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Mobile technology: a curse or a blessing?
The debate rages on, with Edward
Timpson, the minister for children and
families, the latest to wade in with the
recommendation that headteachers
restrict its use in the classroom because
of ‘the bullying and harassment that,
sadly, we know goes on the back of it.’
The other side of the coin is the potential
of mobile technology to progress learning,
as illustrated by recent research from the
University of British Columbia, which found
that when two groups of children learned
various facts, either by playing a game on
an iPad or through face-to-face instruction,
there was no statistical difference in the
amount of information either group retained.
For the two ICT enthusiasts who write in
this issue, mobile technology has the power
to go far beyond merely replicating the
outcomes of conventional teaching, as long
as the focus is kept firmly on the learning.
On pages 8-10, Rachel Smith describes how
she uses the iPad’s in-built features, as well
as a range of apps, to make MFL accessible
to all, raise standards, ease her marking load
and bring language learning alive. This is
followed on pages 12-13 by Chris Williams’
passionate explanation of the rationale
behind a multimedia approach to accelerate
the language development of hearingimpaired children.
And, of course, maximising the pedagogical
value of modern technology is the raison
d’être of the Bett Show. Read our round-up of
SEND-related highlights on pages 42-43.
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Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities
and people who work with them have until
27 January to respond to a consultation for
a Commons select committee inquiry into
the inequalities these communities face.
‘Gypsies, Roma and Travellers experience
poorer health, underachieve at school and
can find it difficult to access public services,’
said committee chair Maria Miller. ‘We
have launched this inquiry to look at the
effectiveness of policymaking and what action
the government can take to tackle these and
other inequalities.’ http://bit.ly/sc234-26
National statistics for the educational
performance of children from these
communities certainly make bleak reading,
but the experience of a secondary school in
Surrey shows that it doesn’t have to be this
way. See pages 22-24 to find out how the
school has broken down decades of mistrust
to bring the adults on board and created
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an inclusive school environment where their
children are motivated to succeed.

Hidden disability
Lydia Knight, a young person with SLCN,
recently published a summary of her MA
research into the views and experiences of
other young people with a ‘hidden disability’
on the Afasic website. With regard to school,
her interviewees reported that while some staff
understood their needs, others did not, and
were therefore neither kind nor supportive
(http://bit.ly/sc235-27).
A typical class will contain children with all
manner of hidden disabilities, including SLCN,
and under the new code of practice, teachers
are expected to cater for them all. On pages 1820, Dr Amelia Roberts and Elizabeth Herbert
offer simple but effective strategies to help
teachers pinpoint each individual’s specific
needs and adapt lesson delivery to ensure that
the whole class is engaged and stretched.

Action research
‘Professional development opportunities that
are carefully designed and have a strong focus
on pupil outcomes have a significant impact
on student achievement.’ This was the key
finding of a review of international research
into effective CPD published by the Teacher
Development Trust in June 2015
(http://tdtrust.org/about/dgt).
One powerful way of achieving this is
through action research, according to James
Mannion, whose guidelines on planning and
implementing a successful project precede an
inspiring case study in the context of SLCN
(pages 30-33).
Meanwhile, an educational psychologist and
a SEND specialist have taken a school-based
action research approach to evaluate, not the
effectiveness of teachers’ classroom practice,
but the validity of specific interventions. Find
out if Memory Magic might be useful in your
setting to support children with working memory
difficulties on pages 34-37, and read about the
potential impact on behaviour and learning of
a programme designed to address immature
physical development on pages 14-16.
The final ingredients in this issue’s eclectic
mix are drama-based games and exercises to
support students with autism (pages 25-28) and
the account of how a failing school for pupils
with SEMH became a beacon of good practice
(pages 38-40). We hope you find something
that is useful for you. Have a good term.
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What is it like to have epilepsy?

Insight sought
on the disability
employment gap

Jack McLellan gives his reaction to the launch of the
government’s Work and Health Green Paper to BBC
correspondent Nikki Fox. He thinks employers will
always plump for the ‘less complicated’ candidate
Summer, through her animated alter ego, talks about how epilepsy impacts her life

The children’s animation series I
Can’t Go To School Today has won
a BAFTA in the primary learning
category.
The BBC series of short, animated
documentaries portrays the experiences
of young people living with conditions
such as epilepsy, told by the children
themselves.
In the case of epilepsy, the national
charity Young Epilepsy worked alongside
Mosaic Films to identify a case study that
showed the different types of seizures
a young person can have. The resulting
ﬁlm features Summer’s story, in which
the 12-year-old girl explains the different
forms of epilepsy she lives with – absent
seizures and tonic clonic seizures. She also

talks about how her condition affects her
everyday life, including school, and the
emotional challenges she faces.
http://bit.ly/sc234-05
Summer says of her experience: ‘We
went along to the studios and I was
told to talk about what it’s like living
with epilepsy and how I cope at school.
Once the audio was all recorded, Mosaic
Films and the BBC came up with the
most amazing animation to my story
and turned me into an actual cartoon
character! I’m also proud that children
have been contacting us, saying how they
have shown it to their family, friends and
teachers to make them understand what
it feels like. I’m overwhelmed by how
everyone has responded to it all.’

A reward culture works
A reward-based approach could
be key in adolescent learning,
says neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne
Blakemore, winner of the Klaus J.
Jacobs Research Prize in 2015.
In Bold, a blog on learning and
development, she talks about social
brain development in adolescence and
the consequences for teenage learning
and behaviour. She says: ‘In a study led
by Stefano Palminteri, we compared
how adolescents and adults learn to
make choices based on the available
information. 18 volunteers aged 12 to 17
and 20 volunteers aged 18 to 32 completed
tasks in which they had to choose between
abstract symbols. Each symbol was
consistently associated with a ﬁxed chance
of a reward, punishment or no outcome.
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As the trial progressed, participants
learned which symbols were likely to
lead to each outcome and adjusted their
choices accordingly.
‘The results showed that adolescents
and adults were equally good at learning
to choose symbols associated with reward,
but adolescents were less good at avoiding
symbols associated with punishment.
Adults also performed signiﬁcantly
better when they were told what would
have happened if they had chosen the
other symbol after each choice, whereas
adolescents did not appear to take this
information into account. The results
suggest that adolescents and adults learn
in different ways, something that might
be relevant to education.’ Read the full
article: http://bit.ly/sc234-12

The National Autistic Society has
launched a new ﬁlm to show what
job interviews can be like for an
autistic person (see also Letters on
page 45). http://bit.ly/sc234-07
Meanwhile, the government is seeking
views on what it will take to transform
employment prospects for disabled
people and people with long-term health
conditions. The consultation closes on
17 February 2017. http://bit.ly/sc3234-06
According to recently published data
from the Ofﬁce for National Statistics,
around 80% of non-disabled people are
in work, compared with 48% of disabled
people. Although the overall employment
rate is higher than ever in both instances,
the gap has barely changed over the last
ten years.
Many disabled people want to work,
but face barriers, both in getting a job and
in keeping one. These include things like
inaccessible buildings and transport, and
inﬂexible working hours.
Behind many of these barriers are
attitudes employers hold towards disabled
people. 85% of disabled people feel that
employer attitudes have not improved
since 2012. While employers are legally
required to try to make adjustments
to support disabled employees, very
few employers understand how this
requirement affects them.
Jack McLellan has an undiagnosed form
of muscular dystrophy. After graduating
from university, he struggled for three
years to ﬁnd work and says: ‘I had the
feeling that if there was a choice between
two candidates, an employer would choose
the one who’d be “less complicated”. For
certain interviews it was difﬁcult to get into
the building, and thoughts of “How am I
going to get in?” replaced the preparation
I’d done for the interview.’
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The parent factor improves maths learning
Photo credit: Mayors Fund for London

88% of children say their conﬁdence
in doing maths improves when their
parents become more involved in
their learning.
A new report entitled The Parent
Factor, published by the Mayor’s Fund for
London and National Numeracy, reports
the ﬁndings of a project carried out among
6,500 children and 3,000 families in 28
London primary schools.
The project was developed after an
earlier study by the Mayor’s Fund for
London and National Numeracy found
that parental engagement was the aspect
of maths education most concerning to
primary teachers. Several schools taking
part described engagement of parents at
their schools as ‘poor’ at the start of the
project.
The schools were given advice on
drawing up a parental engagement action
plan at the start of the 2015/16 school
year, and during the following three terms
they ran parents’ workshops, invited
parents into class, introduced maths
games clubs, produced maths guides and
newsletters, and offered parents one-toone support and links to family learning
maths courses.
In addition, schools were provided
with National Numeracy’s Family Maths
Scrapbooks and free resources from the
charity’s online Family Maths Toolkit. The

Increased parental engagement in maths led to signiﬁcant improvement in pupils’ concentration levels

Scrapbooks – which feature maths found
in everyday life – were taken home as
alternatives to traditional homework.
By the end of the programme, 79%
of teachers reported increased parental
engagement leading to signiﬁcant
improvement in children’s concentration
levels during maths lessons and better
than expected assessment results among
many of their pupils.
Other ﬁndings included the following.
• Teachers reported that 75% of children
‘always participated’ during maths

lessons, up from 58% at the start of the
year.
• 24% of pupils were identiﬁed as
having ‘better than expected’ results
in the autumn term, rising to 42% and
45% in the spring and summer terms
respectively – with bigger increases
among those children whose parents
were most highly engaged in the
project.
• 86% of parents said the activities had
increased their conﬁdence in helping
their children with maths.

Young people unprepared for the world of work
A new survey from Ofsted, Getting
ready for work, ﬁnds that only four
of 40 secondary schools visited by
inspectors were demonstrating an
effective approach to preparing
young people for the world of
work, despite the government’s
commitment to take forward the
recommendations made in Lord
Young’s 2014 report into these
matters (http://bit.ly/sc234-11).
The survey also ﬁnds that poor
coordination between schools and
businesses, and the absence of any
overarching government strategy, are
leaving large numbers of young people
– particularly the disadvantaged –
unprepared for work.
Enterprise education involves giving
pupils the knowledge and skills they will
need to be future employees and potential
employers by providing opportunities to
raise their awareness of problems and
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solutions in the context of business and
enterprise. It also involves teaching young
people to make informed choices about
their ﬁnances.
Commenting on the report ﬁndings, HM
chief inspector Sir Michael Wilshaw says:
‘The prosperity of the UK in a post-Brexit
world will increasingly depend on our
ability to harness home-grown talent and
encourage the creativity and innovation
of our young people. That means making
sure that pupils from all backgrounds have
access to an education that prepares them
well for the next stage of their lives, be that
in higher education, employment or setting
up their own business.
‘The career choices that young people
make can be informed by the practical
experience they gain at school. It is really
important that schools provide the right
opportunities, working effectively with
local businesses, to offer pupils the chance
to understand how businesses work. This

is even more important for young people
from disadvantaged backgrounds. One of
the ways we can bridge the social divide is
by ensuring all young people have equal
access to work-related knowledge that will
guide and prepare them for the next stage
of their lives.’ Other ﬁndings from the
report included the following.
• The extent to which schools used their
curriculum to prepare pupils for the
world of work depended largely on
whether school leaders considered it to
be a priority.
• Even where schools were delivering
enterprise education, it was often
unclear whether this was having
any impact on pupils’ knowledge,
understanding and skills.
• Business involvement in some of the
schools visited relied too heavily on
the personal networks of teachers
and parents, potentially resulting in
disadvantaged pupils missing out.
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Breakfast clubs boost maths and literacy progress
noticed the positive effect it’s
Breakfast clubs that offer
had on our school community.
primary school pupils a
Pupil behaviour has improved
free, nutritious meal at the
dramatically and attitudes to
start of the day can boost
learning are the best they have
their reading, writing and
ever been. We are blessed with
maths outcomes by the
alert, enthusiastic, determined
equivalent of two months’
and hard-working pupils who
progress over a year,
are ready to learn. Academic
according to ﬁndings from a
standards have been raised
randomised controlled trial
too, and we’ve seen signiﬁcant
published by the Education
improvements in every year
Endowment Foundation.
group.’
106 English primary schools
Sir Kevan Collins, chief
with higher than average numbers
executive of the Education
of disadvantaged pupils took part
Endowment Foundation, says:
in the trial, which was delivered to
‘The fact that there are children
8,600 pupils by the charity Magic
who go to school hungry is a
Breakfast.
national scandal. Offering free
Over an academic year, parents
breakfasts at school is a relatively
were encouraged to send their
cheap and straightforward way
child to free breakfast clubs before
of alleviating this symptom of
registration where children could
disadvantage.
choose between cereals, wheat
A pupil at the Cambridge Park Academy, a school for 200 children with
‘Many schools across the
biscuits, porridge and bagels.
SEND in Grimsby, enjoying his Magic Breakfast. Every pupil enjoys a
healthy breakfast daily. Staff use the meal to teach everything from social,
country already offer some sort of
The independent evaluation
by researchers at the Institute for independence and life skills to budgeting, shopping and healthy eating, as well breakfast provision. That’s why
as PSHE and maths. Principal Mark Eames says that breakfast is now ‘Part of
the ﬁndings from this evaluation
Fiscal Studies and the National
what we do. You can teach anything through food.’
report are so encouraging. Not
Children’s Bureau found that
only does a good breakfast
Year 2 children in schools with
provide all young people with a nutritious
Year 6 pupils was slightly smaller but still
a breakfast club made two additional
start to the day, but well-run breakfast
promising.
months’ progress in reading, writing and
clubs have the potential to boost
It would also appear that, for pupils
maths compared with a similar group
attainment and behaviour too.
in schools in relatively deprived areas,
whose schools were not given support to
‘The government has committed
it is not just the nutritional beneﬁts of
offer breakfast.
to spending £10m a year on healthy
the meal itself that are bringing about
The evaluators also reported that the
breakfast clubs as part of its plan to tackle
improvements, but also the social and
pupils’ concentration and behaviour
childhood obesity. It, and school leaders
emotional beneﬁts of the breakfast club
improved. This suggests that breakfast
more generally, should consider using a
environment.
clubs provide an opportunity to improve
free, universal, before-school model to
Sam Bailey, principal of the Forest
outcomes for all children, not just those
beneﬁt attainment as well.’
Academy in Barnsley, says: ‘Since opening
who actually attend, by creating better
Find out more: http://bit.ly/sc234-09
a Magic Breakfast club in our school, we’ve
classroom environments. The impact for

The language gap
Recently released statistics
from the Department for
Education reveal that just 27% of
children with speech, language
and communication needs
(SLCN) achieved a good level of
development at age ﬁve, compared
to 75% of their peers with no SEN.
The gap is 48%, and widening.
Clinical studies show that 10% of all
children have a long-term, persistent SLCN,
which equates to 1.4 million children across
the UK. Schools report that SLCN is the
most common type of identiﬁed SEND for
pupils in primary schools.
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Children’s listening and speaking skills improve
rapidly in a small group

Mandy Grist, an advisor for the
children’s communication charity I
CAN, says: ‘A child with good language
at ﬁve will have better literacy, mental
health and employment at age 34. Poor

communication and language skills at
an early age can have a lifelong impact.
That’s why it is vitally important that
school staff and nursery practitioners have
the skills to identify and appropriately
support children with SLCN.’
Find advice on how to support children
in your setting at www.ican.org.uk/help.
Alternatively, I CAN’s Early Talk 0-5
years programme provides a suite of
four training modules. These enable
practitioners to support all young
children’s communication skills through a
range of strategies and techniques.
http://bit.ly/sc234-08. For a full article
about I CAN’s Talk Boost programme, see
Special Children 220.
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Special young people
Two young people have been
recognised at a recent Sense Awards
ceremony.
Morgan Steel was named Young
Sibling of the Year for her outstanding
contribution to the deafblind community.
Her younger brother, Cameron, aged 3,
has Norrie disease, a rare genetic condition
that affects the eyes and hearing. Keen to
raise awareness of deafblindness, Megan
asked Sense to present at her school, Air
Balloon Hill Primary School in Bristol, so
that her friends could understand more
about her family and learn the deafblind
manual alphabet themselves. It was this
work as an advocate that earned her the
award nomination as one of the most
inspirational siblings in the country.
Meanwhile, Ella Chapple, aged 10, was
named Young Deafblind Person of the
Year for her contribution to the deafblind
community.
Known locally as the ‘Fairy Queen’,
Ella, who overcame cancer as a toddler,
was also born with a rare eye condition
called aniridia and has sight and hearing
impairments. However, Ella was only
acknowledged as deafblind three years ago.
Before this late diagnosis, she had struggled
to access learning and lost her useful vision
due to head banging through frustration,
despite ﬁve operations to try and save her
sight. Since being recognised as deafblind,
Ella has ﬁnally been able to access the
educational support she requires.

Impressing those around
her with her zest for life, Ella’s
outstanding progress has
earned her a nomination as
one of the most inspirational
young deafblind people in the
country.
Elly Chapple, Ella’s mother,
says: ‘For Ella’s entire life,
she has had to overcome and
battle more than most of us
confront in an entire lifetime
Ella Chapple surrounded by her family and intervenors
and she does it with the
determination of a superhero
and has a great sense of humour. Ella was
only acknowledged as deafblind three years
ago and prior to her diagnosis we struggled
to access the correct support for her. It is
down to her eight intervenors that she is
where she is today. We are very proud of
her and it is wonderful that she is getting
the recognition she deserves.’
Sense chief executive Gill Morbey says:
‘People who are deafblind, and those with
complex needs, often face major challenges
in life. The Sense Awards recognise some
of the fantastic achievements of these
individuals, as well as the work of the
wonderful people who support them.
I have been hugely impressed by the
dedication, determination and good work
of all the nominees.’

And ﬁnally…

Does your SLCN team shine?

Fidget toys
Special Children came across this ﬁdget
cube, which many young people might
ﬁnd soothing. It has six sides, each
featuring something to ﬁdget with: click,
glide, ﬂip, breathe, roll and spin. £25
each, with delivery in April 2017.
http://bit.ly/sc234-14

Morgan Steel receives her award from
Paralympian Steve Bate, while her father,
Adam, holding baby Indie, looks on

The Communication Trust and Pearson
have joined forces to launch the ﬁfth
Shine a Light Awards. These seek to
recognise the incredible contributions
of teams, settings and individuals across
England who support children and
young people’s speech, language and
communication. For details on how to
nominate a setting, team or individual,
visit www.shinealightawards.co.uk.
Applications close on the 12th January.

