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Welcome back! 

This one’s for the primary teachers everywhere 
wrestling with the mountainous task of report 
writing. Permission to procrastinate granted! Put 
the kettle on, sit in your favourite spot, and lose 
yourself in another healthy dose of inspiration.

ADAM NEWMAN
STEPHEN LOCKYER

TIM HEAD
MICHAEL TIDD
GAZ NEEDLE

THIS ISSUE' S CONTRIBUTORS
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ANNIE CLARK
CONOR HEAVEN
SARAH BOTTRELL

CHERRYL DRABBLE
JILL BERRY

PRIMED, a digital magazine written 
by educators, for educators. 

primed v.

to make ready; 
prepare

There has been a lot of talk in staffrooms (both real and virtual) about 
workload and time management. We are all striving to work efficiently and 
strike the mythical work-life balance. Michael Tidd’s motto (what’s a motto with 
you?) rings true: Do less, but better. And if that means helping each other by 
sharing ideas and advice about how to achieve that, then add ‘Read Primed 
magazine’ to your to do list. It won’t write your reports for you, it might not 
save you time, but it may remind you why you love the job and inspire you to 
try something new next half term. 

Sam Daunt
Editor



THIS ISSUE WAS ILLUSTRATED BY ELSIE ROBERTSON AND SAM DAUNT,
WITH ADDITIONAL GRAPHICS FROM GOODSTUFFNONONSENSE.
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not-so- horrible history
MAKING IT CROSS CURRICULAR

As a child, I lived for History. The Tudors 
and the Egyptians stand out from Primary 
School, perhaps most notably for the gore 
and wonder. What’s great about History, like 
so many of the foundation subjects, is that 
it serves a dual purpose: learning historical 
facts but also inspiring so many other areas 
of the curriculum. There are, of course, plenty 
of ‘facts’ to learn but the curriculum itself 
advocates using this learning in different 
contexts so, here, I’ve shared some of the 
ways I have tried to achieve this. I’ve tried 
to take out any specific eras so they can be 
adapted for your curriculum content. I hope 
they serve as some useful inspiration or ideas 
for your next historical topic.

Location, Location, 

Location

Life in the past is fascinating and how better 
to find out about it, than to create your own 
historical house/housing estate/street?
Beginning by researching and then designing 
and making models of homes, these houses 
will then need listing in your Estate Agent’s 
window (or make your own website akin 
to RightMove or Zoopla), but follow this by 
producing your own episode of Location, 
Location, Location as ‘Kirsty’ and ‘Phil’ - show 
budding home-buyers (or the headteacher) 
around the range of properties on offer. 
You can incorporate areas of maths through 
money, place value for house prices, data 
handling including preferences or mean 
prices, and shape/dimensions/area!

Running a Museum

This is something we have done for a few 
historical topics and it has always proven 
effective. Going with a Young Enterprise 
approach, explore what makes a good 
museum (by going to one, ideally) and finding 
out what you need to do to run your own. 
Following this, pupils become experts and 
curators of your Museum which will open to 
the public in a few week’s time. This can be 
kept simple with galleries of artwork, artefacts 
and facts, or take over your whole curriculum, 
with a shop and cafe to incorporate a whole 
wealth of Maths, D & T etc. I’ve previously 
turned this into the idea of a Theme Park and 
written about this extensively!

HistoryChef 
(often becomes TudorChef, EgyptianChef, 

RomanChef etc.)

The delicacies of past civilizations can be 
both delicious and fascinating, and taking 
opportunities to make and taste these items 
can be really engaging. However, to take it 
further, why not produce your own Cookery 
TV Show demonstrating how to make some 
of these recipes? Alternatively, launch a new 
cookbook or - even more ambitiously - run 
your own restaurant for the school for the day, 
selling some of the meals. Our school cook 
once helped us host a themed school dinner 
which was really motivating and brought 
history to life for all.
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The BookshoP/Library
If we’re going to write a story set in Ancient 
Maya, what’s the first thing we need to 
do? Providing the context for a story with 
a historical basis places the onus on the 
historical research needed for a book’s 
credibility and inspires pupils to write 
creatively. What could happen on a Tudor 
Street? In the Egyptian Court? The Pok-a-Tok 
field? Out at sea on a Viking longship? There 
are so many great examples of historical 
fiction to use to inspire pupils. Celebrating 
this with a bookshop or a library at the end 
of the process, or even hosting your own 
book launch, can bring this to life even more. 
Local history provides a great stimulus for this 
as it can often provide a familiar setting. I 
must thank Jonathan Lear for this idea as in 
2016/17 we will be professionally publishing 
an anthology of local history stories.

Back in Time to 

School

Having a theme day where you run the 
day as though you were at school in the 
time studied can be really powerful. I know 
many schools already do this, but perhaps 
a different angle is for pupils in your class to 
research, organise and deliver it for another 
year group in school, almost as a school trip 
in school? We have, in the past, worked with 
a Midlands-based company called Partake 
Theatre who offer exceptional themed days 
that could serve as the inspiration for pupils 
running their own at the end of a topic.

We’d love to hear of any other ways you’ve 
brought History to life in the classroom too!

Adam Newman
@3edmigos
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idea fountains  

CHASING THE LITTLE GLOW

I’ll happily admit that I’m one of those 
annoying people who comes up with ideas 
all the time. I’ll also admit that a great many 
of them are duff (see also my failed iPod 
Disco venture). One of the charms of working 
in schools is the constant opportunity to 
create, generate and play with new ideas - 
classrooms really are petri dishes for them.

