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Welcome to our final edition of volume three of the Birmingham City 
University (BCU) Education Journal Magazine (EJM). This edition  
contains nine articles from a variety of sources, ranging from  
students, ex-students, academics and teaching professionals.   

This edition was a particularly challenging edition to collate, with the  
university undergoing an OfSTED inspection during the writing and  
collection stages of the journal. This appears to be reflective of the  
slightly lower number of articles for this edition. However, the articles  
we have on offer are outstanding and raise an interest in a number of  
different themes and topics.   

We start the edition off with three articles from three of our year 3  
secondary education with QTS students, who have tweaked and amended 
their dissertation module submissions for these articles, and I hope you 
agree, these are fascinating insights into three different themes. We  
then have further articles that discuss enquiries around the national  
curriculum in English, early years SEN, and music inclusion. We have a 
fascinating article around the use of comic strips to inspire writing, an  
article from one of our international master’s students on assessment,  
and finally an article from Simon Chapman, a colleague from Northampton 
university, on how prepared pre-service teachers are in teaching PE. This 
article forms part one of many future articles around this topic.  

I hope you find this edition interesting and hopefully it inspires you to  
contribute an article for a future edition.    

Best wishes 

Grant Huddleston 

Our aim 

Our aim is to help support practice across our partnership schools and  
promote enquiry and research. We welcome contributions from students, 
teachers and academics who wish to make a positive difference to  
teaching and learning and believe they could help develop and support 
other’s practice. We aim to support new and experienced writers to  
submit their work so that we share a variety of perspectives. 

Our goals 

• Showcase the excellent work our BCU Students produce  
• Allow an opportunity for those interested to publish their work to  

promote positive development and reflection across our partnership 
schools 

• Promote confidence and competence to write for an education  
publication 

• Promote interest towards research and enquiry 
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Anybody wishing to contribute an article 
for consideration should email their  
draft to BCUEJM@bcu.ac.uk 

You do not need to decide which chapter 
you wish your article to appear, but you 
can indicate this if you wish. Please  
ensure you follow the house style. Final 
decisions on publication are made by  
the editorial board. You can submit as 
many articles as you wish. If the editorial  
team have received a large number of  
contributions, your article may be held 
for later editions. 

House style 
When submitting an article for  
consideration, please aim to follow the 
subsequent house style: 
•  Documents must be submitted in  
   Word in font Calibri, size 11, with 1.5  
   line spacing. 
• Include your full name and role/school  

– this will appear under the title. 
• Any web links given should be  

accessible by the reader and not sit 
behind passwords or paywalls. 

• Word count is expected to be 500 to  
3000 words “all in” (including  
references lists). 

• Acronyms and abbreviations must be 
written in full the first time they are 
used in each article; thereafter the 
abbreviation may be used, e.g. “The  
special educational needs and disability 
co-ordinator (SENDCO) is … “ 

• UK English should be used, e.g. “…ise” 
endings instead of “…ize” 

• Numbers one to ten written in full; 
thereafter numerical (e.g. 28 pupils 
aged nine completed… etc.) 

• Double speech marks for direct speech 
or quotes; otherwise single speech 
marks 

• Please use the Harvard referencing  
system (where applicable – we can  
support with this if necessary). 

Please note that the editorial team will 
amend the final copy to suit our house 
style. You will receive a copy back if any 
major changes have been made for you  
to proofread.



which can influence an individual’s response, including the 
nature of the death, social support networks, gender, cultural 
and religious beliefs, personal history of loss, intimacy level 
and emotional complexity (National Cancer Institute, 2021; 
Bacchus, 2021). Individual differences, however, will again 
change the amount of influence since generalisations will not 
be true for everyone. 

Grief during adolescence 
Growing up in the UK can be stressful enough for adolescent 
Children and Young People (CYP) aged 10 to 19 (WHO, 2023), 
with pressures from school and exams, social media, beauty 
standards, and puberty, all of which can affect their mental 
health and wellbeing (YMCA, 2019). When you add in the death 
of a significant figure, such as a parent/carer, sibling, another 
family member, pet, or close friend (YoungMinds, 2023), life 
can become incredibly difficult. It not only changes their life 
as they knew it, but it may also make them feel extremely  
vulnerable and alone (Child Bereavement UK, 2023b; NHS, 
2022), because they may be the only person in their friendship 
group or family who has ever experienced anything like this 
before, or on the contrary, may make them more empathetic, 
compassionate and tolerant (Hogan, and DeSantis, 1996, cited 
in Gerhardt et al., 2011), as they now understand what it is 
like to lose someone. 

During the grieving process, CYP will experience a variety of 
emotional and physical symptoms that can last anywhere 
from a few days to several years (Better Help, 2023) and can 
vary in intensity. This can include shock, denial, bargaining, 
acceptance, and behavioural, eating, and sleeping changes 
(Cruse Bereavement Support, 2023). Some of these signs are 
thought to be protective mechanisms, allowing them time to 
process what has happened. Despite this, a number of CYP 
may still find it difficult to deal with these feelings, and as a 
result, may begin to engage in risky or anti-social behaviours, 
such as self-harming, or using substances such as alcohol 
and drugs (Gupta, 2022) to numb the pain and forget about 
their grief. 

While there is little evidence examining the complex  
relationship between childhood bereavement and educational 
outcomes, and what there is relies on self-reports from 
teachers, parents or students, general findings indicate a 
negative impact. Abdelnoor, and Hollins (2004) examined the 
GCSE results of children in England who had lost a parent 
(n=73) or sibling (n=24) to determine if there was a long-term 
impact on their school performance, anxiety levels, self-
esteem, and school attendance. Not only did they observe that 
bereaved participants underperformed significantly depending 
on their age, gender, and parental job history, but they also 
identified an increase in anxiety among the parentally 
bereaved group. School attendance, on the other hand, 
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RESEARCH PAPERS
ENQUIRY AND SUPPORT WITHIN THE PARTNERSHIP

Supporting bereaved students in a Walsall Secondary School: What strategies can be  
implemented in addition to those that are currently available to teachers? 
Aliya Levene – Year 3 BA hons Secondary Physical Education with QTS, Birmingham City University 

Bereavement is one of the few things that we will all face at 
some point in our lives, and sadly, 92% of young people will 
experience this before the age of 16 (Child Bereavement UK, 
2023a). It is estimated that approximately 70% of secondary 
schools in the United Kingdom (UK) will have a bereaved  
student on their register at any given time (Child Bereavement 
UK, 2023a); however, despite its prevalence, several studies 
(Holland, 2003; Lowton, and Higginson, 2003; Scott et al.,  
2019) have discovered that many teachers lack confidence  
and feel underqualified to provide these students with the 
appropriate support, raising questions about not only  
effectiveness but also whether we are doing enough to  
assist teachers in dealing with something as inevitable as  
loss.  

The purpose of this study is to investigate how qualified 
teachers currently feel about supporting bereaved students 
using the strategies available at their school, as well as to 
assess what more could be done to improve this. Children 
spend the majority of their time at school (Holland, 2016),  
placing teachers in an ideal position to provide them with  
additional support when needed, especially when their  
families may be unable to do so (McLaughlin, Lytje, and 
Holliday, 2019). During an uncertain time, school can provide 
stability, consistency, and a break away from everything going 
on at home. However, we must ensure that all members of 
staff are adequately prepared to handle these situations, as  
the response they provide could potentially have long-term 
consequences for that student (Leek-Bailey, 2019). 

This paper is underpinned by three research questions: 
1  What strategies exist to assist secondary school teachers in 
   supporting bereaved students? 
2  How confident are teachers in supporting bereaved  
   students? 
3  What new strategies could be put in place to further  
   support teachers? 

Literature review 
Bereavement and grief 
The terms bereavement and grief are often used interchangeably, 
however, they both have different meanings. Bereavement 
refers to the period of time that follows the death of a loved 
one, whereas grief describes an individual’s reaction to loss 
(Buglass, 2010; Child Bereavement UK, 2020; Goveas, and 
Shear, 2021), whether it is of a job, relationship, injury, or  
illness or, for the purposes of this study, a loved one or pet. 

Grief is a universal experience that affects everyone differently. 
Although there are some similarities – sadness, anger, guilt 
(Mind, 2019) – the way these feelings are processed and 
expressed varies from person to person. There are a variety of 
external and internal factors, known as determinants of grief, 



Elyoseph, 2021). Despite all of these feelings, teachers reported 
feeling obliged to display strength, address the bereavement 
and provide support, even if they felt distressed (Lowton, and 
Higginson, 2003). 

Bereavement training is not usually included in initial teacher 
training courses (Reid, and Dixon, 1999), despite its potential  
to raise awareness and build confidence and skills (Holland, 
2008), but is often encouraged once qualified through CPD. 
However, a recent survey by Child Bereavement UK (2019) 
revealed that only 10% of teachers have received some type of 
training, which Tracey, and Holland (2008) attribute to the cost, 
lack of awareness of the various qualifications, and accessibility. 
Some teachers have also reported that course content needs to 
be updated since they did not feel adequately prepared after 
completing the training (Lane, Rowland, and Beinart, 2014). 

Methodology 
Research design 
This area of study is very under-researched as a whole, and 
due to its sensitive nature (Parkes, 1995), is not something that 
many people are willing to talk about. As a result, this research 
has been investigated using two questionnaires, to gather  
current data, rather than an interview, as this poses the risk  
of causing additional discomfort (Elmir et al., 2011) to the 
researcher and participants. The aim of this paper was to 
establish what strategies and policies are available to teachers 
who are supporting bereaved students at a secondary school in 
Walsall, and what can be further implemented to better assist 
them. The methodology yielded both quantitative and qualitative 
data that provided objective results (Goertzen, 2017) and insight 
into numerical responses (Atieno, 2009) through detailed 
descriptions and replies, respectively. 

The British Educational Research Association’s (2019) ethical 
guidelines for educational research were followed in this study, 
gaining ethical approval in January 2023, before any data  
was collected later in the year. Due to the sensitivity of this 
research, informed consent was acquired prior to the completion 
of the questionnaires, as well as explicit assurance of  
confidentiality, which Singer, Von Thurn, and Miller (1995) high-
lighted as a strategy to enhance data quality of sensitive  
questions. In addition, participants were told that they had the 
right to withdraw and remain anonymous; however, any data 
gathered up until that point could not be removed as there was 
no means of determining which response belonged to them. 

Data collection 
Before collecting data, two pilot questionnaires were created, 
the first for general staff and the second for the head of 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD). A colleague 
reviewed both of the questionnaires to help measure the  
effectiveness and validity; if any questions were misinterpreted, 
and if anything needed to be changed or added, then this was 
made. As a result of this discussion, the wording of some of the 
questions was altered and additional information was included, 
such as ‘if you have supported more than one student, respond 
to this question based on your most recent experience’, to 
make them easier for participants to understand. 

After making the appropriate adaptations, both questionnaires 
were created using an online platform called Smart Survey. 
This allowed data to be gathered at a low cost, over a relatively 
short period of time, whilst also ensuring the safety and  
confidentiality of data (Nayak, and Narayan, 2019). To avoid 
respondent fatigue, both questionnaires were designed to take 
no more than 8 minutes to complete and had a limited number 

remained unaffected, despite Dyregrov (2004) concluding that 
‘survivors of disasters, violence and death tend to be more 
absent from school and some drop out prematurely.’ The  
reasons for these outcomes are unknown, but they are most 
likely the result of a lack of motivation, concentration caused 
by a diversion of attention, and energy that is currently being 
used to process the loss (Dyregrov, Dyregrov, and Lytje, 2020). 

Role of secondary educational institutions in  
bereavement support 
Many schools see bereavement support as a high priority, yet 
often lack the skills to respond effectively (Holland, 2016). For 
many CYP, school can provide security, routine, respite, and 
the opportunity to be a child, during an emotionally challenging 
time (Leek-Bailey, 2019; Holland, 2008), in a safe and  
comfortable environment where they can also process their 
grief (Dimery, and Templeton, 2021). 

Schools have a good understanding of their students, their 
families, and the local community and organisations 
(Dyregrov, 1991, cited in Holland, 2016), placing them in a 
unique position to communicate with everyone involved in  
the care of that child to ensure they receive the appropriate 
support. Furthermore, teachers, who are frequently identified 
as emotionally detached adults (Rowling, 1995), play a central 
role in that support, as they interact with those children on a 
weekly, if not daily, basis and can identify any changes in 
behaviour, meet their individual needs, and check in with 
them to see how they are coping with their loss (Hornby et al., 
2003, cited in Dimery, and Templeton, 2021). 

Within any given school, there will be a range of teachers, 
each with their own specialisms, experiences, capabilities, 
interests, and levels of training, all of which will be influenced 
further by contextual, societal, cultural, familial, student and 
teacher-related factors (Lowton, and Higginson, 2003; Lane, 
Rowland, and Beinart, 2014) that will dictate how they 
respond. As a result, schools often refer students to external 
agencies for support, however, this is not always a possibility, 
particularly in deprived or remote areas (Leek-Bailey, 2019). 
Despite differences and inconsistencies in support in the UK 
and around the world, research suggests that members of 
staff do not need to be counsellors to support bereaved  
students; they simply need to understand their role and what 
they can do (Holland, 2016) to help them adjust to their new 
reality (Lane et al., 2014, cited in Levkovich, and Elyoseph, 
2021). Through well-managed (McLaughlin, Lytje, and 
Holliday, 2019) and kind-hearted support, they can help 
reduce the challenges and issues that bereaved students are 
likely to encounter. 

Teachers’ views on supporting bereaved students 
Although research into teachers’ perspectives on supporting 
bereaved students in the UK is limited, international research 
indicates that, while teachers recognise that they may be the 
first point of contact for some students (Lane, Rowland,  
and Beinart, 2014) and that it is within their professional  
responsibility to address their students’ grief (McEachron, 
2014, cited in Case, Cheah, and Liu, 2020), they lack certainty 
and confidence, and express fears about providing the right 
support (Alisic, 2012; Lane, Rowland, and Beinart, 2014). 
Some reported feeling inadequately prepared (Reid, and 
Dixon, 1999; Potts, 2013), unsure of how to help, what to say 
and how much support to provide (Lowton, and Higginson, 
2003; Cyfers, 2021), wary of causing upset or harm (Holland, 
2001, cited in Holland, 2008), and a sense of helplessness, 
confusion, overloaded emotion and anxiety (Levkovich, and 
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of questions (Van Susteren, 2023); the first questionnaire  
had six questions and the second had up to eight. They both  
consisted of a variety of question types, including multiple 
choice, likert scales, and question boxes, which allowed for a 
broad range of responses (Bhandari, 2022). 

After gaining consent from the headteacher to conduct the 
research at their school, both questionnaires were emailed 
out, accompanied by the necessary consent forms and  
information sheets, along with a deadline of seven days;  
however, the first questionnaire was sent to all members of 
staff, while the second was emailed directly to the head of 
CPD, who was selected to participate in this research because 
of their job role. A simple, random sampling approach was 
used to gather participants for the first questionnaire. While 
this strategy had the ability to provide a sample of qualified 
participants who were eager to engage in the questionnaire 
and answer the questions properly, it also carried the risk of 
failing to attract potential respondents (Murairwa, 2015), 
which proved to be one of the problems of this study. 

From invitations to participate in this research, nine responded 
with interest, whereas only 5 eventually gave their consent. 
While key conclusions may still be drawn, this is a common 
problem with online surveys (Nayak, and Narayan, 2019) and 
sensitive questions that can induce item non-response due  
to social desirability bias (Plutzer, 2019), which occurs when 
participants give responses that they perceive to be socially 
acceptable (Bergen, and Labonté, 2019). The small sample 
size of this study does, however, highlight the current  
situation surrounding this issue. Regardless of this, the  
findings are unlikely to be generalisable to larger target  
populations, as the sample simply is not representative. 

Data analysis 
Qualitative data will be transcribed and thematically analysed 
using open codes. As the researcher was a bereaved student 
herself, there is a risk of researcher bias in this study, which 
occurs when the researcher’s personal beliefs or expectations 
influence the research design or data analysis (Ingram,  
2023). However, data will be analysed in accordance with  
the findings of Ryan, and Bernard (2003), which stated that 
researchers should look out for repetitions of words or  
phrases, metaphors, linguistic connectors and transitions in 
narrations. These will be highlighted after numerous readings 
of the responses have been achieved, to guarantee a high 
level of comprehension and understanding. The data will then 
be examined for similarities, differences, and connections, 
allowing themes to be extracted and conclusions to be drawn. 
In addition, a supervisor will go over the data analysis to  
identify any potential bias. 

It is probable that other questions and thoughts may develop 
when analysing the data, however, one limitation of self-
reporting questionnaires is that it does not provide scope for 
follow up communication with participants (Imperial College 
London, 2023). This is why it is imperative that all of the data 
is thoroughly evaluated and taken into consideration, and that 
any unexplained or provoking thoughts that arise after data 
collection, are put forward as suggestions for future research. 

Results 
100% of participants, who took part in this research, identified 
that they had supported a bereaved student at some point 
during their time at School X, providing both emotional and 
academic support where necessary. Graph 1 below provides 
examples of the support they provided to bereaved students. 

Discussion 
Based on all the data collected and analysed through thematic 
analysis, the following discussion will be aligned with the 
research questions of this study.  

What strategies exist to assist secondary school  
teachers in supporting bereaved students? 
All of the participants in this study work at School X, but their 
perspectives on the existing strategies differed greatly, as 
seen by comments such as: 
“No real strategy as such” and “None.” 

Despite the fact that other participants have mentioned: 
“Safeguarding policies, Counselling services, Buddy systems 
(and) Form time structures” 

it is clear that not all teachers are aware of them, value them 
equally, or use them. Highlighting the need for ongoing 
awareness of what exists within schools and communication 
between staff to find out what does and does not work.  

60% of participants reported that the school’s pastoral system 
helps them support bereaved students. This is a team of non-
teaching staff whose role is to promote students’ physical and 
emotional welfare (Twinkl, n.d.). However, the head of CPD 
reported that: 
“We have 3 specialist pastoral staff who support students (in 
school) – however, they have never received any specialist 
bereavement training.” 

Nobody on the team has any formal qualifications in  
bereavement support; instead, they rely on their own  
experiences and knowledge of how to best support students, 
which is invaluable and should therefore be shared among 
staff, where necessary.  

Furthermore: 
“Staff are encouraged to undertake their own CPD. Every staff 
member has access to the full training package with the 
National College and there are a number of webinars on 
there.” 

However, according to Bartleton (2018), due to increased 
workload and limited free time available to teachers, uptake 
in individual CPD can be poor, and a collaborative approach 
(Pedder, and Opfer, 2010) may be more beneficial, which 
School X has provided on a few occasions. 
 “Staff have received ‘general’ training on supporting students’ 
mental health on an annual basis, (as well as an additional 
session) which included bereavement elements following  
the Covid pandemic, (and delivered by a) local counselling 
service.” 