A whole-school approach
to emotional wellbeing and
mental health
The National Children’s Bureau’s
Partnership for Mental Health and
Wellbeing in Schools has produced ‘what
works’ guidance on emotional wellbeing
and mental health.
The key message is the importance
of a whole-school approach, which can
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only happen with senior leadership
commitment, staff development and
a supportive culture. The four-stage
toolkit explains in detail how to develop a
systematic approach. Find out more and
download the toolkit from
http://bit.ly/sc234-10

Understanding sensory
integration difﬁculties in
everyday life
This three-day conference will provide
delegates with a deeper understanding of
sensory integration and autism, exploring
how sensory integration difﬁculties
impact development, learning and
participation in daily life. Delegates will
learn how to spot possible indicators and
explore ways to adapt the environment
around the person as well as strategies to
use at home, school or in the workplace.
20-22 February, London.
http://bit.ly/sc234-15
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A student uses Book Creator to create a comic book about his
daily routine, adding verbal input to his written explanation

Modern foreign languages for all
MFL teacher Rachel Smith explains why technology is a powerful learning aid
for all of her pupils, and especially those with SEND
Meet Emily. She’s not on the special
needs register, but she has a special
need in that she is painfully shy.
So shy, in fact, that when she ﬁrst
joined my class, she never spoke
at all in whole-class situations,
and even during pair work, rarely
managed more than a few words.
This presented me with a major
problem, as I had no idea of her true
ability with regard to her oral skills
in French or Spanish. In a traditional
classroom, short of waiting and hoping
she would come out of her shell, there
wasn’t much I could have done to put
matters right.

A chance to rehearse
Fortunately for Emily, ours is not a
traditional classroom. It may look very
similar at ﬁrst glance, but we make
extensive use of technology to aid
teaching and learning, and for students
like Emily, this is a godsend. When I
taught Emily yesterday, her hand was up
for every question I asked. I was even able
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to include her when I directed some of
my questions at named individuals rather
than throwing them open to the class. She
had no fear and was word perfect.
This is because she has lots of
opportunities to try things out on her
own before venturing to share them
with her peers. When she speaks into
a microphone and then plays back the
recording, she alone decides if she is
happy with it, rather than feeling that she
is under the spotlight and everyone is
judging her. In fact, with some of the apps
we use, she can pretend to be someone
else, which helps her to relax even more.
For my part, I get to hear her speak,
and thanks to Google Classroom I can
give her direct and speciﬁc feedback. It’s
a win/win situation, as Emily herself will
tell you.

The hidden assets of the iPad
Given the huge part technology now plays
in our lives, it’s surprising that some
schools are still reluctant to exploit its
full potential, usually on the grounds that

it offers too many tempting distractions.
Which can, indeed, be the case if students
are allowed to abuse it. But the same
was true of pen and paper in my school
days. Who never passed notes in class?
Judicious use of technology can truly
enhance the learning experience for all
learners, but especially for those with
SEND.
The iPad is a case in point. Even
before you begin exploring the myriad
apps available, the built-in accessibility
features are second to none. Not only do
these remove barriers for people with
disabilities, in a modern foreign languages
lesson they open up new ways of working
for the rest of the class too.
Take speech-to-text, for example. If
students enable the French keyboard,
press the microphone icon on this and
dictate something in French, the device
will type what they say. Of course, if their
pronunciation is poor, it will just produce
gobbledygook, which gives them a real
incentive to work on improving this. Even
then, the text is unlikely to be completely
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error free, but that’s OK. Finding the
mistakes and putting them right can be
part of the learning process.
For students who ﬁnd reading difﬁcult,
with the speech function enabled and
the relevant language selected, they
can highlight a piece of text, press
‘speech’ and get the iPad to read it out
for them. This is another facility that
can be useful for everyone. For example,
instead of introducing a new topic to
the whole class through a PowerPoint
presentation, you could get students to
work on this independently at their own
pace, using the speech function to check
pronunciation. They can even slow down
the speed of delivery if they ﬁnd that
helpful (but not too much, or the sound
becomes distorted).
The zoom function comes into its own
for students with a visual impairment,
eliminating the need for blowing up
photocopies to A3 size. Even better is
the new magniﬁer in iOS 10 that turns
the camera into a magnifying glass with
a quick triple-click on the home button.
Another useful addition in iOS 10 is the
colour ﬁlters option, designed for people
who ﬁnd black on white difﬁcult to read,
but giving the rest of us the possibility of
making the screen easier on our eyes too.

Say goodbye to copying from
the board
I hate copying! For me, it’s a waste of
valuable learning time even for quick
writers, but for children who struggle with
reading and writing, just copying down
tonight’s homework can take forever and
puts them under pressure for very little
gain. Which is why my students often take
a photo instead, using the Ofﬁce Lens
app from Microsoft to neaten the edges
or reduce the glare if the shot is of an
electronic screen.
To make it easy for them to retrieve it
afterwards, we use Google Keep, a great
place to store photos, notes and voice
notes. The students can add reminders
too, which is really helpful for those who
have difﬁculties organising their work
schedule.
Meanwhile, if staff are trained to share
homework instructions electronically via
a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE),
Google Classroom or iTunes U, this is
another good way of eliminating any
possible confusion about what needs to be
done and by when.

Unleashing creativity
When it comes to choosing apps, you don’t
want students to spend too much time
getting to grips with the technology, so my
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A student uses the interactive tool Explain Everything to create an animation about the items in his schoolbag,
both in text and speech

advice is to keep it simple. In this respect,
Book Creator is one of my favourites. It is
very easy to use, but allows for so much
creativity. Students can type, draw, insert
pictures and video, add speech and even
music. They can also incorporate links
to relevant internet pages and once their
work is ﬁnished, they can publish it on
iBooks Store – now what could be more
motivating than that?

Finding the
mistakes and putting
them right is part of the
learning process
Another activity my classes really enjoy is
making stop-motion animations with the
iMotion app or the Lego® Movie Maker
app and whiteboards, or, if they want
to be a little more ambitious, by using
plasticine or Lego men. Once they have
made their video, they drop it into iMovie
and add a voice over – all in the foreign
language, of course.
Which brings me back to the
importance of oral work in MFL. Speaking
accounts for a quarter of the marks at
GCSE, but it’s more fundamental than
that. If students ever get the chance to
meet people who speak the language they
study, or, better still, travel to a relevant
country, what will be more useful to
them? Being able to craft a superb piece of

written work or having the ability – and,
crucially, the conﬁdence – to engage in
conversation?
Some iPad apps which have really
brought on my students’ speaking skills
include the following.
● Adobe Voice allows them to narrate
short stories, add images from the
internet or icons made by the Noun
Project (https://thenounproject.com/)
and very quickly produce a high quality
piece of speaking work. (Note: this has
an age limit of 13.)
● Yakit Kids and Chatterpix Kids
enable them to make talking characters
from any pictures they like – people,
pets, even inanimate objects.
● Tellagami is another way of making
talking characters, in this instance with
avatars.
The students have great fun with all of
these and can combine them with other
apps, including iMovie and Book Creator,
to produce something really special.

Lightening the marking load
For me, being able to communicate
electronically with my pupils has put an
end to the days of lugging around bags
full of exercise books – all my marking
is now accessible from my phone. And
because feedback is so easy to give (no
more squashing comments into a tiny
space at the foot of the page), turnaround
is shortened to days rather than a week.
Quick and targeted feedback is vital to
progress the learning of all children, but
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Pupils in Oman explore the e-books they received from their English partners

for children with learning difﬁculties it is
crucial. You can even record it verbally
so they are not held back by poor reading
skills, although if you do use written
comments, ﬁlters and/or text-to-speech
will help to remove barriers. You also
have the possibility of engaging in a twoway dialogue, which allows you to ﬁnd
out more about how they found the task,
address any misconceptions and set them
very speciﬁc targets to work on.
Tests can be fun Establishing how well
SEND students have mastered a topic
can be tricky, as difﬁculties with reading
and writing can mask quite a high level of
understanding. Tests are not very helpful
either, as they heighten students’ levels of
anxiety, distorting the picture even more.
Low-stakes online games, on the other
hand, are both informative and fun. Here
are just three examples.
● Socrative (www.socrative.com). You
can create quizzes, which students work
through at their own pace, or you can
get them to use the voting tool as a way
of promoting classroom discussion.
Likewise, once a quiz has been completed,
you can show the class the percentage of
people who selected each answer, opening
up opportunities for discussing and
addressing common misconceptions.
● Kahoot! (https://kahoot.it). One of my
students’ absolute favourites. Multiplechoice questions are projected on the
classroom screen and they press the
appropriate colour or shape on their
iPad to record their answer. The quizzes
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can move very fast, so you need to take
this into account when composing your
questions – make them too long, and the
students will run out of time to work out
the answer. There is also a group mode,
which allows for collaboration and can
support SEND children in their learning.

On a cultural level,
it has opened their eyes to
a whole new world

●

Quizlet (https://quizlet.com/) takes the
sting out of the dreaded spelling test. You
can make spelling lists and convert them
into ﬂashcards, with target language
on one side and English on the other. It
comes with all sorts of games, and the
students can get the program to read
the words aloud if they wish. Quizlet
Live is a new feature where they sign
up to a quiz and are randomly put into
teams. The answers to the questions
then appear on their iPads, but the
catch is that only one person has the
correct one and they have to collaborate
to work out who that person is. The
winning team is the ﬁrst to answer 12
questions correctly in a row.

Broadening horizons
Best of all, technology brings language
learning alive by bringing students
together with learners in other countries.

They don’t need to have a high level of
language proﬁciency to beneﬁt. My Year 7
class is currently involved in a global
project with learners of French in Oman.
It came about through a contact I made
on Twitter (another gift to teachers from
technology). Rosie Kloster works at the
British school in Muscat and visited me
on the Isle of Man to see how we use
iPads here. We got on so well, we decided
to connect our two classes through a joint
project despite the fact that her students
are slightly younger than mine.
The idea was to make e-books in
Book Creator giving information about
ourselves and then swap these using
Google Drive. In the event, what we each
produced turned out to be very different.
Ms Kloster’s class used green screening,
and a succession of scenes reminiscent
of the Arabian Nights appeared behind
them as they spoke; my class used 360°
photographs of our school and our town
to share their experiences of the island.
The students were very excited from
the start and couldn’t wait to see what
would arrive from Oman. When making
their own books, they really engaged
and worked incredibly hard so that they
could send their very best work. At the
time, they had only been learning French
for three weeks, so it was quite difﬁcult
for them, but they persevered. They
particularly enjoyed making the 360°
photos and describing them, as it was nice
to be able to showcase our island to others.
The books from Oman contained
vocabulary my class hadn’t covered yet, so
we will be using them in the coming weeks
as a learning tool. The Oman students
also checked our work for mistakes and
consulted with my students to make sure
they had understood them correctly. So
from a language learning perspective
it has been a huge success, while on a
cultural level it has opened their eyes to a
whole new world.
Rachel Smith teaches MFL and is digital
leader of learning for the Isle of Man
Department of Education

FIND OUT MORE
● Google for education: http://bit.ly/sc234-19
● Microsoft Office Lens: http://bit.ly/sc234-20
● Book Creator: www.redjumper.net/bookcreator/
● 360° images: source or create your own images

in www.airpano.com or Google Street View, add
a voice over in the target language and share your
work on www.storyspheres.com
● eTwinning: a good way of finding partners for an
online project, www.britishcouncil.org/etwinning
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Personalised resources for developing
the language skills of hearingimpaired children
SEND specialist Chris Williams outlines two activities he shared with the
families of deaf children which can be easily adapted for use in the classroom too
As someone who works primarily
supporting children’s spoken
language development, it was a
privilege for me to be invited to take
part in a national event in Edinburgh
organised by the National Deaf
Children’s Society (NDCS), Scotland.

Over the course of the day, I delivered
a rolling programme of workshops for
parents and carers of deaf or hearingimpaired children. Some of the children
had had bilateral cochlear implants and
were now developing speech, and learning
to interpret what others were saying

through lip reading. Others communicated
using British Sign Language. Some of
the participants were the parents of deaf
babies or very young children who were
about to have procedures and hearing aids
to enable hearing.
The children came too, together with
their siblings, which made the day doubly
rewarding, as the whole family was able to
take away ideas and approaches that they
could continue to develop and work on
together at home.

Vision trumps all other senses
In his e-book Brain Rules developmental
molecular biologist John Medina
highlights the phenomenal power of vision.
#Rule 10: Vision trumps all other
senses
● We are incredible at remembering
pictures. Hear a piece of information,
and three days later you’ll remember
10% of it. Add a picture and you’ll
remember 65%.
● Pictures beat text as well, in part
because reading is so inefﬁcient for
us. Our brain sees words as lots of tiny
pictures, and we have to identify certain
features in the letters to be able to read
them. That takes time.
● Professionals everywhere need to know
about the incredible inefﬁciency of textbased information and the incredible
effects of images. Burn your current
PowerPoint presentations and make
new ones.

A child with a hearing impairment and her father
share an audio-visual resource they created together
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Readers who saw my resource Thinking
and talking in pictures in Special Children
232 will know that images are central to
my approach. But if images accelerate
the learning of hearing children, imagine
how much more powerful they must be for
children whose early childhood has been
characterised by mufﬂed sounds or silence.
Another key to facilitating progress is
repetition. Now that their children were
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beginning to acquire speech, the families
at the NDCS event were supporting them
through continued repetition of words,
phrases, songs, rhymes and greetings. The
aim of my workshops was to give them
tools that would allow them to build on this
and extend it in a way that would take their
children’s learning to a whole new level.

Setting the scene
After a brief introduction, where I
explained how the development of
communicative narrative leads to progress
in reading and writing, knowledge,
understanding and attainment, I gave
the children some games to play, which
allowed me to circulate amongst the
families and ﬁnd out what their needs were.
Then I showed them how to create two
types of personalised resource linking
communication with images of people,
places, events or any other subject matter
that would resonate with their child and
give them a real incentive to engage with
learning.

Narrative competence and
sequencing
The ﬁrst was a soundboard created using
TinyTap, an award-winning free app for
iPad and Android that allows sequences of
images to be linked in linear or postcard
style. Voice recordings are added to each
one so that when the resource is complete,
the images can be touched and the words
can be heard as many times as required.
At its simplest level, the child presses
the image to hear the recording, but as
their language develops, text can be added
too. The same approach can be used time
and time again to build an extensive bank
of personalised, audio-visual resources
that can be shared with everyone who
works with the child. Teachers, TAs and
therapists can also add to the collection,
making it even richer.
One of the key beneﬁts of this approach
is the fact that the voices the child hears on
the recordings are the same as those they
are hearing in real life every day, ensuring
consistency of accent and pronunciation.
That also gives the activities enduring
appeal. A simple picture of a banana, say,
becomes much more meaningful when the
voice the child hears on pressing it is their
mother’s, rather than the disembodied
tones of a total stranger. So they press it
again. And again. And again.

Image to accompany the nursery rhyme Incy Wincy
Spider with lip-reading video inset, made using Book
Creator

entails a small fee.
This wonderfully versatile app allows
you to combine text, images, sound and
video to create a personalised e-book
covering any subject matter you want,
whether it is social, relates to family
life, develops a new skill or consolidates
something the child has been learning at
school.

Outcomes

Images are doubly
powerful for children
used to mufﬂed sounds or
silence
What makes it so powerful for the
families of deaf children is the facility to
incorporate video. To enhance a page
featuring, say, a picture of their child
playing with a toy and a brief written
description, the parents and siblings were
adding a video of themselves signing the
text, and another where they narrated it
to support practice in lip reading. These
ﬁlm clips were short and could be played
over and over again.
The idea was that the families would be
able to go away and support their children
at home by creating something that was
going to make their learning accessible.
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Feedback from families afterwards was
extremely positive.
There was general excitement that
schools and therapists can access this
approach and they could see that it
would help their child build vocabulary
and catch up with language. They also
welcomed the fact that it would help raise
the proﬁle and understanding of signing
and were encouraged by how easy and
ﬂexible it was. Another positive outcome
was how quickly older siblings attending
the session learned to use the approaches.
Most of all, they were bowled over
to have discovered a way of creating
their very own resources capturing their
accents, their language, their familiar
people and presenting the signs. They
could purchase signed books or digital
books made by professionals, but this was
special.
A former SENCO and special needs
teacher, Chris Williams is a consultant
and trainer and the creator of chatta,
an app that comes with resources and
training to support the development of
children’s speaking skills in pre-school
and Early Years Foundation Stage
settings

FIND OUT MORE

Multimedia books with signing
and lip reading
The second resource was made using
Book Creator, another free app for both
iPad and Android, although full access

The key element, along with the visuals,
was the repetition. Signing or speaking
happens in the here and now and is
transient. We were capturing that to allow
the children to learn, still at a pace, but
through repetition.
Meanwhile, just as with the
soundboards, consistency was another
advantage. Parents told me they often
lacked conﬁdence in their ability to sign
correctly, so while their child might be
beneﬁting from the use of signing at
school, they worried that they were not
having exactly the same experience at
home. TAs and teachers often felt the
same way, even when they had had the
beneﬁt of training.
By sharing their resources with
all the people who worked with their
child, parents could see huge potential
for identifying and eliminating any
discrepancies that might exist between
what was happening at home and in
school.

A picture of milk with interpretation in British Sign
Language, made using chatta

●
●
●
●

TinyTap: www.tinytap.it
Book Creator: www.redjumper.net/bookcreator
NDCS: www.ndcs.org.uk
Chatta: The resources described in this article can
also be made using chatta, www.chatta.co.uk
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Children concentrate during a
warm-up exercise using a visual focus

Physical development and learning
difference
Mary Mountstephen outlines a research project to explore the impact of an
inclusive ﬂoor-based movement programme on classroom performance in EYFS
and primary schools
The early years in school are a
critical period for establishing the
foundations of learning. However,
an increasing number of children
entering school are causing concern
in terms of their learning readiness
and classroom behaviour.

Why isn’t Finn doing better?
At seven, Finn is struggling to concentrate
in class and produces poorly organised
and presented written work using an
awkward pencil grasp. He is growing
increasingly frustrated and emotional,
both at home and in class.
His teacher has provided a pencil grip
to help with his writing and a guide to
help him keep his place when reading, but
progress remains slow.
He presents as a child of average
ability whose attainment is not in line
with perceptions of his potential. He is
well supported at home by busy, working
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parents and has a younger sister who is
performing to expectations. There are no
obvious reasons for his failure to thrive:
his eyesight has been tested and there are
no concerns about his hearing.
So why might children like Finn have
difﬁculties with focus, expressive and
receptive language, ﬁne motor skills and
self-help skills? Can it all be blamed on
modern life styles, busy parents and an
over-reliance on technology, or are there
also less obvious contributory factors?
Looking at Finn’s proﬁle from a
developmental perspective, it could be that
part of the explanation lies in his physical
abilities. He may be a child whose early
physical development was compromised by
birth trauma, or perhaps limited exposure
to early movement experiences has
contributed to immature ﬁne motor skills
and poor visual performance. Although his
eyesight tests indicated no difﬁculties, it is
still possible that his eyes are not working

well together and that tracking and
convergence issues are present.