Below are two ideas I had which I followed 
through with - both on the basis of need in the 
class, but from two very different perspectives.

The Job Wheel

I’d long resisted having a prescribed list of 
jobs in my classroom, despite experimenting 
several times. Other teachers found success 
with having a jobs list, but I liked choosing 
random children. Nevertheless, my current 
class clamoured for a role and were
so excited when they were given one that
eventually my TA and I gave in and set up six 
jobs, decided by random peg selection.

The children almost instantly came up with 
other jobs needing to be carried out in class, 
and it suddenly occurred to me that I could 
give every child a job if it was done in rotation. 
I pondered this for quite a while until I worked 
out how I could operate this in the most 
effortless way possible. Enter the job wheel.

On the outer ring are the jobs in class, with 
each child’s names on the inner ring. This is 
rotated by one turn every single day, so 
everyone has a responsiblity. This has had 
enormous impact in my class, and has made a 
positive difference to the running of class - it’s 
a little like automating small class admin tasks. 

In fact, it’s one of those ideas I wish I’d thought 
of years ago. Never mind - it’ll certainly stay for 
next year’s class.
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3 d nets

This was borne out of a very specific need. 
I’d set my Year 3 class off on a task exploring 
which arrangements of 6 squares made a 
cube, and duly gave the lower ability children 
some materials to construct these nets. It 
quickly became apparent that some others 
needed to physically build these nets too so, in 
quick thinking (a.k.a. desperation), I grabbed a 
pack of square Post-Its.

It was hard to demonstrate how the squares 
would fold together to make nets, and it 
occurred to me that, if I laminated them in 
set patterns, they could be folded in and out 
of a cube shape in seconds. That break time, 
despite loathing the laminator, I made some 
nets - 6 in 15 minutes (I’d started warming up 
the laminator two days before).

These were used straight away, and were an 
instant teaching success.

share ideas

Here is one final idea which has taken me 15 
years to discover - and works stunningly. At 
the end of a lesson, ask the children to stand 
behind their desks, THEN pack their things 
away. It takes half the normal time (I know, 
because I timed it). If only I’d discovered this 
earlier!

More importantly, I’m sure other teachers had 
already discovered it, but teaching can be like 
working in silos sometimes. I know that the two 
ideas above will be useful for others, because 
I freely shared them on my Twitter account. 
They’ve both had an enormous number of 
impressions, which is great because if I can 
share an idea which will help others, then I feel 
a little glow inside. 

So, next time you have an idea which saves 
you time, or money, or effort in class, share it. 
Let me know and I’ll retweet it. Chase that little 
glow.

Stephen Lockyer is a teacher and writer in 
London. His latest book, ‘Ideagasm’, is about 
idea generation techniques for teachers, and 
is available on Amazon. He tweets at 
@mrlockyer.

http://www.twitter.com/mrlockyer


can you beat the teacher?
COMBINING MATHS AND COMPUTING

In an earlier article, I showed you how to 
create code in Scratch to draw and name 
regular polygons. It used some of the 
mathematical capabilities of scratch to achieve 
the correct angles.  

This time we are looking at linking Maths 
and Scratch again. We are going to make a 
game where children can practise their times 
tables skills. The code will allow the tables to 
be displayed in order or in a random order.  
There is also an option to change the time 
that the teacher waits before giving the 
answer.

be a part of 

the action
(glasses optional!)

Firstly, we need to change the cat sprite to a 
picture of the teacher.  I imported a picture of 
myself.

It doesn’t have to be a picture of the teacher 
but helps to give the children some incentive. 
Who wouldn’t want to get one over on their 
teacher?
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Getting started

The next thing I did was to create two button 
sprites. These can be drawn using the simple 
paint interface in the Scratch window. I added 
the following code that triggered the right 
broadcast when it was clicked.

This sprite tells the ‘teacher’ to say the tables 
in order. The other button launches the 
broadcast ‘random’. If you are unsure what a 
broadcast is, it is a message that triggers a 
separate section of the code. By doing this, 
we can create a choice. 

Count in order

Secondly, we need to create some variables 
(something that will change). One variable will 
be multiple and the other will be wait. We’ll 
come back to the wait variable later.

The multiple one will simply be used to 
dictate what their number choice is multiplied 

 Just ask

Scratch is clever! It can ask a question and 
use the answer in further sections of code. We 
are going the use the ask block and set it to 
“Which times table would you like to practice?”

 You can see I have set the variable multiply to 
1; this is because, in order, my first answer will 
be (My number) multiplied by 1.

This section of code asks which multiple, then 
repeats the process of saying the numbers 
that are being multiplied 12 times. They’re 
multiplied by a number that increases by 
one each time. I have added in wait blocks, 
otherwise the text doesn’t display well. 

10



The wait variable comes into play here as this 
can be set using the buttons on the main page.  
You could keep it simple and set this to a given 
time, say 5 seconds.

The think ‘Answer*Multiply’ is where Scratch 
calculates and says the answer. It will be in a 
thought bubble rather than a speech bubble.
‘Change multiply by 1’ tells it to make the 
number you multiply one more for the next 
repetition.

Just wait a second

To trigger the change in wait time, I created 
three buttons with numbers on.