Graph 1: Emergent themes from Q2 of the general staff  
questionnaire
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How confident are teachers in supporting bereaved 
students? 
Despite all of the participants from the general staff  
questionnaire reporting they have supported a bereaved  
student at some point during their time at School X, there was 
a varying level of confidence among them, as shown in Graph 
2 below, which displays their responses to question 3 of the 
questionnaire. 

After further clarification, it is clear that these ratings are the 
result of several variables, some of which appear to have had 
a positive, negative, or mixed effect.  

Being unaware of the loss was one of the key contributing  
factors for participants who evaluated their confidence level 
as low (a score of 1 or 2), with one participant saying that: 
“I did not understand why they were getting upset and angry 
when learning about certain topics. I did not have the  
information needed to support them.” 

Although the data does not explain why this member of staff 
was unaware of this particular student’s loss, it does indicate 
a greater issue of communication, not only between teachers 
but also between the school and the student’s family. If  
the school was aware of the death but failed to share the  
appropriate information with all of the teachers involved in 
this student’s care, including non-teaching staff, then efficient 
communication systems must be put in place (Holland, 2001) 
to ensure nothing is missed and the appropriate support can 
be provided. However, as the head of CPD pointed out, this 
can only be achieved: 
“If (they) are told by the family.” 

According to Dyregrov, Dyregrov, and Lytje (2020), it is the 
family’s responsibility to notify the school of a family bereavement. 
To ensure this happens, two-way communication needs to be 
established between families and schools, which is deemed 
successful when both parties feel comfortable initiating  
and directing interactions. Depending on the individual  
circumstances and accessibility needs, this could take the 
form of newsletters, texting, emailing, phone calls, or in-person 
communication. 

Participants’ personal experiences of loss were one of the  
factors that had a mixed effect, with one participant falling 
into each of the three categories: low, unsure (a score of 3), 

Graph 2: How confident did you feel supporting a bereaved 
student?

and high (a score of 4 or 5). They all highlighted that they 
could: 
“Rely on (their) own experiences and empathy.” 

While this may have raised their awareness of loss and 
bereavement, and taught some participants how to respond to 
bereaved students, others still: 
“(Did not) feel equipped to give advice.” 

This demonstrates the need for additional emotional support, 
as they may have not dealt with their own grief reactions yet 
(Reid, 2002), as well as training on what to say and do in these 
situations, as: 
“(Teachers) aren’t always sure if they (have) said the right 
things at the right time or anticipated possible problems.” 

Professional experience was also assessed as having a  
positive influence on confidence. One participant, who has 
been teaching for 30 years, stated: 
“(They have had) many years of dealing with student traumas 
of all kinds as a Form Tutor, Head of Year, Head of Department, 
Head of Faculty and Assistant Principal.” 

This is a unique finding of this study, indicating that confidence 
may increase with time and experience, both professional and 
personal, as well as access to information and resources. 

What new strategies could be put in place to further 
support teachers? 
The data clearly shows that more needs to be done to support 
teachers, as acknowledged by the head of CPD, who stated: 
“Your survey has made me consider whether this is something 
we need to look at …. (and) I’d be interested in your findings!” 

100% of participants indicated or alluded to the need for more 
training. 
“Ways we can support students … Support groups … More 
CPD … Coaching techniques … Short session to our CPD.” 

This result is consistent with the findings of earlier research 
(Reid, and Dixon, 1999; Rowling, and Holland, 2000; Potts, 
2013), and demonstrates that very little progress has been 
made in this area during the past 24 years.  

According to the head of CPD, several teachers at the school 
have undergone training that included: 
“elements of bereavement support.” 

However, there has never been a whole-school session with a: 
“specific bereavement focus.” 

As teachers have indicated that this would “be helpful,” 
schools should incorporate it into their training schedule, 
either as a twilight session or inset day. In addition, there are 
a number of bereavement training opportunities available to 
teachers and schools in the UK, through programmes such as 
High Speed Training (2023) and Alliance for Learning (2023), 
as well as those from established bereavement networks, 
such as Child Bereavement UK (2023c) and Winston’s Wish 
(2023a), which can also be accessed or delivered during these 
sessions, to help facilitate and provide some structure. The 
latter two offer a selection of courses that vary in method of 
delivery, length, cost, information depth, and course content, 
which can also be tailored to meet the school’s specific needs. 

Throughout their career, teachers should undergo regular 
bereavement training of some kind because: 
“it’s always good to be kept up to date with current practice.” 

This should be implemented during the initial teacher training 
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years, when awareness of the issue can first be raised. 
Teachers should then continue to refresh and expand their 
knowledge throughout their careers, as this is an important 
issue that they will most likely encounter. 

Another finding of this study is the need for a formal policy, as 
reported by one participant who stated that: 
“It would be nice if we all had a few agreed principles on how 
to support bereaved students most effectively.” 

School X, like many other secondary schools across the  
country, does not have a bereavement policy in place because 
it is not compulsory in the UK (Rowling, and Holland, 2000), 
relying instead on the initiative and knowledge of individuals 
within a given school (Holland, 2008). As demonstrated in 
countries such as Denmark and Australia, which both have 
bereavement response systems in operation on a national 
scale (McLaughlin, Lytje, and Holliday, 2019), this can have 
huge benefits for staff, who have reported a sense of safety 
during a stressful time, and increased confidence (Lytje, 
2017), which ultimately benefits students. Some have  
criticised the standardisation of these policies for attempting 
to generalise students’ grief responses into a single document 
(Lytje, 2017); nonetheless, it is suggested that they be flexible 
and adaptable to suit the needs of the school and each  
individual case (Rowling, and Holland, 2000) and influenced  
by students themselves (Lytje, 2018). 

This proactive approach, which encourages schools to develop 
policies ahead of time, during a period of calm (Holland, 
2016), helps ensure that everyone knows what to do with  
confidence and in a timely manner when a bereavement 
occurs (McLaughlin, Lytje, and Holliday, 2019). Organisations, 
such as Anna Freud (2023) and Winston’s Wish (2023b) have 
created blank templates that schools can use, and a book 
written by Holland (2016), titled ‘Responding to Loss and 
Bereavement in Schools: A Training Resource to Assess, 
Evaluate and Improve the School Response’ includes exercises 
and audits that schools can use to build their own policy. 

Despite this, it is evident that broader reform is required, and 
bereavement policies must be made compulsory in order for 
teachers to feel comfortable and confident in providing support 
to grieving students at the appropriate time. 

Conclusion 
Based on the evidence presented, it is possible to conclude 
that the existing strategies in place at the participating  
secondary school could do with much development, and that 
more can be done to further support teachers. 

Participants’ perspectives on the strategies available at 
School X, varied greatly. While some were unaware of what 
existed, others emphasised the importance of the pastoral 
team and their role in providing support for both teachers and 
students. It was later discovered, however, that they had no 
formal bereavement training and were instead relying on their 
own experiences and knowledge. Even though teachers had 
access to a full training package through the National College, 
it was not evident from their responses that they had taken 
advantage of the opportunity. They did however participate in 
at least one whole-school CPD session on bereavement  
following the Covid pandemic. 

Despite the strategies in place, participants’ confidence levels 
differed, with 40% ranking their confidence as low, 20% 
unsure, and the remaining 40% as high. This was identified to 
be related to a variety of factors, some of which had a positive, 

negative, or mixed effect. Teachers’ confidence levels suffered 
as a result of their lack of awareness of the loss, as they were 
unsure why students were reacting the way they did; however, 
this information could only be shared with staff when the  
family informed the school. The factor that had a mixed  
influence was personal grief experiences. While it allowed 
teachers to empathise with students because they understood 
what they were going through, it also left some teachers  
feeling ill-equipped to give advice since they knew that  
everyone’s experiences and reactions would be different. 
Finally, professional experience was one of the factors that 
had a positive influence. This was identified among the  
pastoral team as well as other members of staff who had  
previously dealt with similar situations and thus knew how to 
respond and what to do. 

Two key strategies were identified, based on questionnaire 
responses and research into how other countries assist 
teachers with supporting bereaved students, with the first 
being the need for more training. All teachers should, at the 
very least, receive basic loss awareness training. In an ideal 
world, schools would arrange regular bereavement focused 
CPD sessions where they would share and discuss strategies, 
advice and information on how to support bereaved students. 
Furthermore, it was determined that schools should have a 
formal bereavement policy in place, and national laws should 
be established to make this mandatory. These policies will: 
enable schools to identify key contacts within the school, plan 
for supporting the bereaved student upon their return, and 
collate information from local organisations. This document 
can then be utilised as and when a bereavement happens to 
ensure that nothing is overlooked and that the proper support 
is provided. 

While there is still work to be done, it can be said that clear 
and open communication forms the foundation for robust  
support. To achieve good outcomes for the child, all parties 
need to ensure they share necessary and proportionate  
information. Everyone’s reaction to loss will be different;  
however, by listening to and connecting with everyone involved 
in that child’s care, we can guarantee that everyone is more 
comfortable, confident, and on the same page, ensuring that 
child receives the support they need and deserve. 

Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this study, I would recommend 
that: 
•  Schools improve their information sharing and  
   communication with all parties. 
•  Schools create a shared folder with various resources in 
   that all members of staff can access. 
•  Schools include regular whole-school bereavement training 
   sessions into their schedule 
•  All teachers receive regular bereavement training, through 
   CPD. If this is not feasible for any reason, they should at the 
   very least receive basic loss awareness training or consider 
   having a “bereavement champion” who receives training on 
   behalf of the school and relays this information back. 
•  Schools develop a formal bereavement policy, using the 
   materials from Anna Freud, Winston’s Wish, and Holland 
   (2016), if needed, or they can use the source materials to 
   develop their own format to inform their policy. 
•  National regulations are established to make it mandatory 
   for schools in the UK to have a formal bereavement policy in 
   place. 
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Further Research 
Based on this study and the review of literature, I would  
recommend that further research is needed in finding out 
what other secondary schools around the country do and the 
affects this has on teachers, as well as the effectiveness of 
various training programmes and bereavement policies to 
establish if they are the best strategies to support teachers. 
Despite the advances gained in this study, it is evident that 
there is still a long way to go. 
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Is there an impact on a student’s participation levels in extra-curricular rugby based on their 
socio-economic status? 
Lewis Jones – BA Hons Secondary Physical Education with QTS, Birmingham City University

In schools today, students come from a range of socio-economic 
backgrounds that influence the number of opportunities they 
will experience during their time in secondary education. As 
teachers, we must promote opportunities to students to allow 
them to excel in their field. A question that I often ask myself 
focuses on the impact that funding and student up-bringing 
has on student’s opportunities evolving in sport. 

Generally, students who have a weaker socio-economic  
background will have less sporting opportunities during their 
childhood, including their time in school, due to financial  
constraints, therefore being unable to participate and engage 
within a variety of sports (Hargreaves et al, 2016) always fully. 
This has a demoralising impact on the willingness and  
motivation to consider playing sports as part of a lifestyle  
when students become adults (Ankrum, 2016). Currently, 
around 45% (3.2 million) of children and young people (CYP) 
achieved the new Chief Medical Officer guidelines of taking 
sport and physical activity for an average of 60 minutes or 
more a day (Sport England, 2021). Of this, an estimated 32%  
of CYP completed an average of less than 30 minutes per day. 
Within the survey’s participants, it was found that activity levels 
varied by age, gender, family affluence and ethnicity. As a PE 
teacher, this is a concerning figure that I feel we should look  
to improve. 

My research will aim to determine the overall impact that a 
student’s demographic background has on their sporting 
opportunities within and outside of their secondary school.  

Throughout this work, I will refer to the school used in this  
process as ‘School X’. School X is a secondary school located  
in Telford, Shropshire. On the whole, Telford contains more 
deprived areas than the national average for each town (Telford 
and Wrekin, 2019). Due to this, Telford is a good fit for the  
study as the overall aim is to determine the impact that  
disadvantaged backgrounds have on participation levels in 
extra-curricular. School X opens doors to all abilities within  
the surrounding area with the overall aim for all pupils to value 
and enjoy their learning inside and outside of the classroom. 
Generally, School X is known for its specialism and commitment 
towards two sports that attract pupils and parents to join the 
school family and pathway to sport succession. These two 
sports are netball and rugby, where a large proportion of the 

school’s community will represent the school at both a regional 
and national scale competing against other schools. 

Research Questions 
1  Are there links to attendance at extra-curricular rugby and 
   socio-economic status in key-stage boys?  
2  Does this differ between the year groups? 

Literature Review 
What is socio-economic status and how is it measured? 
Socio-economic status (SES) is interlinked with poverty as a 
measurement of how people live. In relative terms, poverty is 
often defined as “exclusion from the minimum acceptable way 
of life in one’s own society because of the inadequate 
resources” (Perry, 2002). When measuring the socio-economic 
status within society, the usual recommendation is to consider 
parental education, occupation, income or wealth and home 
possessions, either individually or as a composite (DFE, 2021). 
This is because these variables are believed to reflect access 
to different kinds of resources and may have less errors in 
measurements than other variables (Harwell, 2019). The UK 
government has recently proposed the abolition of income-
based measures of child poverty in favour of environmental, 
educational and employment measures of deprivation 
(Hargreaves et al, 2016). 

Research up to now (Ankrum, 2016) has indicated that family 
status variables (including SES status) are an accurate  
predictor of children’s achievements within school. Increasingly, 
research (Joan and Smrekar, 2009) has suggested that rather 
than having a direct association with children’s academic 
achievements, SES status and parents’ level of education is 
part of a larger constellation of psychological and sociological 
variables that influence a child’s school outcomes. 

Socio-economic impact from an educational perspective 
The issue of socio-economic statuses of students in relation 
to sporting opportunities has always been a talking point in 
the education field. Economic factors may impact on a 
school’s ability to provide opportunities within the school to 
promote physical activity (PA) interests amongst students.  
The association between SES and students’ PA is equivocal. 
However, this evidence is based on individual-level indicators 
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of SES such as parental education, employment status, 
income and affluence (Peralta et al, 2019). 

As teachers, outside of the curriculum, I believe we should try 
to encourage students to partake in as much physical activity 
as possible to find where their potential can be nurtured. 
These include extra-curricular, local clubs/teams and  
promoting the surrounding facilities within an area (Capel et 
al, 2020). Teachers play a crucial role in the opportunities that 
a student will be granted through a combination of commitment, 
passion and drive for sport. Teachers are the link that students 
may need support from to contact external providers of sport 
to allow students to participate in during weekends or 
evenings (Martin, Collie and Graham, 2019). 

Student motivation towards PE within school, including extra 
curricular, is positively associated with leisure time, MVPA 
motivation and PA outside of school hours (Hagger et al, 
2005). Therefore, this means that if a student is lacking in PA 
time outside of school, they are less likely to display any  
interest in extra-curricular due to routines. From this, we can 
surmise that those students who have limited access to sport 
outside of school, due to their SES status, are therefore less 
likely to show interests to attend extra-curricular activities. 
However, this may not always be the case as there are a 
range of factors that contribute to the opportunities that a 
student will be provided with during their time in school.  

Previous research (Ding et al, 2006) has indicated that children 
who have access to facilities and funding associated with 
sport are more likely to participate in physical activity outside 
of school. According to a review of literature on children’s  
attitudes towards physical education / activity, children’s 
characteristics and contextual factors are two major headings 
that are related to children’s attitudes. The predominant  
factors focus on a child’s accessibility to after school physical 
activity as well as outside of school physical activity (Zeng, 
Hipscher and Leung, 2011). An additional impact of a child’s 
attitude towards physical activity is the influence of parents. 
Parents with low socio-economic statuses often find  
themselves struggling to make ends meet resulting in little 
time to spare for their children in imparting good habits,  
values and commitments (Saifi and Mehmood, 2011).  

A study carried out by Ankrum (2016) investigated the impact 
that a SES had on the communication between teachers and 
parents in schools. Within the results, Ankrum found that over 
50% of participants agreed that SES was a determiner in the 
level of activity displayed by parents of students who were  
disadvantaged. Furthermore, over 60% of participants 
believed that SES plays a role in how teachers interact with 
parents. Finally, over 85% of participants believed that  
parents’ communication played a vital role in the success of 
the students.  

Previous research has shown that there is a relationship 
between deprived areas and educational outcomes which 
includes attainment and achievement within physical  
education (Ferguson and Michaelsen, 2015). Children who 
grow up and are educated within deprived areas are more 
likely to spend their adulthood living in poverty (Harwell and 
LeBeau, 2010). 

To succeed within the sporting environment in a school  
setting, students must demonstrate a variety of qualities that 
enhance their chances of performing at the highest levels. 
These qualities include showing passion and motivation within 
performances to show teachers the desire and drive to display 

these to reach their potential. To encourage consistency, 
research has indicated that frequent interactions between 
parents and teachers will help to provide evidence about a 
child’s progression in sport (Howe and Simmons, 2005).  

Current literature findings for Telford 
A total of 18 areas in Telford and Wrekin were ranked in the 
10% most deprived nationally in 2019 (Telford and Wrekin 
Council, 2019). The most deprived in this borough is 
Brookside which is ranked 346th nationally, placing it in the 
top 2% most deprived of areas. On the contrary, just 1% of the 
borough’s population live in areas ranked in the 20% least 
deprived nationally; this area is better known as Priorslee. 

Another key part of the data to analyse is the health deprivation 
domain. If an area displays health deprivation, it suggests that 
there could be a lack of surrounding facilities to encourage 
residents to exercise on a more regular basis. This is inter-
linked with the overall IDACI (income deprivation affecting 
children index) for an individual’s deprivation rates. IDACI 
measures the proportion of children living in income deprived 
families (Hargreaves et al, 2016). The most health deprived 
area in Telford and Wrekin is Brookside (Telford and Wrekin 
Council, 2019). Health related concerns within an area are 
well interlinked with physical activity levels. Generally, when 
linking health to exercise, a health deprived area would be 
considered a place with low physical activity levels, causing 
strains on the body such as obesity and type 2 diabetes. 

School X has the opportunities to use a local leisure centre 
which enhances the quality of physical education lessons as 
there is access to greater facilities. Within this, customers 
have access to a state-of-the-art 25 metre swimming pool 
with a movable floor, a fitness studio and an indoor sports 
hall created for a variety of activities (Telford and Wrekin 
Council, 2023). The membership packages on offer start from 
£26 a month up to £30.50 a month, which gives customers the 
option to have access to everything on offer.  

Within the research around this proposed topic area, there  
are a variety of opinions and thoughts regarding the overall 
impact an SES status has on a student’s opportunities and 
participation rates in sport. I have researched and reviewed a 
range of articles online that differ in findings due to a variety 
of reasons. There are students who will not engage with the 
opportunities the school are offering due to usual routines 
and showing a lack of interest outside of school time, which 
influences the amount of physical activity they partake in on a 
weekly basis. On the other hand, there will be students who 
engage with the school opportunities as they understand 
there are very limited experiences they will encounter outside 
of school. 

