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			Preface to The Learning Rainforest Fieldbook

			I first ‘met’ Tom Sherrington at about 8.30 am on the 27th of October 2012. It would have been my dad’s 85th birthday; and within a minute of each other, Tom and I posted very personal essays about our deceased dads. The connection was instant. A month later I was waiting on my own for the doors to open for the London Festival of Education when this bloke sidled up to me; by pure chance it was Tom, and we have been close friends ever since. Throughout our own personal and professional ups and downs we have been there for each other. It has been a joy to watch Tom’s influence grow these past few years, to have batted about his initial ideas for his book The Learning Rainforest; and it is a genuine privilege to write the preface for this follow-up, The Learning Rainforest Fieldbook.

			One of my favourite poets, the wise American Robert Frost, once remarked that ‘an idea is a feat of association, and the height of it is a good metaphor’. Well, Tom’s idea to associate learning with organic growth and to embody that idea in his Learning Rainforest metaphor was a moment of genius. Tom’s metaphor, so clearly articulated in his introduction to this Fieldbook, has given literally thousands of teachers across the world a framework to reflect upon, and consequently improve, their teaching.

			What I like about the metaphor most is its inclusivity. It has space for new ideas which grow from what we already know. It has common sense roots, a trunk packed with knowledge and a canopy of infinite variety, where new learning occurs. Tom’s ideas synthesise research evidence and practitioners’ experience in equal measure. As the teaching profession begins to build upon what we know has the best chance of working, Tom’s Learning Rainforest metaphor has helped teachers use their existing knowledge and experience to translate research evidence into classroom practice, pretty much the teaching profession’s Holy Grail.

			In the Gordonstoun case study, Caroline McCallum talks about how so much CPD can be a ‘bang then a whimper’. What is remarkable about Tom’s book The Learning Rainforest is that its influence has been strong and steady since its publication; in fact, it is increasingly influential. I learned only very recently that Katy Potts, the ITT coordinator at Huntington School where I am headteacher, bases her whole training programme upon Tom’s book. All our trainees receive a copy at the outset of their programme with us. It is fitting, then, that this new Fieldbook reports back on the influence of The Learning Rainforest, from the perspective of both the classroom practitioner and the learner. 

			Tom’s unbridled sense of curiosity is at the root of his respect for all those voices featured in this book. He loves to work with classroom teachers, both to enable them to grow and to extend his own thinking about this ridiculously complex thing called teaching and learning. In this Fieldbook you will find the authentic voices of teachers and students reflecting upon their own teaching and learning through the lens of the learning forest metaphor, laid out with aesthetically pleasing clarity. 

			So, I suggest you sit down with a decent coffee or a glass of fine wine, arm yourself with a pencil and annotate heavily as you dip into the Fieldbook’s individual case studies. The featured schools cover a wide range of contexts: independent/state; academy/LA; Ofsted ‘outstanding’/‘requiring improvement’. You will discover nuggets of wisdom on every page. I expect the 30 schools featured here will soon be inundated with requests from other schools to pay them a visit, as the influence of Tom’s Learning Rainforest grows exponentially, way beyond his control!

			John Tomsett, 27th of August 2019
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			Chapter 1: Introducing the Learning Rainforest Fieldbook

			When I set out to write The Learning Rainforest two years ago, it was clear that in seeking to capture the essence of ‘Great teaching in real classrooms’, I was never going to be writing an objective manual based entirely around formal evidence. It was a personal journey from the very beginning. I felt I needed to start with an account of my own life as a student and then as a teacher in order to provide readers with some perspective for the values and beliefs that inform the rest of the book. In doing so – although not entirely deliberately – I was also modelling a process of professional reflection. For all teachers and school leaders there is a back-story, a set of personal experiences that shape values and attitudes to their professional lives. Teaching is a deeply human, social process where knowledge in all its forms is exchanged and shaped through interpersonal communication and personal experience, a complex array of interactions with the environment and with other people. This is a major element in both the joy and the challenge of teaching well. The interplay of my own values and my personal engagement with research evidence lies at the centre of the Learning Rainforest that I tried to depict in the book. 

			In parallel with narrating my own thoughts about teaching, structured around the three elements of the Learning Rainforest – revisited in the section below – I was starting out in the world of consultancy, visiting schools, meeting leaders and teachers, observing lessons and running training sessions in a very wide range of contexts. As a new entrant to this competitive world, I decided early on to accept any offer of work, however far it took me from home. By the end of this year I will have visited well over 200 schools, travelled to the many corners of the UK and the Channel Islands, and delivered training in 20 countries. It’s been an incredible experience. I feel that I have been on a global adventure – I’ve seen the Learning Rainforest made real. 

			One of my conclusions has been that schools and teachers have a great deal in common wherever you go. People everywhere – from primary to further education, state comprehensive to selective independent schools, special and mainstream, in cities and towns in the UK and around the world – have a common sense of purpose, deal with common questions and face common challenges: 

			
					What kind of young people are we trying to nurture? What values and characteristics do we value and celebrate? 

					What should we teach? And, therefore, what do we not teach? How do we slice up the time that we have? 

					How do we enact the curriculum such that the teaching maximises learning? Do we all agree and does this matter? 

					What constitutes excellence? How do we know what the standards are and how do we communicate them to students? 

					How do we motivate reluctant or struggling learners? To what extent do students have agency? A voice? Should they have more? 

					How do we teach groups of students with a wide range of prior attainment so that they all achieve excellence? 

					How do we continue to develop as professionals, learning more about our subjects, more about the evidence from research and more about how our particular students respond to feedback?

			

			But for all they have in common, each school, every teacher, and every school leader is unique and that is what makes the world of education so fabulously fascinating. In this book’s first incarnation, I pitched the idea to Alex Sharratt at John Catt that I could tell the story of my journey around the schools I visited; working title: ‘School Trip’. The cornerstone of the idea was the richness of the dialogues I have with headteachers and principals when they show me around their schools. It’s always a special moment, a genuine privilege as I hear the stories being told. I’m not sure whether having been a headteacher myself before – with mixed fortunes presenting no reputational threat! – allows my hosts to be more open than normal, but I don’t ever feel I’m getting a whitewashed, airbrushed account. There’s almost always a confessional air – a tale of trials and tribulations – blended with the warm glow of pride and satisfaction at what has been achieved. I find it quite humbling actually. So many of the people I meet seem like the unsung heroes of our education system and, understandably, they value a visit from someone who is not there to judge them but understands the pressures they’ve faced and why even small gains can feel like triumphs. 

			However, beyond the honesty and humility, very often the triumphs are actually simply astonishing. I visit the most fabulous schools with inspiring leaders, talented teachers teeming with ideas and students producing exceptional work. The energy behind all of this is what I wanted to capture. I just wasn’t sure how. 

			The Learning Rainforest was published in October 2017, more or less at the same time that I decided to commit to working as a freelance consultant on a permanent basis. Having started to enjoy the freedom and the opportunity to visit lots of different schools, it became impossible to imagine going back to school leadership. As my consultancy work started to grow, to my great joy, The Learning Rainforest also began to gain traction. It was never at the top of any charts, never a best-seller, but sales have chugged along nicely and, long after the launch, people still seemed to be picking it up. I was contacted by some schools telling me that they were using it as a key resource for their in-house professional development programmes and I was inundated by people sending me images of their newly arrived copies. I’m sure my Twitter followers grew tired of seeing them! 

			Then, in April 2018, Dylan Wiliam tweeted a positive review comment: ‘The Learning Rainforest … is an extraordinarily good book (and I’m not just saying that because he says nice things about me). It covers a huge range of important issues in teaching in depth. Impressive, and highly recommended.’ 

			This was my ‘back of the net’ moment. My all-time edu-hero likes my book!

			Dylan then, very kindly, went on to provide a fabulous foreword for the US Dylan Wiliam Center edition of the book where he says: 

			To design a bridge, the engineer needs to know about strength of steel and stone in compression and in tension, but this says nothing about what the bridge should look like. In the same way, to create great schools, we need to take account of the research evidence, where it exists, but we need to go beyond that, and embrace the fact that great schools are about people, and this is why Tom Sherrington’s book is such an extraordinary achievement.

