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			Jennifer Webb is an English teacher and Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning at a diverse school in inner-city Leeds. She had the good fortune to grow up in Chapeltown, the vibrant, artistic hub of Leeds, and has been shaped by her dual British-Caribbean heritage and a family of dynamic women. Coming from a low income, single parent household, Jennifer achieved a place to read English at Merton College, Oxford and has since gone on to teach at a range of schools in West Yorkshire. Whenever she is not spending time with her wonderful husband and young son, Jennifer can be found reading a book.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			For my mum, who taught me to read using handwritten flash cards she kept in an old tobacco tin. I see something of her irrepressible spirit in every student I teach.

			And for Mrs Wharton and Ms Wolstenholme (nee Tymon) who taught me A Level Literature and created space for my passion to grow.

		

	
		
			A note on resources

			The resources in this book are all available for you to download free from my website: www.funkypedagogy.com

			They are also available on: www.litdrive.org.uk and www.englishdepartment.co.uk

			Some of the resources in this book have been inspired by colleagues, or things I have seen shared on social media. I have tried my best to give credit for resources and ideas which are not my originals and there is a known original creator.

			I would strongly urge any English teachers to follow these accounts on Twitter, so that you can share resources and ask for support!

			@Team_English1

			@EngChatUK

			@LitdriveUK

			@ITTteamenglish (especially for new to the profession)
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			Foreword by Jamie Thom

			The summer before I started my NQT year as an English teacher, I spent weeks and hours engaged in what I thought was ‘planning’. A tough comprehensive in central London was waiting, and to say I was nervous would be the understatement of the year. All I had received from my new school was an email with an overview of the teaching year. Year 7, I knew, would be studying George Orwell’s Animal Farm. To say I lost sleep over Snowball and his chums that summer would be a significant understatement: how on earth was I going to approach this text with 11 year olds? 

			After what felt like the longest summer ever, that first terrifying week of flying solo arrived. I will never forget my then headteacher’s face, when he decided to ‘pop in’ during one of his walks around the school that week. As he entered, I froze in terror and my class looked at both me, and him, with anticipation. After a quizzical glance in my direction, he turned to Jonah, a lovely chap, and asked the immortal question: ‘what are you learning today young man?’

			Jonah paused and turned towards me in panic, before lifting up his pig mask from his face. 

			‘How it might feel to be a pig, sir.’

			I was reminded of this moment while reading Jennifer Webb’s excellent tour-de-force How to Teach English Literature. Despite my fancy English Literature degree scroll, and despite the fact that I had read Joyce’s Ulysses (ok, some of it), I had absolutely no idea how to approach the teaching of a literature text. I was completely ignorant about how to plan for a coherent approach to the themes of the novel, never mind how on earth to get them to write about it. It was a first real glimpse into the complexity of making the subject that spoke so clearly to me real for the adolescents in front of me. 

			Jennifer’s book is what I needed that summer, and what I still very much need now – many mistakes and many years later. It is a carefully crafted map that begins to untangle the various mysteries of how to teach our subject effectively. The scope is impressive: from understanding how to write effectively about context, to how to get our students to hold on to the array of knowledge they need to write about a text effectively and much, much more. There is at the core of this book a mission: to recapture some of the joy and importance of English literature as a subject; and to highlight that to dilute our subject (to animal masks!) is to do our students a significant disservice. That conversation in itself is one that is hugely important for us to be having about our subject. 

			Jennifer’s own experience is also at the beating heart of this book. The fierce spirit and drive she has needed to achieve a place at Oxford University from a low income single-parent family in Leeds, gives utter authenticity to her messages about the need to ensure rigour and challenge is at the heart of what we offer in the classroom. With pupil premium and closing attainment gaps conversations so often reduced to forensic data analysis and instant quick fixes, this message is a vital one for educationalists to heed. There is real practical knowledge and empathy in these pages about how we can unlock literature for our students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. It is a moral mission that is vital for us as English teachers. 

			The passion that Jennifer has for this endeavour to make our students knowledge rich is hugely addictive, and readers cannot help but finish this book armed with a similar desire to deepen our students’ cultural understanding through literature. Reading books is – as she repeats throughout the book – a joy, and we want our students to follow us in valuing and prioritising that most wonderful of habits. 

			Our appetite for this forensic deconstruction of what makes effective English literature is also higher than it has ever been. So much of the CPD we engage with as teachers is generic, and appears detached from what we spend our working day doing. Can we really be expected to sit through another inset day on questioning strategies? Instead, we want to delve into the detail of the heart of our subject, to wrestle with the best ways to help students connect with texts or develop their ability to write coherent essays. It is, after all, what we spend hours doing every day. 