Methodology 
This study received ethical clearance in the spring of 2023. 
Consent forms were received from participants involved in the 
process. To underpin my research, I chose a mixed methods 
(MM) approach. MM research is characterised as gathering 
and analysing qualitative and quantitative data in response to 
overarching research aims (Levitt et al, 2018). My research 
was focusing on elements of both quantitative and qualitative 
data which allowed me to integrate the benefits of both methods. 
MM allows a researcher to view and underpin findings from 
all perspectives, helping to find patterns in data as well as 
avoiding bias (Ryba et al, 2022).   

To allow me to carry out my research, the focus points looked 
at the socio-economic background and status that students 
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were represented as. These socio-economic factors included:  
•  Pupil Premium 
•  Free School Meals 
•  Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) 
•  English Indices of Deprivation 

To determine the effect that a student’s SES has on their  
participation levels, I researched the surrounding areas of 
School X to assess the deprivation levels as well as the  
average income levels to underpin the environment the  
students within the school are surrounded by. The decision to 
carry out this study at this particular school was an effective 
way of comparing students’ participation rates based on their 
SES as the areas surrounding the school are contrasting in a 
variety of ways, such as average household income, average 
housing price and unemployment rates. 

To ensure that I gathered data that assessed both quantitative 
and qualitative information, I used the school’s data system 
‘SIMS’ to gain a greater understanding of students’ back-
ground information. This background information allowed me 
to analyse the current issues students are facing and why they 
may be classed as disadvantaged. This information allowed a 
variety of factors to be considered to help answer my overall 
question including what surrounding area does the student 
live in, are they classed as pupil premium, do they have 
access to free school meals and finally, do they fit in the  
category of both pupil premium and free school meals? 

To help gather a greater understanding to my findings from 
what the data illustrates, I carried out a formal interview with 
the Head of PE and director of rugby at the school. Both of 
these individuals are the teachers that predominantly teach 
boys PE lessons across all year groups. I chose these two  
professionals to interview as they show great enthusiasm and 
passion towards school rugby by promoting it throughout the 
year groups to encourage as many students as possible to 
represent the school. I proposed questions that would help 
me to gain a different perspective and new knowledge  
regarding these students from a specialist within this  
profession. Furthermore, this allowed me to gain additional 
information about these students who have been at the school 
for 1–2 years to see if there has been any changes to their 
approach and take towards extra-curricular rugby and why 
this may be. 

Carrying out interviews on a small scale allowed for potential 
drawbacks in the results following the questions put forward. 
Firstly, as the overall study is focusing on the schools’ offering, 
both participants were always going to present an element of 
bias within their answers as they explained the achievements 
that they have both been able to show great pride towards. As 
the focus is on the students involved in extra-curricular rugby, 
both parties wanted to speak very highly of those involved 
which can impact the results to an extent as the aim was to 
compare students based on their socio-economic backgrounds 
and statuses. 

To analyse the data, I used the school’s data system to create 
a table of those students who attended extra-curricular rugby 
on a frequent basis against a variety of socio-economic factors 
that help determine a student’s background. These factors 
included pupil premium, free school meals and the surrounding 
area the students were living in. This allowed me to assess 
the students who were granted FSM or PP and consider 
where they lived to see if there was a correlation between  
the two.  

To analyse the responses from the interviews, I created a 
table to record the information from the discussions during 
the interview so I could assess their answers for each question 
I proposed. I recorded the interview process on my phone 
which allowed me to take advantage of the playback system 
that enabled me to revisit their answers. As a result of creating 
the table, I was able to compare the similarities and differences 
in their answers so I could analyse to what extent their opinions 
and views differed. 

Findings 
The data collected shows that out of the 62 pupils in KS3 
(years 7–9) who are attending extra-curricular rugby on a 
weekly basis, 27% receive free school meals (FSM) while 24% 
are classed as pupil premium (PP). An interesting part of my 
findings is based around the data results for each year group 
within KS3. The most common pupils who fit within the PP 
and FSM categories are in year 7. Of all the students granted 
free school meals, 9 are in year 7, 4 are in year 8 and 4 are in 
year 9. This suggests that depending on the year group, there 
are different patterns in terms of the students involved in 
extra-curricular rugby and the impact their socio-economic 
background has on their drive and desire to partake. 

To determine the impact of FSM and PP on extra-curricular 
attendance, I used the school’s data system to investigate 
which areas the students were living in. Of the 17 students 
who are granted free school meals, 14 live in areas which are 
deemed to be in the highest 10% deprived areas nationally 
(Telford and Wrekin Council, 2019). The areas that contain a 
high proportion of houses have limited the space for sporting 
facilities and fields which discourages people living within this 
area to engage in physical activity. The remaining three students 
who have access to free school meals live in areas which are 
deemed to be above average on a variety of factors including 
average household income.  

Although there is a leisure centre that the school can access, 
the costs begin at £26 a month. If students do not have access 
to facilities outside of school hours, they are likely to show 
very little interest within school due to not having the opportunity 
to continue participating in activities outside of school hours. 
Furthermore, those who are attending extra-curricular rugby 
but live in very deprived areas, are likely to have no time for 
deliberate play or practice as the area has no suitable places 
for students to continue to train in a safe and appropriate  
manner.  

One of the key elements from the interviews is the general 
dedication of the students in KS3 across the three year groups 
who show a true passion and commitment for representing 
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the school in rugby. After discussing the patterns in the data I 
had found, it was clear that the head of PE and the director of 
rugby were not surprised in my findings. On the whole, both 
parties commented that the majority of the students who  
frequently attend extra-curricular rugby play for the well-known 
clubs within the surrounding areas with a large proportion of 
the students playing together for the same clubs, meaning 
they participate both in and out of school.  

After questioning the divide in society due to SES status, the 
head of PE commented that throughout his time in teaching,  
a pattern has emerged that follows the tradition that students 
who are generally financially stable and wealthier, show a 
greater willingness to achieve to a high standard within the 
sporting environment in school. Additionally, the general  
patterns and trends you see in the students often result in 
representing and competing for the same rugby clubs outside 
of school once they go into years 8 and 9, as they develop 
friendships from sharing a passion to partake in rugby at the 
highest levels. This may suggest a reasoning behind lower 
numbers of PP and FSM in year 9 as this team of students are 
able to play for the same clubs outside of school. 

Another interesting point in the interview with the director of 
rugby showed a reason for general patterns in students based 
on their socio-economic background. As the rugby fixtures 
against other schools generally take place on Saturday, he 
stated that there are occurring issues regarding parents 
struggling to get their child to away fixtures due to not being 
able to provide the transport or have the funds to cover public 
transport costs. This has a negative impact on the student 
affected as it means that on a regular basis, they miss  
competitive fixtures which would allow them to develop as  
a performer. As a result of these ongoing issues, these  
disadvantaged students only have the chance to participate  
in training sessions or home games which means every  
academic year, they miss around 50% of the competitive 
games against other schools. This supports previous research 
that Saifi and Mehmood (2011) carried out, who stated that 
parents with an unstable financial background will make  
little to no time for their children who wish to take up every 
opportunity. The students who are able to attend and compete 
at away games and are in a more stable position are likely to 
develop at a faster rate while showing high levels of motivation, 
resulting in a lower chance of drop out in future years. 

Discussion 
Fundamentally, there can be a case argued that the SES  
status has a powerful impact on students’ attainment and 
achievements. Students with a disadvantaged background are 
less likely to feel motivated and driven to partake in extra-
curricular which then has a continuing effect on their interest 
in the minimal opportunities outside of school. Essentially, if 
students are not able to pursue interests outside of school 
hours, then why are they likely to engage within school? This 
supports the earlier work by Ferguson and Michaelsen (2015), 
who also found that students that come from a more deprived 
area were the ones who show less enthusiasm towards  
physical education, resulting in not attending extra-curricular 
clubs. 

Most students we see in schools who show interest in PE 
lessons and extra-curricular activities are those who are most 
involved in the clubs outside of school, where they have the 
opportunities to commit to high frequency training sessions, 
as well as competitive games. These students are consistently 

motivated to perform and engage in extra-curricular as  
frequently as possible, which supports earlier findings that 
stated student motivation towards PE in and out of school 
hours is positively associated with leisure time and the ability 
to access facilities and funding after school (Hagger et al, 
2005). 

For a minority of students, the barriers facing them to  
participate and compete in rugby outside of school gives  
them the motivation to take advantage of the schools offer as  
they are aware it is the only chance they have to play in this  
particular environment. The data collected shows that the 
socio-economic impact changes for each year group in KS3.  
In some cases, the biggest driver and factor for opportunities 
comes from a financial perspective. Ultimately, the costs to 
participate in clubs on a regular basis is constantly increasing 
which poses greater difficulties for those parents or guardians 
who want to get their child involved but it is simply not accessible 
or affordable. 

Based on attendance levels, there can be a case argued to  
say that a socio-economic background can negatively impact  
students’ engagement in sport. As there are a small proportion 
of attendees who are frequently attending extra-curricular 
rugby that come from a less stable background, we can suggest 
that for other students, there is no drive to participate for a 
variety of reasons including financial and transport issues. 
Furthermore, the differences between the year groups, shows 
there is a large proportion of the disadvantaged students 
within year 7 compared to year 8 and 9. From this, we can 
suggest that once students join the school, they want to  
show a willingness to participate and compete to exploit new  
challenges within sport. However, as they progress through 
KS3, the disadvantaged students begin to withdraw as they 
cannot commit to training on a frequent basis, which has an 
ongoing impact on their chances of being picked to represent 
the school in competitive matches. If they are not being picked 
for matches due to a lack of commitment, students will begin 
to lose motivation and a drive to continue to attend rugby 
when they can, resulting in them dropping out. 

Conclusion 
This study confirms earlier work by a range of researchers, 
suggesting that we have a divide within society based on a 
student’s SES. This has an ongoing negative impact towards 
these students as they are faced with limited opportunities to 
show a willingness to partake in as much sport as possible. 
This means that for some of these students who are within 
the PP and FSM category, their only opportunities come from 
within extra-curricular where they have access to the  
facilities, equipment and coaches.  

Furthermore, from an educational perspective, PE teachers 
could have meetings with students and their parents or 
guardians regarding what opportunities are available to their 
child if they wanted to participate in a given sport. Within the 
literature review above, research has shown that strong and 
effective relationships between teachers and parents will act 
as a motivator for students (Ankrum, 2016). At this particular 
school, this could be implemented within events such as  
parents evening, where teachers are able to share their 
knowledge and understanding around what they think is best 
for a student. PE teachers know the most about students’ 
sporting abilities which helps to guide them on a pathway to 
where they are likely to succeed. By doing this, we are likely  
to see a positive response from forming an agreement with 



Education Journal Magazine

15

the parents to ensure their child has the greatest access to  
participating in sport as much as possible, which may result  
in success for the student. 

From what can be concluded from this study, it is our  
responsibility as PE teachers to engage with parents or 
guardians to ensure we give students the best opportunities.  
PE teachers should strive to ensure that all students attending 
extra-curricular rugby are aware of the local teams and clubs 
in the surrounding area that they join and represent. As some 
students will lack confidence, the school could take a different 
approach where they bring in external coaches who represent  
a range of clubs and coach at a variety of levels to speak to  
students and lead training sessions so students can experience 
sport outside of school to see if it is a potential pathway they 
wish to pursue. 

Furthermore, it would be interesting to see whether there  
is a pattern in students’ attendance and their achievements  
within school including sport and extra-curricular. This  
could demonstrate to younger students the impact of strong  
commitment towards rugby in school in order to achieve  
greatness which may result in a change of attitude and  
motivation to give them a valid reason for participating in  
extra-curricular and wanting to represent the school. The  
overall question we need to assess for the future of teaching  
is, are we currently doing enough to promote PE and school 
sport to students so they carry on pursuing an interest and  
competing when they leave school? 
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How does the physical layout of a science classroom affect teaching secondary science?  
Stephen Caton – Year Three BSc hons Secondary Science (Biology) QTS, Birmingham City 
University

School science laboratory layouts have changed and evolved 
over the decades for several reasons. These include, but are 
not limited to, a change in user requirements, upgrades to 
classroom technologies, increased funding avenues, and 
increase in student numbers. Classroom lab configurations 
are reflective of the times they were built. The varying layouts 
within school laboratories therefore present a unique  
challenge for teachers when planning and delivering science 
lessons across these different laboratory spaces. From working 
in different schools, I have had to share classrooms, hot desk, 
and teach in multiple classrooms throughout the school week. 
The change in classroom settings means that teachers are 
having to consider the physical restrictions that are created by 
specific classrooms when planning practical and theory  
cience lessons. 

This article is based on a research project I carried out in the 
academic year of 2022–23 at a mainstream secondary school. 
The aim of this project was to explore how the physical school 
laboratory layout could impact how a science teacher prepares 
and delivers a lesson and the quality of that lesson within  
that environment, looking through the lens of a teacher 
(Brookfield, 1992) and focusing specifically on the impact the 
different room features have on teaching. The participants for 
this research project were student science teachers 
(trainees).   

There were two research questions underpinning this 
project: 
1  What physical classroom features do trainee secondary 
   school science teachers attribute to a positive teaching 
   environment? 
2  What physical classroom features do trainee secondary 
   school science teachers attribute to a negative teaching 
   environment? 

This research paper will investigate what physical classroom 
features trainee secondary school science teachers attribute 
to both positive and negative teaching environments, where 
positive features are features that help support or enhance 
teaching and learning, whereas negative features are any  
features that could hinder or create a barrier to effective 
teaching and learning. 

Literature Review 
There are many sources of literature that are linked to 
aspects of classroom layout, however, much of this is either 
guidance for construction professionals, or is focused on  
individual aspects of a classroom, or new technology integration. 
There appears to be a disconnection between schools and 
classroom designers as to how the classroom should be  
configured to create a positive teaching environment. This  
literature review will look at three papers, specifically chosen 
due to their close relationship to this research study: 

1.Building Bulletin 80: Science Accommodation in 
Secondary Schools. 
Building Bulletin 80 (BB80) is a design specification used in 
the building industry as guidance for how to design and create 
a science laboratory. This document focuses on the construction 
of new buildings or the adaption of current buildings, and is 

aimed at teachers, governors, local education authority advisers, 
and building professionals involved in their design. The BB80 
gives clear governmental guidance on the setting out of  
secondary school and college science laboratories and  
recommends the dimensions and specifications laboratories 
are to be set out for optimum learning (DfE, 2004). In order  
to meet the needs of a full range of teaching and learning  
activities, science is normally taught in serviced laboratories 
(DfE,2004). The learning environment can therefore be 
deemed to make an important contribution to staff recruitment 
and retention, and pupil enjoyment of science. The BB80 
states the key services that a student should have access to  
in a lab, including the following: all students should face the 
main teaching wall, have access to one gas tap and power 
socket per student and access to one sink per six people as a 
minimum (DfE, 2004). The BB80 also defines that the ‘main 
teaching wall’ provides a focus for whole class discussion, 
presentation, and demonstration visible to all students.  
There must be a clear area in front of the teacher’s table  
to allow pupils to gather together for briefing sessions and  
demonstration of experiments with sufficient space to use a 
fume cupboard (DfE 2004).  

This document is now 19 years old and is still used by designers 
as a guidance for school science laboratory designs. It is a 
recognised standard within the Construction Industry but 
lacks defined parameters with regards to learning. BB80 is 
informative about what a classroom layout should look like 
and gives best practice advise but doesn’t explain why or the 
impact that this has on student learning or link to current 
teaching pedagogy or best practice. Critically, BB80 doesn’t 
provide enough evidence and although it states that educators 
can use this document it could be argued that the elements 
missing from this design guide are the input of current teaching 
professionals and their experiences. This guidance was  
produced with the input of senior educators, however looking 
at this document through the lens of a teacher in a classroom, 
the BB80 is focused on requirements and not justifications 
that could be a cause for disconnect between users and 
providers. 

2. The ‘why and how’ of flexible learning spaces:  
A complex adaptive systems analysis 
The article ‘why and how’ of flexible learning spaces: A  
complex adaptive systems analysis (Kariippanon et al, 2020), 
is focused on looking at the creation of flexible learning 
spaces characterised by a variety of furniture and classroom 
layouts in the Australian school system. This is to investigate 
the possible promotion of a more student-centred pedagogy 
with an emphasis of social-material interplay between the 
pedagogical and physical environment. Key concepts are 
linked to a significant increase in funding from the Australian 
government in 2017 towards the improvement of school 
infrastructure over a 4-year period. This funding was made 
available to create more flexible learning spaces and create  
a new generation of learning environments that break away 
from traditional classroom layouts. The Kariippanon et al 
(2020) study used an interpretive qualitative case study 
approach to examine different shareholders and end users 
such as school leadership teams, teachers, and students and 
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focused on the experiences and perceptions of designing and 
implementing new flexible learning space. The authors used 
complexity theory as a lens to investigate this research. 
Complexity theory draws on research in the natural sciences 
and examines uncertainty and non-linearity using feedback 
loops that can constantly change. Complex theory does not 
seek to predict outcomes of a particular process, but rather 
aims to enable comprehension and explanation of what is 
occurring (Kariippanon et al, 2020). Stake holders were invited 
to open ended interviews and teacher and student focus 
groups from this data was collected and coded for critical 
analysis. This coding was then used to create feedback loops 
to greater data analysis. 

The results to this are the limiting factor to this type of 
research as they are based solely on the reported perceptions 
of the participants and their understanding of how flexible 
learning spaces can be integrated not only physically into 
existing infrastructure but also into curriculum, classroom 
pedagogy and student mindsets.  The conclusion of this study 
discusses the importance of a holistic approach to change and 
suggests that change must be something that happens at 
every level from students, teachers, senior leadership, 
through to governors, local government, and national govern-
ment in order to promote success particularly when looking at 
the distribution of funds.   

3. Empirical evaluation of different classroom spaces 
on students' perceptions of the use and effectiveness 
of 1-to-1 technology 
This study by Byers et al (2018) explored the effect of different 
classroom spatial layouts on student perceptions of digital 
technology in the secondary school environment. The authors 
focused on the integration of new technologies into existing 
classrooms and the impact they have on the traditional layout 
of the classroom. The aim of this study was to evaluate if  
different classroom layouts enacted different pedagogical 
uses of technologies in a secondary school context. The  
integration of digital technologies into unaltered traditional 
classrooms often reflect a preformation age way of thinking. 
The study focused on two classrooms with two different  
layouts one was set out in traditional rows and the second 
was set up as new generation learning space (NGLS) layout 
with smaller nests of tables around the classroom. Data was 
collected through anonymous student surveys and teacher 
focused groups. This study used a qualitive approach to  
gaining data. This research is innovative as it was able to gain 
results from Realtime experiences. The use of two classroom 
settings set completely differently allowed the author to  
produce effective results. The results from this study suggest 
that the layout of a classroom can impact the use and  
integration of technologies into classroom spaces. This is  
relevant as currently the curriculum requires a greater focus 
on working scientifically and integration of STEM learning 
which requires greater incorporation of technologies. 
However, this review doesn’t address the issues that can 
occur from users. Limiting factors to the integration may not 
be solely linked to classroom layout but could for example  
be linked to a lack of understanding of the technology by the 
teacher. An example of this might be the introduction of 
heads-up cameras or smart boards. If a teacher hasn’t been 
trained on these pieces of equipment, then this might have a 
greater impact instead of classroom layout. 