			When I picked up The Learning Rainforest – which I read in a single day – I was struck by the parallels between Tom Sherrington’s career and my own. We studied high school science from the same textbooks (A.F. Abbott’s Ordinary Level Physics, and D.G. Mackean’s Introduction to Biology), started teaching as a way of financing playing in a band (both bass guitarists by the way) and taught math in high schools two miles apart, using the same math scheme (though he hated it, and I loved it). But what really stunned me about this book is the way that Tom has taken the research evidence that does exist, and woven it into a powerful vision of how education can transform lives, even in the most challenging settings. I know of many books that do a great job of summarizing the research on reading, on memory, on assessment, on feedback, and so on. 

			I do not know of a single other book that addresses so well all the threads that have to be woven together to create great schools, in such a readable way. The Learning Rainforest addresses head on the complexity of teaching ‘in real classrooms’, sure-footedly building on the research where it exists, and, where it does not, providing the wisdom of someone who has successfully led outstanding schools. A particularly powerful feature of the book is that for all of the complexity of the issues discussed, Tom has managed to distil his wisdom into a series of powerful precepts about establishing the conditions for effective teaching and learning, building the knowledge structure that is needed for students to succeed, and then using this as a base for exploring future possibilities.

			With Dylan’s confidence-boosting endorsement, I began to think that I could and should make more of the Learning Rainforest structure itself – and this is when I heard from Caroline Derbyshire, executive headteacher at Saffron Walden County High School. She sent a message suggesting that I made a return visit to SWCHS, a school I’ve visited a few times now, because, having read The Learning Rainforest, she felt that the ideas in the book resonated strongly for her and her colleagues. She also suggested that perhaps a book along the lines of The Learning Rainforest ‘in practice’ or ‘in action’ might be a good idea – and one she’d like to contribute to. Immediately I realised that this was how to get the ideas in ‘School Trip’ across. Rather than being a different book, this was just ‘School Trip’ re-imagined. Instead of me telling my story about visiting the schools as an outsider looking in, I would ask the schools to tell their own stories. Instead of my voice, readers would hear a range of voices, in the true style of Rainforest diversity. 

			I made a list of schools that I had worked with or visited or that were led by people I wanted to get on board, giving top priority to the schools I’ve worked with most extensively. I have tried to get a balance in terms of geography, age range, school sectors and stages of development, both in school improvement terms and their history. The result is the collection of 30 schools and colleges11 presented in this book. It’s a special group of institutions as far as I’m concerned. Each case study begins with my personal introduction where I explain my connection to the school and the reason I wanted to include them. 

			The Fieldbook title entered the frame once Oliver Caviglioli came on board to help with the design and illustration. He suggested that a ‘fieldbook’ had a pedigree in a researcher’s vernacular and I absolutely loved the image: a researcher out in the field, out in the Learning Rainforest, capturing data, taking testimony, making notes in a travel-worn fieldbook. 

			In shaping the template for each school entry, I wanted to make it easy for schools to tell their stories without too much structure to inhibit them. For this reason, the way schools have told their stories is very diverse. Some read like project evaluations; others are personal histories. Some are focused on the details of classroom interactions whilst others focus on broad vision and ethos. Also, there is no neat subject categorisation. Some schools have focused on curriculum, some on assessment, some on teaching and learning, some on professional development – and often a combination. These themes overlap with the three-part structure of the Learning Rainforest – establishing conditions, building knowledge and exploring possibilities – and I asked contributors to highlight any direct links that can be made. 

			From the outset I was determined that the children – the students – at the heart of all of these ideas should have a voice. A key theme in the metaphor is that the trees in the rainforest represent the students and their learning. The lush rainforest canopy represents the possibilities for excellence that individual students can achieve and, to ensure we always keep that in mind, each school has provided student profiles where aspects of their learning are exemplified. They are brief snapshots but collectively add so much in terms of the spirit of the Learning Rainforest. 

			The Learning Rainforest metaphor revisited

			Before diving into the Fieldbook case studies, to help make sense of the references, it will help to revisit the key themes in The Learning Rainforest, not least for any readers coming directly to Fieldbook without having read the original book. There are four main aspects that seem to resonate with people the most – based on what they tell me: 

			1. Plantation Thinking vs Rainforest Thinking

			Here’s how I introduced the metaphor that drives the whole Learning Rainforest concept: 

			The Plantation: It is important for all specimens to reach certain minimum standards but there is little or no room for diversity. This tendency towards a monoculture with a narrow gene pool halts natural evolution and increases vulnerability to long-term or sudden environmental change. There is uniformity, conformity and an emphasis on control. The plantation managers are typically risk averse and, where improvements are needed, have a predisposition to seek out tried and tested methods with predictable outcomes.

			In a school context, Plantation Thinking is the school manifestation of this emphasis on conformity and control: 

			
					School culture is dominated by the notion that there is a right way to do things; the scheme of learning is non-negotiable. 

					School leaders are driven, to a great extent, by compliance with standards set by external bodies and accountability regimes. 

					The curriculum and learning are heavily driven by what can be easily examined. 

					Professional learning is standardised to ensure no one falls through the net.

					Data has very high status. 

					Interventions with students are heavily focused on short-term gains prior to examinations.

					Any new ideas or initiatives that are believed to be beneficial are elevated to the status of a rule or become a standard requirement. 

			

			Conversely, this is how I tried to capture the Rainforest alternative: 

			The Rainforest: There is enormous variety in the range of trees and plants that are thriving in the environment; it is lush, exotic, awe inspiring, unpredictable, non-linear, evolving, daunting. Each specimen is magnificent in its own right with different organisms occupying their niche in an environment that is self-nourishing. Without the need for external artificial interventions, the soil is fertile and the process of evolution is continuous. Whilst each plant has distinctive features and unique requirements, they all co-exist in an equilibrium that develops organically over time in response to changing conditions. 

			For schools, Rainforest Thinking suggests the following:

			
					The dominant mindset of leaders is to nurture the individual talents of staff and students, providing nourishment and creating a culture that is motivational and rewarding to operate in but not to control or micro-manage the processes or predetermine the outcomes. 

					There is a high-trust/high-challenge culture.

					Teachers and leaders recognise that the learning process is complex and, to a large extent, unknowable on an individual basis. There is, therefore, great variety in the approaches adopted over time.

					Where teachers are thriving, delivering excellent lessons and securing student outcomes, there is a high level of autonomy. 

					Data is recognised as providing a rough guide to some aspects of learning – in a complex and non-linear fashion. 

					It is understood that there is no ‘right way’ for most things we do in schools. There is still a recognition that there are aspects of bad practice – things that rarely or never seem to work – but, in the main, all kinds of teaching approaches can be effective in different contexts. 

					The effectiveness research that promotes certain approaches is evaluated in context and is understood as suggesting an average general pattern with fuzzy edges, not an absolute truth.

					Professional Development is highly personalised – on the basis that it is counterproductive and demotivating to impose a uniform model on every teacher. 

					Performance Management is to nurture self-driven reflection and professional learning – not to satisfy external accountability pressures.

					Learning and achievement are recognised in the widest possible sense. It is understood that learners will have all kinds of talents and skills, personal goals and interests. In the Rainforest these all have value. 

			

			As with any set of binary positions, the ideal might lie somewhere between. I suggested that perhaps a ‘managed rainforest’ represents a sensible midway position. I’ve had some positive feedback supporting that view from people who recognise the need for structure and control at certain stages. However, this feedback sits alongside other comments expressing disappointment that I watered down the full rainforest ideal. As we will see in the Fieldbook, the response largely depends on where schools are in their journey. 

			At its core, Rainforest Thinking is about creating school cultures that allow teachers and students to thrive; to flourish; to excel; to explore the possibilities to the greatest extent. It’s explicitly aspirational and hopefully serves as a reminder of the perils of excessive Plantation Thinking that stifles, inhibits and limits our view of what might be possible. The Fieldbook is packed with schools where the culture is either already strong and wonderfully orientated towards Rainforest Thinking or is being nurtured very gently and carefully with that goal firmly in mind. 