			That is why reading this book is such a pleasure: we are finally given the headspace to immerse ourselves in our subject and how to teach it more effectively. As every skilled practitioner knows, enthusiasm, knowledge and passion is transformative: and that is what Jennifer clearly has in abundance. 

			Instead of relying on worn and weary mnemonics, there is a wide-range of strategies in these pages on how to be what Jennifer delightfully deems: ‘unapologetically aspirational’. I found myself both energised and full of ideas of things I could directly impact in my own classroom: from retrieval quizzes at the start of lessons, to the dictogloss modelling strategy (as good as it sounds). No matter how much experience we might have in the classroom, there are nuggets of gold in this book to help develop our teaching. What will always help us to improve and cope with the various demands of teaching, as Jennifer repeats throughout, is joining forces and working with those around us. 

			We can afford to be somewhat elitist and biased in the pages of a book designed for English teachers. There is no doubt we teach both the best and most important subject, the one that has the most potential to change the lives of our students. We are also the most inquisitive and reflective of teachers in the school environment. That is why we should all devour and learn from this book: because it is one that can help us to continue find the best ways to share that love we have for our subject. In doing so, it might just save a number of English teachers both sleepless nights and animal mask themed mistakes!

			Jamie Thom (@teachgratitude1) is an English teacher, author of Slow Teaching and host of TES English teaching podcast. 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Cultural poverty

			Michael is sitting in my classroom. He is a very bright boy; he speaks three languages in addition to English (Swahili, Kituba and French), has an enquiring mind and is diligent and focused in lessons. He has that intangible drive that most students from immigrant backgrounds seem to have; he knows that education will be his saviour. Michael is faced with the opening lines of Romeo and Juliet. He is anxious; he understands what most of the words mean, but he suspects that there are layers of hidden meaning that he cannot access.

			Sarah is sitting next to Michael. She is able but lacks motivation and confidence. She is White British and comes from a family with a history of unemployment and negative experiences of school. She has never travelled outside of Yorkshire; the furthest she has been is to Scarborough on a primary school trip. Mum is lovely and very supportive, but really struggles with her own literacy. Sarah is faced with the opening lines of Romeo and Juliet. She is anxious; she knows the basic story, but the words are unfamiliar and she feels like she is too stupid to read this play.

			Literature is hard. It is a complex web of symbolism, analogy, plot, character, journey, language, experience, context and writers’ angst. Readers must have a key to unlock all of this, but the unequal and shifting nature of our society means that a significant number of students do not possess that key (most of them don’t even know the lock is there). This ‘key’ is academic and cultural capital; having an intrinsic advantage and understanding as a result of the education, institutions and experiences from which you have benefited. Children from more affluent backgrounds, in general, have greater academic and cultural capital than those from disadvantaged backgrounds, therefore they can often more easily access the heart of literary texts. 

			Just like the vocabulary gap1 and gaps in progress and attainment for Pupil Premium students,2 cultural poverty is another way in which the inequality in our society manifests itself.

			I have worked in schools in West Yorkshire for the past decade, ranging from the privileged private sector to some of the most disadvantaged state settings in the country. The main difference between these students, the affluent and the deprived, is not their income level, but the relative knowledge poverty of many disadvantaged students. If we want Michael and Sarah to succeed in literature, we must make them knowledge rich; our lessons must give them this ‘secret’ knowledge that is inherent in the written tradition so that they perceive what is there beneath the surface. 

			This has huge implications for life beyond school; in all walks of life there are codes that may seem exclusive at first, but can be mastered. Young people who appreciate this are better equipped to succeed in new situations, and have greater confidence and agency in their adult lives.

		   

			The connected, disconnected generation

			There are two strands to the cultural poverty problem. One is a distinct separation based on class and disadvantage. The other is one that affects all students, regardless of their background; this generation have never known a world without the internet, without smartphones, without an avalanche of information pressing in on all sides.

			Sarah’s mum attended Church at Christmas and Easter with her family when she was growing up; she knows the stories of Samson and Delilah and Mary Magdalene, and has an inherent understanding of universal Christian symbolism, such as fruit trees, snakes, and bread. Sarah has never attended church.