All three papers link directly with my research study however 
they are all based on larger scale research project’s and  

critically don’t completely address the specific nature of my 
study as they are much broader than the aspects I am looking at. 

Methodology 
The methodology for this project involved a mixed qualitive 
and quantitative approach, collecting data through the use of 
an online survey, using Microsoft Forms. Ethical clearance 
was received in the winter of 2022–23, with data collection 
being carried out in the spring of 2023. Participants were 
selected through judgmental sampling and all data was then 
analysed through a grounded theory type approach, coupling 
with pre-decided axial code themes helped with the  
interpretation of data making it more focussed. 

This research has required my interpretation of all the collected 
data which may have been perceived as a limiting factor to 
this research paper as my personal experiences in this area 
are similar to the selected participants and critically may  
be expressed as a potential unconscious bias. Therefore, for  
the purpose of balance and to mitigate this, and reduce any  
incorrect interpretation of language, and decrease my own 
influence several steps were taken to reduce this impact.  
This included the selection of trainee teachers from the same  
geographical area that have all undertaken the same teacher 
training course as each other but have however worked in 
three different schools over the three year placement. The 
participant group consisted of BSc (Hons) Biology with QTS 
students.  All students are currently in the final year of their 
studies and were all native English-speaking students.  

My intention for selecting these students was to gain their 
opinions shaped by their experiences from working in  
different learning environments in several learning  
establishments throughout their 3-year training cycles. All 
participants selected were Science based trainees which 
added greater credibility to this paper as they are all working 
in this environment and experiencing different classroom 
environments. The survey was designed with this in mind and 
included a Likert scale for each classroom asking directed 
questions on specific features of the room which would give 
quantitative data and two open questions to develop and build 
on the Likert scale promoting more in-depth answers. 

For this study semantic profiling was used to further interpret 
the responses so that participants answer to the survey  
can be further scrutinised and evaluated. All data was then  
converted and analysed in both graph and table form to  
produce the research paper findings so that further discussion 
and a critical analysis of the data could be carried out.  

The online questionnaire gave participants access to four  
different computer aided designs (CAD) of four classroom  
layouts (Figures 1, 2, 3, 4). These CAD drawings are based  
on 4 classrooms that I have worked in during my training 
cycle and one of them a new classroom based on the  
recommendations set by DFE within the Building bulletin 80 
(DfE,2004) document that is used by Designers within the  
construction industry as a guideline for the construction of 
new secondary school science laboratories. Each classroom 
also had two accompanied images to highlight the condition of 
each room and to help the participants visualise the space.  
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Figure 1: Classroom one layout
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Figure 2: Classroom two layout
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Figure 3: Classroom three layout
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Figure 4: Classroom four layout
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Findings 
The survey consisted of three questions repeated for the four different classrooms. 

Question One: Features of the physical layout of the classroom

Figure 5: Classroom one data

The data collected for classroom one suggests that this classroom has an effective layout of desks and chairs with 100% of the 
surveyed participant selecting very good. 100% of the participants also agreed with each other that the visibility of the screen 
in classroom one was very good for the students. 50% have stated that the provision for a fume cupboard and space for all 
students to see practical demonstrations is poor. The other participants have said the provisions are good and very good.
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Figure 6: Classroom two data

The data collected for classroom two suggests that the majority of participants believe that this classroom has good visibility 
of the screen with 75% of the participants scoring it as good to very good. However, the graph also highlights that 100% 
believe that this classroom has poor access to natural light and ventilation which when compared to the other classrooms is 
scored the worst overall for this feature. 50% of the students believe that the access to services for practical lessons is poor 
and 75% believe that the access to a fume cupboard is poor to very poor. Overall, 75% state that the general condition of this 
room is good.
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The Data collected for Classroom 3 suggests that this classroom is spread across a greater range than the other classrooms. 
50% of participants believe that the fume cupboard provision is very good compared to the other 25% who believe that it is 
poor. The majority of participants believe that this classroom has a range between very good to excellent for access to natural 
light.

Figure 7: Classroom three data
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The data collected for Classroom four suggests that this classroom is split overall between poor and good. 50% believe 
that the visibility of the screen, layout of the desks and chairs, and the access to natural light and ventilation is poor whilst 
50% believe it to be good. However, the majority of the survey suggest that classroom 4 has good provisions for access to 
services such as gas, power and sinks and 75% believe that this classroom is in a good condition.

Figure 8: Classroom four data
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Question Two: How the physical layout of classroom 1, 2, 3, 4 could impact your planning for practical and theory lessons 
Figure 9 demonstrates the codes that were created from the data collection based on practical and theory teaching. Nine codes  
were produced and these are shown below. Starting from the left the first code is Practical and theory followed by key areas of  
classroom management such as behaviour and understanding. This then links to the main concept themes. This was broken  
down further into positive and negative codes.

Question Three: State how the layout of classroom 1, 2, 3, 4 promotes a positive or a negative classroom environment 
Figure 10 show the open and axial codes created to explore the answer further, using the same approach as question two. 

Figure 9: Coding breakdown of responses

Figure 10: Codes of responses from the participants answering question 3 for each of the four classrooms.

Discussion 
Research has shown that how a classroom is arranged 
accounts for 16% of the impact on student learning and 
Classroom layout can have a 25% impact on learning either 
positive or negatively depending on how the classroom is 
designed (Loveless 2022).  

Analysis of the rooms 
The results show that classroom one is the highest scoring 

classroom from the participants surveyed for this research 
paper. This classroom is the newest science classroom built in 
2015 and was designed to incorporate some of the aspects of 
Building bulletin 80. This classroom in comparison to the other 
3 classrooms scored much higher with all participants in both 
quantitative scoring and qualitive feedback questions and  
this is reflected in figures 5, 6, 7 and 8. The highest scoring  
elements to each classroom were the visibility of the screen, 
layout of the furniture, and access to natural light. These three 
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elements scored highest in Classroom 1 and Classroom 3.  
Both classrooms are very different in shape with classroom 1 
being rectangular and classroom 3 being square. Classroom 1 
is 91.5m2 and classroom 3 is 91.3m2 so both classrooms  
are approximately the same size. BB80 suggests that for a  
classroom of 30 students the square metre range should be 
between 83 and 91m2 (BB80) and therefore classroom 1 and 3 
both fit into the higher end of this guidance. Both classrooms 
have central screens for maximum visibility and all students 
are facing towards the screens in traditional rows. They have 
large windows allowing lots of natural light. The biggest  
difference between classrooms is that Classroom 3 does not 
have a fume cupboard. This has created an anomalous result 
as 50% of the participants scored Classroom 3 as very good for 
this provision. However, even with the removal of these results 
classroom 3 still scores second to classroom 1. In comparison 
Classroom 2 scored the lowest out of all classrooms. Results 
for Classroom 2 suggest that 100% of the participants believe 
that this classroom has poor access to natural light with 25% 
scoring this classroom as having a poor layout and poor  
visibility of the screen. 

Themes created from responses 
The data collected and coded for each classroom identifies  
different potential considerations for classroom layout. This  
is reflected in tables 2 and 3 which highlights other potential  
considerations such as circulation of the teacher, ability to  
conduct group work, distance from white board and screen,  
and access to service provisions. This data presents several 
patterns, for example, Teacher A focuses on the ability to  
circulate around the classrooms and group work with a  
planning consideration of how this layout impacts behaviour 
management and restrictions to group activities; whereas 
Teacher D puts a greater emphasis to how the layout of the 
desks might impact planning and cause restrictions to  
learning. 

Limitations 
Critically evaluating this research paper there are several  
limitations on the results collected. There is limited data due  
to the small number of participants and therefore it could be 
argued that the study could be completely different if this 
research was expanded to include a larger number of  
participants.  

Conclusion   
Teachers do not generally have input into a classrooms design. 
They tend to inherit existing, often dated, facilities. Classrooms 
can be configured into many different internal layouts for 
example horseshoe, circles, rows and nested table groups, 
however, there are limitations within science laboratories  
primarily due to fixed services.  

Limitations of a classroom need to be considered when  
planning lessons in order to deliver gold standard teaching 
within a science laboratory. This may include changing lessons 
from practical to Theory, or reconfiguring furniture to fit the 
lesson plan and maximise learning. This study highlights the 
requirement for a review into how teachers consider classroom 
layout and its impact in lessons and arguably a greater  
understanding of flexible teaching spaces.  

Moving forward schools must consider the flexibility and  
adaptability of their science laboratories as most science  
classrooms serve a dual purpose. However, this requires a 
multi-disciplinary team of experts and end users to give input 
and address future development in a more whole school 

approach to ensure feasibility and future proof any development.  

The nature of funding and construction in schools will always 
be a limiting factor and therefore the most cost-effective and 
economically appealing way to improve classrooms layout  
may require the adaptions of existing classrooms over the  
development of new ones. This could include the improvement 
of services by increasing the number of gas taps, power  
supply’s, workbench space, and sinks to the recommended 
ratio (DfE 2004). Further to this the introduction of cost-effective 
mobile equipment such as mobile fume cupboards or practical 
trollies could drastically improve classrooms that have limited  
infrastructure.  

At a teaching level this research paper has investigated how 
the physical layout of a science classroom can impact learning 
by identify from the data how physical features and service 
requirements can restrict lessons and therefore requires the 
adaption of an individual teacher pedological teaching style to 
accommodate room limitations. 

On reflection this study was limited by built in failures that in 
future must be corrected in order to explore this topic further. 
The participation group must be increased to produce more 
data and therefore improve on the credibility of the results. 

This study is open to interpretation, and this can be seen in  
the results where there are some contradictory views. This is 
because ultimately teachers are creatures of habit, and all  
have preferred methods of delivering different lessons gained 
from their personal experiences. Therefore, future studies 
could be developed to also consider asking students for their 
interpretation of what layout best suits their learning which 
may give an alternative and valuable insight. 
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CURRENT ENQUIRY AND PRACTICE

Does the English National Curriculum, with a focus on writing, offer enough opportunity for  
children’s agency? 
Simone Douglas – MA in Education, English writing lead.  

Introduction and Theoretical Framework  
In the current educational climate, there are often too many 
aims for teachers to teach and children to process. As a 
teacher, I have created assessments and taken part in  
moderation meetings and training where I have had to ensure 
children are achieving these aims and often making sure that 
there are percentages of children working at or working above 
their curriculum level. If they are not at this level, there is 
often a pressure from senior leaders to begin targeting these 
children with intervention groups to make rapid progress. 
Cremin and Arthur (2014) argue that most curriculums strive 
for educational standards of excellence. Because of this, there 
is a focus on the economy of governments and the efficiency 
of teaching rather than on the child as an individual.  

I will focus this article on the Upper Key Stage Two English 
National Curriculum (2013), specifically on writing. With this 
area of deconstruction, I am aware of my unconscious bias as 
I have been a KS2 teacher for my whole career and feel that 
children of this age should be given a chance to explore their 
learning in a conducive environment. I have chosen this focus 
area because of heavily scaffolded lessons due to assessment 
stifling creativity. I am going to be using the Pedagogic 
Framework (Bernstein, 2000), the Banking Model (Freire, 
1996), and the 'Futures Curriculum' (Young et al., 2014) to 
frame this. These theorists relate to and support my argument 
of how our current curriculum is framed in a traditionalist 
style that focuses on transmitting knowledge.   

Deconstruction of the English curriculum 
The current National Curriculum (2013) was created under  
a coalition government of the Liberal Democrats and 
Conservatives, which significantly focuses on 'essential 
knowledge'– however, what kind of knowledge is deemed 
essential and who has decided this? White (2015) argues that 
the curriculum is created with a political angle and a focus on 
knowledge and aims for children to achieve so that the league 
tables reflect success for marketisation. Therefore, this begins 
to convey a traditionalist view of transmissible knowledge,  
which could be argued is an agenda of the Conservative due to 
previous policies. Kelly (2009) states three types of curricula 
design: content, product, and process. The content curriculum 
design is more in line with a traditional style of education 
(knowledge and acquisition) rather than progressive child-
centred learning. Young et al. (2014) define this traditional 
curriculum as 'Future One', meaning that knowledge is  
measurable through assessment and that acquisition is 
paramount to success. Therefore, teaching to the test 
becomes a focus.  

Concerning Kelly (2009) and Young et al. (2014), the writing 
curriculum should be an outlet for creativity and skills  
acquisition, not a subject where this knowledge is measurable. 
Creativity should be assessed in a variety of ways. This subject 
should have many opportunities for children to express their 
agency. However, because of 'essential knowledge', there are 
many aims that children need to achieve to reach the expected 

standard, leading to teachers transmitting their knowledge 
rather than focusing on student interaction and participation.  
I noticed many weaknesses when completing my SWOT 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis 
(appendix one) of the UKS2 (upper key stage 2) writing 
National Curriculum. One of the main focuses on writing  
composition was the knowledge of grammatical devices; there 
is a significant emphasis on ensuring literary devices are used 
correctly, which limits children's agency, allowing them to be 
creative writers.  

Corbett (2019) supports this view by stating that children  
need opportunities to explore texts to be successful writers. 
According to an Ofsted (2022) review of the English curriculum, 
"the concepts, facts, language and narratives" is described as 
the appropriate subject knowledge older children need to be 
successful with writing. However, an emphasis on concepts 
and facts and creativity is not mentioned. Both in the National 
Curriculum (2013) and this recent report from Ofsted (2022), 
acquiring skills is more critical to Ofsted and National 
Curriculum than children's construction. This reflects the 
'Future one' curriculum (Young et al., 2014), as knowledge is 
the only type that is measured. 

When looking at the English programme of study by the DfE 
(2013), the initial overview seems optimistic, focusing on 
building on previous skills. Nevertheless, when reading  
further, it turns to a very structured writing composition,  
with a heavy focus on grammar. Concerning this, my teaching 
experience has highlighted the focus on structured writing 
composition. I found that the more pressure for children to 
achieve the expected standard, the writing curriculum has 
become less creative. When ensuring that children are reaching 
the targets and goals set by the school's assessment frame-
work (appendix two), we created a very structured lesson of,  
I do, we do, you do to structure how to write correctly punctuated 
relative clauses, fronted adverbials, and parenthesis so that 
when they were writing independently, they could use these 
premade sentences so that when we were assessing, we 
could tick these off from the framework, so we knew the goals 
were achieved. Consequently, because of the traditionalist way 
of being able to provide evidence for aims, this conveys that 
the acquisition of knowledge, as argued by Kelly (2009), is 
more important than children's ability to create. 

Whilst this was effective for scaffolding children, it meant that 
I delivered knowledge of how to write rather than children 
creating their own. This was an example of strong framing, 
research from Bernstein (2000) discusses that traditional  
education transfers power from teacher to student and that 
strong framing is teacher dominated where their voice is  
predominant. The communication is closed, meaning there is 
a need for more opportunities for children to express or share 
their ideas or be able to further their knowledge by working 
independently. Therefore, strong framing does not value  
children's diversity and the English curriculum should value 
this as it is a creative subject. Freire's banking model reflects 
this deconstruction of strong framing within the writing  
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curriculum. Freire (1996) states that teachers deposit the 
information to students rather than learning being a social 
process. Both theories from Bernstein (2000) and Freire 
(1996) complement each other to frame the transmission of 
knowledge rather than learning as a tool for students to have 
agency and independence.  

While both texts predate the current National Curriculum, it  
is evident from my deconstruction that the current education 
system is too focused on traditionalist teaching. As my SWOT 
analysis (appendix one) reflects, there is a greater focus on 
how to write rather than what to write, meaning there is no 
chance to be creative. Recent research from Pluim et al. 
(2021) supports my reflection by stating that both the research 
from Bernstein (2000) and Freire (1996) are both pedagogies 
that are linked with politics and power structures within the 
curriculum, conveying how transmitted knowledge is essential 
for governments to organise knowledge in a way that benefits 
marketisation.  

One of the main reasons the English writing curriculum (2013) 
has structured aims that need to be taught by strong framing 
and the banking model from a governmental perspective is  
for children to achieve successful grades for marketisation. 
Arora-Kukreja (2022) explains that schools and governments 
use data to compete locally and globally. This could be 
because the government want to achieve neo-liberal aims 
such as endogenous privatisation – meaning that schools are 
run like businesses and therefore need the highest grades to 
succeed. When teaching English, I have found there is often 
pressure from senior leaders for children to reach the expected 
grades. In planning meetings with phase leaders, I have often 
been asked how children will achieve the expected standard 
and when discussing that these children find it hard to use 
grammatical features that reach the expected standard, these 
children have then been put into intervention groups so that 
they will specifically learn this curriculum aim so that there is 
a higher percentage of children who reach the expected standard 
at the end of the year. Wyse (2013) argues that the curriculum 
is now delivered to students due to an increased emphasis on 
national and international testing.  

Therefore, the issues I have deconstructed conveys how  
the curriculum is based on the traditionalist views by the  
theoretical frameworks I have used, as the predominant  
view of traditionalist education is assessment and ensuring  
knowledge acquisition is measured and does not focus on the 
enjoyment of education or of the creation of learning. Wrigley 
(2014) agrees that this curriculum needs more breadth and 
balance and there are too many objectives to achieve and for 
children to learn.  

Conclusion 
There are many elements to the UKS2 writing curriculum that 
aid in writing success. However, there is not enough opportunity 
for children to be agents of their learning when writing. My 
deconstruction of the UKS2 writing curriculum has shown 
that lessons are prescriptive and what is measured is more 
important than the content of the writing. Small changes like 
utilising the text appropriately and allowing children to create 
their writing based on their preferences effectively engage 
children within the writing curriculum. An ideal future for this 
curriculum would be the 'Future three' (Young et al., 2014) 
where the promotion of teaching for understanding is valued 
more than teaching to the test. To achieve this, children's 
agency is paramount, and collaboration would promote a 
classroom environment conducive to learning for all attainers. 

In the future, I would like to continue to research into this area 
and discuss this with writing leaders to gain a better equilibrium 
of acquisition and participation.  
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Appendix

Appendix 1 - My personal reflection of the English writing National Curriculum,  
using a SWOT analysis.
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Appendix 2 – A snippet of the assessment framework I have used to assess Y5 children who are working at national standard  
in writing.