			2. The three-part structure 

			The tree metaphor serves as a way of capturing the three sets of tasks that constitute great teaching. I’ve had lots of positive feedback from teachers and leaders who have found this useful: 

			Establishing the conditions: 

			
					Fostering the attitudes and habits needed as a basis for students to achieve excellence: having high expectations, teaching with rigour whilst also inspiring awe and making the whole process joyful 

					Establishing effective behaviour routines and developing relationships that support students’ self-esteem, motivation and, crucially, their engagement with teacher feedback 

					Designing a curriculum where the knowledge and skills are structured in a way that supports long-term retention, builds confidence and allows connections to be made 

			

			Building the knowledge structure: 

			
					Using effective instruction methods to build students’ knowledge explicitly and deliberately: explaining, modelling, questioning in various ways and developing routines for practice 

					Using effective formative assessment and feedback methods that make teaching highly responsive and support students to improve continually 

					Teaching for memory in an explicit fashion, using a range of methods for learning by heart, making this a positive and joyful part of the learning process 

			

			Exploring the possibilities: 

			
					Providing some opportunities within the overall curriculum for hands-on, authentic learning experiences, group activities and project work, with open-ended outcomes 

					Using online tools and other resources to support students as independent learners with occasional opportunities to lead learning based on their own knowledge 

					Giving speech activities a high profile as experiences in the enacted curriculum and finally celebrating excellence in all its forms 

			

			The message I always give to people during my training is that, whilst we should rightly dream big about the possibilities for learning, we can’t simply wish excellence into being. We need to create the right conditions with high challenge at the core of our ethos and then very deliberately build knowledge so that students have strong foundations from which true excellence can spring. It’s not a neat linear sequence – all three elements can grow together – but knowledge building requires a degree of rigour and discipline, without which the canopy never fully flourishes. This is where the research and practice around effective instructional teaching become so important. 

			3. Mode A vs Mode B
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			In Part 1 of The Learning Rainforest, I plot my way around a range of key debates including the way people align along an axis of traditional-progressive values systems. This feeds into ideas about behaviour management, curriculum design and the way people engage with research evidence. The three-part tree metaphor is my attempt at finding a way to harness these tensions. In Part 2 of the book I translate this into action through a set of practical strategies, introducing the notion of Mode A and Mode B teaching. Probably above all else, I’ve had very positive feedback on this; it feels right to people, albeit that their percentages wouldn’t be the same as mine. 

			This is how I introduced the ideas: 

			Mode A teaching: 80%? 

			In our metaphor, building the knowledge structure is at the core of the whole process of creating the rainforest. I have suggested that, in practice, the strategies involved here might dominate daily school life – especially at secondary schools in typical academic disciplines. A short-hand I like to use is ‘Mode A’ teaching – because this is what you do most of the time. I’ve suggested that 80% is a rough proportion – but that is just to give a perspective on the balance. It’s not scientific by any means and you’ll have your own view depending partly on which subject you teach. 

			The core elements of Mode A teaching are about effective teacher instruction: explaining concepts and procedures, imparting information and telling stories; modelling what is expected in terms of standards and thought processes; giving time to guided and independent practice; effective questioning to check for understanding across a whole class; immediate feedback that is responsive and moves students forward; assessment that is largely formative, focusing on specific areas of content. 

			Mode B teaching: 20%? 

			In the Learning Rainforest, Mode B teaching strategies will happen alongside and interwoven with the more direct instructional Mode A teaching. Although they might occupy less time, in my view they are still vital. Exploring the possibilities signifies that we’re building on knowledge to see what might be possible; we’re creating conditions where learning and knowledge can be expressed in different ways and can go down a range of paths. At the same time, it’s important to stress that all of these activities are also ways of building knowledge in various forms and of reinforcing the positive learning mindsets and classroom climate that create the conditions necessary for further learning. 

			We want the enacted curriculum experience to be as rich, challenging, motivating and multifaceted as possible so that we have the best chance of truly developing ‘the whole child’ with the maximum level of knowledge and cultural capital. Sometimes we don’t do something because it is necessarily the most effective, because ‘it works’; we do it because we give it value for its own sake – we think it should form part of a student’s learning experience. Many of the Mode B strategies fall into that category: ‘hands-on’, projects, groupwork, reciprocal teaching, flipped learning, debates, ‘play detective’. 

			I have a strong aversion to some people’s tendencies to demonise each of these modes of teaching, something I’ve explored in some detail in my chapter in The researchED Guide to Education Myths (John Catt Educational, edited by Craig Barton, 2019). The ‘myth’ I chose to explore is that teacher-led instruction and student-centredness are opposites. Plenty of people argue that they are – but really, they’re not at all. Mode A + Mode B is just one way to see past this. 

			4. A model for professional learning: the 60 strategies. 

			Perhaps the thing that has surprised and delighted me the most has been to encounter schools that have used The Learning Rainforest directly as a resource to support professional learning. In the case study provided by Chace Community School in North London (p. 108), there’s a vivid illustration of this. Teachers have explored each of the three Learning Rainforest elements in turn, during a year’s cycle of professional learning, using the tree image as a reference point. I’ve been to other schools where teachers have presented their work implementing a strategy from Part 2 of the book that they had selected to focus on for the year. This might have been ‘Awe and Wonder’, ‘Signal, Pause, Insist’ or ‘Silence is Golden’. It might have been ‘Teach for Memory’, ‘Think Pair Share’ or ‘Close the Gap’. 

			In all honesty, this is what I quietly hoped for but didn’t dare expect, so it really is wonderful to know that teachers have engaged with the Learning Rainforest at this very practical level. Several people told me that they skipped Part 1 but found Part 2 valuable, whereas other people have had the opposite preference. I’m happy with that. 

			In general terms, I think it is worthwhile for all teachers to ask themselves questions linked to the three elements: 

			
					Could I do more to establish the conditions for successful learning? Setting and establishing higher expectations? Enacting a more challenging curriculum? Fostering better relationships? Teaching with more attention paid to the ideas of awe and wonder?

					Could I do more to build the knowledge structure? Developing a wider range of explanations for key concepts? Teaching more explicitly for memory? Asking questions more effectively? Developing more effective ways to give feedback that is then acted on? 

					Could I be more bold exploring the possibilities? Do I include enough opportunities for debate or other structured speech activities, to engage in open-ended personal projects, to engage in deep-end learning? Do I allow myself to go off-piste when the opportunities arise? 

			

			The 60 strategies work as stand-alone suggestions for focused professional development whilst also representing an overall philosophy around blending learning of different forms to create a rich, diverse learning experience for students; knowledge-rich but varied and expansive. 

			Some schools in the Fieldbook are using these teaching ideas directly but most have had their own versions for some time, expressed in their own language. However, what I believe all the schools have in common is that the three elements apply to their philosophy for developing teachers. Reading through the Fieldbook case studies, it is clear to me that Learning Rainforest schools all: 

			
					Establish excellent conditions for teachers to engage in high-quality professional learning. 

					Deliberately build teachers’ knowledge structure about effective teaching and designing a broad and deep curriculum.

					Explicitly communicate the ambition for teachers to explore the possibilities for what they can achieve. 

			

			Increasingly I find that I use the metaphor to apply to teachers as much as to students. In essence it describes a growth process so perhaps this isn’t surprising: teachers have to grow and thrive both professionally and personally throughout their careers.
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					1	Importantly Oldham College, a Further Education (FE) institution is included and makes a major contribution. At various points in the book I refer to ‘schools’ as a shorthand for ‘schools and colleges’ but Oldham College is implicitly included in my thinking throughout.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Fieldnotes from a changing system

			Since completing The Learning Rainforest in 2017, there have been various shifts in thinking across the system in the UK that, in some ways, illustrate the themes explored in the book. There have been some interesting changes in emphasis both at the policy level and at the level of consensus amongst teachers, school leaders and commentators like me. It seems to me that there is a strong two-way influence at work – which is to be celebrated. In this section of the Fieldbook, I will provide a brief account of these issues. Here are my ‘field notes’:

			The central importance of curriculum

			Without doubt, the most significant development across the UK education system in the last two years has been the increased level of attention given to the curriculum. Schools everywhere are wrestling with that all-important question: what should we teach? Invariably this is linked to the bigger question: why should we teach what we teach? The current wave of interest is leading to root-and-branch reviews with school leaders and teachers paying attention to the details in a way many have never done before. One of my light-hearted tests for school leaders is for them to name the books their Year 8 students are reading in English or the periods of history they are studying. Very often, leaders who have previously prided themselves on ‘knowing their schools’ by citing outcome measures for every sub-group (to three significant figures) cannot answer this basic question about their own school. 