			Sarah’s mum remembers sitting around the only TV in the house with her family to watch the wedding of Charles and Diana. Sarah watched the wedding of Harry and Meghan on her phone, in her bedroom, simultaneously engaging in three different conversations on Instagram and Snapchat.

			Sarah’s mum spent Sunday afternoons watching whatever film was on one of the four channels available to her. These films were invariably based on books and bible stories: ‘Ben Hur’, ‘I Claudius’, and ‘The Colour Purple’. Sarah has hundreds of TV channels, streaming sites, vloggers, box sets and films to choose from ‘on demand’. She usually chooses reality TV shows.

			Cultural understanding changes with every generation, but the current school population represent the most dramatic shift in living memory; their experience of life and ways of accessing the world around them has altered beyond recognition compared to that of their parents. Young people growing up in the midst of this information revolution, ‘Generation Z’, born after the year 2000, are just different. The quantity and quality of their interactions with literature and literary ideas on a day-to-day basis, compared to the generation before, is fundamentally different. 

			The amount of professional narrative with which they engage has dramatically decreased; they get their news from Facebook and their entertainment from reality TV. The teenagers in our classrooms are more connected than any other generation before them, but there is a profound disconnect between them and anything we would call ‘traditional’ British cultural or literary knowledge. This shift has happened in this generation.

			Society has changed. Unfortunately, education policy and curriculum design has turned around and gone in the opposite direction. The curriculum is more traditional and inward facing than ever; aggressively canonical and British-classics-focused. The GCSE English Literature syllabuses used to have the option to study writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Lloyd Jones and Harper Lee; embracing voices from across the globe and opening up greater cultural understanding. 

			New specifications limit students to study only British novelists and playwrights, and the non-British poets and writers from minority ethnic groups in the anthologies appear to have been selected only to write about their ‘otherness’. Students hear short snippets of experience from writers like Dharker and Agard but, worth 12.5% of the GCSE literature qualification, and with 15 poems to cover, these cultural voices tend to be marginalised even further. 

			The set texts list now almost entirely comprises British giants such as Dickens and Shakespeare, but students actually live in an increasingly global, irreverent world. English teachers must bridge this divide. This book aims to provide practical strategies for English teachers to make literature accessible, while still being unapologetically academic and aspirational. 

			All literary texts have an undercurrent of scholarly ‘secrets’; things which you really must know in order to find the rich jewels hidden beneath those deep waters.
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		  In defence of literature

			You might be forgiven for asking why literature is a worthwhile study at all. Many have called it elitist and out of touch,3 and an increasing number of schools are placing a far greater emphasis on teaching language; some entering students for literature early so that they can focus on language in Year 11; some even going so far as removing literature altogether for certain groups of students. I understand the motivation behind this; language appears to provide more relevant life skills. What good is poetry to someone if they can’t draft a passable letter of application? I would argue, however, that the study of literature is absolutely crucial, for two reasons.

			 

			1. Extrinsic value (getting the grade): The unique potential of English literature

			Literature is fundamentally about understanding life and art: how people write, why people write, how people read and react. This means literature presents massive potential for students to succeed, because it is essentially an exploration of human themes and experiences that shows us we are not alone; this is universal. Literature presents particularly exciting opportunities for students from disadvantaged and EAL (English as an Additional Language) backgrounds. English Language GCSE will always be challenging for such students, especially those from more transient backgrounds who have spent less time in school, because the written accuracy requirements are very stringent, and this is a skill that takes time and fluency to perfect. In contrast, the key advanced skills in English literature are far easier to develop more rapidly; interpretations are more immediate and reactive than deeper writing skills. I would argue that, while language is vital, literature is where the real potential for making rapid progress lies.

			 

			2. Intrinsic value: Beyond the qualification

			Literature is the human attempt to understand the world around us. Reading books, hearing new voices and delving into the expression, interpretation and experience of others encourages acceptance of a range of viewpoints, greater cultural sensitivity and consideration of life’s most profound themes. Studying literature connects us to our wider human family.

			In a world of misinformation and rapidly evolving political propaganda, what better way to develop critical reading skills and healthy scepticism than the in-depth study of narrative voice, character development, language craft, writer’s intent, critical theory and audience reception? Studying literature is a defence against gullibility.

			Literature is also, fundamentally, a study of art. Great writing, music, painting, sculpture, dance, theatre; all of these things represent the highest achievements of human talent and endeavour. When students read great literature and understand why it is so powerful, they are able to aspire in their own writing and communication. We will only create more innovators and artists if we expose children to the best of the literary world.