The connection between
movement and development
A new book by Anne O’Connor and
Anna Daly, Understanding Physical
Development in the Early Years (see Find
out more), provides a useful guide to
different aspects of physical development.
The authors highlight the signiﬁcance of
early ‘physical literacy’ in providing ﬁrm
foundations for classroom performance.
They draw on the work of recognised
experts in this ﬁeld, such as Sally
Goddard-Blythe (Institute for NeuroPhysiological Psychology).
The same message is put forward
in another excellent book – entitled
Encouraging Physical Development
Through Movement-play by Carol Archer
and Iram Siraj – which summarises
the inﬂuence of movement on a child’s
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neurological system, learning and
development. The authors explain in
an accessible way how early movement
experiences such as crawling, rolling and
tummy time contribute signiﬁcantly to
learning readiness. These deceptively
simple movement patterns support the
development of skills such as visual
tracking, motor control, postural
development and efﬁcient coordination.
They say: ‘Young children’s future
achievements are dependent on their
movement experiences from the time
they are born… The brain’s structure is
connected to young children’s inner body
mechanisms, driving movements that
ultimately restructure the architecture of
the brain.’
So when parents avoid tummy time
because the child cries (it is very hard work)
and put their infant into a baby walker
to provide stimulation, they do so with
the best of intentions, but are potentially
undermining the child’s need to develop
ﬂoor-based competence. This means that if
Finn has, for whatever reason, missed out
on regular ﬂoor-time activities and did not
pass through a crawling stage, these aspects
of his proﬁle may remain immature and
potentially compromise his potential.
Fortunately, these movement patterns
can be revisited as part of a school
intervention programme and, as a result,
children often become more able to meet
expectations, are less frustrated and
more emotionally resilient as frustrations
decrease. Thus speciﬁc exercises can
provide a second window of opportunity
to develop postural stability and control.

Floor-based exercises help children develop a better
awareness of where their body is in space
●

●
●

●

●

●

Is it possible that some physical
programmes can exert measurable
impact on classroom performance?
To what extent can certain pupils
improve functioning in speciﬁc areas?
Can children acquire the skills to cope
with more complex processes without
the need for extra resources in school?
Is it possible that daily sessions devoted
to physical aspects of development
can improve some pupils’ cognitive
motor development, thus minimising
potential reliance on other external
interventions?
Is there an inclusive approach where
children can learn to focus inwards
on the quality and speed of their
movement and become more aware of
posture, balance and body awareness?
Will this then be reﬂected in improved
classroom performance?

Exploring these issues further
In the interests of research, I have
embarked on a project to investigate in
what ways and to what extent targeted
physical programmes contribute to
improvements in classroom performance
for children with learning differences/
delays in EYFS and primary schools.
Learning difﬁculties that might stem, in
part, from physical developmental issues
include weaknesses in acquiring reading
skills, poor concentration, and weak ﬁne and
gross motor skills. Other possible signs of
immature physical development could be:
● difﬁculty catching a ball
● difﬁculty with balance and the control
of slow, precise gross motor skills
● poor pencil control and letter formation
● difﬁculty tracking text when reading
● difﬁculty sitting still or with attention
● academic underachievement.
The questions driving my research include
the following.
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The brain’s
structure is connected to
young children’s inner
body mechanisms

Choosing the right resource
A number of movement programmes
have been promoted over the years,
and it is difﬁcult for schools to make
informed choices. It is important that
the intervention is not only of beneﬁt to
children like Finn, but also supports the
teacher to identify other pupils who might
not be reaching their potential due to
their own developmental immaturities.
For this reason, I settled on the
Ten Gems for the Brain movements,
developed by the Australian company
Move to Learn and used by schools

internationally for over 20 years. The
programme is designed to address
the needs of children with learning
differences; however, as a more general
screening and intervention programme
it is, I believe, a potentially powerful
resource for teachers.
It is important to note that this type
of intervention is not intended to replace
more conventional approaches for
learning differences; rather it acts as an
additional tool in the teacher’s toolbox.
Move to Learn provides oneday training courses for teachers,
professionals and parents. The course
outlines the theory and history behind
the approach and a manual details the
structure of the exercises.
Devised and developed by a specialist
teacher and occupational therapist, the
programme ‘begins at the beginning’,
replicating the movements of an infant in
the ﬁrst year of life. The aim is to develop
children’s primitive reﬂexes by getting
them to practise early movements in a
structured, systematic and sequential way
on a daily basis as a whole-class activity.
It is intended to be a low-cost, whole-class
approach and integrated into the school’s
normal routines.
Meanwhile, the activities offered
by Anne O’Connor and Anna Daly in
Understanding Physical Development
in the Early Years provide another good
starting point, and the authors present a
clear rationale for their daily inclusion in
the classroom.

The rationale behind such
programmes
According to Elnora Gilfoyle et al in the
book Children Adapt: ‘Skilled movements
are acquired through developmental
and purposeful sequences... adapting
posture and movement strategies
to developmental sequences… new
behaviours are higher level modiﬁcations
of older, lower level behaviours.’
Reading and writing are executive
functions that depend on developmentally
mature sensory systems. Physical
interventions can therefore help the
child develop a greater awareness
of proprioception: the reception of
information received from the body and
positional feedback. In this way, they
provide the means to build or rebuild the
child’s perception of spatial awareness
and timing that are necessary to access
learning more effectively.

The classroom dilemma
Of course, the dilemma for teachers is
whether to provide short-term solutions
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Raising awareness

Children develop their reﬂexes by replicating the movements of infants in the ﬁrst year of life

using technology and occupational
therapy approaches such as slanted
boards, software and wobble cushions
to address the symptoms, or to adopt a
long-term physical approach alongside
these accommodations to address the
underlying causes.
If both approaches are adopted
simultaneously, Finn’s classroom
performance will be supported while
his physical systems are being retrained.
The question is whether teachers can
justify this as a whole-class activity if it is
primarily intended for just a few pupils
like Finn. However, there is evidence to
suggest these programmes can identify
pupils whose academic performance is
not necessarily a cause for concern, but
whose physical performance is below
expectations for no apparent reason.

Primitive reﬂex integration
The Ten Gems for the Brain programme
developed by Move to Learn maps its
exercises to the hierarchical development
of primitive reﬂex integration. Each ﬂoorbased exercise addresses speciﬁc reﬂexes
and builds a foundation for more effective
functioning. From a very early age, children
engage in activities such as rolling, creeping
and crawling to provide the brain with
additional opportunities to revisit these
fundamental learning processes that may
have been missed for a number of reasons.
The daily programme works over
a year, and can be integrated as part
of an ongoing, whole-school inclusive
intervention. I have seen its use in Poland,
Cyprus, the UK, Malaysia, Singapore and
Japan and have implemented it myself in
schools in the UK and internationally.

A typical session
Teachers at Treehouse School near
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Reading have attended training and now
integrate the programme into their daily
routine. Their pupils meet every day in
the hall where they take off their shoes
and socks, ﬁnd their designated space and
follow the teachers’ movements. Activities
evolve as competence is observed.
A typical session lasts 15 minutes and
includes the following.
● A warm-up with a visual focus and
breathing activities: standing, seated and
on their backs (varies from day to day).
● Floor-based exercises that focus on
moving slowly, with control, and
coordination, with close observation
from the teacher.

There is a danger that, as educators, we
can focus almost exclusively on cognitive
systems without recognising the subtle
but powerful inﬂuence that our bodies
exert on every aspect of functioning. So
part of my goal is to raise awareness of the
signiﬁcance of the physical dimensions of
academic performance.
The concept of embodied cognition
points to the development of physical
skills as a precursor to, and enabler of,
enhanced academic attainment. The brain,
according to the embodied cognition
theory, is part of a broader system that
involves perception and action, rather
than simply functioning as a means to
output commands based on knowledge
of the world. Higher level learning is seen
as grounded in sensory awareness, which
therefore needs to be trained if higher
level learning is to take place.
Whilst we must continue to provide
rigorous phonological programmes, I
argue that current research urges us not to
underestimate the importance of ‘lower level’
non-cognitive functioning.
We teachers may not necessarily be able
to resolve all Finn’s problems. However,
running sessions that develop more mature
vestibular and sensory functioning lies
within our control and may address some of
his difﬁculties.

FIND OUT MORE

Skilled movements
are acquired through
developmental and
purposeful sequences

● Understanding Physical Development in

●

●

I am tracking the outcomes at the school
as part of my research. Over the coming
year, the children will move through
exercises that include commando crawling,
crawling and gliding. Each session is part
of a structured routine that encourages
perception of movement quality,
rhythmical control and a combination of
inward and outward focus.
Progress is evaluated against the
following criteria.
● DEST-2 scores: changes in performance.
● Move to Learn scores.
● Independent scoring of pre/post tests of
drawing and visual-perception.
● Teacher and parent questionnaires
relating to perceptions of academic,
physical and general performance.

●

●
●
●

the Early Years: Linking bodies and minds by
Anne O’Connor and Anna Daly is published by
Routledge (2016).
Encouraging Physical Development Through
Movement-play by Carol Archer and Iram Siraj is
published by Sage (2015).
Children Adapt: Theory of sensorimotor-sensory
development by Elnora Gilfoyle et al is published
by Slack Incorporated (1990).
Life span motor development: sixth edition
by Kathleen Haywood and Nancy Gretchell is
published by Human Kinetics (2014).
Move to Learn: www.movetolearn.com.au
Research papers on the Move to Learn
programme: http://bit.ly/sc234-02
Dyslexia Early Screening Test, second edition
(DEST-2) by Rod Nicolson and Angela Fawcett
from Pearson: http://bit.ly/sc234-01

Mary Mountstephen MA
(SEN) is a former primary
headteacher, SENCO and
specialist dyslexia teacher. She has
written several books and articles
about learning differences.
www.kidscansucceed.com
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Identifying at what precise point a child strays
off task allows the teacher to differentiate work
to address their speciﬁc difﬁculties

High quality teaching for
inclusive practice
Dr Amelia Roberts and Elizabeth Herbert share strategies that will help
teachers to create an inclusive classroom where all pupils can fulﬁl their potential
When asked what high quality
teaching and learning meant to
them, a group of children from a
Year 5 class in Wales were clear
what they expected.
‘High quality teaching and lessons are
ones where teachers are working children
hard and the teachers are being smart, fun
and creative and making lessons exciting.
Bad lessons are when the teacher gives
work that is too easy or too advanced, or
a boring lesson where you don’t learn
anything new,’ observed Ned, age 9, Ysgol
Pwll Coch, Cardiff.
Gruff, age 10, said: ‘It’s like she knows
what she is doing and tells you when
you make mistakes and you need to try
again. It is bad quality teaching when they
don’t know what to do or how to do it, or
lessons where you don’t enjoy them, or
everyone behaves badly.’
These insights are fascinating because
the pupils have effortlessly captured some
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of the essential foundations that make up
high quality teaching:
● effective, targeted, speciﬁc feedback
● appropriate level of challenge
● pupils actively engaged in learning
● stimulating lessons that promote ontask behaviour
● knowledgeable, creative teachers.

High quality teaching – a
historical perspective
High quality teaching is important for
all children, but for those with special
educational needs it is critical. As noted in
the SEND Code of Practice, 2014: ‘Special
educational provision is underpinned by
high quality teaching and is compromised
by anything else.’
The reasoning behind this is that if
teaching across the educational setting
is ‘high quality’, this should lessen
the need for additional support and
intervention. This approach is known as

the ‘graduated response to need’ and is
designed to prevent over-identiﬁcation
of SEND and the subsequent possibility
of reduced expectations of the potential
achievements of pupils.
But what does high quality teaching
and learning look like and how can we
support teachers so that it becomes
embedded consistently across educational
settings?
While none of the current policy
documents actually deﬁnes it, in the days
of the National Strategies it was described
in Personalised learning – a practical
guide (DCSF 2008) as:
● highly focused lesson design with sharp
objectives
● high demands of pupil involvement and
engagement with their learning
● high levels of interaction for all pupils
● appropriate use of teacher questioning,
modelling and explaining
● an emphasis on learning through
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dialogue, with regular opportunities for
pupils to talk both individually and in
groups
● an expectation that pupils will accept
responsibility for their own learning
and work independently
● regular use of encouragement and
authentic praise to engage and motivate
pupils.
The same fundamental principles hold
true today, with one crucial difference.
The SEND Code of Practice now
states that ‘teachers are responsible
and accountable for the progress and
development of the pupils in their class,
including where pupils access support
from teaching assistants or specialist
staff. High quality teaching, differentiated
for individual pupils, is the ﬁrst step in
responding to pupils who have or may
have SEN.’ (p.16, DfE Schools guide to the
0-25 SEND Code of Practice, September,
2014).
This means that class teachers can
no longer pass the responsibility to the
SENCO, as often seemed to happen in the
past, and reinforces the need for teachers
to be using assessment for learning
rigorously to inform their planning
and teaching. It also underlines the
importance of regular dialogue and joint
planning between teachers and TAs so
that teachers can fulﬁl their obligation to
ensure that all learners are able to access
the curriculum. In other words, to help
them differentiate learning.

Assessment for learning
The key to effective differentiation lies
in close observation of how a child
approaches a task (TAs can prove
invaluable here).
Say, for example, a class has been
asked to multiply 22 x 17. They all
diligently set to work and remain focused
throughout, with the exception of one
pupil, who begins to ﬁdget and then starts
bothering his neighbour. At what precise
point did this child lose his way? Was it
at the very beginning? Was it when he
was partitioning the tens from the digits?
Was it choosing the right multiplication
strategy? Was it remembering which
numbers he had left to multiply part way
through that caused the problem? A ﬁnely
graded, detailed look at where he strayed
off task allows the teacher to address
his speciﬁc difﬁculties and provide
appropriate support.
An even simpler example is provided by
the behaviour of a Year 5 pupil I observed
on a recent visit to a school. When she
was expected to shift her focus from the
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board to her book and back again, she
wrote next to nothing. When the work was
placed on the desk in front of her, this
transformed her ability to stay on task.

Removing barriers to learning
Adapting classroom practice to facilitate
the inclusion of pupils with SEND does
not mean you have to compromise the
quality of teaching and learning for the
rest of the class. Far from it. Take a child
with dyslexia, for example. If the lesson
begins with a reading or writing activity,
how is that child likely to feel? And what
might the impact be on their willingness
to engage for the rest of the lesson? Far
better to start with something where the
child can participate on an equal footing
with their peers and save literacy-based
work for later on.
Thinking skills activities spring to
mind here. I recall the instance of John, a
looked-after-child with poor literacy skills,
low self-esteem and extremely challenging
behaviour. Presented in a science
lesson with a text-dense chapter on the
classiﬁcation of species, he ﬂatly refused
to work and before long the situation
had escalated out of control. Imagine
how different the outcome might have
been if, instead, he and a talk partner had
been given pictures of a duck, a bat and
a dolphin and asked to identify the odd
one out.
Besides not confronting John with
his area of weakness from the start, the
beneﬁt of this type of activity is that all
answers are valid as long as they are
logical. It encourages pupils to reﬂect and
draw on prior knowledge, and when the
time comes for whole-class discussion,
can elicit a whole range of pertinent (and

perhaps surprising) facts and appropriate
vocabulary, which can then be bridged
into the learning objectives for the lesson.
Meanwhile, if a pupil who normally lacks
the conﬁdence to participate volunteers a
contribution, it’s a chance to say: ‘Wow!
That’s interesting. I hadn’t thought of
that.’ The child with SEND glows.
Another advantage of this approach is
the elimination of ‘wait’ time. We all know
that some pupils need more processing
time than others, but as we patiently wait
for them to formulate their response,
every second hangs heavy in the air.
Exchanging ideas with a partner gets rid
of that tension and provides opportunities
for drawing out other ideas related to
both the topic area and metacognition –
awareness of different types of thinking.

Taking the terror out of a blank
piece of paper
Some pupils with SEND are highly
original thinkers, so just because they
may have difﬁculties with recall, this
doesn’t necessarily mean they can’t
excel at activities which involve enquiry
and reﬂection. The vast majority also
ﬁnd visuals helpful and, indeed, that is
probably the case for most of their peers
as well.
What is likely to cause these children to
panic, however, is the sight of a blank piece
of paper which they are expected to ﬁll.
Providing them with a visual framework,
which breaks the task down into a series
of logical steps, will help them overcome
this and elicit a deeper level of thinking.
Effective strategies include linked boxes for
sequencing, Venn diagrams for compare
and contrast and the seven-box ‘before and
after’ diagram (see below).

Place a picture or statement in the large middle box. Ask pupils to generate three possible causes and three
possible consequences of that event. Works equally well as a starter for accessing prior knowledge or for
summarising what has been learned as a plenary activity
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Having had the opportunity to map
out their response to a question with
structured support, when the time comes
to compose a continuous piece of text,
they will have a clear idea of what they
want to say and write more as a result.

Developing oral language skills
One of the outputs from the Better
Communication Research Programme
was the Communication Supporting
Classrooms Tool, a free resource for
teachers which provides a structure
for auditing the effectiveness of Year 1
and 2 classrooms in supporting spoken
language. Based on research with children
aged between two and 12 years, it focuses
on three dimensions that have been
shown to be especially important.
● The classroom environment – the
physical environment and learning
context
● The learning opportunities – the
structured opportunities to support
children’s language development
● The adult-child interactions – the
ways in which adults in the setting talk
with children
While this resource was designed for
teachers of younger pupils, the principles
hold true for any age group. Some core
strategies that emerged as having a
signiﬁcant impact on children’s language
usage include:
● using children’s names to draw
attention
● getting down to child’s level
● using symbols to reinforce language
● pacing of oral language
● pausing
● conﬁrming contributions
● encouraging use of new words
● using open-ended questions
● using clear language choices
● encouraging turn-taking.