			Happily, that is beginning to change. It’s my firm view that in order to know your school, you need to know what is being learned by your students. To a great extent, your curriculum defines your school. It IS your school. 

			I am convinced that the strongest ideas in this area remain the three arts of the Trivium 21c2 – grammar, dialectic and rhetoric – as expressed by Martin Robinson in his superb 2013 book. His 2019 follow-up Curriculum: Athena Versus The Machine3 is a wonderful development of the principles, placing human engagement with knowledge right at the core of our thinking. Similarly, Peter Hyman’s ‘Head, Hand and Heart’ continues to provide a strong framework that resonates with a lot of people. This comes through in the Fieldbook entry for School 21 (p. 164). 

			A very significant, much-quoted influencer in this area is Christine Counsell.4 In her superb blog series for leaders of curriculum she suggests: 

			Curriculum is fundamental to schools. It is also fiendishly complex. Necessarily directional and dependent on recognisable channels, it must nonetheless be vibrant and changing for such is the character of knowledge and our relationship to it. It is at once a thing of beauty and of utility, and both matter. More like the waterways of Venice than a set of roads or paths, it needs specialist maintenance or it won’t take you where you want to go, nor make it a rewarding experience. Moreover, like Venice, its waters don’t stand alone. If you don’t understand the relationship of knowledge in the curriculum to the wider oceans and rains of knowledge that renew or trouble it, you’re liable to flood or drought.

			Such a thing needs leadership. 

			Counsell has introduced a lot of people to the interplay between the concepts of the ‘core and the hinterland’:5 

			This pair of powerful words has proved the most important thing to help me think about subject difference within curricula. The trick here is to handle paradox. Even though clearly, as the word suggests, ‘hinterland’ is just a supporter or feeder of a core, when it comes to curriculum, the hinterland is as important as what is deemed core.

			The core is like a residue – the things that stay, the things that can be captured as proposition. Often, such things need to be committed to memory. But if, in certain subjects, for the purposes of teaching, we reduce it to those propositions, we may make it harder to teach, and at worst, we kill it. The term ‘hinterland’ is as fertile in curricular thinking as its literal meaning. It’s not clutter … It helps us distinguish between a vital property that makes curriculum work as narrative and merely ‘engaging activities’ which can distract and make pupils think about (and therefore remember) all the wrong things.

			Whether we are discussing this historical context for scientific discoveries and texts in literature, or the personal life stories of authors and scientists, or the etymology of technical terms, or a current affairs issue related to key concepts in economics or geography, or parallel historical developments that took place in a country other than the one we are studying, hinterland is a hugely powerful and practical concept to help teachers give value to this essential layer of curriculum without worrying unduly that it has been somehow ‘left out’. 

			Another influential voice is Mary Myatt through her regular conference output and her popular book The Curriculum: From Gallimaufry to Coherence. She provides a series of key concepts for teachers and leaders to think about when planning a curriculum, moving away from an ad hoc assembly of disparate topics with tenuous links between them and moving toward something much more integrated, connected and coherent: 

			All our children ought to be able to tell us what they are learning about and why it is important. If they can’t, we haven’t taught them properly … If we can see where this links to the wider picture, we can often make other connections which make sense and are often enjoyable … When the curriculum lacks coherence, it is both harder to teach and harder for children to locate and place their new knowledge.6

			Of course, it has to be acknowledged that, whilst many schools have been developing their curriculum thinking at a deep level for many years – examples in the Fieldbook include Turton (p. 24), Saffron Walden (p. 18) and School 21 (p. 164) – a shift in emphasis by the English schools inspectorate, Ofsted, has catalysed a lot more activity. They have built their framework around three pillars:

			
					Intent: the planned content of the curriculum

					Implementation: the enacted curriculum in the real lessons children experience

					Impact: what children ultimately end up learning 

			

			Wales and Scotland have had their own curriculum review agendas for some time (as discussed in The Learning Rainforest) and now these ‘three Is’ have entered the discourse in England. As ever, there is some confusion as people fall into the vortex of reductive accountability-driven Plantation Thinking – and while I remain utterly sceptical that an inspectorate can evaluate a school curriculum on one two-day visit with any degree of validity or reliability, at least Ofsted has got people talking about curriculum away from the arena of examination outcomes and that has to be applauded. 

			My most recent contribution to work on curriculum (beyond the relevant chapter in The Learning Rainforest) has been promoting the idea of a knowledge-rich curriculum through a series of blog posts.7 In a particularly popular one I suggested that ‘knowledge-rich’ has four components: 

			Knowledge provides a driving, underpinning philosophy. The grammar of each subject is given high status; the specifics of what we want students to learn matter and the traditions of subject disciplines are respected. Skills and understanding are seen as forms of knowledge and it is understood that there are no real generic skills that can be taught outside of specific knowledge domains. Acquiring powerful knowledge is seen as an end itself; there is a belief that we are all empowered through knowing things and that this cannot be left to chance. There is also a sense that the creative, ’rounded and grounded’ citizens we all want to develop – with a host of strong character traits – will emerge through being immersed in a knowledge-rich curriculum.

			The knowledge content is specified in detail. Units of work are supported by statements that detail the knowledge to be learned – something that can be written down. We do not merely want to ‘do the Romans’; we want children to gain some specified knowledge of the Romans as well as a broad overview. We want children to know specific things about plants and about the Amazon rainforest, World War II, Romeo and Juliet and climate change. We want children to have more than a general sense of things through vaguely remembered knowledge encounters; in addition to a range of experiences from which important tacit knowledge is gained, we want them to amass a specific body of declarative and procedural knowledge that is planned. This runs through every phase of school: units of work are not defined by headings but by details: for example, beyond ‘environmental impact of fossil fuels’, the specific impacts are detailed; beyond ‘changes to transport in Victorian Britain’, specific changes are listed.

			Knowledge is taught to be remembered, not merely encountered. A good knowledge-rich curriculum embraces learning from cognitive science about memory, forgetting and the power of retrieval practice. Our curriculum is not simply a set of encounters from which children form ad hoc memories; it is designed to be remembered in detail, to be stored in our students’ long-term memories so that they can later build on it forming ever-wider and -deeper schema. In addition to memorable experiences, this requires approaches to curriculum planning and delivery that build in spaced retrieval practice, formative low-stakes testing and plenty of repeated practice for automaticity and fluency.

			Knowledge is sequenced and mapped deliberately and coherently. Beyond the knowledge specified for each unit, a knowledge-rich curriculum is planned vertically and horizontally giving thought to the optimum knowledge sequence for building secure schema – a kinetic model for materials; a timeline for historical events; a sense of the canon in literature; a sense of place; a framework for understanding cultural diversity and human development and evolution. Attention is also given to known misconceptions and there is an understanding of the instructional tools needed to move students from novice to expert in various subject domains.

			Some people react against this on the basis that ‘knowledge-rich’ is reductive – it’s all about rote-learning and ‘regurgitating facts’ – but, to me, that is a wilful misreading of the idea. Every commentator who promotes this idea is also promoting a much deeper, ambitious notion of knowledge – a curriculum that is rich in experience, ‘human-scaled’,8 designed to foster rounded, humane, principled ‘philosopher kids’9 or ‘Twenty-first century renaissance scholars’.10 As Robinson says: ‘A curriculum cannot be said to be knowledge-rich if it doesn’t help children to know, respond to and learn about their emotional selves, as well as learn to use their emotions and their will constructively to broaden and deepen their experience of life.’11

			If we blend these ideas together – head, hand and heart; human-scaled, hinterland, coherence, knowledge-rich – avoiding the reductive outcomes-focused tendencies inherent in Martin Robinson’s ‘machine’, it feels like a strong conceptual platform from which to construct an excellent curriculum. The challenge of making all the choices in the detail of each subject remains and no two schools make the same decisions. Several of the Fieldbook entries make reference to the journeys they have been on in this area. 