An Exploration into the application of social learning theories in an early years classroom –  
SEN case study  
Robyn Weir – Reception class teacher, Yew Tree Community School

Introduction 
Social learning theories are used to describe and analyse how 
individuals learn from interactions with others around them. 
This was first recognised by Vygotsky (1962), who in his multiple 
theories described the underlying role of social interaction in 
the development of an individual- and how mediation through 
language and other means was key to shaping thinking,  
reasoning and consequentially supporting other activities like 
reading and writing (Vygotsky, 1978). Many social-constructivist 
theorists have acknowledged Vygotsky’s theories around 
mediation, scaffolding, the Zone of Proximal development 
(ZPD) and the more knowledgeable other (MKO), (Vygotsky, 
1978). One Theorist who has expanded on Vygotsky’s concepts 
is Engestrom. Engestrom’s activity theory (1987) expanded on 
Vygotsky’s activity theory that focussed on the importance of 
mediation as a tool for an individual, and Leontiev’s addition of 
rules, community, and division of labour to the activity theory 
in relation to the group and adapted this framework to analyse 
an individual within a group (Ding, 2021). In this paper, I will 
be exploring how Engestrom’s activity theory can be used to 
demonstrate the power of the group and the impact of an 
individual on a group through a case study of a child within  
my classroom.  

I am a reception teacher in an inner-city school in Birmingham. 
In my classroom I have 30 children, six with additional needs. 
These needs range from very high academic ability with 
behavioural needs, to complex communication and language 
needs. When reflecting on the progress that has been made 
over the year, the establishment of routine, rules and  

relationships were the starting point for creating a well- 
functioning classroom. These set rules encouraged a  
consistent environment, where all learners are aware of 
expectations, and can feel safe to learn. As I have a wide range 
of abilities in my group, the consistency in the environment was 
key to setting up expectation, to then allow for differentiation. 
This is what drew me to analysing Engestrom’s activity theory, 
as the importance of those relationships and rules were  
mirrored in the theory and could allow me to observe the 
behaviours of some of my SEN learners within the group and 
analyse how these have evolved over the last few terms, and 
with what input.  

Engestrom’s activity theory 
Engestrom’s activity theory combines the activity theory from 
Vygotsky that analyses an individual’s action through mediation 
and internalisation (Vygotsky, 1978 in Cong-Lem, 2022), and 
Leontiev’s activity theory that reflects on the individual’s 
impact within the social group activity system, with the  
additions of rules, community and division of labour (Leontiev, 
1978). Engestrom (1987, 2015) acknowledged the revolutionary 
manner with which Leontiev revitalised activity theory to only 
recognise an individual with regards to their culture and the 
superior societal structure. However, he recognised that there 
were limitations to Vygotsky’s work as they focused solely on 
the individual, and Leontiev’s, as his focus was purely on the 
group activity. Engestrom’s activity theory blended these two 
together by introducing a need for analysing dialogue and 
recognising how different individual activity systems interact 
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to create a network (Engestrom 2001) and how this network  
is built on consistent foundations of societal expectation. 

Figure 1. Engestrom, 1987

Figure 1 is a visual demonstration of Engestrom’s activity  
theory. When describing community within Engestrom’s  
activity theory, the community in this case study is reflected 
through the group within the classroom. In this essay, the 
words group, class, community will be used interchangeably 
throughout to reflect the community described in the activity 
theory. This theory recognises the importance of rules, the 
community and labour in the ‘transformation process’ of an 
individual in achieving an outcome (Engestrom, 1987). When 
reflecting on my classroom and Engestrom’s theory, if we  
are to suggest that these activity systems create a network 
(Engestrom, 2001), then that would suggest that the  
understanding of rules, community and division of labour 
should correspond across each individual activity system to 
create the community. Within the classroom community, all 
actors (children and teachers) have agency, which is ‘the  
ability to originate action’ (Bandura, 2001). Agency recognises 
that every actor has the ability to regulate their behaviours, 
but if one of the actors within the community is not playing by 
the rules, then that puts the community off kilter, forcing the 
community to reject the person for not playing by the rules. Of 
course, the group also has potential to impact the individual, 
and mediation can support the individual to play by the  
rules of the group, as Vygotsky believed ‘through others, we 
become ourselves’ (Vygotsky, 1978). I have chosen to write 
about one individual and her impact on the wider group in 
relation to Engestrom’s activity theory and reflect on how the 
tools of mediation that were put in place by myself and the 
Teaching Assistants have supported this child (Child A)’s 
learning and behaviour, and how this has simultaneously 
impacted on the wider group in achieving our objectives. 

Case study subject  
Child A is a child with a family history of ADHD and quite 
severe behaviour issues. Child A did not attend our nursery 
provision, so was new to the school in September. No 
behaviours or suspected SEN were mentioned prior, but when 
we first observed some of the severe behaviours such as  
kicking, pushing, shouting, throwing, pulling hair, etc. this 
brought into question whether our expectations of her were 
contradicting those of her previous nursery environment. In 
discussion, the previous nursery explained that child A had 
shown these behaviours in their environment, and to avoid the 

behavioural consequences, they gave child A special jobs with 
TA’s. This established the expectation that whenever she did 
not want to participate, respond to instruction, or if she started 
to display behaviours, that she would be given special attention. 
Regarding her individual activity system, this impacted her 
understanding of rules as she did not have to abide by them, 
she did not have to respond to the set community expectations 
of the whole class, which simultaneously disrupted the group 
learning environment. Within the wider group, the distribution 
of labour was not fair as child A took over, and this may have 
contributed to her excluding herself from the wider group and 
not having secure peer relationships. As no tools or mediation 
were put in place to support child A to respond to and integrate 
within the nursery environment, she was struggling to  
comprehend the complete switch in expectation when entering 
Reception. This highlighted the need to overhaul her individual 
activity system and re-establish rules and expectations to  
create a safe and effective learning environment for child A 
and subsequently the rest of the group.  

Our Individual activity theories – object 
My objective (known as the object within Engestrom’s activity 
theory) within the classroom is to ensure a safe, rich, and 
engaging learning environment, where all children can thrive. 
Child A’s behaviours put a strain on my objective as she  
disrupted the rules, community, and division of labour parts  
of the activity theory, leading to an ineffective learning  
environment that did not mirror the behaviour expectations 
that are present within the school rules. The behaviour she 
was exhibiting disrupted the wider community; she hurt the 
children within her group contributing to disturbed learning, 
the TA’s and I had to deviate our attention from learning to 
support or continually observe her, senior leadership were 
involved in managing strategies and behavioural discipline, 
and parents were making complaints about whether she 
should be at the school due to the number of incidents. 
Dealing with this behaviour everyday caused huge stresses for 
myself and the TA’s as we had to completely adapt the way we 
divided labour in the classroom to support her. The jobs that 
we should be getting done to create that engaging learning 
environment could not be achieved, as the division of labour 
involved them having to constantly watch her rather than sort, 
tidy, setup and support different children in the group. The 
other children also did not want to respond to her as her 
behaviours scared them. These multiple aspects meant that 
the overarching community within our class was not secure. 

Child A’s objective in her individual activity system was  
making friends. Our objectives are aligned in a certain form, 
in that we want a happy community where friendships can 
develop. However, her behaviours did not encourage that  
outcome of making friends, and her outcome of displaying 
behaviours did not support my objective for the wider  
community. The outcome that she was portraying was to get 
attention, regardless of whether it was positive or negative. 
This did not align with the expectations of friendship for the 
other children within the group, meaning that the network of 
activity systems (Engestrom, 2001) was not created with the 
other individuals in the classroom and her outcome was not 
successful.  

Tools and Mediation 
The first step for us in creating that happy community was 
developing a relationship with Child A. We recognised the 
need to expand Child A’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) 
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to adjust to the rules and routines within the classroom. We 
needed to establish her role within the group rather than just 
seeing herself as an individual and teach her that she must 
respond to the group rules. This had to be established 
through modelling as the MKO, and language (Vygotsky, 1978) 
We established within our classroom a calm corner that was 
aimed at use for this child. This calm corner has a rug and 
pillows to sit with, has a step-by-step guide to calming down 
with visuals, breathing pattern techniques for the child to  
follow, a zones of regulation poster and communication  
visuals for child A to use. This space was established as a 
safe, mutual space for thinking time, but it also allowed the 
teachers to use this space to have 1-1 conversations with 
child A to discuss her behaviour, and model to her what she 
needs to do next time. We needed to create a space to work 
collaboratively with child A to reflect on her experience and 
change her perspective (Mezirow, 1991) to allow for new and 
reoccurring situations to become a part of her comfort zone, 
so she knows how to handle them effectively. 

Modelling through language 
Vygotsky (1978) explains how language is essential to  
communication, which in turn reflects itself in understanding 
culture and behaviour. Vygotsky explains how language 
develops over the years, and how external speech modelled  
by an MKO, will then become inner speech for the individual. 
This shows how an MKO can model expected behaviours 
through language communication and how this will start to be 
internalised by the individual. In the case of child A, we used 
the calm corner to model explicitly why her behaviours were 
wrong, how they made us and the other children feel and 
what she needed to do next. Then in recurring instances we 
could ask her ’what should you have done? how did that  
make us, or the other children feel?’. These instances of 1-1  
communication then started to develop child A’s inner speech 
in understanding that she must use kind hands and kind 
words so that we are all happy. This supports her object in  
her activity system as the other children are more likely to 
want to respond to her and be her friend if she is kind. It also 
corresponded with my activity system as this establishment of 
inner speech for child A encouraged her to develop her sense 
of self within the class community, which supported my 
objective for a safe and engaging learning environment.  

Rules 
In the activity theory, the understanding and compliance of 
rules also attributes itself to the success of an objective 
(Engestrom, 1987, 2015). In this case, the establishment of 
rules are crucial in developing a safe learning environment. 
With child A, her understanding of the rules did not support 
her outcome. It was clear through discussion that she knew 
the rules and knew the correct way to respond to a situation, 
but in the moment could not produce that outcome. She  
displayed this through behaviours, showing that the rules  
had not yet been internalised. Sometimes Child A would be 
the child ignoring instruction and displaying challenging 
behaviours which stopped the flow of learning, and other 
times if another child did not comply with instruction, child A 
would scream across the classroom ‘x isn’t joining in’ and 
would ‘attack’ this child with her reason being that they 
weren’t abiding by the instruction.  

When we made the class rules, we did this as a circle time 
activity, using myself as the MKO and using language and  
discussion to model why each rule was important. The key  

in establishing these rules was to engrain how they keep  
everyone safe and contribute to a happy classroom – again 
corresponding with my activity system objective in making a 
safe and engaging learning environment. Through discussion 
we also recognised that kind words, hands and feet are 
important to make friends, reflecting on child A’s objective.  
I modelled writing these rules and then took child A 1-1 and 
discussed with her what picture I could draw next to the rule 
to remind her of it.  An example of this was good sharing 
where she said to draw both of us and another child sharing  
a book. This use of external speech supported child A to 
understand the importance of each rule and relate it to  
something that she could recognise from within her cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1986). After this activity I gave child A  
special pens to colour and decorate the rules so that she  
felt they were special to her as well as to the group. Other 
children recognised that child A was doing this activity and 
asked her if they could help- by the end there were seven 
children sat around one piece of A3 paper, sharing pens and 
pencils and discussing what they were drawing. This instilled 
in her that these rules are for everyone, but she also needs to 
abide by them.  Child A and I then chose to place the rules in 
the calm corner, to consistently remind her of her agency 
(Bandura, 2001) within the classroom. 

Community 
The community is understood by Vygotsky (1978) to be key  
in the cognitive development of an individual. This idea of 
community is reflected in the MKO, the role of language,  
scaffolding and the ZPD. It recognises each person within the 
community to have agency on the space around them and 
recognises the importance of social interaction on cognitive 
development. Engestrom (1987, 2015) suggests in his activity 
theory that community allows you to recognise yourself within 
the group and encourages individuals to learn from others 
within the community. Child A needed to recognise her role  
as a student within the class, to learn and listen, but also 
recognise she is part of a group where there are twenty-nine 
other individuals with their own objectives. Modelling and  
language were essential in child A recognising that she  
needed to respond to the community. An example of this was  
understanding that the calm corner wasn’t just for her, that  
it was a communal space for all children to access when  
necessary. My TA and I had to build her ZPD and use our 
external speech to explain to child A that this space is used 
for her when she needs calm time, but sometimes other  
children also need thinking time. This needed to be explained 
explicitly so she could recognise that it is kind for her to share 
this space with others which encouraged friendships from her 
objective. She now recognises that if another child is using 
the space, it is for a reason, and it is good for her to share this 
space with her friends. 

The other children also started to recognise child A as a part 
of their community. They started to reflect on the way that I  
as class teacher and the TA’s model and support child A, and 
they started to see themselves as MKO’s to support her. An 
example of this has been where child A has refused to sit 
down, and another child has recognised that child A is not  
following the rules as stated in their activity system. This child 
then used their language as a tool to explain to child A that 
she needs to do her good listening and held her hand to guide 
her to make the right choice. This relationship for Child A was 
crucial in understanding that the other children were there to 
help her and wanted to be friends. This helped her objective 
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by establishing the relationships that she wanted within the 
group.  

Division of labour 
The division of labour recognises that within the community, 
everyone has a part to play- every child has agency within the 
classroom. This agency is reflected through the community 
and recognises everyone’s involvement, but the division of 
labour elaborates on how everyone must work together and 
understand their role to play within the group. Child A found 
this element very tricky at the beginning of the year. Her 
understanding was that if she put her hand up, she would 
automatically be allowed to answer a question, always be  
chosen to complete a task, be at the front of the line or would 
get to choose the activity she wanted immediately without 
reflecting on the other children and their division of labour in 
the group. If this was not what she received, then she would 
display behaviours. Through language we had to explain to 
child A that she is an individual within a group, sometimes  
it is her turn, sometimes it is someone else’s turn, and  
sometimes they can work together. An example is that child  
A used to expect to be given the task to tidy boards or pens 
and would get upset if I chose another child. As a group, the 
higher abilities first noticed that multiple children can pick  
up boards and pens and help each other so it’s quicker. This 
was then echoed by some of the other middle/lower ability 
children. At first, child A did not understand this concept, but 
then started to recognise that she could support other children 
to complete a task and allow her friends to take her board  
and pen to give them a turn, again supporting both of our 
objectives.  

Outcome 
With the support of mediational tools, such as having a familiar 
adult within the classroom as an MKO and using language to 
model external speech and turn it into internal speech, we 
can notice how child A’s objective of making friends will have 
been supported to a certain extent. But establishing those 
rules for her and for the whole group, establishing her as a 
student within the classroom setting and acknowledging her 
role within the group was fundamental in her achieving her 
objective to make friends. The outcome for child A is that  
she now doesn’t worry about being the first in the line, she 
doesn’t get upset if I don’t choose her to answer a question, 
she has started to recognise her impact on the group and how 
she can be a part of it. She looks forward to completing activities 
that she can do in a partner: talk partners, talk for writing, 
creative activities. Child A now will ask to participate with 
other children as she recognises this to be her objective, but  
it also supports my objective for the class, that all children 
are engaged, happy and wanting to learn. Without this  
outcome and mediation for child A, the objectives for both  
me and child A would not have had successful outcomes. The 
mediation that has been put in place has allowed child A to 
benefit from the group, make friends, and the create positive 
networks with the other children in the group. 
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Writing for Pleasure: How comic strips can inspire children (and adults) to love writing  
Suzanne Swan – Visiting Lecturer, Birmingham City University

As parents and educators, we want our children to have a love 
for writing that will stay with them throughout their lives. 
However, enthusing children to write is the teacher’s ongoing 
intent for each child. The benefits of writing are countless, 
and it’s up to us, as parents and educators, to ensure that 
children see the joy and fulfilment in writing. 

It’s important to make writing fun and engaging to encourage 
children to pick up a pen and paper, a keyboard, and a mouse 
or in this case, a pencil, and a comic strip. Yes, you read that 
right, comic strips can be a powerful tool for getting children 
interested in writing.  

Birmingham City University’s (BCU) Primary English and 
Foreign Language Initial Teacher Training lecturers and their 
Associate Teachers (Trainees) embarked on their own writing 
journey after lecturers attended an inspirational training  
session led by Ross Young from the Writing for Pleasure 
Centre as part of National Literacy Trust Primary Conference: 
Empowering through education, 2023. 

In the world of primary education, writing is a fundamental 
skill that every child should learn. And the task of teaching 
writing skills falls to the educators. However, being an  
effective teacher in this field requires more than just the 
knowledge of the basic mechanics of writing. In fact, an 
essential quality of an outstanding writing instructor is to be  
a writer themselves. 

“A writer-teacher is simultaneously a writer who 
knows how to teach writing and a teacher who  
identifies as a writer” (Young & Ferguson, 2020:199) 

As part of an undergraduate module at BCU, we worked with 
our Associate Teachers during our subject-in-action module. 
They developed three workshops, totalling six hours to motivate 
children to write and develop their use of vocabulary. During 
this process, we encourage them to be teacher-writers. We 
then worked with two local primary schools (Chandos Primary 
and Millfield Primary) to begin to create a community of writers. 

We did not work on creating perfect examples of work but 
instead developed an enjoyment for all participants in the  
process and the final product we shared with others. 

Our new learning 
We developed our teachers to be writers that have an inherent 
understanding of the writing process. This understanding is 
more than the ability to craft good sentences and develop 
characters; it includes recognising the time and effort that 
goes into creating something from nothing. 

The writing process is neither fixed nor predictable and  
is perhaps best taught by teachers working as artists,  
composing in the classroom, and voicing an insider’s 
informed perspective. As artists/writers, teachers may be 
prompted to demonstrate to children the creative thinking 
involved, reflecting for example, on false starts or blank 
spots, the uncertainty of open exploration and their  
cognitive and emotional engagement. Through sharing 
their writing, modelling possible ways to express ideas, 
and reflecting upon their own intentions and choices, 
teachers can enhance the agency of young writers. 

(Cremin 2006:418) 

Figure 1: Comic strip produced by a trainee teacher during a 
university lead session

Figure 2: www.writing4pleasure.com

This appreciation of the writing process enables a writing 
teacher to be patient, empathetic, and supportive as children 
develop their own writing skills (Kaufman 2002; Grainger 
2005; Gardner 2014; Cremin and Locke 2017 Bean 2020 cited 
in Young and Ferguson 2021). 

If the modelling of writing is effective, then the teacher’s  
confidence impacts the children’s ability  

to explore their own creative skills. In addition, when a teacher 
writes alongside children, they become writing partners who 
lead by example. Being writers, teachers act as mentors  
who show, not tell. They act as a role model and share their  
personal experience with writing, showing that everyone 
makes mistakes and how to grow from them. When children 
can see their teacher participating in the process of writing, it 
breaks down the teacher-child hierarchy, making them feel 
less judged and intimidated. The children feel encouraged to 
write creatively and embrace their personal writing styles 
(Young and Ferguson 2021). 

The range of research looking into children’s motivation to 
write for pleasure is strong and growing (Bruning and Horn, 
2000; Boscolo 2009; Garrett and Moltzen 2011 cited in Young 
and Ferguson 2021). Being a writer, teachers can make writing 
more relevant to the children’s lives. It helps them relate  
writing to things they are interested in, providing context, and 
meaning that go beyond classroom exercises. Teachers who 
write can explore writing topics that are familiar and relevant 
to the children, helping them recognise writing as a vital skill 
that can enrich their daily lives. 

