and mentors often feel that to pull their weight they need to offer
blinding insights, new ideas or even just practical suggestions. They want
to offer something worthwhile to their colleagues. It is easy to become so
anxious about finding the opportunity to do this that they listen for the
opportunity to make their contribution rather than for what is really on
the other person’s mind. Concentrating on the conversation rather than
prior expectations is challenging – but rewarding. Because this quality of
listening gives coaches and mentors the information they need if they are
genuinely to build from what their colleagues know, care about and can do
already.

Using affirming body language
Body language is important too. We know how important our students’
body language is to us in sensing their responses. But it feels instinctive.
Trying to manage it feels somehow false. Mentors and coaches sometimes
worry about becoming self conscious about body language and sending
confusing messages. But practising smiling and nodding – and noticing
how seldom we do this instinctively when we are concentrating, all seem
to play quite a powerful role in routinising habits that support us as active
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listeners. This is particularly important when the going gets tough, when
for example, those we are coaching touch on issues that are central to our
own learning or when those coaching or mentoring us start to take over
our agenda with their own concerns. CPD activities that involve “reading”
mentoring and coaching exchanges without visual image and adding these
afterwards sometimes reveal a completely new angle on, for example, how
power is being exchanged. 

Using some of the words the learner uses
This is a familiar technique to all teachers. We use our pupils’ own words to
make sure everyone has heard them, to ensure they feel heard and valued
and as a bridge that enables us to connect their thinking with our learning
objectives, with other people’s ideas or with the wider curriculum and
world. Exactly how the mentor/coach uses the words will differ in
different professional learning relationships.

� In a mentoring relationship the person we are supporting will have
much less knowledge of the role or skill we are exploring so using their
words to connect them with a bigger picture will often make sense at
the start of a mentoring relationship. 

� Specialist coaches are working with established practices. The
professional learner will certainly know more about the context than
the coach. These coaches use the same words to develop rather than
reframe thinking. 

� In co-coaching the job of the person taking the coaching role at any one
time is to use the same words to check meaning. This helps the coach to
maintain the commitment of their professional learner colleague and
encourage him/her to embed new ideas and challenge their own
practice. 

For the professional learner in any of these contexts using some of the
coach or mentor’s words helps them to know they have been heard and can
provide a useful bridge or stepping stone from the coach’s to the
professional learner’s agenda. 

CCoonncclluussiioonn
In this article I have highlighted the research evidence about CPD and the
way this connects with mentoring and coaching and explained in more
practical detail some of the key issues about professional learning
conversations. 

I am sure much of this has felt a bit familiar. The context and the
language might be different and there might be a lot of emphasis on why it



vol 19 no 2    education review�56

Philippa Cordingley

works – but fundamentally the evidence about the role of dialogue in
professional development mirrors what we know about supporting our
students’ learning. This isn’t an accident of course. We would expect adult
professional learning to mirror some aspects of student learning, albeit
with different pressures and in different contexts. Fortunately, most of our
students do not have to go and teach 30 other people what they have just
learned. They get a chance to get hold of their new understanding and
skills and put them to work for themselves. But an interesting additional
point emerges from some of our CPD studies. Adult learning is infectious –
the more adults model collaborative learning through their peer support
and professional learning conversation, the more their students start to
value and use collaborative learning strategies and more sophisticated
conversational strategies. So next time you are planning a professional
learning or coaching conversation stop a minute to consider whether you
can let your students know about what you are doing. You might be
surprised to find how helpful and interested they are.

Note
The e-mentoring and coaching materials refered to in this article can be
found at www.teachers.org.uk. NUT membership numbers act as
passwords.

Philippa Cordingley will be tutoring a “Developing Coaching and
Mentoring Skills” course for the NUT’s CPD Programme starting in
November 2006. For details visit www.teachers.org.uk/cpd (select
teacherstogether)
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Dialogic
education: what
is it and why do
we need it?
Abstract: Rupert Wegerif acted as tutor to the seven pairs
of teachers awarded professional development scholarships
by NUT to research dialogic learning. Here, he asks why
dialogic is proliferating in contexts where other terms like
“collaborative learning” or “discussion” or “social
interaction” or “community of inquiry” were previously used
even though it is not always clear what the difference is. This
fashion for “dialogic” risks wasting a potentially very useful
new word. Referring to previous studies and using transcripts
from dialogue between children Rupert illustrates “dialogic”
and expresses his hope that it will become more prominent. 

T
he Russian philosopher Michael Bakhtin introduced the word
“dialogue” to education and his ideas have profound
implications for how we can understand both the processes
and the aims of education. Bakhtin used the term “dialogic” in
several ways which, while they are all compatible, have

different depths of meaning.

Dialogic as shared enquiry
Bakhtin wrote that, “if an answer does not give rise to a new question from
itself, it falls out of the dialogue” (Bakhtin, 1986). This definition of
dialogue, a definition that distinguishes it from social conversations that
are not enquiries on the one hand and monologues, or the products of a
single voice, on the other hand, can be usefully applied in education (eg

Rupert Wegerif

Rupert Wegerif is
Professor of
Education at the
University of
Exeter. 



vol 19 no 2    education review� 59

Rupert Wegerif

Alexander, 2000). However “dialogic”, for Bakhtin, was not just a reference
to actual dialogues between people, but was part of his distinctive and
original way of understanding meaning and the creation of meaning. 

Dialogic as a way of writing
Dialogic, from Greek, does not refer only to the idea of two voices speaking
together but to the idea of speech “through or across” implying any
number of voices. A monologue, however, is the product of a single voice
and the idea of “monologic” is the idea of a single true representation.
Monologic has been the dominant ideal in science and education but
Bakhtin challenges this. For Bakhtin texts, even books, are “utterances”

which are part of dialogues. This means that they make sense only when
we consider the context of the texts they respond to and the responses that
they want to influence. Far from being simply the single voice of a single
author, texts, he claimed, contained traces of many voices often engaging in
dialogues within the writing itself. 

Bakhtin described several ways in which texts or utterances can be
located on a dialogic to monologic continuum. For example he wrote that
they can be more or less multi-voiced and they can be more or less “open to
the other”. He distinguishes between the “authoritative” voice that
remains outside of my words and the “internally persuasive” voice that
enters inside them. Bakhtin’s account of the impact of what he called “the
persuasive word” is often quoted because it has obvious significance for
education:

“Such a word awakens new and independent words, organises masses of our words
from within and does not remain in an isolated and static condition: it is not finite
but open; in each of the new contents that dialogise it, this discourse is able to reveal
ever new ways to mean.” (Bakhtin, 1981)

Bakhtin’s contrast between the “authoritative” and the “persuasive”
leads to a theory of learning as appropriating the voices of others, taking
them into our own store of voices by giving them our own accent and our
own associations and resonances (Bakhtin, 1986). Education in general is
only possible if words and voices can cross the boundary of the self so that
students can learn to speak in new ways and to be new people. Dialogic
theory helps us understand how this can happen. It is not a mechanical
process but implies being able to listen to others and see through their

We need to teach students how to engage in the
dialogues through which knowledge is constantly being
constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed.
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eyes.

Dialogic as a way of knowing
While Bakhtin sometimes contrasts dialogic with monologic, at other
times he implies that texts are always really dialogic and that all thought,
including thought inside an individual head, is a dialogue between
multiple voices. Volosinov, a close collaborator with Bakhtin in the 1920’s,
wrote that, “meaning is like an electric spark that occurs only when two
different terminals are hooked together”, and further that: 

“In essence meaning belongs to a word in its position between speakers; that is,
meaning is realised only in the process of active, responsive, understanding.“
(Volosinov, 1986)

This implies that all meaning is a product of dialogue. Bakhtin supports
this claim arguing that meaning is always a response to a question
(Bakhtin, 1986). It follows that text books do not mean anything in
themselves, their meaning is a product of an act of reading and that act of
reading is always in some way “dialogic” because the meaning read is an
answer to the question or questions that we ask when we interrogate a
text. To apply this to science, the “facts of nature” for example, only arise as
answers to the questions that we ask of nature and if we asked different
questions we would “see” different facts.

One of the implications of dialogic understood as “epistemology” or a
way of knowing is that there can be no fixed or final meaning. This is
because meanings emerge only in the context of a dialogue which is always
open and so there is always the potential for a re-assessment. Bakhtin
emphasised this lack of finality or closure, writing:

“ There is neither a first nor a last word and there are no limits to the dialogic
context (it extends into the boundless past and the boundless future)”. (Bakhtin,
1986)

This has significant implications for what we see as the end or purpose
of education. It implies that we must not be content with teaching the
facts or knowledge as we see them, these will soon be out of date, instead
we need to teach students how to engage in the dialogues through which
knowledge is constantly being constructed, deconstructed and
reconstructed.

Applying dialogic
Dialogic can be applied to change the processes of teaching and learning
encouraging extended chains of questioning as coherent shared enquiry
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(Alexander, 2006). Dialogic also suggests that one of the goals of education,
perhaps the most important goal, should be dialogue as an end in itself. 

Some of the profound implications of dialogic for education were
brought out by the findings of a series of empirical studies of an
intervention programme, “Thinking Together”, which focused on teaching
children how to talk together more effectively in small groups (Mercer,
2000: Wegerif and Dawes, 2004). The project worked with teachers in
ordinary classrooms and showed highly significant learning gains on SATs
test questions. To assess the quality of talk we asked groups of children to
talk together around a kind of reasoning test that correlates well with
academic achievement. The headline findings from these studies were that:
the Thinking Together programme statistically improved the ability of
groups to solve reasoning tests and that individual scores on comparable
reasoning tests also improved significantly.

These studies found that unsuccessful group talk failed in mainly two
ways. Either each individual identified with his/her own self-image in the
dialogue and so tried to impose their position on the others; or because
individuals identified with a sense of group identity and uncritically
agreed with others in order to avoid any disruption to what was felt to be
group solidarity. In successful group talk the most obvious difference was
that individuals were able to change their minds; to question their own
positions; and to ask for help when they did not know the answer. This
shift in attitude can be seen in all the published extracts of transcripts
from this method. An example is given below.

Figure 1: Raven’s Problem B1

The full transcript of one group of nine-year-old children (whom we called
Tara, Perry and Keira) working on a version of the problem shown in Figure
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one, in a pre-test and again in a post-test, is published in Wegerif and
Dawes, 2004, pages 37 to 39. Three short extracts are reproduced here to
show the shift towards dialogue. 

Transcript extract 1: Pre-test initiation and challenge
Tara: Square and diamond, it's 2.
Perry: No it's not.
Tara: It is 2.
Perry: No it's not.
Tara: It is.

In the pre-test Tara, a girl, initiates with a suggestion, Perry, a boy,
rejects it and they move into a dispute. This disputatious approach
continues and eventually Perry imposes his own solution, number 6,
against the opposition of two girls, Tara and Keira, by grabbing the pencil
and writing down his answer in the space provided. 

Transcript extract 2: post-test initiation and challenge
Tara: That has got to be a diamond, a square with a diamond with a

circle in that one, number 6, do you agree?
Perry: No, what do you mean?
Tara: OK, no it's got to be square.

In the post-test, three months later, the same group respond to the
same problem quite differently. When Tara suggests number six she does so
with a question asking if the others agree, Perry then asks her politely to
clarify her reasons and, in the act of reflecting on her claim, Tara changes
her mind. The talk continues for some time exploring different
alternatives. The video also shows long pauses with the group all leaning
forwards towards the problem sheet with concentrated expressions.
Eventually Tara sees the correct answer and tries to communicate this to
the others. 

Transcript extract 3: Post-test, sharing the solution
Tara: Look, that's got a triangle, that's got a square. Look. that's got a

square with a diamond with a circle in, that's got a square with a
diamond in and that's got a square with a circle in so that's got to
be a square.

Perry: I don't understand this at all.
Tara: Because, look, on that they've taken the circle out yes? So on that

you are going to take the circle out because they have taken the
circle out of that one.

Perry: On this they have taken the circle out and on this they have taken
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the diamond out and on this they have put them both in, so it
should be a blank square because look it goes circle square.

After Tara tries to explain her vision, Perry admits that he does not
understand her in a way that invites her help. Tara then tries again using
the phrase “taking the circle out”. Perry suddenly seems to see the answer.
His eyes light up and he shows signs of excitement. He then repeats Tara’s
words “taking the circle out” with energy and animation to express his
new understanding. 

This illustrates a change that was found more generally. The more
successful post-test dialogue exhibited many examples of children
apparently arguing against their own positions, admitting their ignorance,
asking for help and changing their minds. This suggests a different kind of
identity-in-dialogue crucial to reflection and creativity, an identification
not with any bounded image, an image of self, or group, gender, ethnicity,

etc, but an identification with the space of dialogue itself as a vantage
point from which one can evaluate and criticize even one’s own position. 