Group work
Group work has often been viewed as
valuable but problematic. In some cases,
the children may be sitting together,
but not actually collaborating. On other
occasions, the most forceful characters
take over while the others just watch, or
the group engages in idle chatter instead
of focusing on the task in hand.
However, according to the ﬁndings of
the SPRinG (Social Pedagogic Research
into Group work) project, when planned
effectively, group work can have a
huge impact on pupils’ attainment and
enjoyment of learning. The key lies in the
nature of the activities, how teachers set
up and manage the groups and how they
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When activities are carefully planned and the groups are well managed, group work has a signiﬁcant impact in
attainment and enjoyment of learning

Effectively
planned group work can
have a huge impact on
attainment
prepare their pupils – you can’t expect
children to instinctively know how to
share ideas and support each other, or
how to plan, organise and evaluate their
group work; it has to be explicitly taught.
The principles underpinning the
project, with sample activities and advice
on how to integrate group work across
the curriculum are set out in a new book,
Promoting Effective Group Work in
the Primary Classroom: A Handbook
for Teachers and Practitioners (second
edition) by Ed Baines, Peter Blatchford
and Peter Kutnick. [Special Children will
be reviewing the book in the next edition.]
Here are a few tips from teachers
involved in the project at Key Stage 2.
● Group size: small is usually best
Group work is more effective at Key Stage 2
when it involves no more than four
children. When introducing group work,
pairs and threes should be used most.
Once skills and conﬁdence have developed,
group size can be adjusted to reduce or
increase the complexity of a task.
Proximity reduces noise
A common concern about group work
is that it creates a noisy classroom. One
way to reduce noise is to arrange seating
so that children in a group are closer
together, for example, by seating them
around a single table.
Encourage pupils to reﬂect on and
adapt their skills
SPRinG has helped groups develop a
supportive ethos in which pupils work
more autonomously. Achieving this takes
time and effort. SPRinG recommends
brieﬁng and debrieﬁng at the start and end
of lessons, which enables pupils to evaluate

the skills they need to improve group work.
Teachers as a ‘guide on the side’
Teachers and teaching assistants can be
overly supportive and directive. Adults can
best support learning during group work
by acting as facilitators, e.g. by asking
open-ended questions, making general
suggestions and encouraging pupils to get
information more independently.

Learning together
Finally, another crucial component of
high quality teaching is the relationship
built between teachers and pupils when
they are partners on the learning journey.
Genuine interest in pupils’ learning,
coupled with plenty of opportunities for
pupils to tell teachers what helps and
what hinders their learning, fosters an
environment of trust and collaboration.
The learning journey becomes doubly
powerful when schools are engaged in
knowledge exchange projects, a process
whereby academics in teaching schools and
universities come together with the users
of their research, including teachers, to
exchange ideas, evidence and expertise and
create new meaningful and participatory
research to inform practice. This provides
teachers with a structure that enables
them to engage with and contribute to
evidence-informed practice, while opening
up new opportunities for professional
development, collaborative learning with
colleagues and reﬂective practice.
Children with special educational needs
ﬂourish in these vibrant environments.
Dr Amelia Roberts is a lecturer in
education and deputy director of SENJIT,
UCL Institute of Education. Elizabeth
Herbert is the joint programme leader of
the MA in SpLD

FIND OUT MORE
● Communication Supporting Classrooms Tool:

http://bit.ly/sc234-22
● The SPRinG project: http://bit.ly/sc234-23
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GRT pupils from Ash Manor School with inclusion
assistant Billiejo Sines, herself a Romany Gypsy (left), and
deputy headteacher Jo Luhman (back row, third from left)

Picture: Steven Horne

Travelling together
Annie Grant visits Ash Manor School in Surrey, where an inclusive ethos
encourages Gypsy Roma Traveller children to ﬂourish
‘There have been Travellers here
for generations,’ says Billiejo Sines,
a member of the Romany Gypsy
community in Ash, near Aldershot
in Surrey. ‘My Dad was brought
up on a caravan site here, and
when the houses were built, many
Traveller families moved from the
site into houses.’
Comprising over 12,000 people,
Gypsy Travellers form one of Surrey’s
largest minority ethnic groups. In Ash,
several housing estates are home to large
numbers of Gypsy families.
Ms Sines has worked for the last four
years as an inclusion assistant at Ash
Manor School, where 6.3% of pupils
identify as Gypsy/Roma/Traveller (GRT),
compared to an average of 0.4% in
schools nationally. Deputy headteacher
Jo Luhman estimates, however, that the
actual proportion is nearer to 12%, as
some families are unwilling to declare
their ethnic background.

The national picture
According to government national
statistics, GRT pupils have the poorest
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outcomes of any group in terms of
attainment, attendance and exclusions. In
2013:
● only 23% of GRT pupils in England
achieved level 4 or above at the end
of Key Stage 2 in reading, writing and
mathematics, compared to 75% of all
pupils nationally
● only 13.8% gained ﬁve or more GCSEs
at grades A*-C, compared with 60.6%
of all pupils nationally
● attendance for GRT pupils was only
around 85% at primary and secondary
school, compared with 95% of all pupils
nationally
● GRT pupils were three times more
likely to be excluded from primary
school, and four times more likely to be
excluded from secondary school, than
any other pupil group.
But statistics from Ash Manor School
tell a different story. Although levels
of absence for GRT pupils are still high
compared with their non-Gypsy peers,
they are nearly half those experienced
nationally. And while GRT attainment
is lower than that of other groups in the

school, results are signiﬁcantly better
than national levels for their ethnic group.
In 2015, 44% of GRT pupils at Ash Manor
School achieved ﬁve or more GCSEs at
A*-C, compared with only 11% of GRT
pupils nationally.

Challenging stereotypes
However, the outlook for GRT pupils at
Ash Manor has not always been good.
‘When I ﬁrst came here, Traveller boys
left at 14 and many girls did not attend
secondary school at all,’ remembers Jo
Luhman, who has taught at the school
for 19 years. ‘Pupils were pulled out
of school to be home educated for the
purposes of travelling, but more recently,
GRT families have become increasingly
interested in securing a good education
for their children in school.’
Ms Luhman attributes this change
partly to the current working climate for
Traveller families. ‘It’s more difﬁcult now
for fathers to take their sons out to teach
them how to make a living,’ she explains.
‘You can’t get trade work any more by
knocking on doors. People expect you to
have qualiﬁcations. If fathers don’t have
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those qualiﬁcations, at least their sons can
get them, and most of our Traveller boys
today stay on until Year 11, and then go on
to sixth form, apprenticeships or college.’
Ms Luhman has seen a similar change
in attitudes towards GRT girls’ education.
Mothers in particular, she feels, are
beginning to realise that qualiﬁcations do
not undermine their daughters’ ability to
become good homemakers and mothers
if that’s what they wish to do, but at the
same time they open up opportunities and
choices that were not available to earlier
generations of Gypsy women.
Ann Wilson MBE, vice-chair of the
Surrey Gypsy Traveller Communities
Forum, feels that where schools persist
in holding stereotypical views of GRT
families’ attitude towards secondary
education, life chances for GRT pupils
can be damaged. She describes how the
assumption that a young relative of hers
will leave school at 14 has resulted in low
expectations and lack of provision.
‘Because they think she will leave,
there’s no encouragement on the
academic side,’ explains Ms Wilson. ‘Her
conﬁdence and her belief that she can
achieve something are being crushed. She
wants to work with horses and with a little
bit of encouragement she could study that
at college. But the encouragement is just
not there.’
‘It can become a self-fulﬁlling prophecy,’
says Genty Lee, education lead for the
forum. ‘ No amount of education is worth
sacriﬁcing a child’s wellbeing and mental
health. So parents pull their children out.
And then the school was right: there’s
another Traveller child that didn’t make it.’

A question of trust
Changing the culture at Ash Manor has
taken time and a strategic approach.
The school has worked closely with its
feeder primary schools over a number
of years to put literacy programmes in
place so that GRT pupils enter secondary
school with the skills necessary to access
the secondary curriculum. As a result,
GRT pupils no longer form a signiﬁcant
proportion of pupils starting Year 7 below
chronological reading age.
Underpinning Ash Manor’s success
are the relationships that have been built
up between school and community over
time. ‘Schools can’t just replicate what is
being done here – they have to understand
their own particular Traveller community,
because each one is different,’ explains Jo
Luhman. ‘Our Traveller community had
turned their backs on education. They were
petriﬁed of coming into school because
their experience of school was that Gypsy
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children got bullied and racially abused and
nothing was done to stop it. And it’s taken
us years to break down those barriers.’
‘It’s a question of trust,’ says Genty Lee,
who may soon join the governing body at
Ash Manor. ‘If parents have a school like
Ash Manor were children are included,
where they know no harm will come to
them, where their needs are understood
and met, and where the door is open for
communication, then they’re going to
engage with that school and support their
children’s education.’

GRT pupils are
three or four times more
likely to be excluded from
school than any other
group

There are still areas to work on. Concerns
about safety lead some GRT parents to
withdraw their children from important
educational experiences such as school
trips. Ash Manor addresses this by
inviting reliable members of the GRT
community to come along. ‘When we visit
Auschwitz next year, two of the Traveller
elders are coming with us,’ explains Ms
Luhman. ‘That not only means we can
take some of our GRT girls, but also it
will build trust because they’ll see how we
safeguard pupils on trips.’

Communication
An important step in helping Ash Manor to

communicate effectively with GRT families
was Ms Sines’ appointment as inclusion
assistant. ‘Having a Traveller from the
community as a keyworker on our staff had
a massive impact,’ explains Ms Luhman.
‘We could already see the difference within
six weeks, because Billiejo was liaising with
parents and communicating to them what
our school is about.’
For some Travellers, direct
communication between home and
school is a new and welcome experience.
Traditionally, before many were
disbanded or integrated within wider
school improvement teams, local authority
Traveller education services liaised
between Traveller families and schools.
‘For far too long it was the people who
work with Gypsies giving their view about
what the community needs,’ says Ann
Wilson. ‘But now at Ash Manor School, we
have a Gypsy woman encouraging parents
to educate their children, as well as being
a phenomenal ambassador for the GRT
community,’ adds Hilda Brazil, co-chair of
the GRT forum.
Ms Sines’ work in school has also
had a positive impact on the Traveller
pupils themselves, and on attitudes to
and understanding of GRT students by
teachers and other pupils.
‘Students come to me if they’ve got a
problem, whereas they might not want
to tell a teacher, and I can talk to staff on
their behalf,’ says Ms Sines. ‘Teachers too
sometimes ask me about cultural matters.
For instance, they might say: “A child said
this, is it rude?” and I’ll explain: “No, it’s
one of the Romany words they use.”’
‘We got an immediate improvement
in GRT attitudes and behaviour as soon
as Billiejo was on site,’ says Ms Luhman.
‘Pupils listened to her because they
respected and trusted her, and she was
giving exactly the same messages as we
were.’

Creating an inclusive culture

Where pupils want to study vocational courses, such
as ﬂoristry, they are encouraged to do so alongside a
full GCSE programme

Ash Manor believes that an explicit
recognition of the minority groups within
a school community is the starting point
for creating an inclusive culture. ‘In
our ﬁrst assemblies, which were about
community, the head told pupils about
the make-up of our school, including the
proportion that are GRT,’ Ms Luhman
remembers, ‘and the Traveller children
responded positively to being identiﬁed
as a group, because they’re proud of their
heritage.’
Genty Lee highlights the importance of
the school curriculum making reference to
Gypsy history and culture. ‘Where there’s
nothing for Gypsy children to identify
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Pupils from Ash Manor School speak up in Brighter Futures, a ﬁlm from Surrey County Council and Surrey
Gypsy Travellers Community (SGTC) forum promoting understanding and equal opportunity

that if there’s been a death in the family,
children will sit up late,’ explains Ms
Luhman. ‘Previously, the children
wouldn’t attend for several days. Now
they do attend, but if they’re late or tired
we understand.’
‘There are several examples,’ she
continues. ‘In GRT culture teenage boys
are treated as men, while at school they
are treated as children. That conﬂict
affects the way they interact with staff
when they’re asked to do things. Now
that we understand that, when we want
them to do things, we ask them in a
way that acknowledges that they are
men in their community, and we get a
completely different response. These
small adjustments make a huge difference
to a pupil’s experience of school.’

High expectations
with, they feel excluded,’ she explains.
‘But it’s a simple thing to rectify. When
you teach about Mother Teresa, point out
that she was of Romany-Gypsy heritage.
Mention that Christopher Columbus
was accompanied by four Gypsy men.
Gypsy men fought in both world wars.
Everybody studies the Holocaust but there
is often no mention of the persecution of
GRT groups during or after the war.’
Ash Manor School not only recognises
the importance of curriculum content that
allows pupils to embrace their culture
and identity, but also the value of cultural
understanding for non-Gypsy pupils.
Each June, the whole school celebrates
aspects of Gypsy culture during GRT
History Month.

Equality and empowerment
Jo Luhman is keen to point out that the
sole reason that GRT pupils do well at
Ash Manor is because it is an inclusive
school. ‘We are a community and we
respect everybody,’ she says. ‘Everybody
has an equal opportunity to decide what
they want in their life and we will support
them to achieve that.’
No concessions are made to particular
groups. There is zero tolerance of racism.
Policies on attendance, punctuality,
uniform and behaviour apply equally
to everyone. ‘Occasionally, parents will
claim we’re picking on their child because
they’re Travellers,’ says Ms Luhman. ‘But
we’re clear: “We’re dealing with your
child because their behaviour is not
appropriate. It’s the behaviour, not the
child that we don’t like.”’
Some pupil behaviours are, however,
viewed through a lens of cultural
understanding. All staff have received
training on GRT culture from members

24 Special Children 234

All staff are aware
of cultural issues that
might previously have
been interpreted as
misbehaviour

of the GRT community and are aware of
cultural issues that might previously have
been interpreted as misbehaviour.
‘We understand now, for example,

Who are the Gypsies, Roma and
Travellers?
● Romany gypsies left India over 1,000 years

●
●

●
●
●

●
●

ago, settling across Europe and arriving in the
UK in the 1500s.
Irish Traveller culture dates back at least to the
11th century.
New Travellers are people who adopted a
travelling life through choice, not because of
cultural heritage. Many are now second or
third generation.
Roma are Romany people from central and
eastern Europe.
Other Travellers include Showmen, Bargees
and Circus people.
Around 300,000 Gypsies and Travellers live
in the UK, about 200,000 in houses and
100,000 in caravans. Some still travel for part
or all of the year. Around 25,000 Gypsies and
Travellers are homeless and have nowhere
legal to stop.
Gypsies and Irish Travellers are recognised as
ethnic minorities under the Equality Act, 2010.
Since 2003, Gypsy/Roma and Irish Travellers
are distinct ethnicity group categories within
the School Census. The Census does not
record other travelling groups.
Adapted from www.gypsy-traveller.org

Ash Manor has high expectations of
everyone. Ms Sines’ own daughter, now in
Year 10, aspires to be a solicitor. But some
GRT parents still hope their children will
follow a manual trade when they leave,
and the school will support that too. ‘We
have one GRT pupil who wants to be a
ﬂorist, so she is taking a level 2 course
at college,’ says Ms Luhman, ‘and she’s
smashing the course – top student. Her
dad’s going to set her up in a ﬂoristry
business when she ﬁnishes. But she’ll also
leave with eight or nine good GCSEs.’
‘We’ve seen here, over a long period
of time, the GRT community’s attitude
to education changing,’ continues Ms
Luhman. ‘And it will change again
because the Traveller children who are
coming through now are loving education,
they’re seeing others succeed, they want
to do better, and they’re going to.’
Mary-Lou, a Traveller pupil sums it
up. ‘I want to stand on my own two feet
as a Traveller woman and I want to give
my children the best chance in life,’ she
declares. ‘And nobody’s going to tell me
I’m not entitled to it.’
Annie Grant is a freelance consultant,
producer, writer and editor

FIND OUT MORE
● Surrey Gypsy Traveller Community Forum:

www.sgtcf.uk
● Brighter futures, short film featuring Ash Manor

GRT pupils: http://bit.ly/sc234-21
● Moving Forward Together: Raising Gypsy, Roma

and Traveller Achievement (National Strategies
archives): http://bit.ly/sc234-24
● Overcoming barriers: Ensuring that Roma
children are fully engaged and achieving in
education (Ofsted 2014): http://bit.ly/sc234-25
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Drama and autism
At the TES SEN Show 2016, I
collaborated with Mousetrap
Theatre Projects to deliver
an interactive workshop
demonstrating the JEDAA
approach. On the following pages
I share some of the activities we
explored, together with a few
more.
JEDAA – Joe England Drama and
Autism – is based on the philosophy
that structured imaginative play can
enhance the development of children
and young people on the autism
spectrum in a multitude of ways.
The word ‘structure’ is important.
One of the distinguishing features of my
work is a clear definition of the physical
boundaries within which the activities
will take place. Likewise, the activities
themselves are carefully structured,
starting with simple exercises and then
building in one or two additional layers
as the learners start to get the hang
of it. Scaffolded support creates an
environment where learners feel safe,
giving them the confidence to go beyond
merely following my lead and come up
with ideas of their own.
That’s when they begin to fly. It can
be very empowering for a child who
lacks faith in themselves to step into
the centre of a circle of their peers and
perform their own interpretation of a
task, which the others then copy. It could
be as simple as a sequence comprising a
single movement and a sound, as in the
rhythm exercise on page 28. But this is
their moment, their chance to express
their ideas and share these with others.
After that, their development comes on
in leaps and bounds.

The role of the facilitator
As a professional actor with extensive
experience of working with SEND
students, I am adept at improvisation
and know how to lead activities in a way
that entices learners to join in. That can
be more difficult for a teacher, but it’s
very important that you throw yourself
into role.
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Joe England shares drama-based games and exercises that support children and young
people with autism and other special educational needs to develop self-confidence and
find new ways to express themselves

Joe England facilitates a workshop for Envision, a programme for blind and partially sighted young
people run by Mousetrap Theatre Projects

Children with autism can experience
high levels of anxiety and worry about
getting things wrong. If a child is
reluctant to take part, you might come
into the middle and demonstrate a fun
and engaging idea, and then hopefully
they will want to contribute their fun
and engaging idea too. Alternatively, if
they have given you the tiniest germ of
an idea, you could come in with them
and support them to expand on it.
Once that has happened, next time they

JEDAA
Joe England provides staff CPD and
Inset training on the fundamental
principles underpinning the JEDAA
approach.
He also runs workshops for learners,
which tap into the magic of perennial
favourites from children’s literature, like
The Lion King or The Railway Children,
or introduce learners to the wonderful
world of Shakespeare.
Alternatively, schools can
commission bespoke workshops
designed to meet their particular needs.
Although based in Manchester, he is
prepared to travel.
Visit www.jedaa.co.uk or contact
Joe@jedaa.co.uk.

might have the confidence to come in
on their own.
Building confidence comes from
making it enjoyable, demonstrating
and modelling as often as necessary,
not putting children under pressure
and responding to their needs. Once
they get going, they may surprise you
with their powers of expression and
creativity.
I hope you find the activities overleaf
useful. Enjoy.