So, Why Comic Strips? 
Comic strips can be an exciting source of inspiration for  
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primary-aged children. The visuals and storylines in comic 
strips are a fun and effective way to pique their interests. 

“Comics are powerful modes of expression enabling teachers 
and students to express empathy and explore others’ cultures 
and history through vivid compositions of image and text.”  
(Issa, 2018:311) 

We wanted to pursue authentic and purposeful writing projects 
therefore we worked towards the publication and sharing of a 
comic magazine. Writing for pleasure teachers ensure projects 
are authentic in several ways: 

•  They give children agency over the choice of topic. 
•  They welcome children’s own funds of knowledge into 
   the classroom. 
•  They allow children to construct their own imaginative 
   writing projects. 
•  They involve children in the construction of a project. 
•  They promote the reasons why children are moved to 
   write. 

Young & Ferguson (2021:115) 

Reading and analysing comic strips helps children develop 
reading comprehension skills and vocabulary, but the process 
of creating a comic strip can also improve their writing and 
develop the use of language and critical thinking skills. When 
writing a comic strip, children think about character development, 
dialogue, and plot. They also need to use their creativity to 
come up with unique and exciting storylines. All these areas of 
learning fit perfectly with the outcome of the Primary National 
Curriculum (DfE, 2013). 

How we used comic strips as a stimulus for writing 
Associate Teachers collaborated to plan and deliver to small 
groups of children using a range of scaffolds to lead the  
children in collaborating to create a comic. 

Our process: 
1  We began with an Ideas Party (Young 2023) which is a  
   glorified mind map however, as a motivational tool there  
   are few that would not find the opportunity of attending a 
   party engaging. The Associate Teachers were able to reflect 
   upon the barriers they faced when putting their ideas down. 
   These barriers were overcome by the reassurance that they 
   could write ideas, draw ideas and could magpie an idea from 
   someone else and build upon it. We used an array of colours 
   and gave the Associate Teachers feedback based on their 
   idea and not their handwriting or drawing ability. 
2  We introduced the medium of LEGO as a tool to role play and 
   trial storylines. This would also feature as our images for  
   the comics later as we did not want to spend our limited 
   workshop time on illustrations as this would lose the  
   learning focus of language development. This low-risk  
   activity gave the Associate teachers the opportunity to fail 
   and succeed in using adventurous vocabulary and telling a 
   story with a clear storyline. 

Workshop 1 
The Associate Teachers then planned and delivered a project 
introduction, an ideas party and a LEGO workshop. 

3  The Associate Teachers returned to the lecture classroom 
   where we ensured to review and reflect on workshop 1. We 

   then moved on to reviewing prior learning of story mapping 
   and story mountains and introduced the idea of publication 
   which the children in their group would decide on, but the 
   Associate Teachers could also consider where else the work 
   could be showcased. We also decided upon the language 
   focus for their comics. Some chose emotive language, 
   including onomatopoeia and descriptive language. 

Workshop 2 
The Associate Teachers then planned and delivered their  
session which revisited the ‘ideas party’ thinking and their 
LEGO creations ideas which they used to take photos to be 
used for their comic strip. These were used to create a story 
plan. The language feature was then explicitly taught and 
modelled, and each group created their first draft, ensuring to 
include their language focus. 
4  For the final cycle the Associate Teachers returned to  
   campus to repeat the review and reflect workshop 2 and to 
   decide on their editing and publishing strategies. We also 
   discussed the logistics of publishing the children’s work. 

Workshop 3 
The Associate Teachers presented the children with a draft of 
their comic, including the LEGO images in frames. This session 
finalised their work, gave opportunity for self and peer 
assessment and we left the children with the understanding 
that their work was off to the publishing house to be printed 
and shared. 
5  We then ensured to digitally create all their work and  
   deliver the published comic magazine, individual copies of 
   each comic strip and smaller versions for sharing with 
   friends, to the school in a timely fashion to ensure that the 
   motivation for writing continued. 

We also took time to review our sequence of learning and 
draw together our rationale for choices made and evaluate 
how effective our workshops were in developing writing for 
pleasure and the use of our chosen language features. 

Figure 3: Our process for module EDU5157

CLICK HERE TO SEE OUR PRODUCT 
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We gave the children a real opportunity to publish their work 
and they chose where and who they wanted to see their work. 
This included handing it out to their peers, displaying it in 
their reading corners, and sharing them with other schools 
and with industry experts. 

Next steps for our BCU ITT Community of Writers 
•  More writing 
•  Building on our new learning and the findings by Young & 
   Ferguson (2021) we would like to build a community of  
   writers across our undergraduate and postgraduate ITT 
   routes. 
•  More choices and more opportunities 
•  No limit to what we offer as a platform for publication.  
   If they write it, we will host it. 
•  More writing and publishing! 
•  Continue to publish the comic magazine with a collection of 
   comic strips written by teachers from the university and 
   from our partnership schools and by the children from 
   those schools too. 
•  Expand our publishing to anthologies of poems and  
   collections of short stories. 
•  Further, develop publishing opportunities through social 
   media and blogs and vlogs. 

Teachers who have a background in writing provide more than 
the mere instruction of mechanics, they possess a deeper 
understanding of the writing process. 

So, come join us and let's inspire our children to write for 
pleasure. Send your work to Suzanne.swan@bcu.ac.uk 
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INDIVIDUAL ENQUIRY AND SCHOLARSHIP

How prepared are Primary Pre-Service Teachers when teaching Physical Education?  
The study outline – Part One.  
Simon Chapman – Senior Lecturer in Education, University of Northampton 

Introduction 
For many, since 2002, government policies and funding  
have unintentionally negatively impacted primary Physical 
Education (PE) provision (Blair and Capel, 2008), seeing a 
removal of classroom teachers’ responsibility to deliver 
lessons in favour of outsourced providers (Jones and Green, 
2017). Many argue this has de-skilled teachers (Duncombe  
et al., 2018), de-valued the subject (Randall et al., 2016)  
and limited opportunities for Primary Pre-Service Trainee 
Teachers (PPSTs) to put theory into practice (Randall, 2020), 
leaving them reliant upon their own prior experiences to 
deliver PE lessons (Morgan and Bourke, 2008). The impact 
and sustainability of reforms have been questioned, with  
critics suggesting outsourcing provides short-term gains 
(Griggs, 2016) that has subsequently created an unqualified 
PE workforce (Randall et al., 2016). These factors have 
impacted PPSTs’ Initial Teacher Education (ITE) experiences 
and their ability to develop their own PE preparedness. 

This article, the first of five, focuses on findings from a 
Masters in Education thesis specifically concerning curriculum 
PE, which is defined as: ‘the planned and progressive learning 
that takes place in school curriculum timetabled time and is 
delivered to all pupils; this involves both learning to move and 
moving to learn’ (Association for Physical Education (AfPE), 
2019). The study investigated undergraduate PPSTs’ perceptions 
of their preparedness to deliver curriculum PE. This initial 
article outlines the thesis rationale, considering the current 
landscape of PE within ITE before outlining the study’s 
research questions, each of which are the focus of subsequent 
articles. Additionally, an exploration of the theoretical  
framework and methodology used in the study is discussed 
before providing an overall conclusion. 

Rationale 
Vast literature exists detailing PE’s benefits which include 
greater agility, balance and coordination (Pickard and Maude, 
2014); reduced risk of disease (Graham et al., 2020); physical, 
cognitive and social advantages (Morgan and Bourke, 2008) 
and spiritual, moral, cultural and mental development (Cale  
et al., 2016). The United Kingdom (UK) government utilised 
the London 2012 Olympic Games’ legacy to reinforce the 
importance of these benefits and inspire new generations  
into healthier, active lifestyles (Griggs and Ward, 2013) using  
funding from the new PE and School Sport Premium (PESSP) 
to support this (Department for Education (DfE), 2013a).  

Despite their intention, the current landscape of PE within  
primary schools still requires further attention for several 
reasons. Firstly, in terms of curriculum PE itself, UK primary 
schools are encouraged to provide two hours of weekly 
timetabled PE (Ofsted, 2013); however, 31% of schools do not 
achieve this (Ofsted, 2018) with children active for on average 
of just 35.5 minutes per lesson when they occur (Powell et al., 
2019).  

Additionally, the PE National curriculum aims to provide  
children with opportunities to become physically confident 
through a broad range of activities, sustained over time, to 
improve health and Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) (DfE, 
2013b). Yet recent studies highlight less than one-quarter of 
pupils aged between six and nine achieve mastery in running, 
jumping, throwing and catching (Duncan et al., 2019) with 
fewer than 40% aged between seven and ten achieve mastery 
in hopping, skipping and stability (Lawson et al., 2021). Around 
one-quarter of primary teachers indicate low or no perceived 
knowledge regarding FMS (Eddy et al., 2021).  

Moreover, despite being a long-term concern, many primary 
aged children are still classified as obese due to poor diet and 
limited physical activity (Office for Health Improvement and 
Disparities, 2022). By 2020, one-third of primary school 
leavers were deemed overweight with one-fifth considered 
obese (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020); by 2021, 
obesity prevalence across primary phases increased with  
children from deprived areas twice more likely to be obese 
(National Health Service, 2021). The Coronavirus Pandemic 
exacerbated this impacting activity levels by preventing  
children attending school and accessing PE. During the  
pandemic, 32.4% of the UK’s child population were active for 
less than 30 minutes a day. Post pandemic, the government 
deemed PE as crucial in tackling this issue (Strain et al., 
2021). 

Finally, PE and children’s health are still topics of political 
debate. Ofsted (2022) outlined strengths and limitations of  
primary PE noting curriculums, assessment and pedagogies 
must develop to improve provision. Furthermore, calls for PE 
to become a core subject (House of Lords Select Committee, 
2021, AfPE 2022) emphasised the development of physical  
literacy and making PE fun and inclusive to create a fitter 
nation and reduce future health issues (Harris, 2018). Despite 
the government agreement with this, there is still limited 
commitment to it (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport, 2022). Critics raised logistical concerns including low 
numbers of confident teachers delivering PE and timetabling 
issues (Hallahan, 2022). This reinforces the importance of the 
study as PPSTs (and current teachers) need to feel prepared 
in order to potentially provide enhanced PE provision. 

Research questions 
Following a review of the literature, the study explored 
aspects that impacted PPSTs’ perceptions of preparedness to 
teach curriculum PE. The research questions, which each 
subsequent article will in greater detail, were:  
1  What impact do PPSTs’ prior experiences of PE have on 
   their preparedness to teach the subject? (Article 2) 
2  Do university-based lectures develop PPSTs’ PE Subject 
   Knowledge and Subject Pedagogy? (Article 3) 
3  To what extent has outsourcing impacted PPSTs’ school 
   based training? (Article 4) 
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Additionally, Article 5 will consider the overall findings of the 
study and propose potential recommendations for the future 
of PE within ITE. 

Methodology 

Theoretical Framework 
To investigate these research questions, a theoretical  
framework and a rigorous research design was required. In 
terms of a theoretical framework, the Professional Knowledge 
Model (PKM) (Figure 1) (Randall, 2013) was a significant 
thread throughout the study. The PKM is a starting point for 
discussions concerning PE considering an individual’s career 
point from ITE (emerging), entering the professions (secure) 
to PE specialists and subject leads (aspirational). It considers 
four key domains for considering to develop preparedness 
within PE which are: 

Reflective and Academic Engagement 
PPSTs must understand the rationale for curriculum PE and 
what a physically educated child is through engaging with 
academia, research and policy (Randall et al., 2016); evidence-
informed teaching should be central to a trainees’ development 
(DfE, 2015). Additionally, trainees should explore the self and 
their own prior PE experiences as these are considered starting 
points for influencing future practice (Randall, 2015). 

Subject Knowledge 
Trainees must understand the PE National curriculum to  
support children in Key Stage 1 develop FMS and become 

Figure 1: Professional Knowledge Model (Randall, 2013)

competent across a range of opportunities to improve agility, 
balance and coordination. In Key Stage 2 children should 
apply and develop skills, and use them in different ways, 
encouraging children to lead healthy lives (DfE, 2013b). 
Therefore, PPSTs must know what FMS are and how these 
develop through gymnastics, dance, games, swimming,  
athletics and Outdoor and Adventurous Activities (Randall et 
al., 2016). 

Subject Pedagogy  
Shulman (1987) explains teachers must have knowledge of 
‘what we teach’ and ‘how we teach it’ which strengthens the 
relationship between theory and practice. Consequently, 
PPSTs must plan and assess lessons, understand risk and 
safe practice and develop PE specific strategies promoting 
inclusive learning (Randall et al., 2016) including widely  
advocated pedagogical approaches such as Teaching Games 
for Understanding, Sports Education Models and STEPs 
(Ennis, 2014; Casey and MacPhail, 2018). 

Developing Practice in Context  
This domain encourages PPSTs to observe teachers, mentors, 
specialists and the wider workforce delivering PE and evaluate 
their own teaching practice. PPSTs must also receive fee 
back from mentors and provide feedback themselves. Randall 
(2020) argued it is not enough for educators to have strong 
subject knowledge and subject pedagogy if they cannot put 
theory into practice. 
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Research design 

Paradigm 
The study used a case study approach to explore knowledge  
of participants’ truths using the researchers self-developed 
pragmatic paradigm which is underpinned by an interpretivist 
heart, Grounded Theory and mixed methods research (Figure 
2); a real-world problem was solved using fit for purpose 
‘what works’ research methods (Cohen et al., 2018). The 
paradigm was appropriate as pragmatists accept multiple 
realities exist and sidestep the issue of ‘truths’ (Feilzer, 2010) 
knowing individuals’ views are subject to change (Bielsa, 
2010). This does not mean pragmatism is an unprincipled 
approach; it is rigorous as chosen methods answer questions 
delivering practicable, reliable answers (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Figure 2: An overview of the study’s Pragmatic Paradigm

Links existed with interpretivism, which is acceptable, as 
paradigms can mix to better understand research areas 
(Cohen et al., 2018). Interpretivists see the world subjectively 
through participants’ eyes, forgoing their knowledge to  
investigate interpretations of situations and understand  
attitudes, behaviours and realities (Hammersley, 2013). 
Researchers unavoidably see information through their own 
lens to some degree; highlighting transparency increases 
research credibility allowing the reader to interpret the 
researcher’s subjectivity and analytical criticality (Harvey, 
2013).  

Grounded theory was also explored in the study. Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) state that in Grounded Theory data leads the 
creation of new theories. Within this study, Grounded Theory 
helped to firstly select research participants and to generate 
future potential recommendations for practice for multiple 
stakeholders including PPSTs, lecturers and the Higher 
Education Institution (HEI). Additionally, the data helped  
generate future study possibilities (Yin, 2009). 

Mixed Methods Research is widely used within pragmatism 
(Johnson et al., 2007) providing greater opportunities to 
understand participants’ truths by converging quantitative and 
qualitative methods (Feilzer, 2010) and triangulating data to 
prove or disprove things (Denscombe, 2010). The study used 
mixed methods to create a nuanced account of complexities of 
an educational phenomenon by using an online questionnaire 
followed by subsequent interviews to further explore  
participants’ views, increasing data validity and reducing 

research bias as more information could be analysed, improving 
possibilities of generating stronger recommendations 
(Denscombe, 2010). 

Case Study 
Case studies are used widely in social research exploring  
particularities and complexities of cases (Denscombe, 2010). 
Conducted with a specific HEI cohort, this study was small-
scale, exploratory and discovery-led within organisational 
boundaries (Cohen et al., 2018).  

The scale of the study could encourage scepticism over  
generalisations (Bell and Waters, 2014) yet all case studies 
are unique, a single example of a broader class of things 
meaning if a study is like others of its type, generalisations 
are applicable (Denscombe, 2010). However, Bassey (1981) 
criticised making generalisations between studies citing 
relatability; however, over time, his view altered stating it  
is possible to formulate ‘fuzzy generalisations,’ which are  
outcomes that are not yet fully developed but transferable, 
specifically in educational contexts for developing professional 
actions, particularly when the context is clear and justified 
using rigorous evidence (Bassey, 2001). Based on his Four 
Dimension Criteria, Guba (1981) would agree noting if studies 
use credible, dependable and confirmable data, judgements 
from similar contexts can be transferred.  

Questionnaires and Interviews 
The first research method used was an online questionnaire 
where participants were chosen through purposive and  
convenience sampling: purposive as participants were picked 
on their appropriateness and knowledge of the ITE programme 
(Day Ashley, 2012); convenience as participants were accessible 
through institutional connection (Teddlie and Yu, 2007).  

The questionnaire posed 27 questions: 17 Likert Scale  
questions generating quantitative responses with 10 optional 
open questions to create qualitative data. To support data 
analysis, questions were grouped according to the four PKM 
domains (Figure 1). A pilot study with four respondents was 
conducted where it was noted that the nature of the study was 
clear and although there were several questions, they were 
not time consuming. The questionnaire was distributed to all 
74 PPSTs on the course, generating 39 participants (n=39), a 
52.7% response rate. 

Selective sampling determined interviewees (Denscombe, 
2010) based on two criteria: firstly, participants were willing  
to conduct subsequent research, and secondly, each had 
alternative views on their preparedness to teach PE on course 
completion either ‘agreeing,’ ‘somewhat agreeing’ or ‘ 
disagreeing,’ aligning with Grounded Theory as participants 
were chosen according to data. Overall, six interviews (n=6) 
were conducted. 

Throughout interviews, five open, semi-structured questions 
were asked meaning participants could illicit opinions and 
elaborate on topics (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Additionally, 
questions could be rephrased or prompts could be provided to 
ensure clarity and further explore topics (Denscombe, 2010).  

Prior to interviews, participants RAG-rated an adapted PKM 
which outlined the ‘emerging’ and ‘secure’ statements 
amended to ‘I can/I know’ statements (Figure 3) in order for 
PPSTs to consider their own perceptions of preparedness; red 
denoted ‘unprepared,’ amber was ‘neutral’ with green implying 
‘prepared;’ such coding provided a quick reference for each 
statement. Choices were discussed during interviews,  
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challenging perceptions and exploring the PKM’s usefulness 
in developing preparedness. 

To analyse the data, information required coding to identify 
themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). A thematic approach was 
used in which there are two methods: inductive and deductive. 
An inductive analysis approach is ‘bottom-up’ where dominant 
themes are identified within data, whereas deductive analysis 
is ‘top-down,’ where researchers bring pre-considered concepts 
when interpreting data (Braun and Clarke, 2019). It is impossible 
to be purely inductive as researchers always bring some 
knowledge to analysis; in practice, studies use both approaches 
(Thomas, 2006). 