The costume changes are not important: they 
just change the colour of the button when 
clicked. In this snippet of code, it changes the 
wait variable to 3 seconds.  This means that 
the teacher will wait three seconds before 
saying the answer.

Going random

We know that some children can learn the 
tables in order by memory, but what if we 
really want to push them? Could we present 
the questions in a random order?

The answer is yes. Editing the previous code, 
we can create this…

This time we are not starting with 1 and 
increasing by one each time. We are using the 
Scratch random function to pick a random 
number between 1 and 12. The rest remains 
the same. There is a flaw in this, however, as 
the same random number can be picked more 
than once. This doesn’t matter massively as 
it still is encouraging them to overlearn their 
tables.

While this code does not allow children to 
input their own answers to check, it does say 
the correct answer. This takes the pressure 
off the children. If they are right, great. If they 
beat the teacher to the answer, even better! 
However, if they get it wrong, they will know 
and they may remember for next time.

I have shared the entire project on scratch for 
you to play with, copy, use, remix - however 
you see fit! It can be found at https://scratch.
mit.edu/projects/105717990/

Tim Head
@MrHeadComputing
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what's the point?
WRITING FOR A PURPOSE

I have a confession: I’m not really a primary school 
teacher. Although I’ve been teaching in Key Stage 
2 for a few years now, I’m really a middle school 
teacher. Mostly it doesn’t make much difference, 
but when I first came back to KS2 there were 
a few things that had escaped me. I’ve never 
really understood the primary strategies. I don’t 
get Guided Reading. And I haven’t the faintest 
idea what a non-chronological report is. I mean… 
isn’t it just… a report?

It seems that while I was quietly getting on with 
teaching Y7, primary teachers were driving 
themselves round the bend trying to fit umpteen 
different ‘text types’ into each academic year, 
racing through recounts and non-chronological 
reports to the all important diary. (Since when did 
diaries follow a standard structure?)

I think it must have been an artefact of the days of 
Writing tests in Year 6. But those days are gone, 
and so should the long lists of text types. After 
all, what is the purpose of them? I’ve seen lists 
of features for each of the many text types, but 
how can we possibly expect children to remember 
them all. And what happens when a purpose 
doesn’t quite fit the mould?

It’s for this reason that for the past few years 
I’ve abandoned the range of text types in lieu 
of a much simpler focus on writing for different 
purposes. You might want to consider it – it can 
be liberating! Instead of trying to squeeze in a 
new text type every week or two, you can spend 
some real time developing a set of skills across 
the whole school.

In Key Stage 1 we focus on just two purposes for 
writing: To Entertain, or To Inform. They broadly 
align with the use of fiction and non-fiction, but the 
terms help the children to recognise the purpose 
in their writing. (We’ll overlook the nonsense of 
the interim assessment framework for now!) It 
means that over the two years, children can be 
introduced to all the usual language features, 
but can quickly begin to relate them to writing 
for effect. Of course the effect may be limited, 
but the groundwork is there.

As children move through Key Stage 2, they 
are introduced to two further purposes in turn 
To Persuade and To Discuss. These purposes 
require some more advanced features, 
particularly in use of language and sentence 
structure, that supports the developing 
curriculum. Towards the end of Key Stage 
2, they can also see elements of overlap, 
or combine approaches to suit the function. 
When studying Bill Bryson’s work as a travel 
writer, we can see a clear combination of 
writing to inform with writing to entertain – and 
that guides the use of language, sentences 
and content.

13

DO LESS, 
BUT BETTER.



In terms of teaching, it allows us to structure 
the teaching of specific objectives more 
purposefully, too. Many of the objectives 
in Key Stage 1 would be relevant to both 
writing to inform and to entertain, and so the 
reiteration emphasises their importance. 

Though Key Stage 2, the criteria diverge 
somewhat. The use of “simple organisation 
devices” naturally lends itself to the teaching 
of Writing to Inform (through newspapers, 
reports and even essays!), while modal verbs 
are perfect for Writing to Persuade. 

Perhaps most importantly, by giving a simple 
common framework that the children build 
on throughout their schooling, we actually 
give them hope of remembering the useful 
approaches. Rather than fifteen or twenty 
subtly different genres, a focus on four 
common purposes allows children to focus on 
what really matters: the effect their intending 
to achieve.

Of course, always a sucker for simplification, 
- my ethos is “Do less, but better” – I’ve also 
created some simple icons to go alongside 
the four writing types that we use. The road-
sign icons give some very loose hints about 
purpose, and also make for a pretty simple 
display!

Michael Tidd
@MichaelT1979
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#primary rocks
BRINGING TEACHERS TOGETHER

Of all the things I have ever done in my 
teaching career, one of the proudest moments 
happened on a Saturday in March 2016 
when I kicked off #PrimaryRocks LIVE.  

For those who don’t know, #PrimaryRocks is a 
Twitter edchat - on Monday nights, between 
8-9pm - where teachers get together to 
discuss all the things primary education has 
to offer. This was borne from a discussion 
between myself and Rob Smith (@redgierob) 
in September 2014. I had taken part in lots of 
edchats but many seemed to be secondary 
focused. There is nothing wrong with that, but 

when teachers are talking about GCSE
results and head of department matters, you 
can’t help feeling a little excluded as a primary 
teacher in a school where there may be fewer 
teachers than in the geography department of 
a large secondary school!