Mousetrap Theatre Projects
For the last 11 years, Mousetrap has
worked with secondary special schools,
taking hundreds of young people with
special needs to a top West End show
each term for £8 a ticket. Each school is
offered an in-school workshop to support
their visit, delivered by outstanding
facilitators, such as Joe England.
Special schools can also take
part in more in-depth projects which
develop students’ confidence and
communication skills. Mousetrap also
offers bespoke days at West End
theatres for young people who are
visually impaired or deaf.
Visit www.mousetrap.org.uk or
contact Jo Pelly, programmes manager,
on 020 7632 4117.
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Defining the space

Joe England leads a group of students in a game of ‘pass the clap’, an excellent warm-up activity where a clap is passed in sequence around the circle,
encouraging turn-taking and creating an active group focus

Defining the space where the
activities will take place and giving
clear instruction about the task sets
the boundaries for safe and creative
‘playful’ work.
I like to divide the space into three
areas.
1. The circle – for circle-based
activities – defined by taping a circle on
the floor.
2. The audience line – for individual
activities and sharing work – defined
with a taped line.
3. ‘In the space’ – for group work
which requires more room – no tape
necessary.

makes, on their chest. If needed, you
can vocalise a rhythm to help: ‘Boomboom, boom-boom, boom-boom…’
3. Now that the rhythm is established,
they are going to add saying the word
‘hello’, passing it around the circle. They
are going to try to do this on the beat of
the rhythm, so it will go: ‘Hel-lo, hel-lo,
hel-lo,’ and so on.

Starter ideas to break the ice

Throwing the face – five to 10 minutes

All of these take place in the circle space.

Played as a whole class.

The rhythm of the heart – five minutes

How to play
1. Choose an emotion to explore. Let’s
say you have chosen ‘sad’. Everyone is
going to have a go at making a sad face.
2. Now ask the group to go back to
having a neutral face.
3. Choose one learner to start the
activity. That person begins by making
a sad face. They then throw it across the
circle to somebody else, who adopts the

Played as a whole class.
How to play
1. Ask the group to take their right hand
and place it on their heart.
2. Begin a heartbeat rhythm and
continue until everyone is joining in.
Achieve this by encouraging them
to gently tap the rhythm their heart
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Extension idea: adding an emotion –
five minutes
Played as above, but this time adding
an emotion to the heartbeat. Pass the
‘hello’ with a happy emotion, or sad or
surprised, or another of your choice.

sad face, and the person who threw it
goes back to being neutral.
4. The emotional face is passed round
the circle until everyone has had a turn.
This can be played exploring many
different emotions. It can help to
strengthen the structure and create a
sense of drama if you prompt the action
by saying: ‘One, two, three... throw the
face!’

Ideas for the middle of the session
Shadowing game – 10 minutes
Played in pairs ‘in the space’.
How to play
1. Establish who is person A and who is
person B.
2. Person A is going to ‘physicalise’ a
journey in the space. i.e. they will make
very deliberate movements, perhaps by
lifting their knees high and swinging
their arms, or taking tiny, tentative
steps as they creep around. Person B
is going to act as person A’s shadow,
copying exactly what they do.
3. Person A begins to get suspicious
that they are being followed and turns
round to see if they can catch their

www.optimus-education.com/sc234

Pull-out resource

shadow. Person B immediately freezes,
which makes them invisible. Person
A searches in vain, then turns back to
continue on their journey.
4. Person A and B swap roles so they
both experience being copied and
copying.
Extension idea
Play the game as above, but this time,
as well as freezing, the shadow should
purposefully exaggerate the movements
of the person they are copying, making
the ‘freezes’ become even more
expressive physical shapes to hold.

Emotional chairs – 15 minutes
Played in pairs behind the audience
line.
How to play
1. Set up four chairs, with an emotion/
instruction attached to each one. It
can be useful to have these written
and supported by a symbol from
Boardmaker or Makaton.
2. Ask the two participants to select the
first emotional chair they are going to
sit in. For example, one might choose
angry, while the other chooses happy.
3. Assign each participant a simple
line of dialogue – for instance, person
A says: ‘Tell me the truth,’ and person
B responds: ‘I’ve already told you the

truth.’ If you are currently working on
a story or a play with your students,
these could be used here. An argument
between Mustafa and Scar in The Lion
King, say, or between Oberon and
Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
4. After they have spoken their lines,
encourage the participants to move
on to the next chair, with a different
emotion to play.
5. Allow the exercise to ‘play out’,
encouraging participants to connect
with each emotion as much as they can
as they move between the chairs.

Finishing with in-role work and
storytelling
When taking on a role, wearing a
character ‘signifier’ such as a hat or a
cloak can be really useful for both you as
the workshop leader and for the learners.
It gives you the chance to assume the role
or transform into the part, and signifies
to the group that you are becoming that
character – when you are wearing the
crown, you are playing the king.
A prop can also be a great ‘signifier’.
A nice example is a ‘story stick’.
When you hold the stick, you are the
storyteller and the stick has magic
powers. When it is pointed at a student,
they become a character in the story.
This can work really well in an
activity called The Story Whoosh.

Story whoosh – 20 minutes
Played as a whole class.
How to play
●● Ask the group to make a standing
circle. Explain that you are the
storyteller and will use the story stick
to bring in different characters at
various stages of the plot.
●● Start recounting the story and call in
the first participants.
●● When you want to clear the central
space in order to move on to the
next part, flourish the stick and say:
‘Whoosh!’ At that point all those
characters go back to their places in
the circle.
●● Continue round the circle, bringing
in new participants to play out the
next part of the story.
●● Proceed in this way until the story is
complete.
The story could be one you have been
working on in class, or it could be
something that is completely new
to the pupils. If you find it hard to
memorise it, you can use a short
prompt sheet, but try not to read
directly from it and just use it as
a guide. Your commitment as the
storyteller is vital to the activity.
Enjoy the role and have fun!

Joe England sets the scene as two students prepare to take part in Emotional chairs
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Some more fun starters

Ten-second challenge requires teamwork, quick thinking and lots of imagination

The rhythm circle – 10 minutes

●●

Played by the whole class.

●●
●●

How to play
1. The pupils stand in a circle and one
participant comes into the middle to
‘perform’ a movement and a sound.
They repeat this a few times, and the
rest of the circle copies them.
2. After several sequences of the
movement and sound, the first
participant switches out of the centre
of the circle and swaps places with
someone else, who comes into the
middle to offer the group a new
movement and sound.
3. If possible, the transition between
each movement and sound should be
as seamless as possible as the group
adapts to the new offering.

Ten-second challenge – 10 minutes
Played in small groups (minimum four,
maximum six) ‘in the space’.
How to play
1. Divide the class into groups of
between four and six people.
2. Call out the name of an object.
3. Each group has 10 seconds to use
their bodies to collectively make the
shape of the object.
Objects that work well include:
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a washing machine
a milkshake with a straw
a traditional English breakfast.

Alternatively, you can base your choice
of objects on a topic you are currently
working on in class, or take suggestions
from the group.
This is a good icebreaking activity,
as pupils have to watch and respond to
each other – and they are against the
clock so quick choices need to be made.

Passing the hummingbird – five minutes
Played as a whole class.
How to play
1. The pupils all stand in a circle.
2. Using a scrunched-up piece of A4
paper, you make the shape of a small
hummingbird. Don’t worry if it doesn’t
look very convincing – that doesn’t
really matter.
3. Get the pupils to pass the hummingbird
round the circle, taking good care of it
and making strong eye contact with the
person they hand it on to.
4. Now get them to pass it round the
circle again, and this time play some
music to accompany the activity –
something provocative and focusing.
This exercise is very ‘pure’ in acting

terms. When it’s a pupil’s turn to pass
on the hummingbird, they really need
to use their imagination and performing
skills to convince the audience – i.e.
the other people in the circle – that the
hummingbird really does exist.

Rubber chicken – five minutes
Played as a whole class. This is a fun
and energising game.
How to play
1. The pupils all stand in a circle.
2. Ask them to raise their right hand in
the air (make sure they leave plenty of
space between them) and get them to
count out eight beats, flicking out their
wrist with each count.
3. Get them to repeat this with their left
wrist, then their right leg and finally
their left leg (just carefully kicking out
their foot).
4. Repeat the sequence, but this time
the pupils will count out four beats, still
making the same flicking motion with
their wrists and then their legs.
5. Repeat the sequence with two beats;
repeat it again with one beat.
6. Finish with a group jump, all
shouting: ‘Rubber chicken!’ together.
7. Run the activity again, perhaps a little
faster now that they have got the hang
of it.
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The way you manage
CPD is changing

Unlimited CPD
CREATE PERSONALISED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
PLANS FOR ALL YOUR STAFF… FOR ONE PRICE
m y.o ptimus - e d u cat i o n .co m /ch an gi ng

Action research can be used to evaluate
strategies used with individual children or a
whole class

Action research – a powerful
tool for development
James Mannion demonstrates how action research can empower teachers to
improve their practice and offers advice on how to get started
My passion for action research
began eight years ago when I signed
up for a research-based MA in
person-centred education. It almost
broke me. Spending your entire
summer composing a 20,000-word
dissertation is no picnic. When I
finally handed it in, I vowed never
again.
But on returning to the classroom, I
discovered that everything had changed.
I spoke differently. The students spoke
and behaved differently, and I responded
in ways that were different again. The act
of reﬂecting so deeply about my practice
– and about the nature of learning – had
been transformative. I became a strong
advocate for action research, and I have
been working to promote its use in schools
ever since.

approach to professional development
which empowers us to take ownership
of our own development by focusing on
improving outcomes for the students
before us. While evidence published
in education research journals can be
extremely valuable, there is no guarantee
that ‘what works’ in other settings will be
equally effective in our own. To find out,
we need to roll our sleeves up and start
collecting data ourselves.
The good news is that action research
is something people already understand.
If you are even vaguely familiar with
the classic structure of a Year 7 science
experiment – introduction, method,
results, discussion – then you are capable
of using action research to examine,
evaluate and improve your practice.

Action research and CPD

Some schools have adopted action research
as a whole-school approach to professional
development. This is great – however, you
don’t need to wait for your headteacher
or line manager to take the lead. Here’s a
quick and simple guide to getting started.

Why do we do what we do? What could
make it better? How can we continue to
develop and adapt to changing contexts as
we progress through our careers?
Action research inquiry is a systematic
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1.

2.

3.

4.

Getting started

5.

Reﬂect. Think about your
professional development to date.
What are your strengths? What
problems do you face currently?
Focus. Choose an area of your
practice that you would like to
investigate or develop. Keep the focus
small and manageable. For example
you might examine just one strategy
you use, or explore how best to
support a particular student.
Formulate a research question.
Research questions should be defined
as tightly possible. A useful question
frame is: ‘To what extent is… effective
as a method for improving…?’
Read around the topic. There’s
no need to carry out an exhaustive
literature review, but try to read at
least one piece of research about your
chosen area of interest. If the area
is controversial, it’s helpful to read
articles from opposing viewpoints.
Choose a research method. There
are many options – observations, test
scores, interviews, questionnaires
– or you might wish to combine a
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few different approaches. The more
data you collect, the richer your
understanding will become, but
here too it’s important to keep it
manageable.
6. 	Take a baseline (optional). Not all
research inquiries require a baseline
measure or lend themselves to a ‘pre
vs. post’ style of evaluation. However,
if you wish to get a handle on whether
your practice is improving over time,
or whether it is equally effective in
different contexts, some form of
initial baseline measure will provide a
useful point of comparison. You might
also consider collecting data about
students not involved in the study (a
control group).
7. 	Plan and carry out your
intervention (optional). Not all
research inquiries are intervention
based – for example, you might
simply wish to find out more about
an aspect of your practice, perhaps
through student voice interviews.
However, if your aim is to evaluate
the impact of a particular strategy,
you should take the time to plan how
and when to do this in a realistic,
authentic way.
8. 	Take a post-intervention
measure (optional). If your
research method involves a ‘pre vs.
post’ comparison, how long will you
wait before collecting the data – a day,
a week, a month? Will you collect it
over time, or in a single data harvest?
9. 	Analyse your findings. Once you
have collected your data, take the
time to sit with it. Try to understand it
as deeply as possible. Discuss it with
your colleagues. What does it tell you?
What does it not tell you? Did you find
what you expected? Were there any

surprises, and if so, what might lie
behind them? What conclusions can
you draw?
10. 	Evaluate your research inquiry.
How did it go? What went well? What
aspects did you find challenging?
What would you do differently if you
did it again? Can you use the findings
to inform your practice in future? If
so, how? If not, why not?
11. 	Write up and share your
findings. You can do this at praxisteacher-research.org (see below). Try
to tell the story in a way that will be
helpful to others working in a similar
position. Aim for around 750 words. If
you would like to provide more detail,
you can upload additional documents
(e.g. resources, results tables) as
attachments.
12. 	Plan your next inquiry. What’s
next? Do you wish to repeat the same
inquiry, but do it differently this time,
or in a different context? Or perhaps
it’s time for a total change of direction.
Whatever you decide, stick with it.
Action research is a powerful engine
for getting better at what we do, and
improving outcomes for young people.

Praxis-teacher-research.org
A few months ago, I wrote a blog outlining
my vision for an online space where
teachers and others could share their
action research findings. The response
was overwhelmingly positive, and so I set
up a pilot platform. It is still early days,
but already 16 research inquiries have
been uploaded to the site, and around
100 people have signed up to join the
community.
I have also started to work with
teachers to carry out small-scale research
inquiries using the Praxis platform.

Typical feedback from participants
include the following comments.
●● It was simple to implement.
●● The impact on children’s learning was
significant.
●● I have adapted the activity [for other
contexts].
●● It produced confirmation of what we
already expected and some useful
resources to use in school.
●● Linking the work that I do in SEND to
action research deepens and extends
my knowledge.
●● It focused my thinking and provided
evidence to advocate specific
approaches.
●● The school was really engaged with
it, as were the parents, pupil and staff
involved.
Best of all, people’s responses revealed
a huge appetite for more research. They
wrote about needing more time to engage
with the research literature, wanting to
fine-tune their research methodology
to improve the quality of evidence, or
planning to repeat the study with a larger
sample size.
If you would like some help in setting
up a research inquiry as a method for
improving your professional practice, you
can contact me through @PraxisTeachRes
or email james@rethinking-ed.org.
Alternatively, if you have carried out a
piece of action research previously – or
you know someone who has – we would
love to have you join our network so you
can share your findings.
After 10 years in teaching, James
Mannion now works as a consultant to
promote action research in schools, both
independently and through the University
College London Institute of Education.

Action research as it unfolds
Catherine OddHayward charts the development of an action research project designed to
promote inclusion for students with SEND
In 2008, as part of my MA, I undertook a small
action research project with five students
from years 7 and 8 who had language and
communication difficulties. It lasted only a few
weeks and took the form of four intervention
lessons, with pre- and post-intervention
interviews to evaluate impact.
The outcomes were very encouraging and
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paved the way for a larger, more complex piece
of research.

Setting the context
I work in a specialist support centre for children
with speech language and communication needs
(SLCN) including autism, based in a mainstream
secondary school. To facilitate inclusion,

students spend much of their time in mainstream
lessons, with varying degrees of support
depending on how well they are able to access
learning independently.
At the time, the introduction of Every Child
Matters a few years earlier had led schools to
place much more emphasis on self-awareness
and skills development. In PSHE and Social and
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Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) lessons,
students were analysing their feelings on a wide
range of issues and sharing these with others;
the RSA Opening Minds curriculum was another
initiative that set out to foster personal attributes
and important life skills.
Meanwhile, developments like student
councils, student governors and buddying
systems were encouraging students to get more
involved in school life and raising the proﬁle of
student voice.
Students with communication difﬁculties and
autism, however, often ﬁnd it hard to identify
their emotions, and even harder to participate in
activities that rely heavily on oral or written input.
Their voices weren’t being heard.

The initial project
It became apparent to me that before our SLCN
and ASC students could beneﬁt from these
valuable programmes, they needed to build up a
functional emotional vocabulary. So we created
a grid of four core emotions – happy, sad, angry
and worried – and then hung more nuanced
emotions onto this framework, building up a
bank of these as time went by. From this came
the idea of extending the work into the use of
non-verbal stimuli for a research project.
I collaborated with three mainstream
colleagues, who led sessions in art, music,
dance and cooking, using colour, form, sound,
movement, taste and smell to support the
students to explore and communicate their
feelings non-verbally. We then used the same
stimuli to encourage them to show how they felt
about the school day.
For the pre- and post- interviews, I focused on
ﬁnding out what they might want to change about
school. To see if their experiences in a non-

Students used a grid of four core emotions to record how they felt

verbal context had given them the conﬁdence
to communicate at greater length verbally, I
compared the total number of words they spoke
during our ﬁrst conversation with the word count
for the second. Overall, it increased dramatically
for four out of the ﬁve students.
Meanwhile, feedback from teachers, support
staff and the students themselves showed that
they were contributing more in lessons.

Developing it further
I started afresh with a new group of children for
the second project, which lasted two terms and

Studen

t2–W

orried

Studen
t 2 - An

gry

was much wider in scope.
This time three Year 7 students with
statements for SLCN took part and a child with a
statement for ASC. Given the difﬁculties children
with autism encounter when confronted with
change and the less structured nature of creative
arts activities, I was interested to see how this
student would respond.
Where the ﬁrst project had focused on student
voice, the aim this time was to see if a more indepth project would equip the students with skills
to participate more fully in a range of aspects
of school life, increase their understanding of
their own needs, and raise their awareness
of their strengths and weaknesses within the
curriculum and of strategies they could use to
help themselves.
The same three colleagues led the
intervention sessions, but we amended
these in the light of what we had learned. In
the original art session, for example, we had
shown students photographs of people with
expressions of happiness, sadness, anger and
worry, which had then steered them heavily
towards painting faces. So we omitted these
second time round to allow for greater freedom
of expression and demand more engagement
with the task.

Evaluating impact in the classroom

Examples of the students’ artwork expressing the four core emotions
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101

For the pilot project, I had relied on informal
feedback from the students and the staff who
worked with them to evaluate the impact on their
participation in lessons. This time I wanted to be
more systematic by observing their behaviour in
class on an ongoing basis.
I decided to do this by setting up weekly
circle time sessions for three of the participants
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a lot from the experience and were working on
how to make their next entry better than their ﬁrst
attempt.