			My go-to sources of inspiration are the blogs by the following people: 

			
					Summer Turner – ‘Pub quiz or published? What are the aims of a knowledge-rich curriculum?’ – www.bit.ly/2lOgRdC


					Peter Hyman – ‘What is a big education? Building a curriculum of head, heart and hand’ – www.bit.ly/2lKAtPU


					Jon Brunskill – ‘I’m bringing knowledge back’ – www.bit.ly/2kGtKGq – worth reading along with his school’s website info on curriculum – www.bit.ly/2lGK4at 

					Rosalind Walker – ‘My #rEDBrum talk: The Nature of School Science Knowledge’ – www.bit.ly/2maKRRh


					Mark Enser – ‘Knowledge in the classroom’ – www.bit.ly/2kH1eoj 

					Adam Boxer – ‘Thinking curriculum: the one-stop shop’ – www.bit.ly/2mbGMfH 

					Rebecca Foster and Claire Hill – ‘On our #rEDDurrington presentation: Practical approaches to bringing research-informed practice to the classroom, the department and whole school’ – www.bit.ly/2kbHb0W 

					Michael Fordham – ‘Knowledge and curriculum’ – www.bit.ly/2lJJSqY 

					Clare Sealy – ‘Memory not memories – teaching for long term learning’ – www.bit.ly/2lHSZIT


			

			Assessment culture is shifting

			In parallel with the discourse on curriculum, there has been a slow but definite shift in thinking about assessment in the schools that I have engaged with. The ‘paradigm shift’ that I allude to in The Learning Rainforest is definitely beginning to happen with more schools recognising the importance of authentic formative assessment, at the scale and frequency that supports the teaching and learning process, relative to the less important role of formal summative assessment and data tracking. There is still a long way to go but I’m sure that progress is being made in the right direction. Fieldbook case studies such as those from The Rise (p. 118) and London Academy (p. 124) provide details of how assessment thinking is moving forward. 

			Once again the inspectorate has been helpful in this area, downplaying the value of internal assessment data as a means of judging relative standards – given all the variables at play between subjects and between schools. Increasingly schools are reducing the number of occasions in a school year when teachers are required to log assessment information on centralised tracking systems. There seems to be a growing – and very healthy – scepticism around the use of elaborate flight-path systems and statement bank trackers (although far too many are in use for my liking!). 

			Not much has changed – or is likely to change – regarding the national frameworks for assessment and schools which are still very much geared towards maximising final outcome measures with some perverse outcomes. In England, this has had negative consequences for the take-up of arts subjects, for example, and the study of languages is similarly in decline. 

			One of my favourite insights in the last two years has been around the approach needed when sub-groups of a cohort are seen to be underachieving relative to the rest. Inspired by an idea from blogger and physics teacher Ruth Walker,12 I have come to the firm conclusion that where, say, ‘White boys on free school meals’ or ‘Bangladeshi girls’ appear to be under-performing, this will not be due to some niche characteristics of those students; it will be due to some underlying weakness in the general teaching that they are experiencing and, perhaps, being more strongly affected by. The solution to meeting their needs is not to tailor teaching more to meet their specific needs – as if they are different to everyone else’s; the solution is to try to address the general weaknesses, to improve the quality of general teaching so that everyone is learning more effectively. ‘Everyone’ means ‘everyone’ – including the sub-groups. Trying to teach everyone better is just a far better bet than endlessly chasing niche needs which, even if they exist, are very hard to identify and will vary from one student to another. 

			Evidence-informed teaching is on the rise 

			One of the trends I continue to see across the system, in the UK and in international schools, is the growing interest amongst teachers in the research evidence for effective teaching. The researchED movement continues to grow; the Chartered College of Teaching is now publishing a regular Impact magazine highlighting current research; and, via social media, it seems that there is more discourse between academics and teachers than ever. 

			At the same time, I am continually fascinated to find pockets of teachers who have never read any of the research – at least not since their training many years ago. Of course, many teachers function quite happily without directly consuming research findings; it’s not a prerequisite for being an effective practitioner. But, with that said, in my consultancy work I regularly encounter students who are struggling with learning where, without any question, their teachers would do well to engage more with some of the elements of what I’d call ‘evidence-informed teaching’. 

			‘Evidence-informed wisdom’ in the spirit of the Learning Rainforest is not a free-for-all. It’s firmly my view, more than ever, that we’d be a much more highly performing profession if teachers in general were more deeply engaged with research and acted on it. Too many teachers still do things that, quite simply, are not effective enough to justify, whilst others could be much more effective by focusing more tightly on instructional methods that are better bets in terms of securing learning, rather than merely giving the teacher the feeling of having ‘covered’ the material or of having created short-term engagement. 

			My most-read blog post in the last two years has been ‘The five forms of feedback I give to teachers most often’. Very briefly, the five areas can be summarised as follows: 

			
					Behaviour: Be more assertive; establish what you want to establish – following the work of Bill Rogers. 

					Questioning: Ask more students more questions; involve everyone – invoking the ideas of Barak Rosenshine. 

					Marking and Feedback: Make all marking an instruction for action – avoiding the pitfall of thinking ‘marking’ automatically provides feedback that students both understand and respond to and seeking to make the process more work for the student than the teacher. 

					Knowledge and Recall: Specify what students should know; check that they do; give time for practice. Again these are key elements of Rosenshine’s principles of instruction. 

					Setting the standards: Define excellence for any task – following ideas from Ron Berger13 or Daisy Christodoulou.14 The need to exemplify the target standards for any learning process is supremely important. 

			

			Research new and old

			Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction 

			In The Learning Rainforest I tried to capture a massive array of educational research into a single chapter. Of course, this was little more than a selective round-up of the key ideas that I had found useful at that point in time. Since then, as many readers will be aware, I have been an enthusiastic champion of the work of Barak Rosenshine and his popular ‘Principles of Instruction’,15 leading to the publication of my short booklet Rosenshine’s Principles in Action.16 This has proved to be something of a hit with several schools buying a copy for every member of staff. 

			The reason for my enthusiasm (and the booklet’s popularity) is that Rosenshine’s principles provided a strong evidence-informed framework for improving the quality of instruction in a format that teachers can relate to; it cuts through any of the defences and walls of inertia that typically impede the flow of ideas from research to the classroom. 

			Rosenshine concludes his paper by discussing the research process, combining a range of sources of evidence. He suggests:

			Even though these principles come from … different sources … ideas from each of the sources overlap and add to each other. This overlap gives us faith that we are developing a valid and research-based understanding of the art of teaching.

			In my presentation of the principles, I have found it useful to explore the ten ideas via four overlapping strands. This seems to make it even easier for teachers to engage with the concepts. The 10 principles are grouped as follows: 

			Sequencing concepts and modelling

			2. Present new material using small steps. 

			4. Provide models.

			8. Provide scaffolds for difficult tasks.

			Questioning

			3. Ask questions.

			6. Check for student understanding.

			Reviewing material

			1. Daily review.

			10. Weekly and monthly review.

			Stages of practice

			5. Guide student practice.

			7. Obtain a high success rate. 

			9. Independent practice.

			It has certainly been my experience that these principles address many of the issues that I identify in my work with teachers – all except issues around behaviour management and giving feedback – so I’m not surprised that so many schools are opting to base a lot of their professional development work around Rosenshine’s research summary and recommendations for teacher actions. The thing that amuses me – and frustrates me just a little – is when some teachers protest that the principles are ‘nothing new’ or dismiss them as merely ‘common sense’. This is absolutely inevitable given that the principles’ origin lies in observations of what effective teachers typically do. To an effective teacher, they will seem obvious – obviously enough! And why good ideas need to be ‘new’ in order to justify being promoted with enthusiasm is beyond me. The best ideas stand the test of time, and given how long humans have been teaching each other, it would be surprising if the elements of effective instruction were actually ‘new’! 

			Shimamura’s MARGE

			My favourite text from the last two years is a short, free e-book17 published by Arthur Shimamura, a professor of psychology specialising in memory and cognition. It’s written from a university lecturer’s perspective but it has a great deal to offer classroom teachers in schools. The ideas are expressed through the neat acronym MARGE, a jokey reference to Marge Simpson. I found it a fascinating read, combining some interesting background neuroscience with the more practical cognitive science, and I find I refer to it in much of my work. 

			MARGE means: Motivate, Attend, Relate, Generate, Evaluate. Each element provides something useful for teachers and students to consider. As a whole it represents a model for how our brain works as we learn. 