Not wanting to be wasp suckers, we decided 
to take up the challenge and create a primary 
focused edchat, because Primary Rocks… ah! 
That was to be the name. #PrimaryRocks was 
born on 15th September 2014 with these 
questions:

26 15

http://www.twitter.com/redgierob
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To begin with we held it 7-8pm, but quickly 
found that the people who wanted to join 
in struggled because they had small children 
and this clashed with bedtime!  We quickly 
changed it to 8-9pm after 6 weeks, and the 
edchat really took off! We initially asked 5 
questions in the hour, but the #PrimaryRocks 
community said that they would rather have 
fewer so they could chat at a greater depth 
before moving on, so it was changed to 4 
questions.  

We chat about all kinds of primary focused 
stuff, from curriculum knowledge to overarching 
pedagogy in primary schools, from favourite 
books to favourite beers!

The main goal of #PrimaryRocks has always 
been to get primary educators talking with 
each other and sharing good practice. There 
isn’t enough of this - on Twitter or in real life 
- and we are here to help others share their 
experiences in a positive, supportive way. We 
don’t always agree on everything, but we try 
to be respectful in our disagreements and the 
#PrimaryRocks community seems to appreciate 
this.  

So… at the end of summer 2015, Tim Head 
(@mrheadcomputing) suggested putting on 
a  #PrimaryRocks day, following the format of 
a simple conference where there is a keynote 
speaker and some workshops. This got the 
ball rolling and we soon had a crack team of 
teaching commandos including Leah Sharp 
(@leah_moo), Ang Goodman (@goodman_
ang), Rich Farrow (@FarrowMr), Sophie Merrill 
(@MissSMerrill), Jenna Lucas (@JennaLucas81), 
Bryn Goodman (@bryngoodman), Graham 
Andre (@grahamandre) as well as me, Tim 
and Rob. The team worked tirelessly over 6 
months to prepare everything for the day, 

from stress balls and bags to speakers, and 
even an ice-cream van for lunchtime.  

And then the big day arrived. Saturday 19th 
March 2016.  

I stood up on the stage in front of over 200 
teachers who had gathered from all over 
the UK to welcome them to the inaugural 
#PrimaryRocks LIVE. I had no worries. I had no 
fear. I had no butterflies whatsoever because 
the day had been excellently planned by 
the team. All I felt was an amazing buzz of 
excitement! A passion to get people talking. 
A desire to share relentlessly and to have 
serious fun.  

The day went off without any problems 
and the atmosphere we aimed to create 
throughout the day was undoubtedly present. 
The buzz around the amazing Medlock 
Primary School in Manchester was almost 
tangible, and the positivity was oozing out of 
people.  

In the time that has passed since, I have 
heard Nicky Morgan MP state that teachers 
need to be more positive and promote the 
sector more. I really wished she could have 
taken up our invite and come along on the 
day, to have spent time in the presence of so 
many switched on, engaged and enthused 
educators. I even think she may have enjoyed 
coming to #PrimaryBeers and #PrimaryCurry 
after the conference as well!

http://www.twitter.com/leah_moo
http://www.twitter.com/goodman_ang
http://www.twitter.com/goodman_ang
http://www.twitter.com/farrowmr
http://www.twitter.com/misssmerrill
http://www.twitter.com/jennalucas81
http://www.twitter.com/bryngoodman
http://www.twitter.com/grahamandre


And now here I am, reflecting on the day 
that was a week ago. I am still buzzing with 
excitement and the joy of knowing that so 
many primary teachers were inspired by 
#PrimaryRocks LIVE.  

And the reason why I have written this is 
to invite every one of you who is reading 
this to come and join us on a Monday night 
between 8-9pm. I don’t get paid for this: I am 
a volunteer! The buzz is different to when you 
meet people face to face and can give them 
a hug and smile, but it is excellent and, as far 
as I know, it is the only Twitter edchat that has 
a sole focus on Primary Education because 
#PrimaryRocks!

So come and join us. Read our #PrimaryRocks 
charter that is pinned to the @primaryrocks1 
Twitter page and join in.  

Gaz Needle
@gazneedle
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Would you like to write 
for a future issue of 

        
         ?   

Email 
primedmagazine@gmail.com 

with your ideas for an article 
and we’ll get back to you. 

Follow us on Twitter 
@primedmagazine for updates 

and deadlines.

Attention 

talented 

person!
(yes, you!)!

http://www.twitter.com/gazneedle
mailto:primedmagazine%40gmail.com?subject=Potential%20contributor
http://twitter.com/primedmagazine


Nicky Morgan, I hate to break it to you but 
English grammar cannot be tested. While it can 
be assessed and evaluated, a tick-box-missing-
word-watch-out-for-the-traps test paper is not 
compatible with qualifying anyone’s so-called 
‘accurate’ use of the English language.

I am a huge advocate of the teaching and 
learning of grammar and, in theory, welcomed 
its emphasis in the New Curriculum. But my first 
degree was in Linguistics and, in order to meet 
the objectives in the New Curriculum, I am 
teaching my Year 6 pupils things I learned in 
my first and second years of university (due to 
my choice to study it in greater depth).
More importantly, how are we deciding 
whether grammar is correct or incorrect?

There are two types of grammar: prescriptive 
grammar and descriptive grammar. 
Prescriptive grammar is essentially how 
people think grammar should be used while 
descriptive grammar concerns how it is 
actually used. Your tests assume that there 
is only one correct answer and the English 
language simply doesn’t work that way.

