
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: Front cover. Mustard yellow background with a ladder running up the right hand side. Text: Teach to the top. Aiming high for every learner. Megan Mansworth. A John Catt Publication]
			

		

	
		
			
About the Author

			Megan Mansworth is an experienced teacher and leader who has taught English and guided students to achieve outstanding results across a variety of state secondary schools, from leafy suburban to inner-city schools. Her previous leadership roles include being Leader of Research and Leader of English for two multi-academy trusts. Alongside this, her writing on education has been published in a range of national media publications and academic journals. She has also delivered CPD on a national level and has co-edited a book on teaching A Level English Language and Literature. 

			Megan is in the final stages of her PhD in Literary Linguistics at Aston University, where she has lectured on undergraduate and postgraduate modules in the School of English. This book is inspired by her passion for the value of using advanced subject knowledge in the classroom and the importance of having high aspirations for every learner. 
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Praise for Teach to the Top 

			In Teach to the Top, Megan Mansworth unpicks the misconceptions and the sometimes empty rhetoric applied to an ambitious curriculum. She argues that intellectually demanding work is an entitlement for all pupils, regardless of their starting points. And that if we are serious about turning high challenge from rhetoric to reality then we need to up our game in terms of our own subject knowledge. This book is beautifully written, full of great suggestions and underpinned by long-standing research. I shall be drawing on it in my own work and shall be recommending it to everyone.

			Mary Myatt, writer, speaker and curator of Myatt & Co

			How many of us have received feedback in observations that there needed to be more challenge for all? What does this even look like? Megan Mansworth’s brilliant book, Teach to the Top is the book we have all been waiting for. This guide to all things high challenge explores why raising aspirations is so important and chunks research into easily understandable and useful golden nuggets. Through some brilliant metaphors, Mansworth cleverly argues the case for why we need to develop our own subject knowledge and consider more critically the way we stream and plan lessons for our students. After almost fifteen years in the classroom, I came away enthused and armed with practical strategies I could take away and trial in my own classroom. Teach to the Top is a game changer and it will have a huge impact on teachers and students alike.

			Haili Hughes, author, Head of Education at IRIS Connect, Senior Lecturer at Sunderland University 

			This book demands that we consider the educational experience that our students live out in the classroom, demonstrating how teachers can take steps to ensure that the nobility of their subjects endures. Megan Mansworth brings together both theory and practice to provide strategies for teachers who want to showcase the beauty of learning with students, shifting us further and further away from curricular dilutions and distortions of the past. A must-read for any teacher.

			Kat Howard, Head of Professional Learning, DRET TSH and co-author of Symbiosis: the curriculum and the classroom
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Introduction 

			What is teaching to the top? 

			‘Teaching to the top’ is an expression used quite commonly in teaching. It is not a new phrase or one of my invention. It’s most likely an idea you first came across in your PGCE or school-based teacher training course or, if you are a more experienced teacher, one you have heard several times since then. It might have been a target scrawled on one of your observation forms when you were training or an idiom you’ve heard trip off the tongue of a senior leader. Before introducing what teaching to the top is, I want to address what teaching to the top is not, at least in the way I envision it. Hopefully, this will allow me to anticipate, at an early point, any criticisms of those who may not understand the meaning of the phrase or those who might have opened this book perhaps looking for something quite different to what it contains. 

			Teaching to the top is not – or, at least, should not be – an approach that prioritises the learning of a few students seen as ‘more able’ or ‘higher prior attainers’ whilst assuming that those with lower data or assessment scores need to be taught at a lower level. It is certainly not about labelling a select group of students as ‘gifted and talented’. It does not categorise some students as being at ‘the top’ whilst others languish, by definition, at the bottom. It does not rely on ability streaming or separating students into groups depending on their attainment. Crucially, it is not an approach that is tied to just one pedagogical method, and which can only be used with one style of teaching. 