The key change to observe therefore, in the direction of more effective
problem solving dialogue, is not only the use of explicit forms of language
such as “because”. The abilities of Perry in the post-test to humbly admit
that he did not understand; to invite Tara to explain her solution to him;
and then to adopt her words as his own with pride are significant. In
general, across many examples, improvements in the quality of shared
thinking are accompanied by children being able to listen to others, change
their minds, and argue against their own initial positions. This
observation leads me to propose a general direction in the development of
more effective reflective thinking dialogues away from self identification
and towards an identification with the dialogue itself. I illustrate this shift
in Figures 2 and 3.

When engaging more effectively in dialogue the children do not only
change the way that they use words, they also change the way in which
they relate to each other. The shift in identity we observed in groups
working around tasks in classrooms where Thinking Together was
promoted led to a more exploratory and “dialogic” – in the sense of being
open to the other – sense of identity. Evidence of this was found in the
changed atmosphere in the class, in reported changes in ways of handling
disputes in the playground and also in changes in the way individuals

Improvements in the quality of shared thinking
are accompanied by children being able to
listen to others, change their minds, and argue
against their own initial positions.
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approached examinations.

Implications for education
The studies I refer to demonstrate that a dialogic approach could improve
curriculum learning as measured by SATs tests (Mercer et al, 2004). This is
not surprising if we accept the dialogic premise that the main mechanism
for learning is taking the perspective of an another in a dialogue. They also
suggest that induction into dialogue is a way of teaching for general
thinking skills, not only the reasoning skills measured by the tests used

Figure 2: Self-identification in dialogue as competition

Figure 3: Identification with the space of dialogue
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but also creativity and learning to learn (Wegerif, 2005). Changes reported
by teachers in the ethos of classrooms suggest that this is a way of
preparing the foundations of democratic citizenship in the dialogic
processes of shared problem solving and decision taking. Finally they
suggest that, as well as a means for teaching and learning, dialogue is an
end to be valued in itself as perhaps the most important goal of education. 

The Thinking Together approach described has been shown to be
effective but so have other essentially dialogic approaches such as
Philosophy for Children (Lipman, 2003) and Robin Alexander’s
approaches to dialogic teaching (Alexander, 2006). The teachers awarded
the NUT scholarships for dialogic learning have trialled all these
approaches and more in their classrooms with impressive results which
will be reported soon. I hope that they prove to be pioneers of a shift
towards increasing dialogue and dialogic in education in the UK.

Footnote
1This is a parallel problem to Raven’s B12 prepared for publication with the
permission of Dr John Raven who holds the copyright for Raven’s
Reasoning Tests.

Note
Rupert Wegerif will tutor two TEACHER2TEACHER programmes (one at
Stoke Rochford and one in Cardiff) “Using Dialologic Education to
Enhance Thinking and Learning” –during 2006/07 as part of NUT’s
professional development programme. Full details: email
nutcpd@nut.org.uk

References
Alexander, R. (2000)  Culture and pedagogy: international comparisons in primary
education.  Oxford: Blackwell.
Alexander, R. (2006) Towards dialogic teaching: rethinking classroom talk. 3rd ed.
[York]: Dialogos.
Bakhtin, M. (1981) The dialogic imagination: four essays. Austin: University of
Texas Press. (University of Texas Press Slavic series; no. 1)
Bakhtin, M. (1986) Speech genres and other late essays. Austin: University of
Texas. (University of Texas Press Slavic series; no. 8)
Lipman, M (2003) Thinking in education, 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Mercer, N. (2000) Words and minds: how we use language to think together.
London: Routledge.
Mercer, N., Dawes, R., Wegerif, R., & Sams, C. (2004) ‘Reasoning as a
scientist: ways of helping children to use language to learn science.’ In
British Educational Research Journal, Vol.30 no. 3, June, pp. 359-377.



vol 19 no 2    education review�66

Rupert Wegerif

Volosinov, V. N. (1986). Marxism and the philosophy of language. Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard University Press. (Reprint of New York: Seminar Press,
1973)
Wegerif, R. (2005) ‘Reason and creativity in classroom dialogues’. In
Language and Education. Vol.19 no 3, pp. 223-237
Wegerif, R. and Dawes, L. (2004) Thinking and learning with ICT: raising
achievement in primary classrooms. London: RoutledgeFalmer. 
Wegerif, R., Linares, J. P., Rojas - Drummond, S., Mercer, N., Velez, M (2005)
‘Thinking together in the UK and Mexico: transfer of an educational
innovation’. In Journal of Classroom Interaction, Vol. 40 no 1. pp.40-48.



vol 19 no 2    education review� 67

Banishing the
quiet classroom
Abstract: Christine Harrison explains the importance of
classroom talk in learning. She identifies hierarchies in talk
and summarises the evidence about the importance of
meaningful talk to children’s learning and understanding.
She then describes some strategies that can help teachers
facilitate dialogue and orchestrate discussion.  

I
n these days of accountability, schools are judged against a myriad of
criteria to determine whether they are successful and yet perhaps
the clearest indicator of learning – classroom talk – is rarely selected
as a measure of successful learning. In fact, if we look carefully at
what happens in most UK classrooms, it would seem that oracy is

often underplayed and written communication takes a dominant role in
the learning experience. Teachers frequently introduce youngsters to ideas
through artefacts or videos or demonstrations and then ask the learners to
document what they witnessed or they provide textbook exercises or
worksheets for learners to complete. The purpose of these activities seems
to be the permanent recording of these events and one has to ask why this
is. Does written work help the learning process? Is literacy the best way to
engage and drive learning in the classroom?

I would argue that oracy has a greater role to play than literacy in
fostering and establishing learning. I believe that learning is shaped by the
experiences that we engage in and also that the power to fashion ideas and
beliefs is both greater and more flexible through oral communication than
written. While I am aware that there are some learners who have the
capacity to engage themselves in thinking and negotiation of ideas
through the act of writing, these are rare and the majority of us require
interaction with others to foster and support the development of our
thinking.  Robin Alexander in his booklet, Towards Dialogic Talking, (2006)
argues that:

“Children, we now know, need to talk, and to experience a rich diet of spoken
language, in order to think and to learn. Reading, writing and number may be the
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acknowledged curriculum ‘basics’ but talk is arguably the true foundation of
learning.” (p5) 

In the five to six hours that students are at school in the UK, they
experience a good deal of talk. They talk to their friends, to other students,
to adult helpers and to their teachers and, in turn, these people speak to
them. All talk, from chatter to organised debate, is undoubtedly essential
in building and benefiting many of the relationships that support
interactions inside the classroom. In this article, however, I am going to
focus on the structured and semi-structured talk that takes place through
group work and whole class discussion in the classroom. 

What we need to ask is, what role does talk have in classrooms and why
is talk important for learning? In fathoming the answers to these
questions, we will be in a position to understand what teachers might do
to foster talk within classrooms to benefit their learners. 

What type of talk happens In classrooms?
Many studies have mapped the types of talk that take place in classrooms.
If we look first at who does the most talking, it is clear from most UK
classrooms that the teacher is responsible for most of what is said. The
King’s-Medway-Oxfordshire-Formative-Assessment-Project, completed
between 1999 and 2001 – with science, mathematics and English
secondary school teachers – we looked at how teachers generally start their
lessons. We found that teachers often began lessons with question and
answer sessions intended to link the lesson with previous learning
experiences. At the start of the KMOFAP project, we found that on average
teachers dominated talk in most of these lesson starters by an average
word count of 10:1. While teachers did try and engage learners by asking
questions, the answers demanded tended to be limited to one word or one
sentence answers. This approach to the start of lessons tipped the
dominance of talk in favour of the teachers and therefore limited the
learner in expressing their ideas and created difficulty for the teacher in
collecting evidence of strengths and weaknesses in student
understanding. With support from the King’s team, the project teachers
began to address this imbalance in the classroom talk. 

By the end of the project, most of the KMOFAP teachers had introduced
techniques that reduced this dominance of teacher talk. This was achieved
through helping students to find a voice by working on strategies to help
students raise ideas. This began by improving “wait time” (Rowe, 1974) –
the time a teacher takes between asking a question and taking an answer.
It was also enhanced by many teachers allowing students to rehearse and
construct answers in groups prior to the whole class discussion and
working on techniques that encouraged the continuation of themes and
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ideas within the talk. This involved teachers planning scenarios and
situations that the class could talk about; rather than using a series of
questions which would do little more than check whether some students
know the answers or not. 

Teacher-dominated talk is also found in many UK primary classrooms,
where talk is a vehicle for question-and-answer recitation teaching
(Alexander, 2006). In this approach, the teacher controls and dominates
the classroom talk and the role of the learner is to guess the answers that
the teachers hold inside their heads. Learners are encouraged to participate
but at only at a level of agreement or elaboration. Their role is to provide
the “right answer” in the correct place in the teacher’s tale as this extract
from one of the science teachers on the KMOFAP project shows: 

“I’d become dissatisfied with the closed Q&A style that my unthinking teaching
had fallen into, and I would frequently be lazy in my acceptance of right answers
and sometimes even tacit complicity with a class to make sure none of us had to
work too hard … They and I knew that if the Q&A wasn’t going smoothly, I’d
change the question, answer it myself or only seek answers from the ‘brighter
students’. There must have been times (still are?) where an outside observer would
see my lessons as a small discussion group surrounded by many sleepy onlookers.”
James, Two Bishops School (Black et al, 2002)

Mercer (2000) and Alexander (2006) both focus on the talk repertoire
that teachers utilise in their classrooms. Both present hierarchical
repertoires in which the lower levels centre on teachers telling or using
questions and prompts that require students to recall what has already
been encountered. In the higher levels, Mercer has the category of
exhortation which he describes as teacher talk that encourages students to
think. Alexander, on the other hand, puts at the top discussion and
scaffolded dialogue which he takes pains to explain are different to the
“bedrock of teaching by direct instruction”. Through discussion and
scaffolded dialogue, talk moves from exchange of words to development of
ideas, from interaction to shared social meaning, and from knowing to
understanding. Classroom talk should not be used simply for the teacher
to instruct but for the learner to develop. 

Why do learners need to talk?
The opportunity to talk, particularly to enter into dialogue with others
about a specific task or idea, has an essential role in learning and yet, for
some children, such opportunities can be limited both within and outside
school. If we continue to focus on the written rather than the spoken word
in classrooms then we are disadvantaging our students and limiting their
learning opportunities. In fact, outside school, the differential between
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those youngsters who get the opportunity to talk and those who do not
can be remarkably different. A study by Hart and Risely (1995) in the USA
indicates that children of professional parents get double the amount of
talk addressed to them than the children of working class parents and four
times that of children whose parents are on welfare. This difference in the
home setting offers severe disadvantages for some children in terms of
both cognitive and social development. If talk is not a central goal for these
children in their early years of schooling, then the differentials between
these groups of children will continue to widen. Classroom talk needs to
be encouraged as a means of social justice.

It has been widely accepted for several decades now that learners’
cognitive development is driven by interactions between children, adults
and society (Vygotsky, 1978, Brunner and Haste, 1987, Halliday, 1993).
When students are faced with new experiences they need to make sense of
them (Lindfors, 1999). Language is at the heart of this process. The learner

uses talk to engage with the new
knowledge and to try to understand it
within their own personal
frameworks through interactions
with other learners and their teacher.

In part they achieve this through comparison with their previous thinking
in that area; but the major part of this learning results from negotiating
common meaning with others that are also engaged in the learning
experience. In this way, new knowledge is socially constructed (Vygotsky,
1978) and communication through dialogue is essential in achieving this.
Feldman (1987) believes that as children learn, the constant interplay
between what is known and what is new stimulates cognitive growth as
well as language acqusition.  

Stewart (1999) describes dialogue as “….the process of helping
meaning flow through the people co-constructing it. ”It is not simply that
the learner hears several voices through dialogue but that the ideas from
individuals get challenged, moulded and re-examined through the
collective voice of the group. Isaacs (1999) argues that this is not simply
shared knowledge that arises from dialogue. Rather, it is a sense of
meaning that he terms “ collective sensibility” that has evolved from the
interactions (Bohm, 1996) and from which learners can capture their own
sense of understanding. Because each learner brings their own knowledge,
aspirations and limitations to the interactive process, they will have a
particular lens on the shared knowledge that arises through the dialogue.
Therefore, what they focus on, capture and retrieve from the shared
knowledge will depend on the lens they select as well as their capacity to
engage with the shared knowledge as it arises. 

While talk has a role in enhancing and ensuring cognitive development,

Oracy has a greater role to
play than literacy in fostering
and establishing learning.
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it also has a role helping students regulate their learning. Learners know
when they do not understand the ideas arising within a learning situation.
However, it is a brave learner who attempts to think aloud and make
public that they cannot engage with the shared meaning that is evolving in
the dialogue. Rather, learners withdraw from the dialogue or listen in
hoping to re-engage with the sense-making. 