If I am evaluating my class’ use of language 
using the principles of descriptive grammar, 
they are the equivalent of linguistic 
connoisseurs. They start sentences with ‘I 
went…’ to report something they said and 
everyone around them understands what 
they mean – just like that co-ordinating 
conjunction I opened an earlier sentence 
with (and that forbidden preposition at the 
end of that sentence). By labelling this an 
incorrect response, you are devaluing accurate 
descriptive grammar and denying the 
evolution of language and its individuality from 
one person to another.

Herein lies my main problem with the SPaG 
tests: grammar cannot only be prescriptive. 
We have to teach children to become masters 
of the English language and to then choose 
to adapt and manipulate it as appropriate. 
We all communicate in a range of different 
registers and, for as long as we are teaching 
children that there are hard and fast rules, we 
are teaching them all wrong.

18
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The prescriptive rules of English are not all 
bad. It’s the good old ‘rules are made to be 
broken’ in that, once you know the rules, you 
can develop mastery by bending and twisting 
these principles. That is when the use of 
language really begins to enable articulation, 
emphasis and linguistic manipulation. Above 
all, that is where the beauty of the English 
language lies.

Sure, they need to know those prescriptive 
rules in order to achieve such mastery so 
that they know which rules can be bent 
and broken but, under this government and 
this curriculum, grammar is only boring and 
formulaic. There is no room for bending it.

I don’t object to children having to learn 
every different kind of word class and some 
sentence structures and punctuation principles 
but I don’t want them to think these rules are 
set in stone.

19

Year 6 teachers have a daily dilemma 
between either teaching new principles in 
ways that could enable children to express 
themselves articulately and creatively or 
teaching new principles in ways that mean 
their children succeed in the SATs tests. With 
the monumental jump in the New Curriculum, 
there is no space to do both at the same time.
And that is fundamentally what is wrong 
about these tests: if there is that much of a 
gap – or canyon – between mastery of English 
grammar and mastery of an English grammar 
test then the SPaG test serves no purpose in 
assessing children’s grammar.

Annie Clark
@Landerwond

http://www.twitter.com/landerwond


GROWTH MINDSET
WHY I HATE THE TERM YET LOVE THE IDEA

So, I’ve read about fulfilling my potential and 
the new psychology of success by Carol 
Dweck and I found them really inspiring. I 
flicked onto Twitter to find out more and I 
found two things: Posters, and hatred. 

Now, I’ll admit it. I am a massive advocate 
of ‘Growth Mindset’ as an idea. However, I 
do not tell children the phrase, I do not tell 
them that they can be whatever they want 
to be and I do not tell them that it’s as simple 
as ‘hard work and effort will equal success in 
later life’.

“Layla has a clear Growth Mindset. However, 
Danny over here has always been fixed. He’ll 
never get anywhere.” I think we need to be 
more nuanced about this sort of thing.

Having seen the success of Sir Dave Brailsford 
and Sir Clive Woodward in their respective 
fields, I delved further into their coaching 
ideas. They used the idea of marginal gains 
as the key to success. Look at every part of 
the whole in great detail and make small 
changes. Over time, these add up to greater 
and deeper gains than someone who tries to 
make huge gains in one area at a time. For Sir 
Chris Hoy, Sir Bradley Wiggins and (surely one 
day, Sir) Jonny Wilkinson, they weren’t born 
as gold medal winners. In fact, they couldn’t 
speak, walk or talk, just like the other babies. 
The reason they are winners and I am not is 
nothing to do with just mindset. It was about 
opportunities, experiences, excellent coaching, 
focussed feedback and, yes, putting time and 
effort into practicing. 

Finding out your brain is elastic and can be 
stretched through hard work and practice is 
mind blowing, but it’s the first step. 

I went through primary school succeeding 
brilliantly in Maths. I could recall any fact, 
speed my way through tests and work out 
incredibly tricky arithmetic. My parents, of 
Northern Irish working class ilk, had seen the 
importance of hard work in their own lives. 
They had moved to London, worked three 
jobs, finally been able to set up a business, 
and then seen it all fall as it failed. They tried 
again in a different market and found success, 
and that success has continued to this day. A 
bit of grit and resilience (or ‘Growth Mindset’ 
if you will) allowed them to push through and 
make it to where they wanted to be. It wasn’t 
easy, or pretty, but necessary. 

This meant that they worked tirelessly, but 
when they weren’t busy working they would 
support me with reading, times tables and 
spellings. I always found these easy at school.

I just assumed I was clever. I had a fixed 
mindset that I was clever. I was on the top 
table. I sped through my work. Looking back, I 
don’t think I was challenged enough to make 
sure I could cope with failing. It worked to my 
benefit in primary school as I was determined 
to stay clever. I quit AS-level Maths though. I 
found it hard and, because I was so unused 
to failing at Maths, I gave up and gave 
numerous excuses as to why. It is a decision I 
regret to this day.
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Many people - including children - have 
regular thoughts about how clever or good 
they are at something. It’s been described to 
me before as being like an iceberg. Above 
the water are our thoughts, perceptions 
and experiences. If our perceptions and 
experiences are not changed, over time they 
become our subconscious beliefs, memories 
and identity. It moulds our mindset.

The mindset isn’t set by the child: it is set by 
their daily experiences and conversations. We, 
as teachers, can have the biggest impact on 
that.