			Motivate: We need to use energy to keep focused on the learning process and so our brains need to be motivated to do so. Motivation here can come from the learning itself. For example, by framing learning as a big question, we generate curiosity; we want to find out what happens or why things happened. We need to keep the big picture framework of what we’re learning very prominent so students can organise their thoughts efficiently in a schema that facilitates further learning and retrieval.

			Shimamura suggests that the ‘aesthetic question’ is powerful for motivating learning; ‘What do you think? How does it make you feel? Why is it good?’ As he explains: ‘The aesthetic question engages emotional brain circuits and forces us to attend to and organize our knowledge.’

			Shimamura also promotes the use of story-telling, much as Willingham does.18 Stories have a range of motivational elements built in; they keep us hooked and they help us remember.

			Attend: Academic learning is what Shimamura calls a ‘top-down’ activity whereby we have to consciously attend to the information needed to build our schema from all the stimuli we’re exposed to. Ideally students will consciously attend to the learning goals at hand and will consciously make connections – but it’s all too easy for minds to wander. 

			The suggestions here are to capture attention very early on, then to break up learning episodes and to deliberately refocus attention at various key points. He introduces the idea of the three Cs – categorize, compare and contrast – within the context of a big-picture question to help students sustain their attention on their learning goals. I like the idea that sometimes an instructor needs to act as their students’ prefrontal cortex, conducting their thinking, encouraging their top-down processing.

			Relate: This section is packed with ideas supported by biological insights about how we store and connect information through memory consolidation. The practical strategies include deploying elaborative-interrogative questioning – asking how and why – using mental images, analogies, constructing concept maps as schematic representations of sets of connected ideas and training students to make notes organised in hierarchical structures.

			Generate: I found this section a superb addition to my understanding of retrieval practice. Shimamura suggests: ‘Think it, say it, teach it! These are the simplest things to do to improve your memory.’ He details multiple ways in which our memories are strengthened when we generate information from our memory. If we tell someone what we’ve learned we can improve our memory by 30–50%. This is all explained in terms of various brain functions and reinforces the widely known retrieval practice concept. However, Shimamura suggests it’s important not to just restate information you’ve learned; you need to say it in your own words. This is the active self-generate effect. In common with others, he emphasises the implications for effective revision: ‘For the most part, ‘“study” time should mostly be “test” (i.e., retrieval practice) time.’

			Evaluate: The final element of MARGE is that we need to monitor our learning as it happens. There’s an excellent exploration of the problem of the illusion of knowing when we are familiar with information even when we cannot fully recollect it. We can stop trying to learn more if we kid ourselves into thinking we already know it. This has implications for how students should be taught to check their understanding – using spaced, interleaved retrieval practice, with a gap after the initial learning, using any number of self-testing techniques and (linking back to Generate) generating information by explaining our learning to others as a form of self-test.

			Metacognition over mindsets 

			One of the areas that has seen a significant degree of exploration and re-thinking in the last two years has been in the territory of student motivation and the process of developing students’ capacity for independent learning. I would characterise the current trend by suggesting that confidence in the fixed/growth mindset concept is waning whereas ideas about metacognition and self-regulation are on the rise. In part this is based on the findings from implementation studies such as those conducted by the Education Endowment Foundation. 

			The 2019 EEF report Changing Mindsets,19 an effectiveness report on an extensive study into growth mindset training involving students and teachers in separate trials, found no significant impact – albeit with some positive effects that fell below the threshold for significance. This supports the view that the growth mindset concept, whilst plausibly evidenced in a controlled-study environment, is difficult to transfer into a school context where there are so many variables at play. I’ve heard Dylan Wiliam argue that, whilst effects are low, the costs of interventions are also very low so there is some value in them. But it seems that faith in transforming learner outcomes via grown mindset training is largely misplaced. 

			By contrast, the EEF’s 2018 guidance report on metacognition and self-awareness,20 based on a wide review of the literature and research, suggests that the potential impact is much stronger, with interventions yielding very significant gains. The report makes seven key recommendations: 

			Teachers should: 

			
					Acquire the professional understanding and skills to develop their pupils’ metacognitive knowledge.

					Explicitly teach pupils metacognitive strategies, including how to plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning.

					Model their own thinking to help pupils develop their metacognitive and cognitive skills.

					Set an appropriate level of challenge to develop pupils’ self-regulation and metacognition.

					Promote and develop metacognitive talk in the classroom. 

					Explicitly teach pupils how to organise, and effectively manage, their learning independently.

			

			Schools should: 

			
					Support teachers to develop their knowledge of these approaches and expect them to be applied appropriately. 

			

			One reason I believe that metacognition is a better bet is that the suggested interventions are more obviously located in the curriculum, whereas growth mindset strategies are often delivered in a generic fashion away from the subject contexts where students actually experience the learning challenges. Too often, mindset interventions focus more on feeling better about failing than on engineering success – precisely the pitfall Carol Dweck was keen to avoid. There is something of a lag between school-level behaviours and the research but I’m sure we’ll see a lot more focus on metacognition in the next few years. 

			Conclusion

			It is apparent from these fieldnotes that within the two years since The Learning Rainforest was published, a great deal has emerged to report on! Ideas about curriculum, assessment and evidence-informed teaching are continually evolving. There is always more research and new ways of communicating old research. Attitudes shift; the consensus shifts as important debates rage on. This is life in the Learning Rainforest. It’s dynamic! This is the context that all the case-study schools work in. Some are in a position to be more on the front foot, leading the change and providing models or what is possible; others have to be more responsive, given their circumstances, doing their best to adapt as the environment shifts around them. 

			I’m now handing over the Fieldbook to the schools to tell their own stories from their corners of the Learning Rainforest. I hope you find them as interesting, useful and inspiring as I do. 
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			Saffron Walden County High School, Essex

			INTRODUCTION

			I decided early on that Saffron Walden County High School should go first in the Fieldbook to acknowledge that it was Executive Head, Caroline Derbyshire’s original idea to produce a book of Learning Rainforest case-studies. Having read the book, Caroline invited me to her school to meet her team and I had the privilege of spending a day there, observing lessons and talking to staff. I think I saw 20 lessons that day and they were all superb. I wrote a blog post21 about it: ‘Saffron Walden County High School: An exemplary school. The Learning Rainforest made real.’ This is what I wrote in the concluding paragraph:

			I hope the details shared here go some way to illustrate the Learning Rainforest: superb conditions, deep knowledge, exciting possibilities. Culture and systems. Rigour. Teaching to the top. Teaching for memory and recall. And Joy, Awe and Wonder in plentiful supply. SWCHS is a truly wonderful school that many could learn from.

			However, this wasn’t the first time that SWCHS had inspired a blog post. One of my very early posts, Making Feedback Count: ‘Close the Gap’22 back in 2012, was inspired by a visit I made when I was Head of another Essex school, King Edward VI Grammar School (KEGS) in Chelmsford. I had the opportunity to observe a staff training session after school that focused on a school-wide feedback process called ‘close the gap’ marking. I was immediately struck by the way a common idea – about structuring feedback so that students could take concrete improvement steps – could be developed and interpreted in so many ways in different subject areas. This wasn’t a school where ideas were imposed on teachers in a rigid manner. This was ‘rainforest’ thinking – introducing evidence-informed ideas but allowing them to take form in organic ways. 

			The person running that session was Polly Lankester who is now Associate Headteacher working alongside Caroline. As you will see from this case-study, SWCHS has developed into a superb, self-confident school. It wasn’t always quite as successful or as confident as it is now but through relentlessly pushing their ambitious agenda for professional learning and commitment to curriculum breadth, they’ve reached a fabulous position where anything seems possible. That’s where I wanted to start in this book – with a school that embodies a sense of what is possible in a school, providing a fabulous education for students and serving the wider community in a significant way. 
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			PROFILE

			Location: Saffron Walden, Essex, UK 

			Type of Institution: Mixed Comprehensive and Academy 

			Roll/Age Range: 2200, aged 11–18

			Year Founded: 1955 Opened by RA Butler

			Motto: ‘A Local School of Exceptional Quality’

			Recent/Current School Production: The Wizard of Oz, The 39 Steps, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Glass Knight (Opera)

			Recent significant sports event/triumph: Boys won the ‘Natwest’ National Bowl for U15 rugby 2018.