			So, what is teaching to the top? Put simply, the vision for teaching to the top I emphasise in this book is one of consistently teaching higher-level ideas and knowledge and making this accessible to all students in all our classes. Teaching to the top, when done well, is about teachers working to continually develop their subject knowledge, using and developing higher-level concepts in their curriculum plans and the classroom, ensuring that every student is afforded access to the most stimulating, challenging and thought-provoking learning opportunities. It is, in my view, a mindset that should underpin the way we teach, an ideology that should shape the way we conceptualise education, and a practical strategy for ensuring the richest, most productive educational experience for our students. 

			Teaching to the top is often used to refer to the idea of pitching lesson content at the ‘top end’ within a classroom to stretch and challenge a particular group, and then supporting students to reach that top end. Rather than directing your teaching at the bottom end and then ‘adding on’ challenge in the form of extension activities or additional work, the concept of teaching to the top, in its typical form, involves stretching and challenging all students to succeed by aiming lesson content at the highest achievers and then enabling everyone to reach that goal through scaffolding and differentiating by support. When advocating this approach in his book The Learning Rainforest, Tom Sherrington explains that rather than challenging only students at the top end with ‘extras’, learning happens best when teachers ‘cater explicitly for the highest attaining students in any groups […] pitching every lesson and the general thrust of every unit of work to stretch them’ (2017:156). It is a strategy, then, that aims to ensure we are not holding anyone within the four walls of our classroom back, and which means that all students in our classroom are learning – so that no one is bored, frustrated, or failing to make progress. 

			Indeed, research studies suggest that pitching lesson content at the ‘top end’ is beneficial for every student; international comparisons of student achievement indicate that the highest performing educational systems have high expectations for all (Reynolds and Farrell, 1996). Consequently, in the classroom, teaching to the top – when the ‘top’ signifies the highest attaining students in the group – is, at its core, simply logical. If teachers don’t teach to the top, then some students are learning nothing at all; some of the class are inevitably held back and restricted from making progress. Teaching to the top with high expectations for every child, therefore, is a demonstrably better and easier way of educating our students than aiming content at a lower level and then searching for ways to intellectually challenge our students beyond this point. 

			Within these pages, I will encompass discussion of this type of teaching to the top, and emphasise the value of teaching consistently in this way. Specifically, I will focus on the value of teaching to the top for every student in a class and make a case for the idea that every student in our schools deserves access to the same high-quality ideas no matter their prior attainment. I will discuss the many reasons why we should teach to the top in the classroom, and how to do it well, using both educational research and my practical experience as a teacher and leader to support the strategies suggested. However, I will also take the concept of ‘teaching to the ‘top’ further than the notion of simply aiming our lesson content at the ‘top end’ of a group. Although this remains a conceptually sound way to think about lesson planning, I also aim to show here that the concept of teaching to the top can and should go much further than this. Further than the curriculum, further than grades, and further than data. 

			
Reframing teaching to the top 

			By this I mean, what if we reconceptualise ‘teaching to the top’ as teaching to the very top? What if we imagine, in our Year 11 group, that ‘the top’ is a student in a university-level class? What if, when teaching Year 8 Set 5, we include concepts and ideas that we ourselves only learned a matter of weeks ago? What if we integrate Master’s degree-level ideas when explaining a concept to Year 10? What if we ask difficult philosophical questions of our Year 9 students? What if we entirely reframe what we see as the ‘top’ in our classroom? What happens then? The simple answer is that great things happen with wonderful consequences for the quality of education in the classroom, teachers’ enthusiasm and motivation, and students’ achievement and enjoyment of learning. 

			This book will provide a research-informed exploration of the benefits of teaching to the top consistently while demonstrating how broadening what we as teachers conceptualise as ‘the top’ can enable our students to achieve fantastic results by granting them access to ideas, concepts and ways of thinking that challenge them academically and make university-level knowledge accessible. Furthermore, this book will explore how teaching to the top in the most ambitious sense of the phrase not only helps to spark students’ enthusiasm for learning and to develop depth of knowledge and understanding, but can also encourage teachers to maintain, rekindle or increase their own passion for what they teach and the joy they take in their subject. A school in which teaching to the top is embedded in teaching and learning should also be an environment in which teachers are empowered to continually develop their own knowledge and to have this expertise valued and, accordingly, to share the extent of their own comprehension of their subject by persistently teaching at the very top of their intellectual understanding. I will show, therefore, how embedding a philosophy of teaching to the top in the classroom and across a department or a school helps to enable staff not only to continually develop their practice but also to enjoy developing their understanding and knowledge of their subject. Importantly, too, by ‘understanding of their subject’, I mean the subject as it is broadly conceived – as a rich and multi-layered discipline, rather than as a narrow set of GCSE-framed knowledge or a checklist of skills linked to assessment objective or examination requirements. 