What strategies do I feel have worked for 
me? 

•	 Understand	that	children’s	previous	
experiences in and out of school will have 
had a massive impact on their beliefs, 
values and mindset. Don’t label or challenge 
children for having a ‘Fixed’ or ‘Growth 
Mindset’.

•	 Seeing	as	it	is	something	that	we	can’t	
assess or judge when we first meet them. 
All we can do is try and give children 
experiences and thoughts that will develop 
their beliefs, identity and mindset. 

•	 If	you	are	going	to	have	ability	sets	or	
groups, you must make these fluid as children 
are not easily put in boxes for 3 levels of 
differentiation. Sometimes children need 
different work depending on assessment. 
Sometimes they all need the same work 
but different ways in. Sometimes one group 
needs to work on adverbs while the other 
works on paragraphing. Make learning 
exactly at the biting point: what they need 
to learn next, when they need to learn it.

•	 Children	need	the	opportunity	to	be	
challenged! Don’t make it too easy or too 
hard. It needs to be just right! Kids need 
challenge. A point here is that some children 
don’t actually need easier work, just 
another way in.

•	 Give	sincere,	regular	and	immediate	
feedback. Part of being a successful learner 
is having good teaching and feedback. 
Teach it as well as you can and then talk to 
them while they learn. This can still include 
struggle! Jonny Wilkinson wasn’t given a 
B+ by a coach who would then walk off. 
He would be talked to during training, and 
reflection on how to improve would happen 
afterwards.

•	 Finally,	and	this	is	a	big	one.	Do	not	say	
that such and such child/parent/school/
community/area means that a child cannot 
learn. A child’s situation is not a form of 
Special Educational Need. They are children 
who just need a teacher who can believe 
in them, challenge them, expect more of 
them and push them. Their experiences 
and thoughts so far may make them feel 
like they can’t learn and that there is no 
point in school. Here is an opportunity to 
challenge all of that and impact on their 
mindsets through the language we use, 
provision of opportunities and experiences 
to be challenged, excellent teaching and 
feedback we give.

Let’s get out there and change the world, one 
child’s mindset at a time.

Conor Heaven
@ConorHeaven
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silent mode. (Can you tell I’m not won over 
with this method?!) Alternatively, it can be 
interpreted as ‘try three different things before 
asking me’, such as ‘brain, book, buddy, boss’. 
Book can refer to any resources in the room, 
including the working walls. Again, it isn’t a 
universally effective strategy.

independence island 

I have seen this used in a variety of ways, 
accounting for ability, needs and personalities.  
It is extremely effective when a pre-teach has 
been utilised as a starting point for the group, 
or when the group is mixed ability, allowing for 
the modelling of perseverance and challenge 
amongst peers. To make it extra important 
(and to prevent others from disturbing those 
on Independence Island), participants can 
wear garlands or badges symbolising their 
status as ‘independent learners’. Teachers can 
‘check-in’ on the table as often as they deem 
fit, with this lessening as the table become 
confidently independent.

“Miss, I don't get it!"
PROMOTING INDEPENDENT LEARNING

Most of us are all too familiar with seeing that 
same hand creeping up just as you’ve finished 
explaining the task in hand; the same voice 
whining ‘I can’t do it’ that seems to effortlessly 
roll off the tongue; and the absolute 
epitome of irritation that is the ‘shoulder tap’, 
resembling a child performing Morse code on 
your gradually eroding shoulder!

These are all the textbook signs that show 
lack of independence (how could I forget 
the puppy dog eyes?). We are forever 
trying to encourage the ‘have a go attitude’ 
that children desperately need to develop 
and maintain in order to succeed, not only 
academically but in all of life’s endeavours.

Below are a few examples of the 
‘independence tactics’ I have used or come 
across in the classroom.

3  B4  ME

In short, when a child is unsure of the task 
in hand, they must ask three peers before 
they can ask an adult.  The hope being, 
that their problem will be resolved before 
reaching an adult, leaving them equipped to 
crack on with the task in hand.  At best, this 
just buys us more time BUT more often than 
not, as with most scenarios involving children 
retelling instructions, Chinese whispers can 
occur, meaning what was supposed to be an 
effective way of preventing us from repeating 
ourselves, has proven to cause more disruption 
and taken up more time - not the best method 
when attempting to get the class to work in 
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However, while these suggestions are 
strategies that aim to promote and encourage 
a sort of forced independence within the 
classroom, the real task in hand is ensuring 
that this taught independence is strengthened 
and maintained, moving from forced to second 
nature. As with many things, the worry that 
children may become reliant on having a fluffy 
mascot watching them do their times tables or 
expecting a ‘shopping list’ in front of them for 
every lesson can become an issue, paving the 
way for further areas of concern. This merely 
shifts the dependence on adults and transfers 
itself onto inanimate objects - not entirely what 
we had envisaged when brainstorming ideas 
to help our pupils. 

By tackling the issue as a whole class, from the 
outset, we can allow children to understand 
what is expected of them. We can model a 
‘growth mindset’, showing children that it is 
not always about getting the answers right 
or writing more than the person next to them, 
but having the willingness and right attitude to 
have a go at something they aren’t confident 
or familiar with.  

By praising these qualities at every 
opportunity, no matter how small, we can 
provide the security and reassurance needed 
in order to develop the intense curiosity 
and acute perseverance when undertaking 
learning opportunities, encouraging our 
children to become bold risk takers and 
independent thinkers.