Outcomes for the school

The interviews were partly based on personal journey road maps the students had prepared in advance

together with their fellow tutor group members,
keeping a record of how they responded each
time. My intention was to run just a few of these,
but they proved so beneﬁcial for the whole
group, I continued them throughout the duration
of the project.
Meanwhile, the fourth student was engaged in
a Circle of Friends intervention and the two staff
members in charge of this group provided me
with a written record of their observations.

Amending the interview process
My interview questions this time were designed
to investigate the students’ understanding
of themselves, their skills and talents. I also
changed the format of the interview process.
On the previous occasion, I had worked from
pre-prepared prompts, but I found these weren’t
very helpful in supporting the students to come
up with a response. So I moved to a more
non-directive, counselling-based technique – I
repeated back to the students what they had said
to me, and then they might add something else.
I also used a narrative structure based on
a personal journey road map – past, present
and future – which the students had prepared
in advance with two communication assistants
from the centre. The narrative structure – who,
where, when, why, what and how – helped them
to organise their ideas and the visual support
supported them to focus on the task.

Outcomes for students
The length of the students’ responses at the
second interview showed that the project had
made a signiﬁcant difference to their willingness
and ability to express themselves. It also validated
the reﬁnements made to the interview process.
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Meanwhile, the content of these
conversations, and others that took place
elsewhere, indicated a greater self-awareness.
For instance, one girl who had been totally
unaware of the nature and level of her difﬁculties,
said that on being asked by some children why
she didn’t go to her neighbourhood school, she
had replied: ‘I told them I come here ’cos I have
problems with words.’ Likewise, the student with
ASC who had wanted to become a professional
footballer came to recognise that this was
unrealistic but that there were other options
open to him, and he might like to be a sports
photographer.
As anticipated, this student found it harder
than the others to participate in the creative
activities, but we made amendments to make it
easier for him. Meanwhile, the progress of the
other three was remarkable. These were young
people who had struggled with self-conﬁdence
at the start, were unhappy to participate
verbally in tutor time, found instructions hard
to follow and the pace of conversation too
rapid for them to join in. Little by little, they
became happier to stand up in circle time and
were asking for clariﬁcation when they didn’t
understand a task. As the year went on, and
they received specialist input in the centre,
during circle time, Circle of Friends, during
interviews and via interventions, they were
contributing more in tutor time too.
Even more remarkable was their joint decision
to enter for the school talent show. They had to
audition in front of half their form group, then in
front of the whole group, and ﬁnally in front of
the entire year. When they didn’t make it into the
show, rather than becoming downhearted, they
said they would try again next time, had learned

The research project highlighted that without
adaptations, valuable programmes designed
to develop personal qualities and encourage
participation in school life are inaccessible to
students with language and communication
difﬁculties.
The adults involved in the project became
much more aware about ‘drilling right down’ to
the level of language and knowledge students
have about a topic and building up their
conceptual vocabulary from that point. At the
same time, the Opening Minds art curriculum
was adapted to include work on colour and
feelings contributed by the teacher who had led
the art intervention sessions.
I also had discussions with the teacher
responsible for implementing Opening Minds in
Year 7 about the need to simplify the language
of the assessments and ensuring that students
have a functional emotional vocabulary before
expecting them to tackle these. Meanwhile,
the interest from many members of staff
demonstrated a growing commitment to making
students’ learning experiences valid and inclusive
for all.

Outcomes for me
All the methods I used in the project were
developments of my own practice. I had
experience of circle time in primary settings
but not in secondary. I had attended a training
course in Circle of Friends for children with
autism, but not for children with language and
communication difﬁculties. I had been trained in
non-directive counselling techniques as a student
counsellor at university. I used narrative structure
in my curricular work with students in the centre.
I was experimenting with all of these methods,
adapting them to suit the context and the
individuals involved and evaluating the impact. I
was learning by doing.
The insights I gained in the process informed
and improved my practice within the centre.
One of the key issues I recognised was the
importance of developing comprehensive
communication channels with students and
building up a supportive and trusting relationship
so that they would not be not afraid try out new
ways of learning and new ways of expressing
themselves.
Every child deserves to be heard.

Catherine OddHayward is head of the Swan
Centre, an LA-funded specialist support centre
based in Brighton Aldridge Community Academy.
A fuller version of her research can be found on
http://praxis-teacher-research.org
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Working memory
Memory Magic is an
intervention designed
to help children with
working memory
difficulties cope better in
class. Participants in an
action research project to
evaluate its effectiveness
talk to Alison Thomas
about the outcomes
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‘The ﬁrst “magic trick” is called
Focus,’ explains Sue Burns,
inclusion manager of St Catherine’s
Catholic Primary School in
Littlehampton.
‘The children might be given two
almost identical pictures and asked to
spot the tiny differences between them.
Or they might play a pairs game, where
pictures are laid out face down on the
table, and to match them up they have
to remember where each one is. Another
activity involves passing actions round –
so if the first child claps their hands, say,
the second child copies that, adds a new
action of their own, and passes it on.
‘That one went down really well with
my group. They found it great fun and
were surprised by how many actions
they managed to hold in their heads

without losing the thread. They reached
six or seven by the end, which is quite
challenging.
‘Yet at the start, they might look at
an activity and say: “That’s too hard. I
will never be able to do that.” So one of
the benefits of the intervention was the
impact on their confidence.’

Memory Magic
The intervention she is describing is
Memory Magic by Janie Booth, which
comprises a wide variety of games and
activities to teach children seven ‘magic
tricks’ or strategies that could help
them overcome some of the challenges
they face in class due to a poor working
memory.
After Focus, they move on to Rehearse,
where they are supported to remember
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Using the Rehearse
strategy, children from
St Catherine’s Catholic
Primary School try to
remember items on a
shopping list to put in
the trolley. The children
watching are also trying
hard to hold the list in
their heads to check
if the child playing
is right

Action research

For the pupils in Mrs Burns’ group, the
process of evaluation was ongoing. ‘At the
end of each session, I encouraged them to
take what we had been practising back to
the classroom, then tell me next time what
they had done and how it had helped,’ she
says. ‘As time went by, they began to get a
feel for their preferred strategy. One little
girl liked Picture it. “I try to picture what
I am going to do and remember it before
I do it,” she told me, while another child
said: “I like Rehearse, so I practise it in
my head first.”’

Visuals make a
massive difference to
children with working
memory difﬁculties

items through repeating them in their
heads using inner speech. Next comes
Group, which includes chunking a series
of numbers and grouping objects by
category in order to remember them
better, followed by Picture it, where
children are encouraged to paint mental
pictures of things or find their own
engaging ways of linking unconnected
images to make them more memorable.
The fifth trick is Map which, as its
name suggests, is akin to mind mapping,
and the sixth one is Link, which includes
strategies such as acronyms, acrostics and
chaining.
The series concludes with Your spell,
where the children are encouraged to
evaluate all the strategies they have
learned and identify what works best for
them.
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Kimberley Viney, inclusion leader of
Summerlea Community Primary School,
also in Littlehampton, found the icons
and the key fob very useful in this respect.
‘A card with the icon for the trick the
children are practising is laid in front
of them when they are playing a game
to remind them which strategy they are
using,’ she explains. ‘These reappear on a
key fob with all seven tricks on it, which
they can keep in their pocket so they
can access it easily in class. It’s about
reflection and identifying your strengths,
which the older ones are able to do, but it
takes the little ones a bit longer. Having
the visual support helps and eventually
they are able to do it too.’
Visual support is a core feature of
the resource, which comes with a CD
containing over 600 pictures. On a
practical note, Mrs Burns warns that, first
time round, you have to set aside time
for printing these out and laminating
them, although ‘once it is done, it is done.’
‘Visuals make such a massive difference
to children with working memory
difficulties,’ she observes. ‘These ones are
very good – bright, colourful and very
clear – and I found myself using them in
other contexts too.’

Action research project
St Catherine’s and Summerlea were two
of four schools from the Littlehampton
Locality SENCO group that participated in
an action research project to evaluate the
effectiveness of the resource. Conducted
by education psychologist Dr Jerricah
Holder and her assistant Jillen Fatania of
West Sussex Council, the project involved
24 children altogether, ranging in age
from seven to 11.
Teachers and SENCOs selected the
participants based on who they felt would
benefit most, irrespective of whether or
not they were on the SEN register. In the
case of Summerlea, of the six children
from years 2 to 5 who took part, four
had identified SEND while the other two
were exhibiting behaviours in class that
indicated they might benefit. Likewise,
three out of Mrs Burns’ four pupils were
on SEN support, but the fourth was having
difficulties stemming from memory issues.
On the advice of the researchers,
group size was kept to a maximum of
six. Otherwise, schools were free to
implement the intervention as they saw
fit, with the recommendation that they
should use at least three activities to
practise each trick and that all tricks
should be covered.

How the project came about
It was the absence of any objective
evaluation of the effectiveness of the
intervention that prompted the launch
of the project. Dr Holder and Ms Fatania
had been keen to address this gap for
some time, and the enthusiasm of the
Littlehampton Locality SENCO group
allowed them to bring this about.
‘The group was interested in finding
out more about how they could support
children with working memory difficulties
and had invited me to deliver some
training on this topic,’ explains Dr
Holder. ‘As part of the training, we looked
at Memory Magic, and as we explored
the rationale behind it and the different
strategies involved, they could see how
it might be very useful for some of their
pupils. Meanwhile, in the absence of any
known research, it was also identified as a
great opportunity to conduct some action
research of our own.’
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Why Memory Magic?
•

•

•

Memory Magic makes no claims to
increase working memory capacity and
focuses instead on providing strategies
that will help children access learning.
At the same time, it encourages
educators to adopt an environmental
approach and differentiate classroom
practice so that the child is also
working within their optimal working
memory range as much as possible.
Although the intervention itself does
not have a published evidence base, the
tricks do have a sound theoretical and
empirical base and have been found to
be effective in improving the memory
recall of some children (Apter, 2012;
Tayler, 2015).

Looking at Memory Magic in the context
of the abundant research and conflicting
views, it was clear to the researchers that
it merited further investigation.
Two pupils from Summerlea Community Primary School practise Rehearse by playing a game where they
work in pairs to order food from a restaurant menu

Research to date
The crucial importance of working
memory for learning is highlighted by
research findings showing that working
memory skills at the start of formal
education are a more powerful predictor
of subsequent academic success than IQ
(Alloway & Alloway, 2010). There is less
clarity about how to support children
with working memory difficulties,
however, and two main approaches have
emerged.
• The environmental approach (e.g.
Alloway and Gathercole, 2008) involves
adapting the classroom environment
and curriculum delivery so as not to
overload the learner’s working memory
capacity. Strategies include giving
instructions one at a time, chunking
tasks and providing visual memory aids.
• The within-child approach focuses
on developing the pupil’s skills, either
by training their working memory
capacity with a view to increasing
it (e.g. St. Clair-Thompson, Stevens,
Hunt and Bolder, 2010), or by giving
them strategies to help them cope
better with the demands of the
classroom (e.g. Booth, 2009).
Which of these strategies is likely to be
most effective remains the subject of
much debate. Some research supports
the premise put forward in Baddeley
and Hitch’s original model (1974) that
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children’s working memory capacity
cannot easily be changed, and therefore
favours strategies that will help them to
cope; other studies suggest that working
memory capacity develops until the
teenage years, meaning that childhood
training could be useful (Gathercole,
Pickering, Ambridge and Wearing, 2004).

Working memory
is a more powerful
predictor of academic
success than IQ

Meanwhile, claims by memory training
programs like Cogmed and Jungle
Memory that they improve working
memory have been called into question by
a number of meta-analyses, which found
that improvements in recall were only
observed during tasks similar to those on
the program, and were therefore unlikely
to impact on academic outcomes (Redick
et al., 2015). Apter’s (2012) review also
concluded that any gains achieved
through these programs are more
probably the result of children discovering
and learning memory strategies rather
than an increase in working memory
capacity.

Methodology
The project set out to test the following
four hypotheses.
1. Working memory capacity will not
change.
2. Knowledge and awareness of memory
strategies will increase.
3. Use of memory strategies will increase.
4. Impact of working memory in the
classroom should decrease.
To evaluate impact, the researchers
conducted the following assessments preand post-intervention.
• Working Memory Rating Scale – a
teacher-rated assessment to assess
behaviours in the classroom that are
characteristic of children with working
memory deficits (Alloway, Gathercole
& Kirkwood, 2008).
• Digit Span Test – an assessment of
auditory short-term and working
memory (WISC-IV; Wechsler, 2003).
• Princess Captive Test – a story task
to assess knowledge about memory
strategies using a narrative format
(Vianello, Cornoldi, & Moniga, 1991).
• Memory recall using pictorials – visual
aids from The Children’s Inferential
Thinking Modifiability Test used to
assess knowledge and use of memory
strategies (Tzuriel, 1992).

Outcomes
The outcomes of the project suggest the
intervention can be effective in supporting
children with working memory difficulties.
The post-tests results showed an
increase in the participants’ awareness
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and use of memory strategies,
particularly those of a self-internal
nature, such as verbal rehearsal.
Furthermore, while collecting the postintervention data, the researchers noted
that several of the children were naming
the specific tricks, identifying them
as useful strategies and utilising them
during the tasks.
Meanwhile, the teachers’ responses
to the teacher-rated Working Memory
Rating Scale indicated a decrease of
observable behaviours characteristic of
children with working memory difficulties
in the classroom. This suggested that the
impact of working memory difficulties on
children’s learning was reduced.
The Digit Span Test, on the other hand,
revealed no change in the children’s
working memory capacity, in line with
hypothesis one and Badeley’s original
model.
Taken as a whole, the results indicate
that teaching children memory strategies
and giving them opportunities to explore
and practise ways of processing and
storing information more effectively
could be instrumental in supporting
them to negate some of their working
memory difficulties. This is supported by
the evidence base regarding the positive
impact of each of the tricks on children’s
memory recall in Tayler’s (2015) review
of the Memory Magic strategies, as well
as Apter’s (2012) review of working
memory training programmes more
generally.
‘Viewed alongside existing research and
theory, the results are very promising,’
says Dr Holder. ‘However, given the small
sample size and the lack of a control
group for statistical comparison, they
must be interpreted with caution. It’s a
start, but further research and statistical
analysis is required.’
For this reason, Ms Fatania, who has
now started her educational psychology
training, will be following up the research
as part of her doctorate at the Institute
of Education. ‘We are about to get some
more robust data soon,’ says Dr Holder.
‘We eagerly await the results.’

Find out more
●● Memory Magic by Janie Booth, Stass

Publications. The CD contains pre- and postassessments, worksheets and pictures. The
accompanying manual includes a discussion of
memory, advice for practitioners and instructions
for all the activities.
www.stass.co.uk/publications/memory-magic
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Insights from the schools
The intervention is entirely games based and
the children at St Catherine’s absolutely loved it.
‘The games are differentiated, so you can add in
a bit of extra challenge, which was great,’ says
Sue Burns. ‘There’s an element of drama to it too,
like the stepping stone game, where the children
have to remember which stone to step on. They
could work together as well and give each other
instructions, so it was good for participation.’
The children at Summerlea also engaged
well, although the mixture of ages created a few
problems. ‘There’s a big difference in maturity
between a seven-year-old and a 10-year-old,’
observes Kimberley Viney. ‘That said, the children
were very supportive of each other.’
Both teachers found the resource very
straightforward to implement, with clear
instructions for all the tasks. ‘I ran it myself this
time because it was new to us and I wanted to see
how it would work,’ says Mrs Burns, ‘but it could
certainly be rolled out by a TA.’
Her only minor criticism would be the lack of
guidance on how often to run sessions, how many
activities to include and how long the intervention
might last. ‘With hindsight, I think I spent too
long on the earlier tricks,’ she says. ‘Second time
around, I would streamline it more. Obviously, each
child is different, so you can’t be too prescriptive,
but a little guidance would have been helpful.’
Ms Viney agrees that it would take far too long to
do every activity. ‘We were very mindful of the fact
that different children will have different preferred
strategies, and different preferred strategies
within each trick, so we tried to cover as many as
possible,’ she says, ‘But we tended to dip in and
out, and, of course, I was led by the children. Every
session, we started off by reviewing what had
happened the last time for consolidation.’

Making the links explicit
With regard to optimum group size, the teachers’
experiences differed slightly, and while Mrs Burns,
who had opted to have four children in her group,
might increase that to six in future, Ms Viney would
reduce her group from six to four.
‘I would also choose children of similar ages,’ she
says, ‘and probably no younger than Year 3. I think
Year 2 might struggle with concentration, although
the games are fun and they know some of them
already. Picture lotto, for example, is something we
use regularly in Reception and Year 1.’
Indeed, many of the activities are variations on
good classroom practice, but while children might
play a game in class without understanding what
lay behind it, the intervention makes the intention
explicit.
‘As adults, when we are having trouble
remembering something, we instinctively look for
ways of linking it to something we can’t forget,’

observes Mrs Burns. ‘It’s encouraging children
to find those links as well. They are used to using
things like mnemonics we have created for them,
but this focuses them and encourages them to
think of different ways of remembering things for
themselves.
‘It’s about giving them tools, so that instead of
panicking they can look at a task and think: "If I
do this, it will help." One of the pupils in my group
has dyscalculia and struggles really badly to retain
numbers, and there was a noticeable impact on his
confidence. There is a huge link between anxiety
and maths difficulties. Anything that can reduce
anxiety is going to help.’