			As someone who has worked in both teaching and academia, I aim to produce a text which is both practical and research-informed, bringing together my knowledge of educational research as well as my experience teaching and leading in the practical space of the classroom. To some extent, as well as being informed by research and practice, the book is also ideological because ideology cannot be removed from the argument that teaching to the top is critical in a system that values the role of education in achieving social justice for our young people. I hope that this ideology – one that aims for equity and social justice through empowering young people with knowledge that should belong to everyone – is shared by the vast majority of educators. Nonetheless, I do question some concepts and practices that have come to be unequivocally accepted by many in the education system without, perhaps, being subjected to sufficient critical and research-informed reflection, such as the prevalence of setting systems, the problematic notion of ‘gifted and talented’ or ‘higher prior attaining’ students and the imposition of set lesson structures or pedagogies on teaching staff. 

			You will find, within each chapter, several practical suggestions for teaching to the top in your classroom. These aim to provide some key strategies that may be applicable, but due to the breadth of the book, they are not intended as a ‘pick and mix’ of approaches that can be used in every setting or subject, but rather as examples of research in practice and as illustrations of how you might choose to apply the research. Since the application of educational research to the classroom is context-dependent, I also provide guiding questions to help you reflect – either as an individual or together with your colleagues, school or department – on the relevance of several points from each chapter in your own setting. 

			The book engages with discussions of pedagogy as well as subject content and curricula, demonstrating how the use of higher-level subject knowledge and teachers’ ongoing work to develop their own academic understanding can be translated to the classroom in a wide variety of research-informed ways. However, in keeping with my valuing of context-dependency, my conception of ‘teaching to the top’ as it is envisioned in these pages does not privilege one mode of teaching and one pedagogical style. Teaching the top doesn’t necessarily mean favouring one particular type of learning over another, but what it does mean is continually envisioning the opportunities, breadth and depth of our subjects by valuing the knowledge and understanding teachers can bring as academic experts in their subject. It means embracing opportunities to incorporate and apply that knowledge in the classroom, whilst academically stretching and intellectually inspiring our students as much as possible. 

			While I use a wide variety of research to support and develop the claims I make for ‘teaching to the top’, I am also guided by my own practical experience as someone who has been a teacher of English at secondary level. I also use my experience in a range of leadership roles – which have given me countless opportunities to observe, coach and mentor other teachers – to guide my observations, and the myriad conversations I have had with excellent teachers in my career who have shared their own experiences and methods for challenging students. Alongside this, I use my experience lecturing at university level, from first year to Master’s level, to provide insights and ideas from university-level teaching and study which can also work to enrich learning and enable teaching to the top. I make no claims that every single idea or suggestion outlined here applies to every subject. I readily accept that my ideas are informed, inevitably, by my own ideological conception of schooling and philosophy of education. Each of us has such an ideology, even if this is unconscious and implicit. To a large extent, my own ideology is governed by a desire to provide access to the most challenging ideas, topics and concepts to all young people, and a belief that each individual in our classrooms deserves to be ‘taught to the top’ as far as is possible. 