Sarah Bottrell

table mascot

Similar to ‘Independence Island’, but can 
be used for individuals as well as smaller 
groups. The class understands that those 
being watched by the mascot have the task 
of completing their task independently, as the 
mascot is being the extra pair of eyes for the 
teacher. This would be more suited to KS1/
Lower KS2, though I have seen a very sinister 
looking crocodile used as a mascot higher up 
in school - I suggest opting for something less ‘I 
will eat you if you don’t complete the task’ and 
more ‘I’m here to help’.  This is also something I 
have used for children with additional needs 
as a mode of channelling thoughts, maintaining 
focus and as incentive or reward.  Funny voices 
are always a winner.

to do list 

A shopping list type format that is propped 
up on the table displaying very simple 
and concise ‘jobs’ that each contribute to 
completion of the whole task. This proves 
extremely effective for those of lower ability 
or children with additional needs, such as 
autism and poor working memory. The success 
criteria of the lesson is broken down into 
smaller chunks and given a tick box. Ticking 
off each job as it is completed is extremely 
satisfying and boosts self-esteem for those 
children who struggle without support.
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understanding autism
HELPING CHILDREN DISPLAYING AUTISTIC SPECTRUM-TYPE BEHAVIOURS

Mainstream teachers, do you have a child 
in your class who is displaying behaviours 
that are causing you some concern? You 
know there is something different but the 
child doesn’t have a statement or EHC Plan 
to support your concerns. The child doesn’t 
quite fit in and their behaviour is somewhat 
different from the other children in your class. 
You may even be wondering if they are on the 
autistic spectrum somewhere and are as yet 
undiagnosed. To be honest, that complex label 
of ASC or ASD, whichever is your preferred 
terminology, is of no real significance to you 
as the class teacher.  The label is helpful for 
securing extra funds and equipment to help 
the child, but as the teacher you need to deal 
with the behaviour in front of you. 

First of all, check the behaviour and decide 
if there are autistic traits. After all, if the 
behaviour is similar to autism, it should respond 
to the interventions for autism. 

As a rough guideline, ask yourself if the 
child is more anxious than you would deem 
necessary for a school day. Do you spend 
much time explaining what is happening now 
and what is happening in the next lesson 
and occasionally what will happen that 
afternoon? Does the child spend more time 
alone and prefer the company of adults? 
Are your concerns centred around the fact 
that the child may be indulging in repetitive 
movements such as hand flapping, continual 
foot tapping or making repetitive noises, all 
things which will distract other children? Are 
they resistant to that familiar comforting touch 
on the arm that most children respond to? Do 
they avoid eye contact? Are they hung up on 
a certain topic? Are there sensory issues, such 
as sensitivity to sudden or prolonged loud 
noises? Food may be an issue, where the 
child may want the food presented only in a 
certain way or will only eat certain colours of 
foods. 

More severe behaviours might include 
extreme verbal outbursts, hurting others or 
self harming. The child may also run off if 
they become too anxious. Shutdowns may 
also manifest which, to the untrained eye, 
may look like a temper tantrum. These 
are just a few behaviours that you may 
see and, if that is the case, the child may 
benefit from some intervention. There are 
many more characteristics associated with 
ASC but these are just a few to give you 
a flavour of what you might see. None of 
these behaviours are ideal in a mainstream 
classroom situation. 
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Let’s think about helping the child to cope 
with their difficulties. Many autistic-type 
behaviours stem from difficulty with 
communication. The child may appear 
to understand but not respond to your 
instructions. Often they will not initiate 
conversations as they may be unable to do 
so.  All of this results in the child appearing 
rude and ignoring your instructions. The 
knock on effect is that the child may be left 
alone, as the other children will not play with 
someone who doesn’t respond to them.  

There are a few things you can do to help 
this child. For example, use short sentences 
and key words. Don’t overload by giving 
more than one instruction. Speak slowly 
and clearly and back up your words with 
gestures.  Encourage the child to answer you 
but avoid turning this in to a battle. That won’t 
help.

If the child needs a more visual approach, 
consider using visuals. These are easy to 
make and can be laminated so they can be 
used repeatedly. They can be made using 
photographs, drawings, objects or words - 
whichever is appropriate for the child. If you 
choose pictures, make sure you use the same 
ones consistently to avoid confusion. One use 
of a visual in a mainstream classroom is to 
make a visual timetable. This is similar to the 
class timetable and gives a lesson by lesson 
view of the day so that the child knows what 
to expect.

Also, ‘Now and Next’ cards with very simple 
and clear instructions are invaluable. ‘Now 
we are going to sit on the carpet, next we 
will return to our table’.  Egg timers are an 
excellent and cheap resource. Set your timer 
for the allotted time you want the activity to 
last and you can warn the child as the sand 
is running down that time is almost up and 
thereby avoid an argument as a favoured 
session comes to an end. 

Sensory issues can sometimes be dealt with 
by a quick check of the classroom. Keep 
noise to a minimum, keep displays tidy and 
not too busy and ask all staff to reduce the 
amount of perfume they wear. It could be 
that simple! Alternatively, you might need 
to provide ear plugs to help the child cut out 
the background noise, avoid having food in 
the classroom and provide a desk for the 
child to be able to sit away from noises and 
distractions. If all else fails, build a little safe 
space in a corner of the room for the child 
to go to when everything becomes too much 
for them. If money is available, there are 
weighted blankets and cushions available to 
help the child feel deep pressure which they 
find comforting. 