If, however, such learners can find the confidence to offer their pre-
understanding or emergent understanding then the group engaged in the
dialogue can react to this and so allow the learner to examine and then re-
examine the sense they are making of the shared meaning. It is only
through entering the dialogue about shared ideas that the learner can
begin to see other aspects of the ideas and so make judgements about
where they are in their own sense-making. Non-engagement not only
deprives the group of the learner’s position but prevents the learner from
revealing their own sense-making to themselves. However, if a learner does
offer their emergent understanding then they are at the mercy of their
dialogic partners since movement forwards rests on the reaction from
others. If agreement with or challenge to the learner’s emergent ideas is not
forthcoming from the group, then there is no selection pressure to help the
learner reflect on and shape their understanding. This leaves the learner in
a vulnerable position where they have revealed both publicly and to
themselves where their thinking is but without a means of moving
forward through the guidance and challenge from the others engaged in
the dialogue; it therefore becomes difficult for the learner to continue to
engage with both the problem and with the dialogue. Active participation
in dialogue is therefore a risky business for individual learners.

What can teachers do to help learners talk?
If students learn by building ideas and concepts through social
construction, then a teacher’s role is to set up the conditions in which this
dialogue can take place. This involves both organising the social setting so
that dialogue is likely to be fruitful and also working with the learner to
ensure that their learning moves forward. The latter is reached through
diagnostic exploration of where the student is in their learning and then
providing scaffolding (Bruner and Haste, 1987) to take these ideas
forward. 

Organising the setting to encourage dialogue can be achieved through
ensuring that the seating and other furniture are arranged so that those
involved in dialogue can easily communicate both verbally and non-
verbally with one another. Seats arranged around tables, rather than
opposite each other, encourages more collaboration because the non-
speakers at any point in the dialogue, do not need to turn their heads to
actively engage in listening to the speaker. When the talk then passes to a
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second person, each member of the group can rearrange and refocus. This to
and fro movement helps signal to the others in the group that all are
actively involved in the dialogue without a great deal of effort on behalf of
each participant. It is also easier for each participant to bring their view
into the dialogue because they can throw this into the group space. Sitting
opposite another participant makes this harder to do because this seating
position demands eye contact and as such could be a deterrent in allowing
individuals to raise their own thoughts. Grouping round a table allows
both group and individual space.

There have been many attempts to determine the optimum group size.
Context and prior experience have a good deal to play in determining this;
but what is clear is that two students is too small a group to elicit
sufficient ideas to feed into the dialogue and ten is probably too large to
ensure all can continue to participate throughout the dialogue. So a group
size somewhere in between two and ten is likely to be effective and what
may be the determining factor is the likely socialisation within the group. 

Friendship groups are not a good idea since the norms and rituals that
exist within such groups may exasperate or limit any shared
understandings emerging. Individuals in groups do however need to get
on with one another and for full participation by all individuals it requires
a supportive environment. A further factor is purely pragmatic and that is
the total number of groups within the class needs to be such that the
teacher can legitimately sample enough of the group dialogues to gain an
insight into where the various group ideas are situated. This both helps
the teacher’s diagnosis of where learners are at in their trajectories and
allows the teacher opportunity to plan for the whole class talk. In this way,
the talk that develops in one group can be compared with that from other
groups and so the shared meaning continues to evolve as some thoughts
get consolidated and added to while others diminish as they are challenged
and discarded.

This is somewhat like a jigsaw. Within the groups, individuals find and
present pieces of the picture. Some pieces will be identified as important
for the whole picture while others will be discarded or set aside
temporarily when others are not too sure of their part in the whole idea.
Sometimes jigsaw pieces can be joined to others or reshaped to fit with
others such that the part of the whole picture that any group possesses is
likely to be clearer than the single pieces held by any individual within the
group. 

Promoting classroom dialogue
In the next stage of whole class discussion, these group ideas can be held
up and examined alongside those of other groups. Discussion here has a
different role to play than that of the group dialogue. Discussion,
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etymologically, is derived from the Latin meaning “smash to pieces”
(Isaacs, 1999) and it is through the whole class discussion orchestrated by
the teacher that ideas are judged and reshaped, having emerged and been
moulded through group dialogue. So, choosing which group speaks first is
important; as is deciding how much of that group’s dialogue needs to be
revealed before a second group is allowed to add, contrast or compare their
ideas. The skilful teacher helps draw together the themes and ideas that
emerge from the group dialogues while at the same time holding up these
experiences for scrutiny, challenge and consolidation through the whole
class discussion.

The teacher not only has a facilitatory role to play in this but an active
role also. Formulating good questions that make students think and
motivate them to want to discuss ideas is an effective starting point. For
example, questions such as, “Is it always true that green organisms

photosynthesise?” are better at generating talk than “Which types of
organisms photosynthesise?” Questions that require students to predict
or consider alternatives are better ones that lead to a set answer. For
example, “What might the wolf have done if the grandmother had been
out?” is a far better question for active discussion and thought than “What
happened to the wolf in the story about Red Riding Hood?” Learning can
benefit greatly from the talk that is generated from good questions and
teachers need to put planning time aside to generate these questions and
to share effective questions with colleagues.

Teachers also help scaffold the emerging ideas as they arise within
groups by intervening. Through careful eavesdropping of student
conversations the teacher comes to understand what learners know, what
they partly know and what they do not yet know (Black and Harrison,
2004). This helps teachers to  pitch more carefully the next events in the
learning, be they in the discussion that follows or in follow-on activities
during the same or subsequent lessons. In this way, the “partly known”
ideas are sorted out and unknown ideas introduced as well as the correct
ideas consolidated. This allows learners to work at their “leading edge of
learning” as their knowledge base is continually being challenged and
upgraded through this process. Such an approach is defined as formative
(Black et al, 2002).

The teacher’s selection of which group speaks first and the questions
that s/he asks the other groups in response to what the first group has said
are also part of the teacher’s intervention repertoire. A searching question
or a variation on an idea from a second group can cause the first group, who

Learners’ cognitive development is driven by
interactions between children, adults and society.
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has already spoken in the whole class discussion, to reconsider their
group’s ideas or to re-establish and reconfirm what they meant in their
original presentation of the idea. At the same time, other groups, who have
not had opportunity to offer their ideas look at those ideas already raised
and begin to identify where their own thinking fits and varies. So the
teacher’s intervention holds up a mirror for all the groups to investigate, re-
establish and evolve their ideas. 

Sometimes, teachers need to work on strategies to prevent them
“cutting off” classroom talk.  This mostly involves them withholding from
the students their judgement about an answer so that the students can
compare answers given with the answers they hold inside their heads. For
example, one of the maths questions that a couple of different classes
discussed was “What’s similar and what’s different about fractions and
ratios?” The first teacher used a technique called “Pose-Pause-Pounce-

Bounce”. First, the teacher poses the
question. Then there is a pause for
thinking (wait time) before she selects
a student to answer. On hearing the
first answer, the teacher immediately

bounces the question to a second student. The “pounce-bounce” action
prevents the teacher reacting to the first answer and so possibly cutting off
the class talk. The second student might give the same or a different
answer to the first student and may or may not respond to what was said
in the first answer. 

Whatever happens, the point is that the classroom talk has started to
move away from the teacher judging publicly whether the student is
correct to the voicing of more student talk and ideas. The ultimate aim is to
achieve pose-pause-pounce-bounce-bounce-bounce. This pushes the talk
in the direction of the learners which in itself is beneficial to learning but
also gives the teacher essential “thinking time”, where they can plan what
intervention is needed to help drive the learning forward. 

A second teacher adopted a different approach having posed a question
about fractions and ratios. She asked students to discuss the question in
groups so that they would be able to explain these similarities and
differences in terms of sharing a large pizza. After five minutes of group
talk, where the teacher circulated and listened in on snippets of the
dialogue, she asked each group in turn to articulate one main point or idea
that had arisen within their group talk. Two students acted as scribes
writing up these thoughts on the board. The teacher repeated what each
group said to help the scribes and to help others in the class hear the point.
She then asked the groups to talk about the various points that had been
written on the board – which did they agree with, which needed more
clarity to make sense, which did they disagree with. After three minutes

Teachers also help scaffold the
emerging ideas as they arise
within groups by intervening.
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talk in this way, she asked the groups to change composition. Most groups
were composed of four participants and she asked these to spilt into two
and work with two other students from a nearby group to share the
thoughts of both groups. In both these events, the teacher circulated
between the groups, listening into the conversation without intervention
verbally or non-verbally. 

The teacher then orchestrated a whole class discussion by asking a
specific group to begin to explain what decisions did a family have to come
to in cutting up the large pizza. She then moved onto a second group to ask
them to retell the family’s predicament and solution in terms of fractions;
before hearing the story retold by a third group in terms of ratios. The

teacher then asked the class to reflect on the points they had listed on the
board in relation to similarities and differences and asked them which of
these ideas had the stories used. She pointed to each one and students
nodded or said “yes”. The teacher, each time, selected a student to identify
where that point had been used in one of the three stories and each time
asked a student from another group whether she agreed or not with the
answer. In this way, a large proportion of the class were asked to take part
in the class discussion either by offering examples and ideas or explaining
how these examples or ideas fitted or contradicted with suggestions that
various groups had made or by identifying examples from the previous
discussion to fit in with the current class talk. From these interactions, the
teacher was able to gauge individual, group and class understanding while
the learners had their ideas continually reviewed and challenged. This
reciprocity in learning was only possible through the medium of talk. In
contrast, written communication separates the assessment from the
learning in time and reduces the possibilities for shared purpose. 

The classroom ethos 
It is clear that the quiet classroom is not the environment for learning to
take place. However, getting the right ethos for learning is more than just
allowing talk to happen. Learners need to be able to articulate their
understanding, to hear and compare their thinking with that of other
learners and to consider whether their ideas fit, partly fit or do not fit with
the consensus that the class and teacher seem to agree on. Learners
therefore need to be skilful in the ways they interact with others and
mindful about what they hear and see in the classroom. Part of this will be
checking off and consolidating ideas which the learner is already relatively
confident about. Another part will be in the learner recognising where

The quiet classroom is not the environment
for learning to take place.
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their weak areas are and diagnosing where the problems lie. This might be
achieved by revealing any problems with understanding but it is a brave
learner who can do this. One approach to help learners identify, diagnose
and recognise weak areas in their understanding is for teachers to make
misunderstandings a focus of the work that the class do. Both from the
research literature and from the experience of working with youngsters,
teachers come to know some of the difficulties that learners may encounter
in a particular topic. If the teacher bestows these problems on imaginary
learners and the task is set to unravel the problems and guide these
imaginary learners, then much can be gained from this approach.

For example, let’s take again the area of ratios and fractions discussed in
the previous section. A ratio of 4:1 means dividing the total into 5 parts
and yet often learners think that its only 4 parts. Taking this problem to
the class, the teacher might pose the following activity to discuss in
groups:  “Amina and Mia can’t decide whether cutting a pizza into 4
portions is the same as dividing it into a ratio of 4:1. Can you help them
out?”

Openly discussing problems and uncertainties and making the sorting
of errors a focus of the learning activities focuses the goals of the class on
improvement rather than on finding the right answer. This legitimises the
action of seeking help and encourages learners to check with others on
areas that they feel uncertain about. It creates a much more collaborative
approach to learning where the role of the classroom talk is to foster
cooperation and focus on understanding rather than on right answerism.
The interventions that drive and support learning can then become a
natural part of what learners and teachers engage in. Wouldn’t teaching be
so much easier if learners could tell the teacher where their problems were?
It would allow teaching to be much more targeted and less trial and error.
It would also make the process of learning much more apparent to
youngsters and help them create better self-regulation in their learning,
which would have huge impact on their future learning.

Last word
There have been numerous initiatives, from government and elsewhere, to
try and raise standards. Undoubtedly one of the main ways of achieving
this is for teachers to focus on nurturing their interactions with and
between students. Fostering dialogue and orchestrating discussion should
be at the heart of what teachers do on a daily basis. If you want learning to
happen banish quiet classrooms and let the kids talk!
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Comparing
bilingual teaching
in Wales and
Canada
Abstract: In this article Ann Williams reflects on her learning
from a visit to study bilingual education in primary and
secondary schools in Canada. The visit - which was part-
funded by the General Teaching Council Wales and NUT’s
professional development programme - included meetings
with representatives of school districts, the Ministry of
Education, teachers’ organisations and other specialist
agencies as well as study visits to schools providing examples
of bilingual teaching and learning. Ann reveals how this
international “dialogue” has influenced her practice and
intentions for her school in Wales. 

I
am head teacher of a Welsh-medium primary school of 270 pupils
aged from 9-11. The language of instruction in the early years and at
Key Stage 1 is Welsh. For 95 per cent of the children Welsh is
introduced as a second language. English is introduced as a
curriculum subject in Year 3.

I wanted to visit nursery and primary schools in Canada where a
second language was introduced to the pupils as I have a particular
interest in the acquisition of a second language, linguistic duality and
bilingualism. I wished to compare methodology and was eager to learn of
innovative projects which were contributing to the improvement of
second language teaching.

I was interested in the role of the school/parents where parents were
not fluent or had no knowledge of the language of instruction of the pupils

Ann Williams

Head teacher,
Ysgol Mynydd
Bychan, Cardiff
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and how these parents were able to support literacy/numeracy and other
areas of the curriculum. 