			U16 Essex cup rugby finalist 2019

			U14 Essex Cup finalist 2018

			Jack Stanton Stock is number 1 ranked in GB for U21 Triathlon

			This year (2018/19) the U18 girls won the East Finals for Hockey to become Regional Champions

			U14 girls came seventh at the National Finals in Netball in 2017 and an individual, Scarlett Hughes, who managed to get to the Futures Cup Team (England) for hockey and who plays for Loughborough Lightning for cricket & Essex Ladies.

			Notable quirks/alumni: Saffron Hall – an international Concert Hall that doubles as the school hall; Saffron Screen – a cinema that shares the site; A school farm; A Sixth Form of 650; Platinum Artsmark; Coach Mark Gold; Ben Maher – Olympic Showjumper; Ailie Macadam – Engineer – ‘Is this Britain’s most successful female engineer?’ (Telegraph 2017); Joanna Nadin – Novelist (including some best sellers for children); George Peasgood – Paralympic triathlete; Anna Greenland – Horticulturalist; Hannah Walker – Poet and playwright; James Gant – Actor (A great singer: performances in West End musicals such as Les Misérables); Konrad Feldman – CEO
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			Saffron Walden County High – a large Learning Rainforest, buzzing with life

			Saffron Walden County High School is a large, influential and oversubscribed 11–18 comprehensive in the north of Essex. There are 650 students in its Sixth Form. Its mission, which has not changed in three decades, is to be ‘a local school of exceptional quality’ and Ofsted, The Good Schools Guide and parents in the town recognise this to be the case. Its objective is to provide children with the academic and cultural capital that enables them to compete at the highest level with students from selective or independent schools. In the language of rainforests it is like the Amazon, providing the lungs for the argument that state schools can and should be first-rate. At Saffron Walden County High the conditions for learning (the roots of the trees in the rainforest) are really quite formal ones. Students wear a formal uniform and the school maintains the highest expectations of student behaviour. There are equally high expectations regarding the professional behaviours of staff including a requirement that colleagues are research-engaged and take responsibility for their own professional learning. Three senior leaders at the school are Fellows of the Chartered College of Teaching, many are SLEs for example. Academic rigour, at a subject level, is fostered and encouraged through strong subject area identities and staff are actively encouraged to share their passion for their subject through collaborative pedagogical and scheme of work development. Subject teams all have their own workrooms with administrative support to further reinforce the significance of their distinct domains.

			The trunk and branches of the SWCHS experience is the richness and specific nature of subject delivery. Our middle leaders lead the developments in their own curriculum areas. Our emphasis is not only on the acquisition of knowledge, although that is important to teachers, it is about a student’s relationship to their subject and the skills of critical analysis and imaginative application that can be acquired when knowledge is rich. It would be unhelpful to characterise SWCHS as either a traditional or progressive school. It does not conform to these stereotypes.

			This respect for subject domain is best illustrated by our system of assessment which evolved out of discussions around best practice in different subject areas.23

			The canopy of the school is how it explores ideas in education. SWCHS is deeply committed to educational research and understanding what works, by partnering with the Institute of Education in London and The Faculty of Education in Cambridge. Themes for subject-based CPD in the school, like metacognition, are explored in the way it makes sense for each subject team. The school shares its practice at a MAT level, a leadership level and through its Teaching School Alliance.

			We see children flourish and teachers grow and develop. They are not stifled by unhelpful structures or limited exam-driven ambitions nor left to flounder without them. 

			Caroline Derbyshire Executive Headteacher and CEO

			With contributions from Polly Lankester, Associate Headteacher, and Catherine Davis, Deputy Headteacher.
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			STUDENT: Timothy Lane

			Age and Year Group: 15, Year 11

			Most recent:

			School Trip: China Tour – Shanghai, Xi’an and Beijing

			Extra-curricular activity: Performance of a solo and ensemble Classical Guitar piece in our Music Festival in Saffron Hall, with a professional Classical Guitarist giving personalised feedback on performances.

			Science experiment: An experiment to judge which of the alcohol homologous group have the most energy in per gram, by judging the masses burnt of four different alcohols to heat 100cm3 of water by 20 degrees.

			Book/Play studied in English: Frankenstein (1818 Edition) by Mary Shelley

			Learning:

			Subjects Studied: Triple Science, Maths, Further Maths, English, Religious Philosophy and Ethics, Geography, Music, Computer Science and German

			Recent learning highlight: Recently in Geography, we had a lesson where we investigated the investment into transport infrastructure in the UK. It was fascinating discovering the supposed benefits these planned multi-billion-pound projects would bring to the UK, alongside the downsides. Subsequently we had a debate, asking whether they were worth the money or if it was better spent elsewhere.

			The most stand-out/interesting/challenging topic you’ve studied at school: For me personally, the stand-out topic in my time at school was the motion and forces topic in Physics. I took enjoyment and interest in this as it was a real click moment where things in the world just made sense. Natural phenomenon turned from ‘that just happens,’ to an understanding of why. This blew me away. 

			One of my favourite teachers: I enjoy lessons with Miss Routledge who teaches me Maths because she has the ability to engage all in the class in whatever we do, often branching out teaching so it’s as personalised as possible, giving an alternate way to face a problem. This is often achieved by allowing us to figure things out first, in our own way or as a class, rather than just being talked at for an hour. Crucially however, we all have a good laugh and I think that’s the most important quality a teacher can have. A teacher who engages with and respects their pupils as young adults will be treated with respect back and be engaged with equally. These interpersonal skills are what set apart the best teachers and I am proud to say this is a common trait in many of my teachers.

			A favourite feature of the school: My favourite feature of the County High is the community of committed and inspiring teachers, aspirational and diligent students, alongside the team of support staff who all work together to help and benefit one another. Aiding academic achievement but arguably more importantly creating and inspiring the future generations of young adults. After all, a school without the people within is merely bricks and mortar.
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			STUDENT: Florence Wolter

			Age and Year Group: 15, Year 10

			Most recent:

			School Trip: China Trip 2018

			Extra-curricular activity: Bar Mock Trial national finals

			Science experiment: Testing the pH of solutions with a variety of indicators.

			Book/Play studied in English: Macbeth, William Shakespeare

			History Topic: Conflict and Tension 1945–1972 (Cold War)

			Learning:

			Subjects Studied: History, Geography, French, PE

			Recent learning highlight: Half-life and radioactive decay being a complicated concept to grasp, my Physics teacher recently modelled it for us with the use of Jaffa cakes which we repeatedly ate half of between time periods each half as long as the previous. Exponential decay of unstable atoms? Easy – Jaffa cakes!

			The most stand-out/interesting/challenging topic you’ve studied at school: My last history topic was democracy and dictatorship in Germany 1890–1945. This fascinated me because I had never really appreciated how fragile and potentially transient democracy and peace can be. Studying the decline of an initially progressive, liberal society in to dictatorship and war gave me a new perspective on society and an appreciation for what I have, for which I am grateful. 

			One of my favourite teachers: One of my favourite teachers is Miss Bunting who teaches me English because I walk into her classroom excited. Lessons with her always push me further than I thought I could go, make me think in new ways. She is a good teacher because we learn the subject. She is a great teacher because we love it.

			A favourite feature of the school: Something I love about SWCHS is the array of opportunities to get involved in. Whether developing a newfound interest in law through the Bar Mock Trial team, confronting apprehension in the English Speaking Union, or realising passion in one of the many sports or music clubs, there is always another experience to find and embrace. There is always more.

			[image: ]

			STUDENT: Oliver (Ollie) Rowley

			Age and Year Group: 18, Year 13

			Most recent:

			School Trip: Berlin Trip/ Chicago exchange

			Extra-curricular activity: Bar Mock Trial

			Science experiment: Methane bubbles (Year 11)

			Book/Play studied in English: The Bloody Chamber & Twelfth Night

			History Topic: Tsarist and Communist Russia

			Learning:

			Subjects Studied: History, English Literature, Government & Politics, and German

			Recent learning highlight: As part of our politics course, we did a case study on the 2018 Congressional midterms, which had happened only a few days before. It was really rewarding to study something that was so current and have our lessons reflect the evolving landscape of the real world, not just that of the textbook, encouraging us to conduct our own research into similar midterms and elections.