			Literature essays are, even at the weakest end, a declaration that you are there, you have an opinion and you have reacted to art. This makes you human. Any student who can say something as simple as ‘Macbeth is wicked’ can achieve this. At the strongest end, literature essays are everything good writing can be: argument, persuasion, evaluation, analysis, insight, empathy, judgement, and exploration. But something else, too, because the most beautifully written literary essays are crafted pieces in their own right. Literary discourse, done well, is a form of meta-creation. We are pushed to the highest levels of abstract human thought and – by going to that place – we create something equally challenging and gorgeous.

			Finally, reading books is a joy. Education’s sole aim should be to improve minds to ensure that we create a world where people can be free, happy, safe, and fulfilled. All the scientific accomplishments, medical developments and technical advancements in the world will mean nothing if we have no art to live for.

			 

			Teacher expertise

			A classroom built around challenge and aspiration must have, at its beating heart, an expert teacher with brilliant subject knowledge. This is a huge challenge for us at the moment because;

			Teachers are younger on average than they were a decade ago. This means that they have less experience to draw upon when faced with the most challenging skills and content. There are some utterly brilliant early career teachers out there, but there is a certain expertise and fluency that comes with experience.

			Not all English degrees are created equal. Some have a broad chronological structure and cover everything from Bede to Barnes, whereas some are far narrower in their scope, specialising early on in particular periods and genres. This is not a value judgement; these are all great, academic courses and each has its own benefits, but the broad range of degree types (in addition to the fact that there are many brave souls out there teaching English without a subject degree), means that nobody can simply walk into the classroom and hope that their degree study alone will be enough. I personally didn’t study Shakespeare as part of my degree; I was a Medievalist. I have spent a decade catching up, reading, reading, and reading!

			 

			Cultural poverty challenges in the English classroom

			Challenge: Set texts are longer, harder and older than they were before.

			This book will provide practical strategies for creating culturally rich classrooms, making all texts accessible while retaining high levels of academic challenge. No ‘dumbing down’.

			Planning and time pressure: We are teaching more content, but trying to fit it all in to the same amount of time.

			This book will provide ways in which teachers can approach long, medium and short term planning; know where you’re going before you start, know when to change course, and think about how to accelerate progress.

			Subject knowledge: English literature is massive. Nobody could ever claim to know it all, and even if they could, more things are constantly being written, language and literacy is ever changing, and the context in which we view even the oldest texts is a shifting world of theory and criticism. English teachers must devote time to actively developing their subject knowledge and have the skill to know what to teach and what to ignore.

			This book will provide an outline of key subject knowledge content that you might want to cover for a range of classic texts, plus some pointers for teaching form, structure, analysis, context and criticism at GCSE level. 
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Two households, both alike in dignity,
In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,
From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,
Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.
From forth the fatal loins of these two foes
A pair of star-cross'd lovers take their life;
Whose misadventured piteous overthrows
Do with their death bury their parents' strife.
The fearful passage of their death-mark'd love,
And the continuance of their parents' rage,
Which, but their children's end, nought could remove,
Is now the two hours' traffic of our stage;
The which if you with patient ears attend,
What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.

'fair Verona' - Italy was the symbolic heart of the Renaissance. Though Shakespeare never visited, many of his
plays are set in Italian cities as they represented the height of fashion and artistic achievement. For
Europeans, Italy is a symbol of romantic beauty; it is aspirational and exotic, coupled with its
Catholicism, which makes it taboo and intriguing.

‘civil blood makes civil hands unclean’ - Violence was ubiquitous in Elizabethan England.
People’s daily lives were mixed with death and violence; fights in the street were
common. Blood is a recurring symbol in Shakespeare and wider literature; the image
of bloody hands is one which Shakespeare himself returns to often, coming to a
climax in Macbeth where this image is indicative of the mental decline of two
once powerful characters. The image of bloody hands is one that has come to
symbolise guilt and wickedness.

Prologue ‘if you with patient ears attend’ - this self-aware breaking of the
fourth wall was very common in Renaissance drama. The very nature of
these performances were different to how theatregoers experience
plays now; actors were more spontaneous, and reacted to the
audience - they were not quiet and polite! The prologue is like
amini-play - it tells you the entire story in brief, and this
is what the audience expected. The fact that this
play is a tragedy means that the audience already
know that many of the characters will die, that
it will not be a happy ending. Students in
modem classrooms are tempted to
think of it as a romance, but the
Elizabethans expected a
violent, gruesome
tragedy.