As codes were determined by data, an inductive approach was 
used, however as questions within the questionnaire were 
purposefully phrased to link with the PKM, some inevitable 
preconceived, deductive researcher perceptions were generated. 
Guba (1981) would argue this is acceptable as it satisfies the 
Four Dimensions Criteria as the process was logical promoting 
dependability and data led ensuring confirmability. When 
analysing quantitative data, an in built analyse tool was used 
to produce descriptive statistics including frequencies and 
percentages, collating data in charts. For qualitative data, 
transcriptions were made using Otter.ai (Otter.ai, 2022) which 
were manually coded.  

In terms of ethics, before researching, the BERA Guidelines 
(2018) were consulted to ensure the study was ethically sound 
and participant consent was obtained during the questionnaire 
and in advance of interviews taking place. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this article was to set the platform for a subsequent 
series of articles concerning research questions outlined  

Figure 3: An adapted version of the Professional Knowledge Model.

from a Masters in Education thesis. The questions focused on 
how PPSTs’ prior experiences, ITE provision and outsourcing 
impact a trainees’ preparedness to deliver curriculum PE 
before a final article offers recommendations for practice. 
These proposals are applicable to other HEI institutions as the 
rigor of the theoretical framework and research design has 
created trustworthy and dependable findings (Guba, 1981). 
The original study is very much relevant in the context of  
curriculum PE today due to the context of children’s physical 
health, the funding being provided to primary schools through 
the PESSP and calls for PE to become a core National  
curriculum subject. 

The next article focuses on the study’s first research question 
in more detail exploring the impact PPSTs’ prior experiences 
have upon their PE preparedness. It outlines how PPSTs’  
negative perceptions are not fixed but subjective and can be 
altered through developing emotional intelligence, which 
those trainees with positive perceptions must not become 
complacent within their training. 
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Teachers’ perceptions of Criteria-Based Assessment Model of the International Baccalaureate 
Middle Years Program  
Pousali Poddar – Mathematics Facilitator, Indus International School, Bangalore, and  
ITARI MA Student 

Introduction 
My experience with the International Baccalaureate’s (IB) 
Middle Year Programme (MYP) over the past 18 months as a 
newly qualified mathematics teacher, gave me opportunities 
to explore the criteria-related assessment model first-hand. 
The learning objectives and assessment criteria of each  
subject are defined in the MYP rubrics in respective subject 
guides, but as International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO) 
(2014) warns, the rubrics are holistic in nature, making the 
criteria’s interpretations subjective. Subjectivity in interpretation 

leads to subjectivity in marking, which as Burton (2006) 
states, questions the validity of the assessments and the  
outcomes. Apart from grading, I experienced challenges in 
designing assessments which are aligned with the criteria, 
which included choosing the appropriate questions, considering 
how a question meets certain criteria, and defining the various 
performance levels. While designing tasks for Grades 6–8,  
I found limited resources such as question banks and sample 
tasks, aligned to the criteria, which led to my own interpretations 
of the criteria culminating into tasks. The subjectivity in  
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interpretations of the criteria among teachers of my  
department leads to ambiguity in students’ understanding of  
the grading process and thus interpretations of students’ 
achievement are unclear. These challenges raised questions 
such as: What entails a good Criteria-Based Assessment 
(CBA) task? What do the criteria mean? How do teachers 
learn to design CBA? What is the community’s understanding 
of the criteria? How do we help students understand the  
criteria? And above all, how do we reduce the subjectivity in 
our interpretations? Thus, this research article will describe  
a qualitative study of the criteria-related assessment model 
followed in the IB MYP from the teachers’ perspective. 
Interestingly, through this research, I found that many teachers 
irrespective of their length of experience with the IB face  
similar challenges.   

I chose an IB World school in Bangalore, India as the research 
site. The school is called an IB World School since it has 
adopted the IB curriculum for all age groups – the Primary 
Years Programme (PYP), the MYP and the Diploma 
Programme (DP), which together cater to the IB continuum 
across grades 1–12, consisting of 1100 students from 33  
countries and 160 plus faculty members across the three  
programmes. The MYP alone has 50-plus teachers practising 
the criterion-referenced assessment model, of which I am a 
part. 

Background and context:  
IBO (2014) deems assessments crucial to teaching and learning 
processes. As Sadler (2005: 177) defines, assessments are 
‘processes of forming a judgement about the quality of student 
achievement or performance, and therefore by inference a 
judgement about the learning that has taken place’. While 
teachers use information from assessments to inform their 
instructional practices, identify students’ strengths and  
weaknesses and provide feedback on students’ work to support 
their learning (Tosuncuoglu, 2018), assessment methods 
affect students' efforts in learning (Yuskel and Gunduz, 2017). 

Sadler (2005: 178) mentions, ‘Assessment and grading do not 
take place in vacuum’; hence, norm-based and criteria-based 
are the two assessment frameworks against which students’ 
work is interpreted and graded. IBO (2014: 79) claims that IB’s 
MYP follows the criteria-related assessment model, which  
differs from CBA where ‘students must master all strands of 
specific criteria at lower achievement levels before they can 
be considered to have achieved the next level’ and from the 
norm-referenced model, where ‘students must be compared 
to each other and to an expected distribution of assessment’. 
On the other hand, Sadler (2005) contends that a grading 
model could be identified as criteria-based if grading is solely 
based on students’ work without referring to others’  
performances or the student's previous level of performance. 

According to Carlson (2012), the MYP assessment model is 
based on the theoretical framework of Educative Assessment, 
where assessment is an integral part of the learning process 
and students' achievement depends on continuous feedback, 
self-assessment, and appropriate articulation of assessment 
criteria within the learning community. Moreover, IBO (2014) 
demands students' awareness of the assessment criteria and 
their involvement in the assessment process, which according 
to Carlson (2012), develops critical thinking, metacognition, 
and reflection. Building a common understanding of the  
criteria within the learning community involving students, 
teachers, and parents is essential to implementing CBA in 
teaching and learning processes (Carlson, 2012; IBO, 2014).  

IBO (2014) mandates judging students’ achievement in  
criteria-related assessments by using teachers’ professional 
judgement based on pre-established subject-specific criteria 
that are publicly known and precise. Andrade (2005) highlights 
that the qualities or assessment criteria are listed, and the 
levels of qualities in each criterion, are articulated in an 
assessment tool called a rubric. In explaining the power of 
rubrics, Bargainnier (2003) suggests that when used for  
evaluative purposes, the levelled criteria in rubrics can help 
evaluate higher-order thinking skills in open-ended complex 
assessments. According to Carlson (2012), students’ success 
level in meeting the pre-established objectives or criteria is 
described qualitatively in the rubric. Scarino (2007) contends 
that these criteria clarify expectations and control subjectivity 
in judgement. In addition to evaluation, IBO (2014: 81) states 
that these ‘criteria for each subject group represent the use of 
knowledge, understanding and skills that must be taught’ and 
they ‘encompass the factual, conceptual, procedural and 
metacognitive dimensions of knowledge’.  

Based on the guidelines of IBO (2014) and the ideas of Sadler 
(2005) and Carlson (2012), the subtle difference in the two 
terms - criteria-related and criteria-based, as stated by the IB 
depends on the grading method. Despite the difference, as 
Rust et al. (2003) and Carlson (2012) identify and IBO (2014) 
recommends, the aspects of articulation of criteria, developing 
assessments and instructions based on criteria, and the 
learning community’s knowledge of criteria remain the same 
for both the models. Hence, this research article will highlight 
the key aspects which underpin designing CBA- teachers’ 
perception of the criteria and the process of articulating  
criteria to students, from the perspective of teachers. 

Research methodology 
The study concentrated on an in-depth description of teachers’ 
perception of teaching and learning practices around the  
criterion-related assessment model of the IB MYP, in an IB 
World School. The narrow focus might raise questions about 
generalisability of the research outcomes; however, Schwandt 
and Gates (2018: 609) declare such questions as ‘irrelevant 
because establishing typicality is not the intent of the 
researcher’, rather adding to the existing research around 
CBA in the MYP is intended. I conducted questionnaires of 15 
teachers who are currently using the MYP rubrics in their 
teaching and learning practice from the five subject groups 
(languages, sciences, mathematics, design, individuals and 
societies). I also conducted face-to-face semi-structured 
interviews with two MYP program coordinators and three 
teachers from the MYP, who are involved in the CBA processes 
regularly. Program coordinators alongside teaching, oversee 
the implementation of the MYP program in the school. The 
following sections will elaborate on the three themes - 
Reducing subjectivity in the rubric, Articulation of the criteria 
and Teachers’ knowledge and understanding of CBA - that 
emerged from the data to make the CBA model effective.  

1. Reducing subjectivity 
While discussing the considerations teachers make about a 
criteria-based task, teachers I interviewed mentioned aligning 
the tasks with the criteria as essential but difficult, especially 
when multiple criteria are involved. Alignment was identified 
as asking questions appropriate to the MYP rubric’s criteria 
descriptors, which define MYP’s outcomes and subject  
standards. While, one of the first recommendations regarding 
designing criteria-based tasks made by Perlman (2003) is to 
align tasks and the discipline’s outcomes, teachers argued 
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that understanding the criteria completely can be quite  
subjective and may present an ambiguous picture of students’ 
work. IBO (2014) similarly described MYP rubrics as holistic, 
and the level descriptors are only general qualitative  
statements to describe students' work.  

One way of reducing subjectivity recommended by the teachers 
and IBO (2014) is to provide task-specific clarifications (TSC) 
to students instead of the general MYP rubrics. The data 
showed such TSCs are used for some assessments only.  
While it is ideal to set TSC for all assessments, Burton (2006) 
warned that defining the performance standards employing 
exemplars or anticipating the levels of responses suiting each 
performance level is the most difficult part for CBA designers 
and becomes more challenging when the number of levels 
increases. Even though TSCs help align with the grading  
process, reducing subjectivity in grading, such clearer 
requirements, Torrance (2007) warned, are easier to pursue, 
thus posing a danger of reducing the learnings’ challenge and 
questioning the outcomes’ quality and validity. The extent to 
which the TSC is specific needs careful consideration to not 
only reduce subjectivity in grading, and in teachers’ and  
students’ understanding of the criteria, but also not limit the 
task’s challenge. 

Another method of reducing subjectivity that emerged from 
the data was using command terms (CT) in CBA. CT, as IBO 
(2014: 108) defined, are instructional verbs that ‘indicate the 
level of thinking and type of performance that is required of 
students in a task’. Every criterion can be described using 
CTs, which are easier to understand rather than descriptors. 
IBO (2014: 108) added that these CTs make ‘explicit a shared 
academic vocabulary that informs teaching and learning in the 
MYP’ and is ‘used to establish learning outcomes and  
assessment objectives’.   

The contrast between the grading systems for grades 9–10 
and for grades 6–8 might potentially increase the subjectivity 
in the grading process for grades 6–8, where only achievement 
levels are assigned based on teachers’ judgement and  
understanding of the criteria and no scores are allocated. 
Such subjectivity in the grading process questions the  
assessment’s reliability since Burton (2006) claimed consistency 
in feedback when multiple assessors are involved or the same 
assessor marking at different points in time makes assessments 
more reliable. Explicit scoring systems, as Chan and Ho (2019: 
541) asserted ‘enables consistent and clear marking to promote 
transparency’, without which marking may base on impressions, 
which will affect students’ learning. Additionally, Tomas et al. 
(2019) claimed a combination of holistic marks-based and 
analytical criteria-based grading, while considering each  
criterion’s weightage in a task is an efficient way of gaining 
insights into overall criteria-based marks, for both students 
and teachers, however, it may fail to represent complex  
interactions amongst criteria and achievement levels. 

2. Articulation of the criteria to students 
Carlson (2012) contended that appropriately articulating 
assessment criteria is not just about having access to criteria 
and frequency of articulation but quality of the process and 
students’ awareness about judging their work against the  
set criteria. Carlson (2012) also warned that even though  
assessment rubrics and presentation sheets are primary 
means of articulating achievement levels, students rarely read 
them with depth and understanding. Additionally, Panadero 
and Jonsson (2020) highlighted general holistic rubrics convey 

abstract ideas such as competency, requiring substantial time 
investment in training students rather task-specific rubrics 
are simpler and have more utility for a student. During the 
interviews the coordinators warned it could be overwhelming 
since students study nine subjects, each having its criteria 
and strands, hence discussing one strand at a time may be 
helpful. Additionally, Carlson (2012) highlighted students with 
language difficulty may find it more challenging and suggested 
differentiation while articulating rubrics.   

The coordinators suggested using simplified rubrics to set 
clear task expectations for students, since 40 minutes of class 
is insufficient for most students to read a complicated rubric. 
Teachers suggested simplifying the rubric by discussing the 
CT aligned to the criteria with students rather than the criteria 
descriptors while doing a task is a better way to communicate 
the expectations in the rubric. Jonsson (2014) claimed making 
references to words in criteria while looking at a task may 
help successfully articulate criteria, however, Torrance (2007) 
warned coaching students to answer questions is a convergent 
way of checking what students can do with the criteria rather 
than what else students can do. Balloo et al. (2018) added 
such transactional approaches are unlikely to help students 
engage with the criteria to develop learning and self-regulation. 

The data revealed limited exposure of students to the  
assessment criteria and most discussions on rubrics happened 
on the eve of the examinations and all the interviewees  
identified the need of exploring the rubric regularly. According 
to the teachers, discussing the criteria only before assessments, 
impacted students in two ways – firstly, it causes students to 
view rubrics only as a tool to score better rather than prepare, 
progress and reflect, secondly, it leads to poor students’ 
understanding of the rubric. Jonsson (2014) pointed out that 
students’ understanding of the criteria influences how students 
will use the rubric to self-regulate. Balloo et al. (2018) added 
presence of explicit criteria does not mean students will  
automatically self-regulate their performance rather regular 
classroom interventions where students can decrypt the 
assessment criteria are essential. The data also revealed that 
very few teachers engage students actively through peer/self-
assessment to understand the criteria, which could be a  
possible reason for teachers’ low rating of students’  
understanding of the rubric. According to Carlson (2012), 
peer/self-assessment involves students actively in the  
assessment process, leading to a clearer focus on the learning 
objectives and greater accountability from students’ side.  
Rust et. al (2003) demonstrated dialogues between students 
and teachers complement the explicit knowledge provided in  
written format and brought forth the tacit knowledge required 
to understand the criteria. 

In addition to methods and frequency of articulation, teachers 
themselves face challenges in planning for such articulations. 
Challenges come in two ways- firstly, planning tasks reflecting 
all the criteria is difficult, especially for new teachers and 
secondly, time constraints act as a constant obstacle to 
exploring the criteria in depth. Even though teachers admit 
that rubrics push students and teachers to explore questions 
beyond knowledge and understanding, into applications, 
teachers limited understanding of the rubric itself deems 
them incapable of effective articulation methods. This attests 
to Carslon’s (2012) recommendations of training and guiding 
teachers to help develop tasks meeting the MYP objectives. 
According to Shafer et al. (2001), teachers who understand 
rubrics may design more effective instructional experiences 
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and reveal the relevant characteristics of achievement to  
students effectively. During the interviews, the coordinators 
mentioned that often feedback given on aspects of students’ 
active engagement in unit plans sees limited impact because 
of time constraints since the planning, feedback and assessing 
cycles run on tight timelines and feedback often does not 
reach on time. Though Palmer (2003) suggested making CBA 
a worthy part of instructions instead of using them as add-ons, 
Burton (2006) warned while adopting the criterion-referenced 
model, workload and time required in setting performance 
levels, articulating the criteria to students, supervising grading 
reliability and feedback to students, must be considered. 

3. Teacher’s knowledge and understanding  
Teachers build their knowledge and skills in designing CBA 
from the IB subject guide, by studying examples, available 
past papers and through colleagues’ feedback on their tasks. 
Despite these resources, along with difficulties in aligning 
tasks to criteria, challenges such as uncertainty in knowledge 
about CBA for new teachers, designing assessments catering 
to diverse students’ needs, making the TSC, time constraints, 
and articulation of criteria to students also exist. The  
coordinators believed understanding the criteria takes time 
for a teacher and requires practice and reflection on the  
deficiencies of the current assessments and new teachers 
indeed face problems, but once understanding comes,  
making unit plans and summative tasks aligned to the criteria 
becomes easier. While this supported Andrade’s (2005) idea  
of an instructional rubric used in aligning learning goals and 
instruction design through backward planning in designing 
tasks, daily lesson plans and choosing resources, So and Lee 
(2011) warned that a teacher will bring in her personal beliefs 
and perceptions, which might hinder potential benefits of  
the criteria and the teacher might use the rubric primarily  
as an evaluation tool, rather than a flexible learning tool.  
Most teachers participating in the questionnaire come with  
experiences from the Indian education system where Sancho 
(2016) points out there is a culture of turning academic years 
into an exam-oriented training regime, hence it is likely 
teachers take an evaluative approach to rubrics usage. 

Teachers gave insights into the nature of challenges teachers 
face such as meeting the mandates of testing at least two  
criteria in every cycle, leading to force-fitting criteria into 
tasks, and creating tasks which fulfil multiple criteria,  
irrespective of how experienced the teacher is. The teachers 
also identified a limitation in the abundance of resources to 
bank on. Teachers believed their interpretation of the criteria 
might be limited and pointed out several misconceptions that 
the teaching community has about the meaning of the criteria, 
which limits the utility of the criteria. So and Lee (2011) added 
even though teachers might be willing to work towards using 
rubrics to promote learning, they might not always decide 
rationally while practising due to deep-rooted prior perceptions, 
which Scarino (2007) claims are often influenced by past 
experiences, relationship with students, and personal and 
professional identities. Even though most teachers identified 
the need for workshops and very few had formal IB training, 
the coordinators insisted on making mistakes, reflecting on 
mistakes, collaborating, practising, and asking questions to 
improve assessments continuously are the key to developing 
assessment designing abilities. One coordinator insisted 
sending teachers on professional development workshops is 
not enough since 'IB is one such curriculum where you have 
to undertake personal development on your own...because  

it is continuously evolving'. These views resonate with Polk 
(2006) who refuted periodic in-service training as being  
sufficient to develop new teaching methods and improve  
practices and asserted that teachers learn in a cycle of 
demonstration, practice and feedback.  

In addition to the effectiveness of training, coordinators  
highlighted the mindset of undergoing self-development and 
lifelong learning is essential for teachers to become experts 
in designing CBA, which resonates with Polk (2006) who 
claims that it is the teacher’s responsibility to continuously 
stay current in the field and develop themselves. One of the 
teachers, who is more experience in the IB curriculum, shared 
that she developed her expertise in the CBA by studying the 
examiner’s reports of MYP e-assessment papers and suggested 
guiding new teachers on the design of e-assessment papers 
and examiner’s reports will give them more clarity on CBA 
rather than just sharing sample papers. Indeed, as Callahan 
(2016) denoted mentoring is an important aspect that guides 
new teachers in instructional planning and delivery based on  
standards, building content and grade level expertise, which 
retains motivation in the profession, however, such mentoring 
should happen for a prolonged duration. Though conducting 
workshops is a means to train teachers, Balan (2012: 146) 
warned introducing assessment only through lectures is not 
enough to influence teachers’ practices, rather a ‘close tutorial 
is more likely to be effective’, which may demand commitment 
of teachers beyond work hours.  