I was also interested to see the use of translanguaging either from
necessity or choice. I was interested in finding out if and how other
countries are successful in the transfer of the second language out of the
classroom situation. With the increasing growth of English as the language
of international communication, what impact would this have on the
acquisition of second or third languages?

The visit would give me a better understanding of educational policies
and structures in Canada. First hand experience and the comparison and

exchange of ideas and good practice would enhance both my professional
development and performance in my role as head teacher of a bilingual
primary school.

I hoped to be able to introduce innovative language methods and
materials into my school thereby enhancing the quality of learning and
teaching. I hoped to strengthen the partnership that we as a school are
building between home and school, school and the immediate community
and school and the world wide community.

The visit, which took place from 17 to 25 October 2003, consisted of a
briefing meeting followed by visits to schools. I was fortunate also to be
invited to the breakfast launch of the Canadian Parents for French Annual
Report.

In the briefing meeting we gained a good insight into the content,
structure and process of bilingual education in Ottawa and an
appreciation of the challenge that bilingualism poses in other parts of
Canada, both to the education system and society at large.

A different approach 
There is little doubt that the promotion of bilingualism is a major priority
for the federal government and state governments throughout Canada.
This priority is reflected by activities and programmes at a local level. 

A major difference between the Canadian approach and that followed
in Wales is the greater level of investment in bilingualism in Canadian
schools. In Ottawa every child gets a minimum of 40 minutes per day of
teaching through the medium of French (core) and the situation is
reversed in French language schools. There is also the opportunity for all

I  intend to try to encourage the Canadian
approach in my school and ensure that children are
praised for speaking a second language and not
chastised as much for using their mother tongue.
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children to experience a substantial period of immersion in the French
language, which can either be early, middle or what is described as late
(Year 7 onwards) in their education.

In addition to the investment in bilingualism in schools, there is also a
significant investment in other agencies, such as the Association of Second
Language Teachers, Canadian Parents for French. This is supported in the
museum services and in resource centres, etc.

I observed a variety of lessons in core, early immersion and late
immersion classes. The daily core French lessons in kindergarten and
elementary schools were about having fun in French by moving, laughing,
singing, dancing and telling simple stories. This methodology is seen in
Welsh second language classes taught by Welsh specialists. Their
enthusiasm and love of the language is reflected in the enjoyment and
confidence shown by the pupils in their use of the language they have
acquired.

The pupils we saw were enjoying their lessons whilst their class
teachers were enjoying a daily period of non-contact time for preparation
and marking.

I believe that this model should be looked at again in Wales especially
now that the National Assembly Government is looking at ways of giving

primary school class teachers non-
contact time.

One obstacle is of course the
shortage of teachers – common to
both Wales and Canada.

The core French lessons
observed in middle schools were
reminiscent of the methodologies
observed in the old grammar school

systems in Wales. The pupils were given lists of vocabulary to learn and
were tested regularly although this was called a quiz. The work was not
differentiated although it was obvious that pupils were at different
starting levels. When questioned about differentiation, the teacher replied
that she would just mark the first five answers to the quiz rather than the
twenty!

I observed a grade 1 class in French immersion. The language of
instruction was French. The lessons were very passive and teacher-led.
There was little or no linguistic interaction with the teacher and none
between the pupils. After the lesson introduction the work set was table
based worksheets.

I took great pride that in comparison current practice seen in my school
was excellent. Children are immersed in the early years in their second
language through structured play which gives them opportunities to

We should and must accept
reluctantly that for the majority of
children in our schools Welsh will
always be their second language,
the language of the classroom and
not the language of their leisure.
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develop in all areas of the desirable outcomes but also opportunities to
develop their second language linguistic skills.

In both Key Stages 1 and 2 children are given a wide range of
opportunities in all areas of the National Curriculum, through first-hand
and hands-on experiences to develop through their second language. They
learn their second language through content language integrated learning
rather than in isolation as a subject. Emphasis is on the acquisition of
oracy.

We were led to believe in the briefing meeting that this is so in Canada
but in practice this was not what we experienced.

There was no evidence of the use of ICT. This made me more determined
that the use of the latest technology-ICT in my school should be embraced
as a new pedagogical resource. Pupils will use the internet more and more;

teachers and children will produce electronic materials and use
programmes such as powerpoint. The creation of a school website will
provide materials to be used online when learning in school. We must
embrace the fact that we are fortunate that we can access through the
medium of English and not continually bemoan the fact that we cannot do
so at all times in Welsh. This is where those dual linguistic skills will serve
our pupils so well.

Canadian French immersion teachers used a great deal of materials that
they had prepared themselves. There is a dearth of published, attractive
materials available to them in French, although I saw a great deal of useful,
attractive, eye catching materials in English.  We are fortunate that good
quality Welsh materials are becoming more available. The days are almost
gone when we were making our own big books.

Encouraging linguistic duality 
Stephen Sliwa from the Ministry of Education of Ontario made several
references to the fact that the acquisition of a second language should help
to strengthen a child’s first language too. A child’s mother tongue should
always be celebrated and respected. We in Welsh-medium schools in
Anglicised areas of Wales would possibly find this alien to our present
practice and philosophies. Because of external pressures, linguistic
expectations are high.

In Canada in the French immersion classes although pupils responded
in fluent French to their teachers they spoke English to their peers. This

It should be a priority in our Welsh-medium schools to
ensure that young people perceive the Welsh
language as being “cool”, before the language
becomes a dinosaur locked within the classroom walls.
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was perfectly acceptable; no child was told not to speak English.
We should and must accept reluctantly that for the majority of children

in our schools Welsh will always be their second language, the language of
the classroom and not the language of their leisure. I intend to try to
encourage the Canadian approach in my school and ensure that children
are praised for speaking a second language and not chastised as much for
using their mother tongue.

Linguistic duality and translanguaging is an important and useful
skill that must be encouraged more in our schools. We must celebrate these
skills that our pupils acquire at a very early age.

Correspondence to parents in Canada, in immersion classes in
Anglophone schools was through the medium of English only. Although
this would lighten the workload burden for us it would be perceived as a
lack of respect for the Welsh language and a denial of the supposed equality
of the two official languages of Wales.

Canadian parents are very supportive of their children’s acquisition of a
second language. They are also encouraged by the schools to be partners in
that education. I believe that non-Welsh speaking parents of pupils in our
Welsh-medium schools and teachers think that because they (parents) do
not speak the language of instruction they are unable to be partners in the
process. Monoglots find it very difficult to accept that we can learn
concepts, skills and knowledge in one language and use them in another
language. We must build on this concept of linguistic duality and
translanguaging as being a positive approach and not a negative one used
because of lack of Welsh resources/books/websites.

Pride in the Welsh language
It is accepted in Canada that the young generation, as in Wales, is battling
against assimilation into English language and culture - peer pressure, the
appeal of American culture, English speaking television and radio, our own
embarrassment of speaking French/Welsh in many environments are
causes.

The Canadian Teachers’ Federation have produced a National Cultural
Activities Handbook. It is brimming with interdisciplinary activities and
references marking specific dates in the school year. It increases the
number of French experiences in the classroom.

It is imperative that our pupils also, see Welsh as being useful, vibrant
and an interesting language. The Canadian handbook sets out to enhance
their pride in the French language and culture in general and helps them
find the expression of their own specific identity, characteristics that make
them different and attractive.

I intend to look closely at this model and adapt/adopt the good
practice, in the first instance in my own school and then at a county level.
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A joint INSET Day with the local secondary school and its feeder schools
would be an opportunity for establishing and sharing good practice. A
network of schools could be set up perhaps through CYDAG (Cymdeithas
Ysgolion dros Addysg Gymraeg – the schools’ association for Welsh-
medium education) or the General Teaching Council for  Wales.

Jane Davidson, Minister for Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills,
said in 2003, “We are at a point in the development of education policy in
Wales when we shall increasingly see our new, separate agendas gaining
momentum.” Guidance to schools in Wales states: 

“Curriculum Cymreig underpins the whole organisation and ethos of a school. A
range of case studies illustrates how many schools are currently helping pupils to
understand the richness of their own heritage, the diversity of the society in which
they are growing up and the values that have shaped their communities, As a result
of such approaches, pupils are better equipped to be part of a confident, outward-
looking nation taking its place on the world stage”.

This is a useful tool for schools but it does not address the challenges of
making Welsh the language of leisure time. It should be a priority in our
Welsh-medium schools to ensure that young people perceive the Welsh
language as being “cool”, before the language becomes a dinosaur locked
within the classroom walls.

Pride in their country was obvious in the way that the Canadian
anthem was sung at the beginning of the school day in all schools. Posters
of the anthem in both English and French were displayed. I intend to
display posters of our anthem in both Welsh and English so that both
pupils and parents have a better understanding of the meaning of the
patriotic words.

I’ve also investigated the old public address system and have
discovered radio points in all classrooms. This will enable us to emulate
the Canadian practice by playing the anthem and also celebrating other
events as a whole school.

All schools flew the Canadian flag. .I have already ordered two
diagonally wall mounted poles to fly the Welsh Dragon and the flag of Saint
David outside our school.

On the morning of our ESTYN (Her Majesty 's Inspectorate for
Education and Training in Wales) Inspection in February 2004 someone
had stolen the flag of Saint David. The yellow cross on a blue background is
also the emblem of Cardiff City Football Club!!!!



GET WHAT YOU WANT FROM
MENTORING AND COACHING!
Being mentored, coached, viewed, reviewed and performance managed is
not always easy. But its purpose should be to help you. It should be a
learning process in which you are a participant not just a receiver.

Our e-learning resource Making the Most of Your Coach or Mentor is
designed to help you develop the skills and confidence to put mentoring
and coaching to your best advantage.

Developed by CUREE in partnership with the NUT, this is an interactive
multimedia resource. As an NUT member you can access this free on the
NUT website. Have your NUT membership number to hand and click on the
link…

Go to the NUT website
www.teachers.org.uk
and click on the link
(Your Membership No. = Your Password).
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Pupil2Pupil peer
mentoring 
Abstract: Amanda Quince describes the introduction of
pupil peer mentoring at her middle school. She illustrates the
commitment, careful preparation and attention to detail that
underpins successful change in a school. She describes the
positive effects that this new approach to structured
dialogue between pupils has had. Mark Layman adds his
comments as a convert to the scheme and the pupils sum up
the benefits for themselves. 

T
hree years ago I was appointed as Deputy Head Teacher at
Beauchamp Middle School, Bedford. A condition of my
employment was that I enrol on the NPQH (National
Professional Qualification for Head Teachers). A large part of
the NPQH work is to work through a school improvement

project. 
I knew that my work on school improvement had to be something

innovative and challenging. I knew too that it would  have to press all the
right buttons and, above all, would make a difference. The idea of pupil
peer mentoring seemed to fit neatly into the Beauchamp school vision,
namely that “Every child matters and together we can work for excellence”.

I duly attended a three day training in mentoring at County Hall and
was immediately hooked. From that training, I was invited  to run a pilot
project in peer mentoring for the authority. I had already identified a
significant mismatch at Beauchamp between the Key Stage 2 results in
English and those of science and maths and I had also noted that there was
little in-house provision for our gifted and talented pupils. It seemed
logical to marry the two issues together.

I ran some staff training to explain the rationale for my work and,
together, the staff and I identified the gifted and talented pupils who not
only had excellent subject knowledge but who also had the capacity to be
excellent role models. They were selected for their ability to guide and
support younger pupils through the complexities of developing a more
positive attitude to regular attendance and a desire to challenge their
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untapped potential. Clear links were also made between their positive
contribution to the peer mentoring programme and the social and moral
responsibility and community strands of the citizenship curriculum in
secondary schools.  

John McAllister, a member of the Bedford MASS team and I then ran a
six week training programme for 24 potential mentors from our Year 8
pupils. The training focused initially on the importance of ground rules
within a mentoring relationship. We looked at issues of confidentiality
within our child protection guidelines, the importance of timekeeping,
clear communication, mutual respect and shared commitment. We taught
the pupils how to listen actively and empathetically and we discussed
questioning techniques. The learning involved role play, hot seating and
discussion and, most importantly, the pupils had fun.

I had already analysed the data for science and maths within my own
teaching groups and, following consultation with the maths and science
coordinators, I identified potential mentees, who were hovering on the
borderlines of levels 3 and 4 to join the project. I issued personal
invitations to those pupils and the return rate was a staggeringly positive
95 per cent.

Before my programme at Beauchamp started, I decided to learn from
best practice and so visited Pimlico School in Westminster where they have
a well established and well respected peer mentoring programme. I learned
how vital it was to monitor the programme closely and to offer
indefatigable support to the pupils involved. I understood how peer
mentoring can add an extra level of pastoral support, conveying the clear
message that a programme like this shows that we really care about the
pupils in our schools.

Once the the first six week cycle of peer mentoring was completed, the
children and I presented our work to our parents and governors.  This was
a highly charged evening where many tears of pride were shed.   