			I aim to show that teaching to the top has phenomenal benefits for student learning, fostering a love for the subjects we teach, creating a school-wide culture of valuing academic knowledge and excellence, and even increasing teacher wellbeing. Above all, I aim to convince my readers that teaching to the top is what all our students deserve.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1 – Building the foundations: developing high-level subject knowledge 

			‘We are not what we know but what we are willing to learn.’ – Mary Catherine Bateson

			
It begins with your knowledge 

			You simply cannot aspire to the top for your students if you do not have a solid foundation of subject knowledge. You can’t provide what your students deserve if you do not ‘know your stuff’. To me, these statements almost go without saying, but a few times in my career, I have encountered the argument that teachers are, essentially, facilitators and that if you can teach, you can teach anything. I could not disagree more. Whilst you certainly don’t need a PhD in a subject to be able to teach it well, and subject knowledge is not a magic wand that can make you a good teacher, it is nonsense to suggest that it is inconsequential. Would you like to go to university to be taught by someone who has only learned ‘how to teach’ and knows little about the subject? Or, to compare teaching to other professions, would you want to be referred to a dermatologist if your problem was gastroenterological? Would you engage a criminal lawyer to represent you in a divorce? The answers are so obvious that the questions seem ridiculous. In most fields, we tend to accept that expertise is specific. Teaching should be no different. It is true that no one can be an expert in everything, but we do need to value subject-specific expertise and recognise its importance in order to allow it to flourish and to enable us to use it to its full effect in the classroom. Just as it would be pointless and dangerous to be treated by a doctor who has a good bedside manner and listening skills but no grounding in the science of medicine, it is unhelpful to be taught by someone with a strong grounding in pedagogy but who is lacking the foundation of strong subject knowledge. 

			The importance of subject knowledge has been demonstrated in numerous studies. Muijs and Reynolds (2002) found that mathematics teachers with higher levels of pupil achievement in their classes tended to have higher levels of self-reported subject knowledge, while Coe et al (2014) found in their extensive meta-analysis of ‘what makes great teaching’ that the two factors with the most significant influence on pupil achievement were teachers’ content knowledge and quality of instruction. ‘Quality of instruction’ (essentially pedagogy) incorporates strategies such as effective questioning and assessment – strategies that, arguably, in themselves require good subject knowledge. For instance, it is impossible to question pupils effectively if you do not know your subject well, as your ability to push students beyond their current level of understanding will inevitably be limited. Therefore, before thinking about embedding challenge in lesson planning, we need to start with ensuring our level of knowledge enables us to challenge our students. Essentially, subject knowledge forms the ingredients and substance of teaching. In much the same way as a chef needs quality produce to be able to create an amazing dish, a teacher cannot deliver a great lesson without the basic components of subject knowledge. Just as the chef needs to translate ingredients into something wonderful with their skills, so too do teachers need to bring to life the core content of their subject knowledge into learning in their classroom. To extend my somewhat clumsy metaphor, pedagogy is crucial too (no one wants a plate of raw carrots, after all) but, when it comes down to it, lots of different methods of teaching are possible, just as there are lots of different methods of cooking. On the other hand, no learning can happen at all if we have poor or inadequate core ingredients to begin with.

			Those who have disputed the importance of subject knowledge have often cited Hattie’s (2019) finding that teacher subject-matter knowledge had an effect size of 0.19, meaning that it was less effective than other factors like classroom management (0.52) or effective teacher feedback (0.75). Yet teacher subject knowledge is extremely difficult to measure. Studies of teachers’ knowledge that find it to be relatively unimportant may, for example, rely on exploration of teachers’ self-perception of knowledge (Sanchez, 2014) due to the difficulty of ‘grading’ teachers’ subject knowledge in any clear way. Some teachers, therefore, might actually have fairly strong subject knowledge whilst being self-critical of their own level of understanding. Furthermore, other elements of teaching that have frequently been found to be impactful such as feedback (Gibb, 2004; Nicol, 2010) are likely to rely to a large extent on teachers having a good level of subject knowledge which provides the necessary starting point for identifying gaps in students’ knowledge. The better our understanding of vital subject content, the better we will be able to understand how to sequence it over time and to pre-empt specific misconceptions pupils are likely to develop and how to overcome them. 