Conclusion 
This study explored nuances of teachers’ perception of the 
CBA in an IB world school in India and it is not without  
limitations. It is not justifiable or intended to generalise the 
findings to IB schools worldwide. As Cohen et al. (2018) 
assert, the study intended to add to the growing pool of case 
studies related to the CBA model, acknowledging the biases 
in researcher’s interpretations (Stake, 2008) and participants’ 
views (Denscombe, 2010) which may influence the findings. 

The findings rendered MYP teachers’ and coordinators’  
perspectives on CBA, initiating reflection on my role as a 
mathematics teacher who designs CBA regularly and, on the 
practices followed by MYP teachers in different departments. 
The insights provoked me to modify my CBA designs, consciously 
articulate criteria to students and begin conversations with 
my colleagues about strategies to improve teachers’ knowledge 
and practices of CBA. Coordinators and teachers extensively 
described teachers’ limited knowledge and misconceptions of 
criteria and IBO (2014) recommends teachers ensure that the 
expected standards remain the same. Hence, exploring the 
community’s understanding of the MYP criteria would be 
interesting. Teachers’ and coordinators’ perspectives indicated 
time constraints as a common challenge in CBA, as Burton 
(2006) also noted. 

CBA model is designed to involve teachers and students 
actively in the assessment processes and aims at building 
self-regulation and metacognition in students. This model’s 
success depends on teachers who creates a culture of 
assessment in the classrooms. Discussion among colleagues, 
exploring resources such as the examiner’s report and past 
assessment papers of the MYP e-assessment can help develop 
teachers’ ability to design criteria-based tasks, plan for 
lessons and resources; however, new teachers will require 
mentoring and guidance. As this study indicated, simply  
delivering guiding documents to teachers is unlikely to develop 
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teachers’ understanding of the nuances of the CBA, rather a 
consistent support system could be more effective. 
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Introduction 
This paper focuses on equality, diversity and inclusion issues 
related to music education provision for pupils with Profound 
and Multiple Learning Disabilities (PMLD). It explores  
contemporary policy and practice and suggests principles 
upon which future training provision for music teachers could 
be based.  

In the first part of this article I define ‘PMLD’ and the meaning 
of ‘equity’ for disabled people in the context of the Equality Act 
2010. I state my motivation for addressing this subject and the 
importance of music in the education of pupils with PMLD. I 
then discuss how pupils with PMLD fit into historical and  
current discussions around ‘inclusive education’ and curriculum 
design.  

In the second part of this article I use Biesta’s (2004; 2020) 
theory on the purpose of education and the government’s 
Engagement Model (STA, 2020) to contend that a focus on 
skills and knowledge excludes pupils with PMLD from a 
meaningful education. Based on this, I suggest three principles 
of inclusion for music teachers working in PMLD settings: 
planning and assessment as an iterative process, teaching  
as embodied inclusion, and ensuring music is planned and 
delivered as a standalone subject. In the conclusion I discuss 
the development of my own position on inclusion for this cohort. 

PMLD, Equity and Music Education 
The term ‘PMLD’ is used to describe a heterogenous group  
of individuals who have more than one significant cognitive, 
motor and/or sensory impairment as well as complex health-
care needs (WAG, 2006). Their cognitive ability is comparable 
to the first 0-24 months of typical development (Hogg et al., 
2007). They need constant, personalised support in order to 
engage with the world and achieve their optimum potential 
(Samuel and Pritchard, 2001). Some social constructionists 
(McClimens, 2005) have criticised the use of labels to describe 
disabilities as a reinforcement of unequal power relations. 
However, I agree with Bellamy et al. (2010) who argue that 
identifying PMLD learners as a distinct group is necessary to 
ensure they have distinct and relevant provision.  

The Equality Act 2010 states that disability is unique among 
the protected characteristics. Disabled people ‘often’ must be 
treated ‘more favourably’ (DfE 2014: 24) than non-disabled 
people so that they “can benefit from what you offer to the 
same extent that a person without that disability can”. This 
contrasts with other protected characteristics, for example 
gender and race, that mandate ‘equal’ treatment.  

This provision in the Equality Act is an example of the  
distinction between equality of provision and equity of access 
to that provision, and is reflected in recent music education 

policy. The 2022 National Plan for Music Education (DofE, 
2022) sets out the government’s vision for music education  
for the next decade and identifies areas of focus for the wider 
music education sector. It references the Equality Act and 
states the necessity of an ‘equitable’ music offer for all pupils 
(DofE 2022: 42). Specifically, all pupils should have access to 
one hour per week of curriculum music as well as individual 
instrumental tuition and ensembles. This should be provided 
through a partnership between a pupil’s school and the local 
Music Education hub (Music Education Hubs are publicly 
funded organisations responsible for music provision for 
young people in England). An equal offer implies the provision 
of the same instruments, ensemble types and teaching  
methods as in mainstream school. An equitable offer implies 
a much more pupil-centred approach, putting in place what  
is necessary for pupils, including those with PMLD, to access 
music-making in a meaningful way. This may look very  
different to provision in a mainstream or even a more general 
special education setting.  

I am a music teacher who has worked in a variety of mainstream 
and specialist settings over the last decade. My strong belief 
is that pupils with PMLD are one of the cohorts that have the 
most to gain from classroom music-making. Music “strikes 
deep in the human experience” (DfE, 2012), and can reach 
pre-verbal pupils in ways that words cannot. It is not  
uncommon after my sessions for teachers to report new  
or rare behaviours, emotions and interactions during music  
projects, or above average levels of pupil engagement. 

My experiences are supported by recent literature: Rushton’s 
(2022) survey of classroom interventions for pupils with PMLD 
provides evidence that that music making can increase social 
interaction, engagement and playfulness (Bosch et al., 2017; 
Rushton and Kossyvaki, 2020). Meanwhile, the related area of 
music therapy has its own body of research that evidences the 
development of social skills and wellbeing, though this takes 
place in one-to-one rather than classroom settings (Adler & 
Samsonova-Jellison, 2017; Thompson and McFerran, 2015). 

Despite this, there appears to be very few training programmes 
for music teachers who work in or want to work in PMLD  
settings. Unless more instrumental teachers feel comfortable 
to work with this cohort then pupils with PMLD will be excluded 
from music provision and the requirements of the NPME will 
not be met. Stewart and Walker-Gleaves (2020: 367) assert 
that “inclusion happens at a relational and responsive level”, 
and it is arguable that the most important quality for  
prospective PMLD teachers is an inclusive mindset. This is 
more likely to develop if the teacher has a grounding in the 
policy, theory and practice of working with pupils with PMLD, 
and I will use the learning from this paper to inform my  
ongoing work training teachers in inclusive practice. 
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‘Inclusive Education’ and PMLD 
This section considers what ‘inclusive education’ means for 
pupils with PMLD. I outline the tension between the ideal and 
practical realities of ‘inclusive education’ and discuss the 
development of inclusive curricula for pupils with PMLD.  

The question of where and how pupils with disabilities and 
additional learning needs should be educated has presented  
a challenge for policy makers since the 1944 Education Act 
(Lacey et al, 2015). This act made young people with complex 
needs the responsibility of health (rather than education) 
authorities, creating ‘hospital schools’ (Colley, 2020). This led 
to the segregation that, in one form or another, continues to 
the present day (Armstrong et al., 2010). 

Since that time, discussions have focused on two areas. 
Firstly, where pupils are educated: alongside non-disabled 
colleagues in mainstream settings, or in specialist, segregated 
provision. Secondly, what this education should contain: can 
and should mainstream curricula and assessment frameworks 
be adapted to become accessible for disabled pupils or are 
‘separate and distinct’ (Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2012: 1) curricula 
more effective for learning? 

Mainstream or specialist settings?  
The ideal of ‘inclusive education’, as articulated by the UN 
Salamanca declaration in 1994, is a school system where “a 
child with a disability should attend the neighbourhood school 
that would be attended if the child did not have a disability” 
(UNESCO, 1994: 17). This is reflected in UK policy. The  
government’s SEND Code of Practice requires a “presumption 
of mainstream education” (DfE and DoH 2015: 28). It is based 
on the view that the separation of pupils from mainstream 
education is “intrinsically discriminatory” (Robertson 2015: 
23) as it reinforces a lack of visibility and othering and 
excludes them from the full range of opportunities available  
in mainstream settings at a formative time in their lives 
(Florian, 2019: 696). Jordan and Goodey (2002: 33) go as far  
as suggesting that this amounts to “educational apartheid”.  

However, recent statistics show that only 18% of children with 
PMLD are educated in mainstream settings (Male and Rayner, 
2017) and that “very few” teachers were in favour of including 
this cohort in mainstream settings (Colley, 2020). This is 
despite studies that show pupils with PMLD display higher 
rates of interaction and development after spending time in 
mainstream settings (Simmons, 2011). The reason for this 
apparent contradiction is likely to lie in the flawed reality of 
the UK mainstream school system that cannot provide the 
specialist skills, equipment and medical support to effectively 
support pupils with PMLD (Hornby, 2015).  

Adapted or bespoke curricula?  
The Rochford Review (DfE, 2016) was a significant milestone 
in the debate around curriculum design for pupils with PMLD. 
Pre-Rochford, many special schools based their planning on 
the National Curriculum with differentiated learning strategies 
and outcomes (Ware, 2014). This was based on the belief that 
“any subject can be taught in some intellectually honest form 
to any child at any stage of development” (Bruner, 1960:30). 
Advocates of this approach believed it avoid othering, unhelpful 
labels and stigmatisation (Hart et al, 2007). Subject-specific 
assessment for pupils with PMLD was formalised in 1998 with 
the introduction of ‘P-scales’: attainment targets for those not 
yet accessing the national curriculum.  

The subject specific approach in general, and P-scales in  

particular, were criticised by many in the sector. Martin (2006) 
suggested that P-levels were not able to identify progress at 
the necessary “granular” level. Imray and Hinchcliffe (2014) 
argued that the linear, subject-based nature of the curriculum 
was not appropriate for learners whose progress came in 
non-linear, atypical ways. Colley (2020: 13) went further,  
stating that using a mainstream curriculum in mainstream 
settings “reinforces exclusion”, as it effectively sets pupils 
with PMLD up to fail.  

The Rochford Review agreed with these analyses. It shifted 
the government’s position, moving away from subject-specific 
learning and statutory assessment (P-levels) and towards 
personalised curricula developed in response to individual 
needs, synergy with Education, Health and Care Plans 
(EHCPs) and a strong focus on engagement as the starting 
point of learning (Hinchcliffe, 2022).  

Rochford’s recommendations led to the creation of the 2020 
Engagement Model, a statutory assessment framework for 
pupils “working below the standard of the national curriculum 
assessments” (STA, 2020: 7). It identifies five “areas of 
engagement”: exploration, realisation, anticipation, persistence 
and initiation (STA, 2020: 10) that together “represent what is 
necessary for pupils to fully engage in their development and 
reach their full potential”.  

I believe that the introduction of the Engagement Model is a 
positive step towards the increase of inclusive music-making 
for pupils with PMLD. The power of music to support multiple 
areas of progression has been demonstrated in the literature 
discussed above, but the Engagement Model allows us to map 
this progress and demonstrate value to teachers who may not 
necessarily see the value of ‘music for music's sake’. Music 
teachers should therefore be familiar with the model and able 
to discuss progress with classroom teachers within this 
framework. 

PMLD curricula through the lens of Biesta’s 
Purpose of Education 
I have established the current government position of PMLD 
education as focused on non-subject specific learning based 
on the five skills in the Engagement model. In this section  
I draw parallels in this approach with Biesta’s (2004, 2020)  
writings, demonstrating the importance of an education based 
on more than the acquisition of skills and knowledge.  

Biesta’s theory of the three purposes of education concerns 
the perceived dialogic shift from education and the teacher 
and towards learning and the learner, a process he calls 
‘learnification’ (Biesta, 2004). He sees ‘learning’ as an “empty 
process term” (Biesta, 2020: 91) that makes “invisible” the 
question of what learning is “supposed to be about and for”. 
He argues that education necessarily impacts on the student 
as an individual and that knowledge acquisition, which he 
terms ‘qualification’, is just one of three purposes of learning. 
The second he identifies as ‘socialisation’, referring to the 
process of pupils situating themselves and finding meaning 
and value in their communities, society and the wider world. 
The third purpose he terms ‘subjectification’, referring to a 
pupil’s development of a sense of themselves as an individual 
with what Rousseau (1979: 37) would call ‘“sovereignty”:  
freedom to act (or not) in the world. 

I believe that clear parallels can be found between these  
three purposes and the five learning areas of the Engagement 
model. Three of the five areas of the Engagement Model – 
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‘exploration’, ‘realisation’ and ‘anticipation’ – relate to the 
identification, control over and response to a stimulation or 
activity. These can be understood as Biesta’s ‘socialisation’: 
the pupil is interacting with and finding meaning from others. 
The remaining two areas – ‘persistence’ and ‘initiation’ –  
can be connected with Beista’s ‘subjectification’: the pupil is 
attempting to bring about a desired outcome, to impact on the 
world, and therefore create a sense of self and other that is 
reinforced over time.  

The literature supports the equal importance of Biesta’s three 
domains of learning for pupils with PMLD. A study by Shipton 
and O’Nions (2019) surveyed teacher attitudes to teaching 
pupils with PMLD. They identify independence and interaction 
as the two most important qualities that should be nurtured 
within pupils with PMLD. This has manifested in recent years 
an approach called ‘Intensive Interaction’. Developed in the 
1990s, it is a method of one-to-one child/educator interaction 
that is based on techniques of mirroring and matching pupil 
action. Evidence shows that it increases communication 
(Aljaser, 2017) and social inclusion (Clegg et al, 2020) of  
individuals with PMLD. 

Developing principles of practice for music teachers  
The training that I am currently developing considers how 
Biesta’s three domains can inform music educators’ planning, 
assessment and reflection. In this final section I propose  
that lesson planning should incorporate both musical and  
engagement model-related outcomes and introduce the 
Sounds of Intent assessment framework. I put forward a  
process of iterative planning and reflection, and frame teaching 
as a process of embodied inclusion.   

Music-making for multiple outcomes 
Music is often described as a language (Levine, 2011) and can 
be the first language of some learners with PMLD (McFerran 
and Shoemark, 2013). As such, educators should consider 
how pupils can communicate and grow through music as well 
as how they can learn to ‘do’ music. Educators should plan 
activities that can yield both musical and engagement model-
based outcomes and situate activities within Biesta’s learning 
areas.  

For example, consistently choosing the same instrument to 
play would demonstrate a preference for an instrumental  
timbre (musical outcome), persistence (engagement model) 
and an increased sense of being an effective agent in the 
world (subjectification). Another example would be based on  
a close observation of how a pupil reacts to the same piece of 
music over several lessons. The pupil may react to certain 
parts of the piece, showing anticipation (engagement model) 
while developing an understanding of form and structure 
within music (musical outcome and Biesta’s objectification). 
Activities such as these allow pupils with PMLD to take an 
active role in an interaction in a way impossible with speech 
or written communication. 

Fortunately for music educators, a music assessment frame- 
work exists that brings together musical and engagement-
based outcomes. The Sounds of Intent (SoI) assessment 
framework aims to “map the musical development of young 
people with complex needs” (Ockelford et al., 2011: 178). It 
identifies clear attainment goals, for example “[pupil] 
intentionally makes simple patterns through repetition” (SoI, 
2023) and maps them across three ‘domains’ – proactive 
(playing music), interactive (interacting with others through 
music) and reactive (responding to music). Both goals and 

domains show clear links with Biesta’s three purposes and 
the Engagement Model while allowing for explicitly musical 
outcomes to be measured. 

Planning and reflection as an iterative process 
The non-linear ways that pupils with PMLD learn means that 
planning must be pupil-centred and responsive. This can 
seem at odds with pre-defined, written curricula, and numerous 
writers have explored the tension between curriculum as 
written and curriculum as enacted (Walker et al, 2014). 
Stewart and Walker (2020: 369) interview several teachers 
who see their school’s curriculum as completely disconnected 
from what happens in the classroom, and unable to “reflect 
the complex patterns of learning for this group of children”.  

In response to this tension, I have developed a process that 
combines planning and reflection into something approaching 
a “lived curriculum” (Joseph, 2007). When planning the first 
session of a new project I create an overarching structure of 
activity types (e.g. a listening activity, an improvising activity, a 
movement activity) and several different possibilities for what 
each of these activities could be. The choice and development 
of a specific activity will be determined in response to how 
pupils engage with what comes before it. After this initial  
session a structured process of reflection takes place with  
the classroom teacher and any other colleagues who have  
participated in the session. This reflection informs an agreed 
set of medium-term goals for each pupil that can inform 
assessment through the Engagement Model.  

The input of the classroom staff in this process is crucial as  
it brings together the classroom teacher’s familiarity of the 
pupil and my own expertise as a musician. This allows a more 
effective interpretation of sometimes ambiguous behaviours 
and responses of individual pupils and allows us to create 
hypotheses about the impact of further interventions: “‘if  
I do ‘x’, the child may do ‘y’, or may learn more about ‘z’.” 
(Hinchcliffe, 2022: 75). This cooperation can also help classroom 
staff feel more confident to run similar activities outside of 
formal music lessons (Stewart and Walker, 2020). 

Teaching as embodied inclusion 
Stewart’s belief that “inclusion happens at a relational and 
responsive level”, is a powerful framing for all the work we do 
with pupils with PMLD. Our development as music teachers 
must take in our whole selves, not just our musical abilities.  
Alongside personal qualities such as patience, resilience and 
creativity (Shipton, 2019), inclusion begins by attempting to 
see the world from the other’s point of view as opposed to 
“the surface to which a certain label can be applied” 
(Williams, 1973: 236).  

From this perspective we can shift the dynamic of the  
relationship from one of dependency to one of reciprocity 
(Vorhaus, 2014), shedding labels and becoming co-creators in 
the music-making process. It then becomes easier to recognise 
the difference between ‘coercive’ playing (for example taking  
a pupil’s hand and banging a drum) and ‘co-active’ playing 
(supporting the pupil’s wrist so that they are able to choose 
whether or not to play the drum) (Crosby, 2002). This 
approach also prevents or reverses the phenomenon of 
‘learned helplessness’ (Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2012), where  
an individual’s thoughts and actions have such a minimal 
impact on the world around them that they conclude that 
there is no purpose in acting at all.   
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Conclusion 
I have come to understand that ‘inclusion’ in PMLD settings is 
something that necessarily happens at both a policy and inter-
personal level.  Furthermore, I now understand that an effective 
music teacher must understand the multiple processes and 
domains of learning that are taking place within a single class 
or even interaction, as theorised by Biesta. By developing an 
iterative planning process that values both musical and non-
musical outcomes and has at its core a commitment to equity 
of access and inclusion as an embodied process, we can  
maximise the value of our teaching in the music classroom. 
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