Since the initial launch, I have been joined by a teaching colleague at
Beauchamp, Mark Layman. Together we have developed the project within
our own school and we now have a regular team of 40 mentors and mentees
who meet once a week for an hour after school. The mentors have worked
hard to customise the mentees’ learning by focusing on individual
learning styles, whether it be visual, auditory or kinaesthetic.  

We have also been involved in the training of mentors at other  middle
schools in Bedford and we have made a presentation at the NUT’s
professional development conference “The Other Side of Silence” which
focused on culture and combating racism in mainly white schools. We have
recently attained Healthy Schools’ Status and our peer mentoring scheme
provided the assessors with a clear evidence base of inclusive education
through a strong network of pupil to pupil support.
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We know that high expectations lead to high standards and in our
evaluation of the project thus far we have confirmed that we have raised
individual pupil achievement by positively engaging them in a project
whose roots are based on three factors - purpose, activity and enjoyment.     

All participants, both mentors and mentees, report a boost in self
esteem; improved organisation and communication skills; and a growing
sense of motivation, maturity and responsibility.  Each of them believes
that they now have a more firmly established mind set and purpose. The
project reconfirms our belief that a school’s best asset is its pupils.  

We have been enthused by the process and we are proud of the
confident way in which our peer mentors and mentees have have led whole
school assemblies and public presentations. We firmly believe that peer
mentoring will underpin much of what we plan to do to continue to raise
standards at Beauchamp in the next few years.

My colleague, Mark Layman, wrote:
As a relative new-comer to the profession, I have to admit my first thoughts
when this project was mooted were somewhat less than enthusiastic.
Twenty-something years in the IT industry had taught me to be cautious of
initiatives that purported to empower the lesser beings in the
organisation. 

Such largesse had often preceeded a “business re-engineering” or
“market repositioning”. Put less subtly, the management was out of ideas
and hoping for a miracle: fix it or get fired. In my six brief years as a teacher
my mild cynicism has been rekindled by what appears to be an endless
barrage of government initiatives, rich in rhetoric but light on additional
resources. 

Along comes Amanda with her peer mentoring.  “And so we will
empower the pupils…?”

I was not alone in my doubting attitude and for some months watched
with interest, followed by awe, as the little devils got their stuff together. I
attended the evening sessions, was bowled over by the energy, atmosphere
and creativity. I wanted in…

I am now a total convert. It has taught me a great deal about our
children and myself. We are now at a stage where mentees are graduating to
mentors, mentors who have left the school are returning to assist with
clubs, parents are requesting their offspring are selected. I really believe
that we have unleashed boundless energy, superb spirit and a hunger for
new challenges. And it seems to fit in with some of those other initiatives
too!

Try it: it is a roller-coaster ride. Enjoy the adrenalin rush.
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And the pupils:

Mentoring Memories
Some were super scientists
Some mad for mathematics.
We got the call from Mrs. Quince
One of life’s fanatics.

“Just follow me, you’ll mentors be
A role for which you’re suited.
So come and meet your new-found chums
Most carefully recruited.

We sat with them, our other halves
We were feeling rather daft
Some folks quit, we stuck with it
We made mistakes but laughed.

We had a lot of training
Some made us doze, some think.
We stuffed ourselves with biscuits
We sloshed down loads of drink.

The more we worked together
The more we understood
That working with each other
Was really rather good.

The mentees and the mentors
Gained confidence and pride
As a final task we showed our folks
Some mums (and some dads) cried.

Now we Year 8’s must leave you
Off to our new “big schools”.
As mentors we have really grown.
We’ll miss our mates
But they’re not alone…
Because together we have shown
What’s possible in learning.

So just AIM HIGH and ALWAYS TRY
That’s what keeps life’s flame burning.
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Note
Building on its “When Harry helps Sally (and vice versa)” project as part of
the QCA’s Taking English forward initiative, the NUT CPD programme is
organising primary and secondary “Pupil2Pupil Peer Coaching” courses
for teachers starting in the spring term 2007. For full details telephone
0207 380 4719.
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In school
dialogue: the role
of school councils 
Abstract: In this article Jessica Gold looks at the benefits
that student councils can bring to teachers and pupils as part
of the dialogue within schools. She argues that students
must be genuinely involved in school life and not just the
finished product. They must feel engaged in their own
learning and school life.

A
recent article in the Times Educational Supplement reminded
me once again of some of the startling advances schools
experience when they engage in genuine dialogue with their
students. A secondary school in Germany has been
transformed over ten years from being considered one of the

worst in the city, to becoming “one of the most-sought after in the capital
for pupils who fail to make the grade for the more academic grammars”.
The head teacher regarded the key factor in this successful turnaround as
being the involvement of students in setting the rules and running the
school. He said:

“Each year a group of student representatives meet with teachers to draw up a new
list of “10 commandments” for all pupils to follow. Currently these include: “I
respect my fellow pupils, regardless of what nationality they are” and “I will not
bring any drugs or weapons or right wing items to school”. Times Educational
Supplement, 21 April 2006.

The head is convinced that the reason why the directives work is because
they “come from the pupils themselves”.

School Councils UK is 15 years old this year. As a co-founder of the
organisation I have seen a lot of changes over this time. When we started
carrying out training for schools, we were running four central training
days per year. The people who attended were starry-eyed idealists, keen to

Jessica Gold

Jessica Gold was
school council
chair-person
when she was at
secondary school
and then after
graduation
worked for a
national
voluntary youth
organisation. She
gradually realised
that her own
school experience
had been rather
unique and few
schools had
equally good
school councils,
so she co-
founded School
Councils UK in
1993. She was
initially training
manager, then
assistant director
and was
promoted to
Chief Executive in
1993. She is the
co-author of the
very popular
school councils
toolkit.



vol 19 no 2    education review� 91

Jessica Gold

return to their schools and share their passion for the benefit of
democracy/human rights/children’s rights/children’s self-realisation/
teachers’ self-realisation/improved emotional intelligence (any or all of the
above!). Next year we are running 35 central training days!

In addition, local authority trainers, graduates of our training the
trainers programme, are offering numerous training days. Clearly an
explosion has occurred. Just five years ago, suggesting that students might
take part in a panel to help appoint a new teacher or headteacher was very
radical. I would estimate that up to 30 per cent of schools today seek
students’ opinions in some shape or form when they appoint a new
member of staff. 

I won’t go into all the reasons which have brought about these changes
in education. It is enough to say that the political will has been present to
enable teachers to do these things when before they were required to focus
on formal and more top down approaches in school. There has been a
gradual realisation that students benefit from being engaged in the
process of their own learning. The learning environment and school
culture can be transformed beyond recognition.

Training days
When we first established our INSET days for schools, we designed
programmes aimed at teachers. We would identify a ground-breaking
school with a good school council and invite them along so that their
pupils could carry out a short meeting to inspire our course participants.
Gradually we realised that schools would make much more progress if the
teacher attended the training day with a few of their pupils. The dialogue
between them could start instantly. Teacher and pupil places were priced
separately and schools were provided with the option. Most schools chose
not to send pupils, clearly stuck in the frame of mind that INSET is for
teachers only. At the end of the day, teachers who had attended without
their pupils would look slightly jealously upon teachers who had been
accompanied. They often felt that they had missed an opportunity for
having important dialogue with students that would advance their school
council. 

So we decided to price our days differently. We arrived at a fixed fee

More and more schools are wishing to engage
students in core school policy development,
but they have to battle with a system and
attitudes that presume that this is the
prerogative of the adults.
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which meant a number of pupil places were paid for and it was then up to
the school whether or not they would bring them. Of course 99 per cent of
all schools do bring their students with them and, 99 per cent of the time
leave very happy that they had this opportunity. 

Whilst it is in fact a necessity for teachers to have quality time with
their students to plan for the future development of student participation
in school, for many this time gets relegated to the status of luxury and so
does not happen. School life is so pressured and teachers are so busy that
having a whole day to spend with pupils enthusiastic about the school
council, where ideas can be shared and relationships strengthened, too
often doesn’t happen. When it does, students and teachers often see each
other through new eyes. Teachers are usually very impressed with the
maturity and appropriateness of their students’ opinions. At the end of
the day they draw up a progress plan together which they are both
responsible for implementing. They return to school with fresh ideas and a
renewed enthusiasm for the student/teacher partnership.

Overcoming barriers
I have started this article in this way as I wish to illustrate that the practice
of having genuine dialogue with students in school is beset with many
historical barriers, and the process of breaking through these can be a
rather slow one. For example, I visited a democratic school in Israel a few
years ago. As someone brought up in the English education system, I was
rather taken aback to discover that this school did not possess a staffroom.
There was a lounge where students or staff could “hang out” but no
private space for staff to be together on their own. On reflection I found
this fascinating and could see how the school would be enhanced because
of this. Of course staff did make opportunities to have meetings between
themselves but the school wasn’t designed for separation in the way that
schools in the UK are. This school was run by various committees, each of
which were made up of staff, students and parents; from the committee to
manage behaviour in school to the committee to set the school’s annual
budget. 

More and more schools in this country are wishing to engage students
in core school policy development, but they have to battle with a system
and attitudes that presume that this is the prerogative of the adults. A
recent telephone call  from a teacher from Wales (where school councils are
going to become a statutory requirement for secondary and primary
schools from September) revealed that she wanted to attend a training day
using money that was allocated for professional development but couldn’t
if it was to cover the cost of the pupils as well. What a simple but stubborn
barrier to her participation. It is these systemic issues which schools face
daily and of course explain why progress is often slow. 
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Eventually these barriers can be lifted and a cultural change can take
place if there is enough will and commitment to challenge the status quo
and modify the rules by which our schools are run. Those involved have to
believe that there is enough to be gained by the effort which needs to be
expended.

Consultation
School Councils UK was approached by the Futures Team of the
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) last term to carry out a
student consultation project. The team is consulting on what the future
curriculum should look like. They wanted us to train school councils from
seven schools to consult their peers and find out what they thought about
the curriculum. We spent a whole day in each school training the students
to think about the nature of the curriculum and how it was working for
them. We explored consultation methods together and what kind of
questions they would find interesting to ask their peers. They were then
given six weeks to go away and communicate with their peers. 

We returned for a half day to examine the results of their work together
and draw out the key messages. After day one in the school that I was

allocated, I was feeling rather negative as I didn’t feel that the students had
much experience or confidence in running their own innovative projects.
My colleague and I were doubtful that anything useful would be produced
in six weeks time. Fortunately we were proved wrong. 

Through questionnaires and one-to-one interviews, interesting and
useful opinions were unearthed. In our few hours follow-up together they
instantly produced some powerpoint presentations to enable us to
examine their findings. There were interesting points on assessment, the
use of ICT, collaborative working and questions on how to reduce teacher
stress. There was also an acknowledgement that peers often have
unsupportive attitudes to learning which ideally should be addressed by
other students in the school. The school was enthusiastic about starting to
address some of these issues. It felt it would help them to complete the
new OFSTED self evaluation form (SEF) which is seeking to find out how
schools are gathering the views of learners, and how these views are
leading to action. 

Behaviour
But let me return to where I started, (as I know that reference to OFSTED

Schools sometimes seem to think that slapping
a finished product in front of the school
council for it to approve is participation.
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won’t make me popular!) with the knotty question of behaviour. I often
find it interesting and illuminating when visiting a school to ask whether
students have been involved with writing the behaviour or anti-bullying
policy. It is still relatively often that the answer comes back as “no”. I then
ask the teacher how familiar he thinks the students are with the policy
and the response is at the most, non-committal. Schools sometimes seem
to think that slapping a finished product in front of the school council for
it to approve is participation. It certainly is not participation. It probably
does not even qualify as consultation, unless it gets altered in some way
subsequently. To add insult to injury, it is normally written in language
which young people can not easily access. It is easy enough for students to
learn school rules by rote, but it is a whole other beast to have students
actively supporting a positive behaviour strategy. 

A secondary school that we are working with in London decided that
the reason why young people often exhibit challenging behaviour is
because rules are normally imposed upon them rather than being
something that they have a stake in. They wanted to try something
different and decided to go down the route of establishing a student
behaviour panel. To establish the panel, the school council first ran a poster
campaign to raise awareness, with challenging questions including:-

“Do you think that behaviour is good enough?”
“Is ensuring good behaviour the teachers’ responsibility or the students’?”

They held assemblies for each year group to explain the idea of the
behaviour panel. There were 12 positions to be filled on the panel, two for
each year group. The student council carried out interviews to fill these
places. Year 7 fielded over 50 applicants. A member of staff was appointed
to be the mentor for the panel. All the members of the panel were given
mediation and conflict resolution training. Now, they hold surgeries in a
designated room at specified times for any students who wish to turn up
for a chat. The panel considers individual cases. The head teacher has given
the panel power to carry out sanctions, in consultation with the mentor.

At the head teacher’s request a number of students from the panel went
to speak with a Year 11 class who were being particularly disruptive. This
approach was seen to be successful and on the back of it they were asked to
go and speak to a maths class which, while being a very able class, was
exhibiting appalling behaviour. 