Different
children will have
different preferred
strategies
Where now?
Both teachers thoroughly recommend the resource
and intend to use it again themselves, adapting the
groups, times and content in line with what they
have learned from the pilot. One improvement Ms
Viney would envisage would be to run a preliminary
session for parents.
‘I called all the parents up beforehand to
explain why were doing the intervention, and the
children were taking the games home each time,
so hopefully this was prompting parents to ask
them all about it,’ she says. ‘But if we were able
to show them the tricks at the start, so they were
systematically reinforcing them at home, the
impact would be massive.’
Meanwhile Mrs Burns can see potential for
introducing some of the strategies into the
classroom. ‘It has been suggested it could
be rolled out as a whole-class initiative, and
the manual gives you some good classroom
support suggestions,’ she says. ‘Unfortunately,
the timetable is so pressured, that is probably
impractical. But from time to time, it would be good
as a quick starter activity before children embark
on a task, just to say: "Let’s practise this. What skill
are we using? How might it help you?"’
While agreeing that the pressures of the
curriculum make things difficult, Ms Viney would
like to make it a priority for whole-school learning.
‘If I could have a magic wand to say what I would
like to come out of this, it would be to have a
whole-school approach on it,’ she says. ‘That
would obviously take time and require everyone to
be on board. But working memory is so important,
if we had another tool in the toolbox for everybody,
I’m sure we would reap rewards.’
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Learning a trade provides a hook
into academic learning

Creating a safe haven for children
with SEMH
Headteacher Richard Lewis talks to Sophie Chalmers about how creating a
calmer atmosphere in school reduced truancy and drove up academic achievement
Since June 2015, Peak Academy, a
special school in Dursley for pupils
with social, emotional and mental
health difﬁculties in years 6 to 11,
has been ﬂourishing, with a rating
of ‘good’ from Ofsted on all counts.
Only a year before, however, the
picture was very different. Headteacher
Richard Lewis joined the school in June
2014 when it was in special measures.
‘I’d been a leader in another SEMH
provider locally and knew a little bit about
Peak Academy before I arrived,’ he says.
‘Over the previous six years, the school
it replaced had had 14 headteachers and
there was no leadership. Children had
almost burned down some old houses, the
police wouldn’t bring their vehicles on
site, there were regular staff assaults and
huge staff absence issues. On one day, 48
windows were smashed. Staff were just
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Empowering staff
‘Schools for children with SEMH are volatile
places,’ says Mr Lewis. ‘Pupils are unpredictable,
complex, ambiguous and difficult to manage. But
they are also amazing young people.
‘However, before we could start unlocking
self-belief and potential in the pupils, we had to
unlock these same qualities in staff. The thinking
here was based on Simon Sinek’s idea of a
golden circle and starts with his question: “Why
do we do it?” at the centre. The answer to this
drives the “what we do” and the “how we do
it” – when you get the 'why' right, it is energising
and motivational, and people buy into what you
are doing. This is how world-class businesses
like Apple operate so successfully. The staff at
Peak concluded that the answer to 'why?' was
that they wanted to be part of a school that
champions these special young people, that they

loved that challenge and that they wanted to
make these children incredible successes. Once
that was established, the 'what' and the 'how'
became more obvious.’
Another source of inspiration came from James
Kerr’s book Legacy, What the All Blacks can teach
us about the business of life. ‘One of his ideas,’
explains Mr Lewis, ‘is that whoever stands up in
front of a crowd is the person in charge, and it
doesn’t have to be the headteacher – it can be
anyone. Consequently, all our teams now see
themselves as enablers of outcomes for pupils
– whether they are gardeners or dinner ladies,
teachers or subject leaders – with the rest of the
team ranked behind them in support. It’s now a
big part of the school that everyone does the same
training, is part of the family, and wears the badge
and the values of the school.’
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going through the motions and hanging
on until three o’clock when they could
go home. Pupils were leaving without
qualifications, attendance was 50% and
exclusions sat at 212.
‘Within a year, however, nearly 60%
of our children were achieving GCSE
maths and English, and the school’s BTEC
qualifications now go all the way up to
Diploma level. Meanwhile our curriculum
has grown and is much more creative:
we’ve installed a mechanics bay, a hair
and beauty studio, and offer horticulture
and small animal care. These act as small
hooks into education, which engage
pupils and help them understand why it’s
so important that they progress in English
and maths.’
What turned the school around was
creating a community spirit among both
staff and pupils, and making the school a
safe and motivating place to be.

Bringing calm to chaos
A priority for Mr Lewis on joining Peak
was to review teaching and learning. First,
however, there were more fundamental
issues that needed to be addressed:
safeguarding, behaviour, attendance and
the general school environment.
The key task was to give pupils a sense
of belonging to a community. All pupils
have Educational Health and Care Plans
for their emotional needs, but for many of
those with additional SEND, the biggest
anxiety was the school environment itself.
The senior leadership team had to go back
to basics and make everyone feel safe.
They set about managing every aspect
of the day, including how staff meet and
greet the children when they arrive in
the mornings, and how pupils enter a
classroom. The latter was one of the first
‘non-negotiables’. Everyone was expected
to come in calmly, sit down, place their
jackets on the back of their chairs, get their
books out, write down the date and the
learning objective from the board and then
sit quietly, ready for the lesson to begin.
‘Sometimes all children need is for
someone to take charge and say: “This
is our school and this is how it’s going
to be here”,’ says Mr Lewis. ‘Everything
became very tight from the arrival of the
first child in the morning to the end of the
day so there were no gaps where children
had an opportunity to exhibit behaviour
that was out of control. Everywhere you
looked, there was support, so pupils were
accompanied by an adult wherever they
went. Even when they were in meltdown,
we were still with them, working through
the crisis with them.’
Meanwhile, staff received training
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in positive handling and de-escalation
techniques, and were empowered to
challenge or support individual pupils,
knowing they had everyone’s backing.
Gradually orderly conduct began to
be the norm and it was not long before
staff were able to shift their focus from
behaviour to extending pupils’ learning.

Changing pupil attitudes
The next step was to start educating
pupils to do things in a better way. ‘Many
of them do not have good role models at
home,’ says Mr Lewis, ‘so staff have to
step up and be this for them. They have to
demonstrate what the young people can
achieve, and continually build up their
self-esteem, even when they have done
something wrong.
‘Every time someone behaves badly, we
coach them in alternative ways of dealing
with situations, we accept their apology
and we start afresh every day. Over time,
this has given pupils hope; they feel safe
and secure here. If they feel they are
being bullied, they can come to us for
help. As it happens, our children have
a skewed perception of bullying; in fact,
most of it would pass for light-hearted
teasing in a mainstream school, but our
children can’t process this information.
So it’s up to staff to step in and coach
them how to react in a different way.’
Meanwhile, when it comes to tracking
behaviour, the school has the latest
version of Sleuth, which gives the senior
leadership team reams of information
about a young person, including when
they were rude, what consequences were
put in place and their impact.
‘The system allows us to see trends,
so we can anticipate potential problems
before they arise,’ says Mr Lewis. ‘For
example, it highlights spikes at certain
moments of the day so we can plan a
higher staff presence at those times. It
also helps us put interventions in place
to pre-empt situations rather than being
reactive – when staff become reactive,
decisions are less clearly thought out,
being made on the spur of the moment.’

Unlocking self-belief
Raising aspirations has been key to the
school’s success – proving to pupils
that they could achieve more than was
expected of them and, indeed, were
capable of incredible things.
As a former Royal Marine, Mr Lewis
is a great believer in outdoor education
and leads lots of expeditions to Pen y Fan,
Snowden and the River Wye. Pupils have
to formally apply to take part, together
with a member of staff, who will act as

Bringing parents on board
‘When you inherit a school that has been the
worst school in the county for a long time, you
have to do an awful lot of work with parents to
change that perception,’ says Mr Lewis.
The school tried to get them involved
with the PTA, but with little success. Coffee
mornings, on the other hand, have been
hugely popular. Another strategy that has had
a powerful impact has been the introduction
of academic review days, where parents and
carers spend a whole day with their child,
accompanying them as they move from lesson
to lesson. ‘They even have tea with the catering
team, so they meet everybody,’ says Mr Lewis.
‘It’s a hearts and minds thing.’
Inevitably, some parents remain reticent
about coming into school, exacerbated by
the fact that, since pupils come from all over
Gloucestershire, it might take them an hour
or more by taxi. To address this, the school’s
safeguarding officer, will collect them by car
and some of the school taxi drivers also offer
their services. ‘All our children are taxied in
and a lot of our drivers go above and beyond
because they have seen the change in these
pupils, so they will do extra jobs for us,’
explains Mr Lewis. ‘Likewise, if a parent needs
to come in late at the end of the day, all the
staff will stay on to make that possible.’

their mentor.
The staff member attends all the
preparatory meetings, makes sure the
young person has the right kit, arrives on
time at the bus, supports them during the
trip and helps them transfer the learning
back to the classroom on their return.
Every challenge is successfully completed,
but they have to work together as a team
and pool their resources to achieve that –
this teamwork is eye-opening for the young
people.
‘The way our children participate
on these expeditions makes me proud,’
reflects Mr Lewis. ‘No mobile phones are
allowed because we need quiet time to
break down barriers and just talk to each
other. The reason our pupils sometimes
respond negatively to comments is
because they’ve forgotten, or never
learned, the art of communicating, and
don’t know how to read facial expressions
or recognise when someone is joking or
using irony. So part of the experience
is helping them learn those nuances of
communication while having fun around
the campfire.’

Taking responsibility
The establishment of a school council
has been another initiative that has
engendered a sense of belonging. Pupils
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girls, supporting them to make positive
decisions in their lives and helping them
identify what grooming and emotional
neglect can look like.

The way forward

Students benefit from a wide
range of vocational training

have to apply for the right to stand, and
to have any chance of being elected, they
must have a clear vision of how they will
support the school.
‘The school council has had a positive
impact and pupils have started to take
ownership of what they can do as a group.
Recently, for example, the head pupil
(who is only in Year 9) stood up in front
of 60 people and spoke warmly and with
great clarity about the school council, its
roles and responsibilities, and what it was
doing to improve the school. Pupils know
that now, instead of coming to the senior
leadership team and asking if they can
have a water fountain, they first have to
come up with an idea of what they will do
for the school in return. This means that
everyone is working together on every
level to make the school a better place.’

Creating a nurturing
environment
A few pupils are more vulnerable than
the rest and not quite ready to attend
lessons in the main school. Instead, they
attend classes in one of two specially
converted nurture houses – Everest for
boys and Serenity for girls – where they
are taught in a ‘family’ unit by a teacher
and a TA. Both houses are designed to
build confidence, reduce anxiety and help
pupils develop emotional resilience.
Within these communities, pupils
are able to talk freely about issues and
concerns, knowing that there is a circle
of trust within the group. For example, if
a pupil does not agree with the way the
school addresses a behaviour issue, they
can discuss why the rule is there and the
consequences. Pupils sometimes provide
alternative suggestions, which may be
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adopted. Crucially, there is an open
platform to discuss any concerns they
have and the school can then put in place
support programmes to address them.
The nurture groups are where staff
start to break down some of the negative
preconceptions that young people have
about themselves. These children tend
to have high levels of anxiety or very low
attendance and we work with families to
turn this around, supporting the pupils so
that they are eventually able to take part
fully in school life. This process includes
a graduation programme, where they are
transitioned slowly to the main school.
For instance, pupils might start by simply
exploring parts of the main school, and
then return to the nurture group to talk
to their TA about how their visit went and
how they feel.
Serenity also has a hair and beauty
studio where the girls are taught
vocational skills. Meanwhile, staff focus
on empowering them to make positive
choices. There are just six girls in the
school, which means that in some year
groups there might be only one. Being
alone in a class of boys with social and
emotional difficulties is an intimidating
experience, so Serenity is a place where
girls can develop their confidence. When
they reach Years 10 and 11, they pick their
majors and attend classes in the main
school. By this time, they are so much
more emotionally resilient, they can cope
with being the only girl in an all-male
environment and just return to the
Serenity suite for individual study.
Staff at Serenity also organise bespoke
PSHE lessons. For example, the school
works closely with domestic violence
groups, who come in and talk with the

The school has come along way since June
2014 when Mr Lewis became headteacher.
According to the latest Ofsted report: ‘All
students leave the school with a place
in education, training, apprenticeship
or employment. Behaviour and safety
are good. Students learn how to behave,
respecting themselves and each other.
There have been no exclusions since
November 2014. The school provides
a safe and nurturing environment in
which students blossom. They know
what they can and cannot do, and how to
improve their behaviour and raise their
achievements.’
Attendance is 93% and nearly all 60
places are filled. Pupils are calm and
happy, and do well in their exams.
The school also has a large cohort of
young people in care. In the last year, it
has taken on some particularly difficult
cases and turned the young peoples’ lives
around very quickly. As a result, the
school is now being used as a model
for the Virtual School’s Children in
Care Council. (The Virtual School is a
Gloucestershire local authority-led team
of teachers and education professionals
who work to support the education of
looked-after children and care leavers,
although the children remain the
responsibility of the school at which they
are enrolled.)
Commenting on his next steps, Mr
Lewis reflects: ‘I don’t have any big plans.
I think if we continue reinforcing what
we have already implemented, we can
keep everything very simple, very logical
and moving forward. Children respond
very quickly to high expectations and
this is what helped the school turn
around so fast.’

Richard Lewis is headteacher
at Peak Academy in Dursley

FIND OUT MORE
● In his TED talk, Simon Sinek puts forward a

simple but powerful model for inspirational
leadership, http://bit.ly/sc234-04
● Legacy: What the All Blacks can teach us
about the business of life by James Kerr is
published by Constable.
ISBN: 9781472103536
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The 2017 Bett Show
John Galloway suggests
some stands worth a visit
at the world’s biggest
education show
As always, the Bett Show will
be a mix of corporate glitz with
companies looking to do business
with each other, start-ups bringing
out new ideas for the classroom,
and providers of tried and trusted
resources showing off their latest
developments.

Literacy
Amongst the latter are Crick (Stand
D140, www.cricksoft.com), with their
impressive Clicker 7 and 2Simple (Stand
D370, www.2simple.com), who have
revamped Devtray, an approach to
developing reading skills through group
work. 2Simple is also introducing Minimash, a version of its Purplemash online
resource refocused on nursery provisions,
and Blasts, part of its serial mash reading
materials targeted at older readers who
may be struggling.
Meanwhile, with its focus firmly on
phonics comes Read with Fonics, a
website designed by a primary school
teacher to complement any synthetic
phonics programme (Stand BFS19,
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www.readwithfonics.com). Pupil progress
is recorded online and resources include
videos, games and printable downloads.

Developing cognition
Amongst the very new approaches on
display is Beam Riders, a combination of
cloud-based services and a headband that
provides neurofeedback (Stand BFS23,
www.beam-riders.com). After a learning
session, users don the headband and,
guided by a mobile app, aim to achieve
a desired brainwave activity that, the
developers claim, enhances the learning
process.
Also concerned with brain activity
and its enhancement is MyCognition,
which has updated the dataset behind
its resources and improved the look and
feel of the games and activities on offer
(Stand B459, www.mycognition.com).
Following an online assessment, users do
a regular session – preferably daily – that
reportedly helps improve five key areas
of mental functioning, such as shortterm and long-term memory, executive
functioning and decision-making.

Assessment
A more conventional assessment process
is on offer from GL Assessments, which
has combined several of its resources into
one SEN Assessment Toolkit, thereby
providing all a SENCO would need to
follow up a concern being raised about a

pupil, along with a record-keeping system
to pull it all together (Stand B149,
www.gl-assessment.co.uk).
The recent Rochford Review is
beginning to impact on how we report
and record achievements for learners who
are working below National Curriculum
levels. This has prompted B Squared to
draft a framework to reflect the proposed
changes, even before the consultation has
been completed, which you can preview
on their stand (Stand B245,
www.bsquared.co.uk).

Teaching and learning
resources
As for teaching and learning resources,
there are plenty to spend some time
perusing. Explain Everything is bringing
the approach from its iPad app to the
interactive whiteboard (Stand C478,
www.explaineverything.com). This
resource allows you to load any sort of
media and work with it flexibly, such as
annotating a piece of video, or adding a
voice note to a piece of text or an image.
Helpful for presenting information
in ways that more learners may find
accessible, and also for them to respond
using methods they are comfortable with.
Nureva’s take on electronic teaching
tools is interestingly innovative (Stand
C400, www.nureva.com). It works
through interactive projectors, so
can go in any space with a convenient
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wall. It then scrolls sideways, so while
there might be three metres of visible
information, the actual content could be
as much as 12 metres wide. Although a
teacher might set up the initial stimulus
material, pupils can respond by working
directly onto the wall, or by sending
content from mobile devices. The tools
are kept simple, such as pens, pencils and
shapes, and what are effectively electronic
post-it notes and flipcharts.

Video content
As well as tools for teaching, teachers
also need good quality content.
Discovery Education is showing off the
latest editions to the range of videos it
offers, now including segments from
its Discovery TV channel, helpful for
engaging all students, and making
learning more accessible for those with
SEND (Stand F200,
www.discoveryeducation.co.uk).
New to the show will be Q-Files Ltd,
which is a free online encyclopaedia
aimed at primary children, with
appropriate content and language, much
of it gleaned from the pages of Orpheus
Books, the company behind the site
(Stand E400, www.q-files.com). It is a
way of directing pupils to useful content
on the internet knowing that what they
will find is both safe and useful.
Another quality publication branching
out into online content is First News
(Stand G379, www.firstnews.co.uk).
Known for its weekly newspaper for
children, it is launching iHub, which
offers not just articles and information,
but debates, comprehension exercises and
puzzles too, all provided at three different
levels to cover most abilities, along with
a teacher dashboard to manage tasks,
homework and marking.

Numeracy
In the numeracy field, the everdependable Just2Easy has added
J2Blast to its offerings (Stand A100,
www.just2easy.com). This is a maths
resource built around multiplication and
division which accommodates learners
working at different levels.
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Then there is Maths with Parents which
does what it suggests – provides materials
for home use, including videos to explain
concepts, with follow-up games and
activities that mum and dad can do with
their offspring (Stand BFS42,
www.mathswithparents.com).
This is something that Doodlemaths
is focused on too, offering appropriate
activities for parents to use with their
children on any web-connected device
(Stand F79, www.doodlemaths.com).