Above all else, children with autistic-type 
traits and those on the spectrum need 
consistency, structure and routine. Pre-warn 
them of any changes that may occur and 
this might help the child to avoid a shutdown. 
Remember that what appears to be a tiny 
change in routine for the rest of us could be 
incredibly distressing for a child with autistic 
type behaviours, with or without an EHC 
plan.

Cherryl Drabble
@cherrylkd
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getting the best from staff
WISE WORDS FOR LEADERS

Since I finished as a full-time head, after 
ten years in the role, in September 2010, I 
have done a good deal of reading, thinking 
and talking about what makes for the most 
effective leadership. I have completed a 
Professional Doctorate in Education, where my 
research focus was the transition from deputy 
headship to headship; I have carried out a 
range of consultancy work, usually related to 
leadership preparation and performance (at 
Middle Leadership, Senior Leadership and 
headship level), and I have engaged with 
the network of educational professionals on 
Twitter and through the world of blogging. As 
a result, I feel I have learnt a considerable 
amount about leadership over the past five 
years, which complements (and in some ways 
helps me productively to reflect on) my own 
leadership experience over the preceding 30 
years.

It seems to me that successful leadership at 
different levels is not significantly different 
in nature – what makes you an effective 
Middle Leader, for example, will serve you 
well if you become a headteacher in due 
course. It is only the scope or the scale which 
changes. The skills you need as a leader 
are also clearly related to those you use 
within your teaching too – in my view every 
teacher is a leader of learning within their 
own classroom, and moving to lead your 
colleagues enables you to build on this skill 
set. Your sphere of influence expands as you 
move from being a classroom teacher without 
specific responsibility for other adults to being 

a Middle Leader with a particular, carefully 
defined domain, to a Senior Leader with a 
whole-school brief, and then to headship 
where, arguably, you have agency over, 
and certainly overarching responsibility for, all 
elements of the school’s performance. Your 
experience and leadership expertise, and 
certainly your confidence, will develop over 
time, but, at whatever level you lead, it seems 
to me that the leadership task is quite simple: 
the strongest leaders work to get the best 
from every member of the team they lead.

However, at the same time, leadership is also 
complex and challenging, because how you 
get the best from those you lead requires 
considerable thought, care and moral courage. 
Being an effective leader isn’t just about being 
an advocate for your team – someone who 
speaks for them and protects them – although 
there may be an element of that involved. 
Successful leaders manage to combine this 
support with appropriate challenge. They hold 
those they lead to account, to ensure that 
each individual performs to the best of their 
ability, and their complementary skills are used 
well for the good of the team as a whole. In 
a well-led team, of whatever size, the whole 
is greater than the sum of its parts. As Dylan 
Wiliam has said, we need to work as a team, 
not simply in a team.
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So what does this mean in practice, and 
how can leaders at all levels manage to get 
the best from those they lead? I suggest the 
following:

•	 In	order	to	get	the	best	from	others	(and	
this is true of our work with children too) we 
have to be able to see the best in them, 
and they have to be able to see that we 
see it, value it, and use it for the good of 
the team. It’s so much more important to 
ensure you ‘catch people doing something 
right’ than always focus on trying to catch 
them doing something wrong.

•	 An	understanding	and	appreciation	of	
those you lead as people, not just as 
professionals, and a focus on building their 
confidence, helping them address and 
overcome their fears, will take you much 
further than pressuring them to be better. 
Often if staff are difficult, it isn’t hard to 
see the fear beneath the surface, even if 
this can occasionally present as arrogance 
or complacency. Empathy and emotional 
intelligence (even though that seems to 
be a concept which is out of vogue at the 
moment) should take you a fair way along 
this path.

•	 Earning	the	respect	and	trust	of	those	you	
lead is key, and should be an early priority 
when you move to lead a team – or when 
you are internally promoted and have to 
manage the shift from being one of the 
group to the leader of the group who 
needs to get the balance of support and 
challenge right.

•	 Part	of	this	involves	showing	you	have	
integrity and are reliable – don’t promise 
more than you can deliver; do what you 
say you will do. And when you make 
a mistake (‘when’, not ‘if’ – we all do), 
apologise, learn from it and move on. In my 
experience people don’t expect leaders 
to be infallible. They do expect them to be 
honest.

•	 As	a	leader,	do	all	you	can	to	ensure	those	
whose performance you are responsible 
for can get on with their job - and do it 
to the best of their ability. If your words 
and actions are causing stress, rather than 
helping them to manage the stress which 
is an inevitable part of this profession, then 
recognise that and do something about it. 
If there is a hierarchy/pyramid here, the 
leader should be at the bottom holding it 
up, rather than at the top looking down. 
You do need a sense of the Big Picture, a 
clear overview and a sense of vision and 
purpose. As Steve Munby was fond of 
saying when he was the Chief Executive 
of the National College, leaders need to 
be both on the balcony and on the dance 
floor.

Teaching and leadership have to be 
sustainable, so look after yourself, ensuring 
that, however committed you are, you achieve 
a workable balance in your personal/
professional life, and do all you can to help 
those you lead achieve this too. In order 
to be our best we have to be able to rest, 
refresh and re-energise periodically. Sharpen 
your axe and you’ll be a more effective 
professional. Good luck!

Jill Berry
@jillberry102
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