A number of students who were picked to sit on the panel came with a
somewhat checkered behaviour history. It was regarded as important that
the panel wasn’t perceived as a group of “goody goodies”. The council also
felt that these students had a better understanding of what works for
others with challenging behaviour. This behaviour panel is just under a
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year old, but already getting itself a good reputation amongst staff and
students.

The future 
The many schools that are signing up to our School Councils Network are
showing more and more interest in, and commitment to, engaging their
students with core learning and behaviour issues. It seems that the DfES,
QCA, and OFSTED are steadily moving down this route also. Perhaps the
days of school councils solely concerning themselves with toilets, litter
and the canteen are coming to an end. I do hope so.
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Student voice 
Abstract: Student voice, students having a say in their
education and other matters affecting them, is a growing
practice in schools looking for ways to engage their students
as active citizens, and to harness the students’ ideas and
views. Every child should have his/her own on going dialogue
about teaching and learning and all students can make an
important contribution to this. Emma Biermann describes
how student voice can be implemented in practice and
presents case studies.

S
lowly, but gradually, society is beginning to take on board the
importance of listening to young people and their opinions.
The recognition that young people are key stakeholders in
education, and should be involved in decision-making –
although sometimes still alien and new – is at least a

movement that is gaining ground. Engaging in a meaningful dialogue with
students, commonly referred to as “student voice,” is still seen by some
schools as a risky strategy. However, this is a risk of which people need not
be scared, as proven by ambitious schools which have already experienced
impressive and positive outcomes that result from an active student voice.  

But why should schools be developing mechanisms of communicating
with students and involving them in decision-making? A recent report
commissioned by the Carnegie Young People Initiative  highlighted
improved behaviour, better staff-student relationships, higher attendance
and higher levels of achievement, as some of the positive benefits of the
participation of young people in decision-making in schools. Students talk
of gaining skills, such as leadership and communication skills, and of
developing their confidence. But along with the reported benefits, there
are also the rights of young people to be considered. Article 12 of the UN
Convention on the Rights of a Child (United Nations, 1989) states that
the views of young people have to be taken into account when decisions
that affect them are being made. This includes decisions that will affect
them at their school or education. The current citizenship curriculum also
encourages the active participation of young people in the running of their
schools and in their local communities.

We are told more and more that young people are not engaged in formal
politics, and what a shame it is that they are not exercising their choice at
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the ballot box. This is another reason why it is so important for students to
have a platform at all levels of education, and to be actively engaged in
decision-making that affects them. “Students should not only be trained to
live in a democracy when they grow up; they should have the chance to live
in one today” – Alfie Kohn (Kohn, A 1993).  

On this issue of dialogue within schools between students and staff,
England has fallen behind our neighbours in Europe.  The UK has as much
as 30 years to catch up on in terms of integrated and valued student
participation. Countries such as France and Austria have had
organisations that are the equivalent to ESSA (English Secondary Students
Association) – the Union Nationale Lycéenee and the Aktion Kritische
SchülerInnen – running successfully for many years. There it is
commonplace for students to be key players in school decisions and the
everyday running of schools and consultation between teachers and
students is natural. In Finland, consultation with students on decisions
that will affect them is enshrined in law. In England, student voice is still
seen by many as a “radical and revolutionary” movement. It is not; it is
merely ensuring that student rights are enforced with support for
responsibilities, thus creating an improved and progressive school
environment for everyone.

Positive examples
Despite highlighting that there is much work still needing to be done
regarding student participation, strong and inspiring examples of
excellent, efficient and successful communication between students and
teachers do already exist in England. There is a variety of institutions
which are either working towards or have already embraced this idea of
involving young people at the heart of the school, for which they should be
commended. An example of one such school is Greenford High School in
London, where a team of “student observers” have been trained to take
part in the monitoring and development of teaching and learning. 

Students have also taken part in a consultation about the schools’ new
curriculum where the students discussed new ways of working and
greater choice and flexibility. ESSA member Swanti Sharma, 12, who
attends Greenford School, said, “I felt good about it. It’s important because
the decisions affect everyone in school.” He was pleased that the school
involved all students, and not just the school council in the consultations,
“Other people have rights to a say too, not just the school council.” Schools
like this will hopefully act as catalysts and motivate other schools and
education policy makers. 

School Councils
School councils are an established and popular way of involving and
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communicating with students. They provide a formal and traditional
structure in which students are able to bring issues to the forefront that
they feel strongly about, and thereby create debate, ideas and solutions to
problems. They are also an obvious point of contact for consultation and
student input into discussions. If these councils are to be effective it is
essential that they are democratically elected and non-tokenistic. By this
ESSA means that recommendations or issues that school councils put
forward are taken seriously and views listened to and taken into account.
It would be disappointing to see them in place only to ensure that schools
can tick off the “participation” box, which could have a negative effect and
disengage students.  

School councils should be given freedom to choose the issues they want
to discuss, (it does not have to be limited to the condition of the school

toilets!); they should be autonomous
(with support and guidance); have a
budget; and most of all, be encouraged
to review, evaluate or even challenge
school methods and structures. They
will most likely come up with great
ideas! ESSA’s inaugural Executive
Council has supported the idea of
effective school councils in every school,

as a means of active student participation.

Student consultations
School councils are certainly not the only method for student/staff
interaction. There are an increasing number of innovative ways of engaging
in dialogue with students about teaching and learning, the design of their
school, their views on the school environment, and the curriculum..
Planned consultation with students is a key method of interaction and
dialogue with a wide range of students, and enables schools to keep in
touch with their grass-roots. Consultation can be carried out in a variety of
ways. Pupil questionnaires, interviews or group discussions, pupil led
consultations and feedback on teaching and learning could be ideal
methods. Consultations are effective only when students can see the
impact of their involvement. On the termly consultations on teaching and
learning carried out at his sixth-form college, ESSA Council member Barry
Solaiman claimed, “It has been extremely beneficial, as it has enhanced the
relationship between the teachers and their students immensely. The
teachers are happy to hear any comments whether negative or positive, as
this allows them to enhance their teaching methods and the class
environment.”

There is a variety of institutions
which are either working towards
or have already embraced this
idea of involving young people at
the heart of the school, for which
they should be commended. 
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Associate student governors
In order to ensure that students’ views are valued at all levels, it should not
be just dialogue with individual teachers that is considered in a school. A
channel of communication between students and the school governing
body should be established. Since 2003, schools have been able to appoint
students as associate governors – a role which has proven to be very
successful in some schools.  This enables students, as “hands-on experts”
in what goes on in the school on a day to day basis, to give their valuable
input into discussions about how policies directly impact on students. It
creates a direct line of communication between the student body, and the
school governors, which can operate in either direction. Sixteen year old
Laura Davies has found her role as associate student governor to be an
immensely valuable experience. She said, “It’s really important to be able to
talk to teachers more easily.  I can be taken seriously and they [the
governors] want to know what I think.  I’m more confident now.”

Despite these inspirational examples, ESSA, along with other young
persons’ organisations and schools, at times find the system that we are
working in very restrictive. The barriers created by shortage of time, and/or
a lack of commitment, funding, support and understanding, can
sometimes be the goal-keepers preventing students from scoring.
Although teachers may want to support an active student voice, often the
pressure of exam results and delivery of targets prevent this from taking
place. From the ESSA perspective, it can sometimes be disheartening to see
that students who have so much more to offer in school, with so many

opinions, are subsumed by examinations and grades. Skills such as
communication, leadership and team working, which are easily developed
through activities such as student voice, unfortunately become of
secondary importance.  Just because they are not accredited, does not mean
they do not have a role to play in education. On the contrary, because they
are not restricted by targetting grades and exam technique, it gives them
scope to be creative and beneficial to the pupils, thus meeting their needs.
Unfortunately, in contemporary society, which is measured by results, this
is sometimes hard to recognise and therefore less of a priority.

Rowan Rheingans, a 17 year old A level student from Sheffield, recently
proposed a “teacher evaluation” scheme be introduced for sixth form
students (much like those in place in some universities) to provide
constructive feedback on the quality of teaching as experienced by
students over the duration of their courses.  She felt that the current
system of final exam results providing the main indicator of the quality of

School councils are certainly not the only method
for student/staff interaction.
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teaching and learning was flawed. Unfortunately Rowan has found it
difficult to persuade her school to develop constructive and unbiased
questionnaires on lessons, prepared in partnership with students.  Rowan
said: 

“Students, as the only people experiencing teaching first-hand, are uniquely able to
comment and evaluate it. There is much talk today about involving young people in
improving public ser vices and in building democracy and citizenship. If schools
continue to deny children and young people the right to express their thoughts
about the education they receive, not only will they restrict a legal right, but they
are losing out on a rich source of ideas which hold the potential to make schools
meaningful for present and future generations.”

Confidence in communication
It must not be forgotten that in order to have effective student voice and
dialogue, students need training and, above all, support.  Rights and
responsibilities go hand in hand.  You do not give someone the key to their
house without showing them where the front door is.  In order to act
responsibly and act upon their rights in an appropriate manner, some

students may need the support
that ESSA can provide.  To become
fully involved in decision-making
in schools, they might need to
acquire a range of skills.  This may
include administration skills, skills

to run a productive meeting, confidence to voice an opinion and thus get
points across more effectively, or even to listen well to one another.
Speaking at governors’ meetings or talking to a group of one’s peers can be a
daunting experience, but is not something that is unachievable. This is
where ESSA would like to help out and be part of the learning curve for life
skills that may not necessarily be taught as part of the curriculum.  

Toolkit
ESSA has produced a “Confidence in Communication” toolkit, which
trains students in all the above skills and more. There is the option for a
young trainer from ESSA to visit schools to deliver training.  Resources like
these are central in enabling students to feel both confident and valued in
their school environment, whilst providing them with a platform that will
make schools proud of capable, mature and inquisitive students.  Sixteen
year old Jamie Jones from Durham has been through the “Confidence in
Communication” training programme: 

“It opened doors in the students’ minds. We knew what we wanted to do, but didn’t

To become fully involved in decision-
making in schools, students need to
acquire a range of skills. This is
where ESSA would like to help.
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know how to do it. The trainer helped us onto the forward-thinking pathway to
achieve our aims. I think it is essential that students are trained in confidence skills
because we live in a democratic society and these skills give us the opportunity to
live these ideals.”

Despite having been quite engaged in school life myself, only now do I
see how I was held back from expressing my full potential at school. I was
frequently frustrated by the restrictiveness of traditional school society
and there were very few ways for me to really influence what went on. Yes, I
was part of a sixth form student union, with an office and a budget, but it
was tightly controlled by the supporting teacher and there was so much
more we could have been part of. Since being part of ESSA, I have realised
the potential for students and student bodies. I wish I had been part of
education related organisations like ESSA sooner, so that I could have
learned from other students and understood the real meaning of student
voice.  

Students have a unique view on school life and can play a vital and
constructive part in highlighting issues of concern. By engaging in
dialogue and working in partnership with teachers, head teachers and
governors, they can contribute a great deal to improving the day-to-day life
of the whole school community.  There is a host of ways in which students
can positively communicate with teachers, as long as they are given the
tools and shown how to use them.  

School may not be an enjoyable experience for everyone, but at least
there are ways of trying to change this and making it the best it can
possibly be. Include the students, make them a key-player in school
decisions, have confidence and trust in students, the way that they have to
have trust in you every day to lead them to a successful future. What better
way to improve both students’ skills and school institutions than to
engage and listen? As a school student once said to me, “We don’t want to
take over our schools, we just want to have a say in what is going on!” I
would be unable to say it more clearly myself.

References
ESSA: English Secondary Students’ Association www.studentvoice.co.uk
Kohn, A (1993) Punished by rewards: the trouble with gold stars, incentive plans, A’s,
praise and other bribes. Boston: Haughton Mifflin 
United Nations. Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(1989) UN Convention on the rights of a child. Internet: OHCHR.
http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/k2crc.htm



‘BEHAVIOUR’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ON OFFER 

FROM NUT CPD PROGRAMME DURING 2005/06

For all teachers:

– ‘Making Effective Interventions in Pupil Behaviour in Classrooms’

For supply teachers:

– ‘Managing Classroom Behaviour’

For teachers in second, third, fourth and fifth years of teaching:

– ‘Early Careers Teachers – Improving Behaviour for Learning’

For graduate/registered trained teachers:

– ‘Improving Behaviour in the Classroom’

For experienced ‘behaviour’ experts:

-           ‘Using Transactional Analysis for Understanding and Responding to Behaviour’

For all teachers:

– ‘Hearts and Minds – Developing Well-Being in Children and Young People’

(With SAPERE and antidote )

For school leaders and senior teachers:

-           ‘Developing Restorative Approaches to Conflict and Behaviour Management’

“Thanks to our  tutors – Rob Long, Giles Barrow, Paul Howard & Pete Hrekow”

FOR FULL DETAILS, VISIT: www.teachers.org.uk/cpd
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BBooookk  rreevviieewwss
TTHHEE  LLIIKKEESS  OOFF  UUSS::  AA  BBIIOOGGRRAAPPHHYY  OOFF  TTHHEE  WWHHIITTEE  WWOORRKKIINNGG  CCLLAASSSS
Michael Collins
Granta (New Edition) 2005 £7.99 ISBN 1862 077789

I wrote an article recently about what I perceive to be the betrayal of the
white working class by our education system. It was heavily edited. One
particular line had no chance whatsoever of getting past the censor’s red
pen. It described the white working class as being, “the group of people
who adapted to live alongside immigrant communities”. This semantically
accurate phrase, “immigrant”, elicits knee-jerk, moral panic in many who
hear its use and who then wilfully mistake the bearer of such a word as
racist. The truth is that immigrant communities settled predominantly in
areas previously populated solely by white proles, and it was those white
proles who compromised and adapted. But, as in any debate that
encompasses discussion of race, truth is often subsumed by that peculiarly
masochistic strain of white liberalism, which promotes all cultures as
being equal, but the indigenous culture as less equal than others.