			
A continual state of knowledge development 

			It is obvious to most of us working in the classroom that, when we know a subject well, we teach it better. Anecdotally, I have found that if you ask any teacher whether they taught a particular topic best in their first year or second year of teaching the subject, they will usually say it was their second. Speak to any teacher in a school about what topic they prefer teaching, and it is likely to be a topic they know well. This certainly doesn’t mean, though, that a teacher with a First will be a better teacher than one with a Third, or that a Master’s degree in your subject will automatically make you a better teacher. Learning is more complicated than that but, by recognising the centrality of subject knowledge, we ensure that we are continually developing, expanding and enhancing it and are able to steadily increase our ability to quickly incorporate the most advanced aspects of our own learning in our lessons. This applies whether you are an NQT following a prescribed scheme of learning or a head of department planning your department’s curriculum offer. When teaching to the top, your knowledge and grounding in the subject are key to enabling you to devise challenging questions, helping you to plan at an appropriately high level, and giving you the tools to cope with the unexpected questions students might direct towards you. It also has the additional benefit of helping you to be a more confident teacher, which enables you, in turn, to inspire students with your excitement for the topic. If subject knowledge is fragile, it is difficult to have inner confidence, as to some extent you will always be worried that the ‘mask’ of knowledge will slip. 

			By prioritising subject knowledge development, we can also increase our own enthusiasm for our subject by engaging with it in thoughtful, intellectual ways – it is very difficult to be enthusiastic in front of a class unless we feel confident, calm and knowledgeable, and good subject knowledge enables us to be all those things. Feasibly, extending and developing subject knowledge may help us to rekindle our enthusiasm for the subject and remember why we became a teacher of that subject in the first place, which is wonderful because enthusiastic teachers may help students achieve better grades (Rosenshine, 1970) and teacher enthusiasm also increases students’ motivation and interest in their studies (Patrick et al, 2000). In contrast, a lack of subject knowledge can lead to feelings of worry or insecurity. Giovanelli (2015a, p. 17) found that English teachers with a literature background, who were teaching A Level English Language for the first time, experienced emotions such as anxiety and a fear of not being an ‘authority’ in the classroom due to lack of knowledge. However, participants in Giovanelli’s study also reported their own ongoing subject knowledge development through teaching English Language had a positive impact on their teaching more broadly. Teaching an area or a subject with which one is less familiar can be anxiety-inducing, but if we approach it as an opportunity to improve or develop, it can have hugely positive ramifications for one’s teaching overall. 

			It can feel quite alarming to realise how central your own knowledge can be to your success in the classroom, as it really does mean that the buck stops with you as the classroom teacher. At the same time, it is extremely empowering to realise that developing deeper subject knowledge is always possible. We can always learn more. The exact form that subject knowledge development will take may vary depending on personal development needs and, of course, the subject in question but the key is that it should be ongoing. It is never ‘done’. Rather than being a chore, this makes our job more exciting and dynamic; when we devote time to the development of subject knowledge, we give space to our passion for our subject and nourish our interest, thus making us ultimately not only more knowledgeable but more enthusiastic and confident (and consequently more effective) teachers. 

			
Developing individual subject knowledge 

			So, the rationale for continual subject knowledge self-development by individual teachers is clear, but how do we address this in a practical sense? Teacher training courses such as PGCEs have often reiterated the importance of subject knowledge by asking trainees to engage in ‘subject knowledge audits’, which are self-reflective assessments in which students reflect on their areas of strength and development. It is a mistake to cease the ‘subject knowledge audit’ during the NQT year and, in fact, all teachers should be regularly engaged in a process of self-critically auditing their subject knowledge. This will then feed into aspirational teaching by enabling us to harness the power of that subject knowledge in our classrooms. It is true that, at first, reflecting on one’s own areas for development on a subject level can be uncomfortable; developing deep subject knowledge can be intimidating and may even feel like an insurmountable task. However, if you are in a state of continually developing subject knowledge in a proactive way, your confidence naturally grows because you know you have a burgeoning knowledge base underneath the surface. That makes developing our subject knowledge to enrich our teaching incredibly exciting. If you are going to teach to the top, it is essential that before even thinking about embedding challenge, planning a lesson, or devising a scheme of work, you look at what you are going to be teaching and face the most challenging aspects of it for you, head-on.
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