			The most stand-out/interesting/challenging topic you’ve studied at school: I enjoyed studying German culture and festivals as part of the German course because it emphasised the language department’s insistence on learning about the culture of the languages we study as well as just the language itself. In learning about German festivals, food, music, and so on, the German teachers have encouraged me and others to explore the potential of studying, working, or even living abroad post-education.

			One of my favourite teachers: I enjoy lessons with Mrs Smith, who teaches me English literature, because she has been the most formative teacher in my development since I started at the Sixth Form. She’s the most enthusiastic teacher that I’ve been taught by, and she knows her students on a personal level as well, making sure that if someone in a lesson is struggling or doesn’t seem as engaged as usual, she does everything she can to help.

			A favourite feature of the school: The school, and especially the teachers, encourage everyone to join extra-curricular activities, whether they be sporting or intellectual ones. These usually bring together the different year groups, with the most senior students in the school helping the younger years with the more developed and challenging tasks and work.
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			CASE STUDY 1: Subject Passion, Inspiring Opportunities and Trusted Subject Leadership

			General Area: Curriculum

			Authors: Caroline Derbyshire and Polly Lankester 

			At the heart of the SWCHS experience (the trunk and branches of our part of the rainforest) is the richness and specific nature of curriculum delivery. The school employs highly qualified graduate teachers with a passion for their subject who can share that passion through excellent subject teaching, and engage and inspire their students through their wealth of knowledge. A powerful and impactful curriculum depends on excellent subject specialist teachers, more than any other factor, and so we place emphasis on the recruitment, training, well-being, and retention of staff. 

			Vital to the quality of our curriculum planning and delivery is the deep trust shown to subject experts. Our whole school policies for teaching and learning establish principles but give departments the autonomy and flexibility to operate in ways that work best for them, respecting what Christine Counsell calls, the ‘grammar of their subject’. Our middle leaders direct the developments in their own curriculum areas both in terms of the curriculum itself and how it ensures progression but also in terms of the subject specific pedagogy. 

			The school’s curriculum offer is broad (four languages choices are available and Latin is one of them) and shows the value placed on all areas of learning. The curriculum decisions and the quality of provision at Key Stage 3 is reflected in students’ option choices as they move up to GCSE. We offer Triple Science as a core subject and four options at GCSE, with ten or eleven subjects studied in total. This allows students to keep a rich and balanced curriculum throughout their Key Stage 4. The impact of this is that, whilst all EBACC subjects have high rates of entry, so do Art, Music, Drama, Dance, PE, Graphics, Textiles, Product Design, Business, Health and Social Care, and ICT. All areas of learning thrive and are valued. This is a school where over 90% choose at least one Humanities subject and over 70% one or more Languages, without compulsion, but also one where GCSE Music can still run multiple groups in each year. We believe choice supports engagement and success, as long as this choice is underpinned by excellent information and CEIAG for both parents and students so that all involved are supported to understand the importance and impact of their choices. 

			This rich curriculum offer continues post-16. There is an impressive list of 45 subject choices at A Level and we are able to support minority subjects like Latin, Philosophy, Photography and Environmental Science alongside the very large numbers following facilitating subjects such as Maths, Physics, and English Literature.

			Students make excellent progress and achieve exam success at SWCHS, but we do not see the curriculum as being synonymous with syllabuses; subject enrichment is built into the offer to students…teachers teach beyond the syllabus and teach to the top.

			Our extra-curricular offer is also broad and the school makes no excuses for exposing young people to the very best creations that Western culture has produced. Saffron Hall is a living symbol of how this philosophy sits at the heart of the school. Built five years ago, this now internationally renowned concert hall is also the school hall. All students in the school get the opportunity to work with professional dancers, classical and jazz musicians and to attend concerts featuring the likes of Courtney Pine, Nicola Benedetti, and The London Symphony Orchestra. The school believes in building the cultural capital of all of its learners. This is exemplified by a recent visit of the Brooklyn-based group So Percussion who performed two excellent and challenging concerts to all of our Year 9 students, introducing them to a range of styles and composers. So Percussion then worked with a smaller group to compose a new piece of music that the students helped to perform in a public concert. Another example of the quality of our extra-curricular provision would be the collaboration between the school and Saffron Hall on a newly commissioned opera The Glass Knight. Students performed on stage and playing in the pit, taking leading roles, alongside professionals. These kinds of projects led to our Platinum Artsmark status. However, it is not just the arts that have these rich opportunities: our staff lead fantastic extra-curricular opportunities for students in all subject areas as well as running the Duke of Edinburgh Award scheme. We want our extra-curricular provision to be open to all, as well as nurturing particular talents; our recent dance show saw over 200 students performing, whereas a Brass instrument Masterclass was for a select group of our top instrumentalists.

			Our trips and visits programme is also ambitious and broad. There is a rich offer of trips within Europe as well as opportunities to travel further afield, including an exchange visit to China and a field trip to Zanzibar. We raise funds to try to ensure that the cost of these visits is not a barrier to participation.

			We want joy, awe and wonder and exciting possibilities for all our students both in and outside of the classroom.

			Link to Learning Rainforest:

			
					Self-sustaining through growing and nurturing leadership 

					Respecting diversity of subject specific approaches and academic thinking

					Assessment that springs organically from the subject

					High Expectations

					Strong and trusted, autonomous Middle and Senior leadership 

					Rich cultural breadth and depth
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			CASE STUDY 2: Growing a Culture of Teaching and Learning

			General Area: Teaching and Learning

			Author: Catherine Davis 

			In order for a tree to flourish, it relies on the vast network of conduits within itself to transport water and nutrients from the roots to the leaves. A school must also have strong networks to ensure the ‘nutrients’ needed to help teaching and learning flourish are successfully conducted through every aspect of the organisation. 

			At Saffron Walden County High School, the first of those networks is our ‘Teaching and Learning Excellence’ programme. Established 10 years ago as a way of articulating a shared vision of excellence, and, as the name for a whole-school CPD programme, ‘TLE’ has, like an organic structure, grown and evolved over the years. We have created shared principles around what great teaching and learning looks like. We have then used different models (such as lesson study) to explore those principles in the classroom. Some years we have worked in cross-subject teams; in others, we have allowed subject teams to personalise the CPD they want to explore. When the need has arisen, there have been years when we have coalesced around a specific theme – for instance, assessment for learning. In other years, we have allowed teachers the freedom to be responsive to the learners in front of them and use this to determine what they want to explore. This year, our theme is metacognition and the science of learning and we are working in subject teams to encourage staff to consider this theme through a subject-specific lens, thus strengthening teachers’ knowledge of the ‘grammar’ of their subject.

			Although our vision for Teaching and Learning Excellence has remained the same, we have also adapted to the changing educational landscape around us, particularly in seeking to make our staff more research-informed. Long gone are the days of our ‘Research and Development Group’ – a small, keen band of teachers cloistered in a classroom, working in isolation. Now, all teachers are required to be outward-facing, drawing on evidence-informed practice, engaging with the wider educational world and approaching their own CPD in a more robust and rigorous way. Our job as a school has been to make this shift happen. A couple of years ago, we commissioned the Institute of Education, University College London, to work alongside twenty ‘CPD Champions’ in the school to provide them with high-quality training on how to lead evidence-informed CPD to others. Alongside this, we commissioned a second project with the IOE called ‘How do we know it works?’ designed to support our middle leaders in ensuring the systems and strategies they implement in school are rooted in evidence and robustly evaluated. Alongside projects such as these, our teachers have worked with universities such as Cambridge and Oslo and even been published in the Chartered College of Teaching Impact journal. 

			Our approach to CPD is also personalised. Our ‘Pick and Mix’ programme gives staff the time they need to tailor their own professional development – whether that be in pursuing a further professional qualification such as a Masters, attending subject-specific training courses or networks, becoming an examiner, or taking part in CPD to support wellbeing. One aspect of this personalised programme is coaching. Awarded Coachmark Gold in 2017 we are proud to have established a school culture where coaching is something open to all staff in the school – from teachers, leaders, to support and administration staff. All NQTs, RQTs and new TLR holders are offered bespoke coaching as part of their entitlement. Coaching is offered to any colleague in the school both as part of or outside of appraisal conversations. We are currently introducing coaching into the other Trust schools in order to share best practice and help colleagues across schools grow together.
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