According to Julie Birchall, “The white English working class is the only
group of people that the chattering classes are happy to hear attacked and
mocked.” Witness the recent spate of ‘chav’ baiting in certain sections of
the ‘quality’ press. Our princes attend aristocratic parties at which they,
blithely and unconscionably, dress in working class robes for fun; and the
most popular comedy on television, ‘Little Britain’ stereotypes British
youth as uneducable.

Michael Collins’ fantastic study of the white working class history in
Southwark, The Likes of Us, seeks – bravely – to address this issue, in
particular the phenomenal injustices perpetrated against white working
class culture by the media. Separated into three parts, it uses his
grandmother, Nell Hall’s life story as a narrative device on which to peg a
history of his community and their experience. What comes across most,
and what is so sadly lacking from either our education system or from the
pen portraits painted by commentators who will draw a conclusion about
the majority of the population on the basis of a bus ride, is the proud
tradition of labour and care found in this social and ethnic grouping.

Structured chronologically, the book comes alive in the last three
polemical chapters. Here Collins writes with genuine passion and anger
about the demonisation of the likes of us. Fascinatingly, many of the
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reviews the book received seemed to prove Collins’ point, that to be white
and working class was to be automatically considered racist.

It is high time that someone took a serious look at this subject. And
many of the children who sit in assemblies each morning listening to
endless narratives about the evils of the colonialism in which they played
no part, may one day be grateful to Collins for starting the ball rolling. It is
a serious debate, which has enormous implications on the way in which
we teach in multi-cultural areas. I, for one, am glad, that writers as good as
Michael Collins have the bravery to state the unpalatable fact that, if
peaceful and productive multi-culturalism is a valid goal, it won’t be
achievable until such point as we stop feeding the majority culture a
continued and inaccurate diet of its own worthlessness and guilt.

PPHHIILL  BBEEAADDLLEE

Note
Starting on 11 October 2006, Phil Beadle will be tutoring a two-part
seminar “Strategies for Raising the Educational Achievements of White
Working Class Pupils” (Key Stages 2, 3 and 4) as part of NUT’s professional
development programme.

IINNTTEELLLLIIGGEENNCCEE,,  DDEESSTTIINNYY  AANNDD  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN::  TTHHEE  IIDDEEOOLLOOGGIICCAALL
RROOOOTTSS  OOFF  IINNTTEELLLLIIGGEENNCCEE  TTEESSTTIINNGG
John White
Routledge 2006 £21.99 ISBN 0-415-39493-7]

This book could not have been written at a better time. Its foci, the
psychology of intelligence and the school curriculum, reflect two of the
most critical and hotly contested issues of our time: the definition of
intelligence and what we should be teaching children and young people in
school.

These issues are not new – nor, as John White clearly demonstrates – are
they unconnected either historically or intellectually. How we choose to
group, categorize and label pupils (if, indeed, we do) and why we have
ended up with a subject-based National Curriculum that concentrates on
the abstract rather than the practical, are questions that should surely
exercise the minds of all who are committed to the education endeavour.  

The book addresses central questions. How have we arrived at
definitions of “intelligence” on which intelligence testing has been based?
What are the historical roots of our current school curriculum that almost
precisely mirrors the secondary school curriculum introduced by the civil
servant Robert Morant in 1904? What, if any, are the links between the
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two? John White does not claim to have all the answers. However, he
develops a highly plausible hypothesis, supported by meticulously
researched evidence.

In an intriguing and well-argued account, the author traces the family
histories of the psychologists or “intelligence pioneers” (notably Galton,
Burt and Terman) and other key figures including Robert Morant, the so-
called “architect” of the 1902 Education Act, all of whom were of puritan
ancestry. He also explores the work of the highly influential sixteenth-
century scholar, Pierre de la Ramée, or Ramus, who mapped out the
knowledge protestants would need to acquire as a condition of their
personal salvation. He shows how the roots of the “pioneers” thinking go
back to the sixteenth century protestant reformation and the more radical
forms of protestantism which formed the puritan and dissenting
communities of the next century – to which notions of predestination,
salvation and damnation were central.

Intelligence, Destiny and Education offers the reader a salutary reminder of
the state we are in.  For those with an interest in how we have arrived here,
and what we might do about it, the author provides a fascinating and
exceptionally well-documented account. The book will also be of interest
to any teacher tempted to grapple with taken-for-granted but highly
contestable assumptions about contemporary notions of intelligence
(including multiple intelligences) and the curriculum that have informed
current policy and practice.  

The review of the National Curriculum currently being undertaken by
the Qualification and Curriculum Authority, coupled with the
Government’s continued enthusiasm for setting and banding, and the
statement in the recent White Paper that children are either “gifted and
talented, struggling or just average”, makes it all the more urgent that we
think for ourselves about these issues.

Renowned for his modesty, John White has been described by fellow
philosophers as the most important and influential philosopher of
education today.  In this book, he draws not only on philosophy, but also
on sociology, psychology and the history of education, subjects that are
now sadly neglected in initial teacher education.  Although he treads
lightly, his intellectual rigour and breadth of knowledge are remarkable.
He is able to explain complex ideas in language that is both concise and
clear and he writes in a conversational style that gently invites the reader
to engage with him, and with the story he is telling.

Intelligence, Destiny and Education deserves to be widely read. It is an
eloquent, well-written and highly accessible book.  Just as important, it is
also a real page-turner and a gripping read.

SSHHEEIILLAA  DDAAIINNTTOONN
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TTRRAAVVEELLLLEERR  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN  ––  AACCCCOOUUNNTTSS  OOFF  GGOOOODD  PPRRAACCTTIICCEE
Edited by Chris Tyler (Editor)
Trentham Books 2005 £16.99 ISBN 1 84856 308 9

AANNOOTTHHEERR  SSPPAANNNNEERR  IINN  TTHHEE  WWOORRKKSS  ––  CCHHAALLLLEENNGGIINNGG  PPRREEJJUUDDIICCEE
AANNDD  RRAACCIISSMM  IINN  MMAAIINNLLYY  WWHHIITTEE  SSCCHHOOOOLLSS  
Eleanor Knowles and Wendy Ripley
Trentham Books 2005 £15.99 ISBN-13: 978-1-85856-347-3
How inclusive is your school? Do you need signposts to tackle prejudices
and celebrate ALL cultures within your own settings? These two books aim
to point the way for educators working towards promoting cultural
identity and inclusion. Those working in either rural or urban settings
will gain something from both books. They are accessible to those at
authority and policy setting levels, senior leaders and managers and, most
importantly, class teachers. Some parts may be more relevant than others
dependant on the reader. Class teachers, short of time, will particularly
value the fact that both books are presented in short chapters or sub-
sections which can be a focus for browsing during a busy break time!

Traveller Education – Accounts of Good Practice does exactly what it says on
the cover. It is a compilation of different accounts from authorities across
England stating how Traveller Education Services can best support
schools, Traveller families and all others involved in Traveller education.

The contributors are well known in the Traveller education world.  The
succinct foreword, by Chris Tyler, simply outlines what the book is about
and notes important uses of terminology.

At just over 150 pages, including a short appendix, this book is not
onerous to read. The most useful thing about this is that, although it does
make an interesting read from beginning to end – especially for those new
to educating Traveller learners – each chapter focuses on a particular issue
or aspect of Traveller education.  

Chapters include examples of good practice and successful strategies
in specific key stages; such as: policies, access and attendance, supporting
mobile Travellers and overcoming barriers. Of note is the final chapter
which talks about housed Travellers, a group often overlooked.

The opening chapter explains why Traveller children are excluded from
the education system and argues the benefits of inclusion for all – a view
echoed in many other books about equal opportunities and inclusion. This
is a wake-up call for those who may not have inclusion as a high priority in
their schools as well as for those who think that they do.

In addition to case studies and real examples, there are some heartfelt
accounts from Traveller children that those more experienced will be able
to relate to and those new to Traveller education will be able to empathise
with.
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Overall, this is a book useful to those interested in finding out more
about Travellers  as well as those aiming to improve provision for Travellers
through informing policies and classroom practice.

Another spanner in the works – challenging prejudice and racism in mainly white
schools is an update to Spanner in the Works published in 1990. Like the
previous book, it suggests examples of good practice. You do not have to
work in a mainly white school to find this book useful. It offers a very
useful comparison between multicultural and antiracist education
arguing which is the most effective when tackling issues of diversity and
discrimination.  This example would be very useful for a self-audit that
schools could carry out.

The book – laid out like newspaper columns –is useful for dipping in
and out of rather than reading straight through. It is divided into five
sections, each headed with a specific question. Each section gives examples
of projects carried out, lessons delivered and strategies put in place. There
are quotes from those involved in the programmes delivered.  Illustrations
are also included, although these would have more impact if they were in
colour or had been clearer. Class teachers will find the contact and resource
list most useful, especially to obtain the resources referred to in the book. 

Both of these publications argue the case for proactive, positive action
regarding inclusion, diversity and anti-racism. They give some historical
background and refer to recent changes in legislation and other relevant
influences. Those working towards embedding these important issues will
be reassured that they are delivering good practice. The less confident will
find a wealth of ideas and inspirations from these books.

Teachers and policy-makers looking for examples of good practice to
deliver, share with others or inform their own knowledge, will discover the
time taken to read relevant parts of each of these books proves to be time
spent usefully. The Traveller education book is particularly worth a space
on the bookshelf!

SSAARRAAHH  EELLLLIIOOTTTT

Note
Two recently published and very useful resource/teaching packs for
learning about Travellers, both written by Barbara and Tony Pickford:
� Hatching Tan Pack – Cheshire County Council, £25.00, ISBN 0-9067604-

3-7
� Appleby and its Fair –Cheshire County Council, 2006, £30.00, ISBN 0906

-760 445

NUT CPD Programme is offering again its teacherstogether programme
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Valuing Cultural Identity and Diversity in Primary and Key Stage 3 Classrooms,
tutored by Robin Richardson, starting on Monday, 5 and Tuesday, 6
February 2007, at Stoke Rochford, near Grantham.

LLEESSSSOONNSS  IINN  OOBBSSEERRVVAATTIIOONN  ––  PPRRIIMMAARRYY  IINN--HHOOUUSSEE  DDVVDD  TTRRAAIINNIINNGG
FFOORR  AALLLL  KKEEYY  SSTTAAFFFF
Tribal Education 2006 £148.90
If you want to understand more about what OFSTED inspectors are
looking for, or to learn to observe like an inspector, this could be the
resource for you. In this three disk DVD, Tribal Education present three
lessons in Key Stages 1 and 2 from the perspective of the teacher, an
inspector and you, the viewer. First, viewers are invited to observe the
lessons, almost uninterrupted. Then you can compare your perception and
evaluation of the lesson with the teacher’s own analysis offered in a
“talking head” chapter of the DVD. Finally, there’s an inspector’s eye view
offered in a completed OFSTED lesson evidence form and evaluation
schedule on a separate DVD. 

The DVD set is easy to use and the minimal instructions are clear and
largely intuitive. There are no paper-based support materials, which is a bit
disorienting to start with, although it is possible to print off the evidence
forms from disk 3.  

As well as providing an opportunity to hone and tone your observation
skills, the resource helps you to illustrate the connection between the
OFSTED framework and actual classroom practice. For instance, you get to
see how the five outcomes in “Every Child Matters” are evidenced from the
three lesson observations. However, in contrast to the teacher’s voice, the
inspector “voices” come through only in the lesson evidence forms and it is
a bit disappointing not to hear more from them. It would also be helpful to
gain insight into some of the process evidence – how they go about doing
the observation – rather than simply discovering the outcomes.

What’s different and interesting about this resource is that the videos
cover a range of practice; some outstanding, some that is not so good. By
analysing less than perfect lessons, Tribal goes beyond a “best practice”
model and opens up a space for learning from mistakes as well as
successes.  In the Year 6 literacy class, for instance, the teaching is great and
the literacy subject knowledge strong, but the scientific content of the
lesson – to do with micro-organisms – is inaccurate. The way that the
inspector separates out the various elements of the lesson in her/his
evaluation is sensitive and intelligent, and will undoubtedly be very
helpful to teachers preparing for observation by OFSTED or as part of
performance management.  For those learning observation skills, it could
provide an opportunity to practice some talking frames for giving
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feedback, where a “challenging message” is to be given.
But I suspect that using footage like this might need more support

than Tribal have provided. The problematic maths lesson, which is
eventually scored as a 3, makes quite uncomfortable watching and there
are many conversations that could usefully be had around it.
Unfortunately, the pace of the lesson – it is very slow and lacks variety
(pedestrian according to the inspectors) – makes it less likely that viewers
will stick with the video long enough to learn all that they can from
watching it.

Tribal suggest in the publicity material that the DVD could also be a
learning resource for coaching – and it could be. But you would need quite
a lot of imagination and time to generate some supporting materials to
make that happen. And the problem you’d be trying to redress is a big one.
In order to simulate the single point of view of the inspector, the focus of
the video footage is very definitely the teacher – in close up for much of the
time. You get hardly any insight into how and what the children are
learning, and there’s no opportunity to engage with the children’s or the
classroom assistants’ perspectives. For these reasons, there is a limit to
what teachers could take from the resource to inform their classroom
practice.

In short, this DVD does most of what it says on the tin. As part of
planning for an inspection, it is a good resource for anyone trying to
understand what inspectors are really looking for in a lesson. But you will
need to look elsewhere if you want help in thinking through how to go
about doing this kind of detailed observation or what you might do about
any of the issues that are raised by the observation.

JJUULLIIEE  TTEEMMPPEERRLLEEYY

TTEELLLL  IITT  LLIIKKEE  IITT  IISS::  HHOOWW  OOUURR  SSCCHHOOOOLLSS  FFAAIILL  BBLLAACCKK  CCHHIILLDDRREENN
Brian Richardson (editor)
Bookmarks Publication/Trentham Books 2005 £6.99 ISBN 1
905192 06 1

TTAAKKIINNGG  AA  SSTTAANNDD::  GGUUSS  JJOOHHNN  SSPPEEAAKKSS  OONN  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN,,  RRAACCEE,,
SSOOCCIIAALL  AACCTTIIOONN  &&  CCIIVVIILL  UUNNRREESSTT  11998800--22000055
Gus John
Gus John Partnership 2006 £16.99 ISBN 0 9547843 1 6

SSEEVVEENN  BBLLAACCKK  MMEENN  ––  AANN  EECCOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  SSTTUUDDYY  OOFF  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN
AANNDD  PPAARREENNTTIINNGG
Jan McKenley
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Aduma Books 2005 £12.95 ISBN 0 9551558 0 0

Steve Biko, the late anti-apartheid activist, wrote pertinently “the most
potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed”.
Biko’s observation remains timeless because it points to the core of what is
also known among sociologists as the “structure-agency” debate. This
debate is characterised by a disagreement over the extent to which human
action is caused or determined by the structures of our society, or social
structures are themselves produced by human activity.

Regardless of whether or not we are actively involved in this debate, our
response to experiences of oppression and injustice within our society
inevitably commit us to a particular position on the issues raised within
this discussion. For example, if we look with awe at the existing power
structure or simply seek to become part of it in an attempt to share some of
its spoils, it might be argued that we privilege the power of social
structures over that of human agency. On the other hand, working towards
generating a political consciousness and political action necessary to bring
about genuine social change might be considered a testament to the power
and possibilities of human agency.

There is no doubt that education has a key role to play in tackling and
eliminating all forms of injustice. But what if education is complicit in
oppression by reproducing the various manifestations of injustice in our
society within its own institutions? More to the point, depending on our
position with regard to the structure-agency debate, what can and needs to
be done about racism and education?

Brian Richardson’s Tell It Like It Is – How Our Schools Fail Black Children
examines the contemporary relevance, and includes a reprint of Bernard
Coard’s short but seminal study, ‘How the West Indian Child is Made
Educationally Subnormal in the British School System’ (1971). In addition
to a foreword by Doreen Lawrence and preface by Herman Ouseley, the
book also includes essays, articles and reflections by a range of scholars and
activists on the issue of racism and education – including Steve Sinnott,
NUT’s General Secretary.

Positioning itself against those policymakers, scholars and sections
within school communities who have either “skirted around the subject or
denied that racism is an issue within the school gates”, the book highlights
the ways in which racism has compromised and continues to undermine
the ethics and standards of education for all. As the editor rightly notes, “it
cannot be argued that children’s experience of racism in the wider world
has no impact upon their behaviour and performance in the classroom”
(p.19).

Focusing on the relevance of Coard’s work for the 21st century, the
book identifies a series of challenges for educational practitioners as well
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as society in general, and suggests possible paths forward with a strong
emphasis on the importance of anti-racist education. Julie Hall, for
example, argues persuasively that true equality within the classroom and
across the school, and indeed within our society, must go “beyond the
diversity celebrations”.  Instead, we need to get to the “root of racism
through exposing and exploring power structures and the role of race and
class in society” (p.207).

Gus John’s Taking a Stand is a collection of his speeches on education,
race, social action and civil unrest from 1980-2005.  He reinforces Hall’s
perspective and offers a systematic analysis of the existing power
structures and the roots of racism. In this regard, John challenges a range of
commonly held assumptions and argues passionately for a genuine
‘education for liberation’. To transform the education system, he insists,
requires asking some hard questions and not being satisfied with
solutions that might lead one to conclude that ‘a lot has happened, but not
much has changed’. On the issue of increasing the representation of black
leaders in senior management positions, for example, John notes that there
is an important difference between “some crude numerical or statistical
representation” and “equal rights to employment opportunities and to
selection on the basis of criteria that [are] not arbitrarily biased” (p.276).
In a society in which black people “do not have the luxury of being
professionals who simply happen to be black”, a host of questions need to
be addressed in conjunction with the promotion of black senior managers
(p.279).

Fundamentally, antiracism requires the recognition that regardless of
where we are involved in the education system, as John observes, “we are
asked to operate structures which underpin oppression and contribute to
the denial of space and of power to those whom education should
empower” (p.93). All-white or mostly-white areas in Britain, therefore,
have a particular need for antiracist education as these areas are often
characterised by a general perception that the dominant culture and its
associated educational structures and practices reflect the reality of British
society.  However, such belief obliterates the struggles of oppressed groups
in other parts of the country, as John maintains, and “denies the culture
born of those struggles, and presents a view of knowledge, of culture, and
of what is desirable and legitimate which is constructed in the mould of …
[the existing] white power structures” (p.91). Throughout the book, John
not only calls for the critical evaluation of Government policies but also
challenges his readers to reflect on the effects of their own incorporation
into social institutions and structures that produce and sustain profound
injustices in our society.

Both John’s and Richardson’s books set out to contribute to the renewal
of our political consciousness and the struggle against racism. Jan
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McKenley’s Seven Black Men, an ecological study of education and parenting, takes
a different approach to racism and education. It seeks to “examine the
extent to which the values of a ‘good’ education have been transmitted
across three generations of black Caribbean settlement in London since
1950 and how effectively those values have translated into parenting
behaviours”.

Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological theory of human development,
McKenley seeks to explore the education and parenting experiences of
seven black Caribbean fathers in order to “extend our knowledge of black
Caribbean ‘choosing’ and the styles and strategies black parents deploy to
offset the ongoing impact of institutional racism and ‘street’ culture on
their children”.  At the same time, McKenley wishes to mitigate some of the
corrosive impact that racism has had on most black British lives, by telling
the “powerful and joyful histories” of black Caribbean immigrant families.  

The book’s focus on black parents sending their children to fee-paying
schools is topical, but the sample of seven men is too small to allow
generalisations about black Caribbean “choosing”. Overall, McKenley
provides a narrative rather than a critical analysis of fee-paying schools or
the roots of racism.  She focuses exclusively on men, fathers, although she
sets out to illuminate parental strategies to offset institutional racism.
Her conclusions cover policy implications for schools as well as
implications for black Caribbean parents.

For the most part, the emphasis of McKenley’s study is on individual
adaptation, constrained by environmental factors, rather than on social
transformation. This brings me back to where this review began with the
structure-agency debate. As Benjamin Zephaniah, in his poem “No
Problem” (reprinted in Tell It Like It Is), puts it: “Black is not de problem –
Mother country get it right, an juss fe de record, sum of me best friends are
white.”

DDAANNIIEELLAA  WWAACCHHSSEENNIINNGG

EEXXTTRREEMMEE  HHEEAADDSSHHIIPP
Phil McNulty
Trafford Publishing £13.50 ISBN 1-41205586-5

HHOOWW  TTOO  IIMMPPRROOVVEE  YYOOUURR  SSCCHHOOOOLL
Jean Ruddock and Julia Flutter
Continuum ISBN 0-8264-6531-5

These books address the issue of school improvement, but from very
different viewpoints. 
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Extreme Headship is an excellent longitudinal case study of school
leadership and improvement in action. Written in a free flowing positive
style by the  recently retired head teacher of a challenging inner city school
in Toxteth, Liverpool, it is the only such study, as far as I am aware, to be
completed by a practitioner so fresh from  the chalk face.

How to Improve Your School combines high quality academic research
with comment from individuals working and learning in schools. It is
thought provoking as, in the words of the authors, it sets out to "create a
picture of the potential of pupil voice to effect change in the way we think
about young people and schools." 

Phil McNulty's book is a gripping realistic record of life in an inner city
school. It highlights the central task of any school – providing high quality
learning for the students – but sets this in the context of the daily
management issues faced by every head teacher. These include questions of
the effectiveness of senior management; the quality of teaching and of the
curriculum; the challenge of pupil attendance, behaviour and sometimes
exclusion; and the contact (or lack of it) with parents and the wider
community. McNulty describes  regular but often negative discourse with
councillors, LEA officials and governors (with many of the latter being
members of a particularly hostile governing body). He indicates the time
needed to address initiatives such as Excellence in Cities or bids for
Specialist School Status and records the effect of positive and negative
OFSTED visits.

The book has eleven chapters; one for each year of the author's headship.
Each chapter provides a vivid description of the gradual progress made,
together with the trials and setbacks faced, as McNulty and his colleagues
worked to turn a “written off “ school, with an intake of 45 Year 7 students,
into a successful popular school with an intake of more than 200.
Particularly helpful are the sentences highlighted in bold type which
emphasise key issues and the “learning points” at the end of each chapter
which indicate the strategies employed in tackling problems.

It provides a wealth of practical ideas for leaders applicable to
education, industry or business settings. This refreshing and encouraging
book should provide stimulating reading to existing head teachers and
positive support to those aspiring to leadership in education, whether that
leadership is exercised in the classroom or in a senior management role. It
should be essential reading for all teacher trainers, education researchers,
politicians, government advisers and policy makers involved in education,
who could learn much from this practical guide to school improvement
and the factors which can inhibit progress.

How to Improve your School is the first book of a new “Improving Schools”
series to be published by Continuum. In it Jean Ruddock and Julia Flutter
examine what is meant by school improvement through a combination of



the perspectives of young people, practitioners and academics. It is, as
would be expected from these authors, a thoroughly researched
exploration of why some pupils disengage from learning. The focus is on
listening to young people and representing their views. A series of
interviews and conversations in a broad spectrum of schools provides
pupil commentary on teaching and learning and contributes to an
understanding of the conditions for learning in schools. Such consultation,
it is suggested, can have the potential to transform schools. Useful
information on contributing projects is provided in an appendix.

In six easy to read chapters evidence is presented that young people are
capable of accepting responsibility and reflecting analytically and
constructively on those aspects of learning important to them. The authors
present "The Case for Changing Our Perceptions of Young People." They
examine the “deep seated” assumptions which underlie the structure
(organisation, relationships and practice) of state schools as institutions
and can inhibit meaningful consultation and innovation. Comment is
made on the changed and changing world which young people inhabit
outside school which impacts on their perception of learning in school.
There is a suggestion that there is now a “broad advocacy” – as a result of
the children's rights movement, the emphasis on school improvement  and
citizenship education – which supports greater involvement of young
people in decision making.

Ruddock and Flutter acknowledge that for innovation to succeed it
needs to be embraced by the whole school and not confined to one or two
teachers. They say that, despite all the pressures of the performance agenda,
issues of community, consultation and participation are firmly on the
agenda in some schools. If this is to become reality in all schools,  further
research – based on the perspectives of other interested parties including
teachers, support staff, parents, governors and the wider community –
would be helpful in preparing for the sea change in attitudes that would be
needed for lasting transformation.

This book will be of interest to academics and researchers engaged in
school improvement  and to schools already involving, or thinking of
involving, pupils in decision making.

For the busy teacher here are two books which contribute positively to
the school improvement agenda. One a practical exercise in problem
solving and how to achieve improvement through positive leadership and
team work; the other a challenge to teachers and researchers to rethink
their understanding of what is meant by school improvement.
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