Inclusive learning
The main focus of Bett is technology, and
there are a few interesting developments
that could help create more inclusive

Seminars
The range of seminars available should be
enough to meet most visitors’ needs. Nasen
(Stand tba, www.nasen.org.uk) will be talking
about its CPD resources, with Alex Grady
delivering Online learning in SEND for teachers
on Wednesday at 13.30 in the Learn Live SEN
theatre. This is repeated on Thursday at 13.30,
and Saturday (delivered by Alison Wilcox, also
of nasen) at 10.30.
There are needs-specific sessions, such
as that of Robert Lynas and Ruth Smith of
Westmoreland School, who are discussing
their work in Using iPads to engage pupils with
social, emotional and mental health difficulties
in a SEN school on Friday at 10.30.
A couple of sessions are more generic, with
Adewunmi Payne Akinhanmi of Grange School
looking at Raising achievement for pupils with
SEN: intervention using ICT on Wednesday at
14.00, and the ever-watchable Carol Allen, now
an independent, offering Take away magic for
the inclusive classroom on Friday at 11.30.
There are also a couple of sessions looking at
SEND and the computing curriculum. Kim Avery
of Billing Brook School will be talking about
Unplugged computing on Wednesday at 15.00,
which you could follow up on the Thursday
with my own talk on Inclusive approaches to
beginning with programming at 15.00 in the
Learn Live Primary theatre.
For full details of the programme in the SEND
theatre, visit www.bettshow.com

learning opportunities in the classroom.
TTS has the Tactile Reader on display
(Stand C195, www.tts-group.co.uk). This
is a useful bridge between programming a
device and working on a screen.
In similar territory is Ohbot, a robot
head that can be programmed through
a computer to interact with people: to
follow them as they pass and respond with
shakes of its head or blinks of its eyelids
(Stand E60, www.ohbot.co.uk).
Then there is Kubo, designed for
use from age three upwards, that is
programmed by laying out a line of
instructions on cards which the robot
then traverses, following the commands
at it passes over them (Stand G89,
www.kubo-robot.com). A nice way of
connecting the program to the activity of
the machine.
Also worth seeking out is Filisia
Interfaces and its Cosmo system (Stand
D446, www.filisia-interfaces.com). This
is a set of five white buttons, each about
the size of a hot cross bun, that have
in-built LEDs, so they can glow with any
colour you choose, can be adjusted in
their sensitivity to touch, and connect to
an iPad via Bluetooth to play a growing
suite of games. These could be about
creating music, or memory-based ‘Simon’
type games, or perhaps used to encourage
movement – to entice a child in a
standing frame to stretch, or another one
to run around a room touching them in
sequence. It is a simple idea with a myriad
of uses. Through the Bluetooth they can
also be used to connect to any classroom
computer, and thereby replace standard
switches used by pupils with more
complex SEND to control the screen.
As ever, you don’t have to be a geek to
find something of interest at Bett, just
committed to improving outcomes for
learners with SEND, and believing that
technology provides powerful ways to
do that.

Where to see it
The Bett Show 2017 takes place between
Wednesday 25 January and Saturday 28
January at ExCeL, London. www.bettshow.com
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Kevin Mitchell, Assistant Headteacher, Devonport High School for Boys
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Star Letter:
Auditing the effectiveness of TAs
As cuts bite ever harder, schools
ﬁnd themselves facing impossible
choices. Stafﬁng can account
for up to 90% of a typical school
budget, and some schools have
already felt compelled to reduce
the number of TAs they employ.
There has been much criticism in
the past over the management and
accountability of the TA role. It is
therefore more important than ever that
those TAs who remain are effectively
deployed. Before SENCOs and school
leaders can begin planning for the more
challenging times ahead, however, they
ﬁrst need to audit their current practice.
To support the work I do with schools
on this, I use a list of key questions from
Rob Webster’s Maximising the Impact
of TAs project, which help to clarify what
the school policy should be and provide
a framework for evaluating the impact
so that any inefﬁcient practices can be
identiﬁed and addressed.
● How do you decide which pupils will
be supported by a TA?
● How do teachers and TAs work together
to ensure that TA support supplements
the teacher’s classroom teaching?

● How do interventions delivered
outside the classroom supplement the
curriculum?
● How do TAs support the development
of independent learning skills?
● What support/training/CPD do you
provide for TAs who deliver targeted
interventions?
● How do you measure the impact
of TAs who are deployed in more
informal, instructional (whole-class
support) roles?
● What is the evidence base for structured
interventions delivered by TAs?
● Do they replicate some common
elements of effective interventions?
Sessions are often brief (20-50 mins),
occur regularly (3-5 times a week) and
are maintained over a sustained period
(8-20 weeks); careful timetabling is in
place to enable this consistent delivery.
● How do you ensure that learning in
interventions is consistent with, and
extends, work inside the classroom
and that pupils understand the links
between them?
Michelle Haywood, SEND
consultant, Staffordshire

Opening up the workplace to people with ASC
It was heartening to read about
the work of Brookﬁelds School
in partnership with Talentino! to
improve the job prospects of young
people with SEND (Special Children
233). We were particularly impressed
with the way they help employers
to understand the adjustments they
can make, alongside the tailored
support they offer to students.

The urgent need for more initiatives
of this kind is highlighted by a survey
we conducted for our new employment
campaign, the Autism Employment
Gap, which suggests that the full-time
employment rate for autistic people has
remained static over the past decade, at
just under 16%.
To raise awareness of the barriers
people on the autism spectrum face when

seeking work, we have created a powerful
video featuring 19-year-old autistic actor,
Max Green. The ﬁlm follows Max as he
goes from one interview to another and
becomes increasingly overwhelmed by
anxiety and uncertainty about what’s
being asked of him – to the point where
he’s unable to demonstrate his ability
to do the job. The ﬁlm ends with a view
of Max sitting on the pavement outside
the ofﬁces, upset and overwhelmed, and
the message: ‘I’m not unemployable, I’m
autistic.’ (www.autism.org.uk/tmi)
We have also launched a series of
free resources to help employers open
up the workplace to people like Max.
These include simple tips for adapting
the recruitment process and making
adjustments to the workplace so that new
employees can settle in and demonstrate
their true potential. (http://bit.ly/sc234-16,
http://bit.ly/sc234-17). If any readers
are in touch with employers through
work experience programmes, please can
they point them towards these resources
and encourage them to sign up to our
employers’ newsletter Autistic Talent,
which offers additional insights and
advice? (http://bit.ly/sc234-18).
Not all young people on the autism
spectrum are able to work, but many can,
and long to ﬁnd a job which reﬂects their
talent and interests. If they are supported to
achieve this, by government and employers,
they can be a huge asset to a business.
Max is a case in point. Like the character
he played in our ﬁlm, he faced many
barriers looking for work. But he never
gave up and eventually found an employer
who saw his promise, understood his
autism and made reasonable adjustments
for him. Since then Max has gone from
strength to strength and, this year, was
named Apprentice of the Year.
Mark Lever, chief executive of the
National Autistic Society

Take control of your school’s professional development plan with Optimus Education.
High-impact, ﬂexible CPD for everyone on your leadership team
www.optimus-education.com

www.optimus-education.com/sc234
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Book reviews

Inclusion for pupils with visual or
hearing impairments
Supporting Children with Sensory Impairment
By Hull City Council
Published by David Fulton / nasen
ISBN 9781138919198
£18.99

Hull City Council has an impressive
track record of producing SEN
resources which are high quality
and eminently practical.
Elizabeth Morling, former head of the
education service for physical disability in
the city, is the series consultant and has
overseen a wide range of support guides
focusing on individual conditions and
aspects of the SENCO’s role.
The latest volume in this extensive
series provides information and advice
on meeting the needs of children with
sensory impairments. The authorial
team are all qualiﬁed teachers of the
deaf or visually impaired, work for the
city’s Integrated Physical and Sensory
Service (IPaSS), and clearly have a wealth
of experience in meeting the needs of
children in mainstream early years,
primary and secondary settings.
The book is fully up to date with the

Reviewed by Martin Edmonds

SEND Code of Practice (2014) and is
divided into two roughly equal parts:
the ﬁrst covers hearing impairment; the
second, visual impairment. As is to be
expected from the Hull SEND team, it
takes us through the nature and possible
causes of the impairment, the implications
for the child’s education, and suggestions
for removing barriers to learning.
The section on hearing impairment
offers speciﬁc advice regarding the
teaching of phonics, music and modern
foreign languages. There is also a short
but informative section with advice
around meeting the needs of children who
are both deaf and speak English as an
additional language. Similarly, the section
on visual impairment focuses on adapting
resources, promoting social skills and
preparing for high quality transitions.
Templates for conducting school audits
and observing students are included in the

appendices, alongside useful checklists
and photocopiable resources.
Whilst references to other relevant
titles are given throughout the text, it is
unfortunate that these are not collated
into a bibliography or reference list at
the end. Aside from this, this book is
another strong title from Hull and nasen,
and a valuable addition to any SENCO’s
bookshelf. Recommended.
Martin Edmonds is a secondary school
SENCO and manages a specialist
provision for children with a diagnosis
of autism

As easy as 1, 2, 3
More Trouble with Maths
By Steve Chinn
Published by Routledge
ISBN 9781138187504
£49.99
Written by the renowned Steve
Chinn and described as ‘a
complete manual to identifying
and diagnosing mathematical
difﬁculties’, this book really does
offer a comprehensive toolkit for
anyone wanting to understand,
assess, diagnose and teach students
with mathematical difﬁculties.
The inclusion of a diagnostic protocol,
three norm-referenced tests, a dyscalculia
checklist, a test of cognitive style, informal
tests of short-term and working memory,
case studies and detailed guidance
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Reviewed by Saira Pester
around analysing errors means that
diagnosis, assessment and interventions
are effectively linked together. Dr Chinn’s
knowledge and expertise in the ﬁeld of
dyscalculia come across in a way that is
accessible and user friendly.
The norm-referenced 15-minute
mathematics test provides a picture
of how the pupil is performing in
comparison to their peers, and is
similar to the arithmetic test from the
WRAT-4. What you are getting with
this resource, however, is so much more
than a standardised assessment. The

additional materials and accompanying
information allow practitioners to build
up a much broader diagnostic picture of
the learner. The book will also broaden
their knowledge and skills and ultimately

www.optimus-education.com/sc234

Book reviews

improve the support they can give pupils
who have difﬁculty with maths. For
example, Dr Chinn’s explanation of the
difference between norm-referenced and
criterion-referenced tests in Chapter 2
will support practitioners to reﬂect on
the purpose of any assessment they
administer, ensuring they gain the right
information.
Designed to be completed by parents,
teachers and pupils, the dyscalculia
checklist in Chapter 3 provides valuable
insight into the 31 characteristics that
contribute to maths failure. Although
it does not produce a score as such, the
information it yields can be used to plan
interventions.
An abundance of background

information is provided about the impact
of the speed of processing, short-term and
working memory.

This book will
broaden teachers’
knowledge and skills
A chapter on thinking styles explores the
familiar ‘inchworm’ and ‘grasshopper’
learning styles, and the importance of
meta-cognitive skills. Dr Chinn also
highlights how mismatches can result
when teachers and learners have opposing

learning styles. Hence a quick and easy test
is provided so teachers can analyse their
own as well as their pupils’ learning styles.
With more than half the adult
population estimated to be performing
below the minimum required for coping
with the demands of life and work, it is
crucial that educational practitioners do
their utmost to cater for pupils with maths
difﬁculties. Dr Chinn has gone a long way
in helping us to do just that.
Saira Pester is a specialist teacher with
eight years’ teaching experience in
mainstream and special schools. After
14 years as a learning needs teacher for
her LEA, she set up her own company
providing specialist teaching and advice

Fiction for reluctant teen readers
Moon Chase series
By Cathy Farr
Published by BITE Publishing
Moon Chase (original version): ISBN 9780992850937. £7.99
Moon Chase (bridge reader version): ISBN 9780992850906. £7.99
Moon Chase Teacher’s Workbook with free audio MP3 CD narrated by Matthew
Gravelle: ISBN 9780992850913. £35.00
Moon Chase MP3 CD (narrated by Matthew Gravelle): ISBN 9780992850920. £12.00
Reviewed by Rebekah Brumby
I met Cathy Farr at the TES SEN
Show in 2015 and she introduced
me to Moon Chase, a work of ﬁction
published at two different levels of
difﬁculty.
Our school has struggled to ﬁnd books
that appeal to teenagers at the right
literacy level for reluctant readers and
this book seemed to ﬁt the bill. The bridge
reader version is easier to read than the
original, making it ideal for keen but
weaker readers, pupils with SEND, catchup reading, guided reading and pupils
with English as an additional language.
The text is printed in a larger font on matt
cream paper, which is helpful for some
dyslexic readers. Sentences and chapters
are short, with no idiom or complex
language. The bridge reader versions are
aimed at pupils in years 4 to 8 (reading
level 3).
The students that follow our supported
curriculum often have a low reading
ability and lack conﬁdence in their
reading skills. They have a range of SEND,
including ASC, SLCN and SpLD, and yet
they all engaged wholeheartedly with
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Moon Chase and the activities from the
teacher’s workbook, which helped staff to
consolidate their learning.
New words are highlighted throughout
the bridge reader version of the book and
deﬁned in a glossary at the back. Pupils
enjoyed learning about these words and
racing each other to ﬁnd their meaning.
As well as using Moon Chase for guided

He was begging
to continue reading
rather than do other
intervention work
reading with a small group of pupils
in Year 10, we used it with one of our
most reluctant readers in Year 8. At the
beginning of the year, I had to bribe him
to even take a book from the library, so
he was pretty reluctant to start reading
Moon Chase at all. However, he was
soon hooked. By the time he reached the
middle, he was so gripped by the story

that he was begging to continue reading
rather than do other intervention work.
He wanted to read more, more frequently
and for longer, which helped improve his
ﬂuency and his comprehension.
I found the teacher’s workbook
really useful in helping me to check his
comprehension, support the development
of his recall skills and expand his
vocabulary. His handwriting also
improved as a result of follow-up work.
When he ﬁnished the book, he wrote
to Ms Farr asking her when the sequel
would be available. He also wrote: ‘Thank
you for writing this exciting book. It has
helped me gain conﬁdence and improve
my reading.’
Rebekah Brumby is SENCO and head of
learning support at St Crispin’s School, a
secondary school in Wokingham
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Tried and tested products

Talking about emotions – Laara Jupp
Chateez comprises a deck of 25
emoji cards together with two blank
speech bubble cards and a dry wipe
pen. The cards are very good for
helping children and young people
express their feelings.
As a clinical psychologist, I work with
children who are looked after or adopted;
all have experienced trauma at some point
in their lives. Even people who haven’t
experienced trauma often ﬁnd direct
questions about their emotions difﬁcult,
but the cards allow me to initiate a
conversation during therapy sessions in a
non-threatening way. Sometimes I simply
hand the whole deck over and invite the
young person to tell me what they think
of the cards. Do they like them? Do they
think anything could be better? Do they
think there are any images that resonate
with them on this particular day? Which
one were they feeling last week? It all
depends on what the situation is and how
old the child is. Some children struggle to
express their feelings, but are sometimes
prepared to discuss how their teddy bear
feels about things.
Children who have been traumatised
are quick to see anger, when in reality
the emotion being expressed might be
frustration, or pain, or discomfort, which
are a long way from anger. So I really like
using the cards to get people to interpret
what someone else is feeling. When
counselling a family group, I might hand
the cards to a young person and invite
them to ﬁnd the card that illustrates what
they think their father is feeling today,
and then I’ll do the same with Dad. It is
interesting how wrong their perceptions
can often be. At this point, I can start a
conversation about different perspectives
and assumptions, and how we imagine
we know what is going on inside someone
else’s head.
I used to work with the Chateez cards
designer, Natasha Rego. She gave me a
pack and I ended up buying several and
giving them to colleagues, who also ﬁnd
them really useful. What impresses me
most is that young people have clearly
played a big part in developing them.
Some sets of emotion cards are quite
limited because they include only very
basic emotions. However, the Chateez
set includes emotions like Cool – the
images are very contemporary while the
vocabulary takes into account children’s
language today, rather than adult
language or adult representations of what
they think young people are feeling. One
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Chateez cards help children and young people develop their emotional vocabulary

of my 15-year-olds said: ‘Of course I like
them; they make sense to me.’
The Cool card is a good example of
this. Cheeky resonates with a lot of teens I
meet. Another card they often pick out is
Relieved. Occasionally, someone goes for
the Silenced card, which I have never seen
in any other emotional card pack. It has a
zipped mouth. As a card it may mean that
the person cannot talk, or does not want
to talk, or feels unable or unsafe to talk.
I would then use other cards to help me
understand what Silenced feels like.

• placing a selection of cards on the
whiteboard and asking young people
to write different questions about
the different emojis to start a class
discussion, for example: ‘Why do
people get angry?’
• choosing a card and encouraging young
people to reﬂect on their feelings,
personal triggers and coping strategies
for that particular emotion
• working in pairs or groups and getting
someone to act out a card to initiate a
discussion.

I really like using
the cards to get people to
interpret what someone
else is feeling

The cards are a powerful and ﬂexible
resource and can clearly be used in many
ways. For instance, it would be interesting
to get young people to make a book in
which they talk about issues young people
are facing today. Using these cards would
allow them to focus on the emotions
rather than the words.

The cards themselves are well made
and quite big. The two blank cards
allow young people to draw their own
expression, and I can wipe the cards clean
after the session.
In schools, the cards could be used in
tutor time or PSHE to help develop young
people’s language around emotional
literacy. In fact, Miss Rego offers several
suggestions about how such sessions
might be facilitated on her website. Ideas
include:

A pack of Chateez cards is £19.95.
They also come on a keyring at £11.95
per set. www.chateez.co.uk

Dr Laara Jupp is a
clinical psychologist
at Beacon House, an
independent psychology
and psychotherapy
service
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Tried and tested products

Making writing and grammar tangible – Sarah Booker
Mighty Writer is a very tactile
resource that brings writing to life.
It is a ﬂoor mat 164cm wide by 127cm
deep with ‘toolbars’ arranged around
the edge. The various toolbars contain
sentence starters/conjunctions, images,
punctuation and symbols for adjectives,
verbs and adverbs.
I use the mat to support the children’s
writing in many different genres, from
storytelling to factual reports. I also use it
to work on grammar. Pupils sit around the
edge and learn how to build up a sentence
word by word, phrase by phrase, using
the correct punctuation. When we are all
happy with the piece, I hang the mat up
on the wall using the two poles that come
with the kit. This way the children have
a visual prompt in front of them when it
comes to putting pen to paper.
Two years ago, in my previous school,
I was invited to trial the Mighty Writer
soon after I had taken over a Year 2 class
in the middle of the school year. I found
that the children were really reluctant to
write. The class included a typical range
of abilities, from pupils with SEN to the
gifted and talented. However, they all
lacked conﬁdence and were constantly
rubbing things out because, as they said:
‘It’s not perfect.’
When I used Mighty Writer with them,
they became really engaged and the act of
physically working together on a sentence
gave them huge conﬁdence. Because they
had so many visual clues to help them
write, they became readier to make changes
and add things, and realised that sentences
could evolve and that this was ﬁne. I
suspect that this was because they were not
being asked to put pen to paper from the
start, so they didn’t have to worry about
making mistakes in their early attempts.
The mat helps children with SEN,
especially those with ASD, because it
is so visual and kinaesthetic. They can
see, reach for and touch the full stop
and physically put it in place. The mat
works just as well for gifted and talented
children because I work on extending
their sentences and vocabulary.
In fact, soon all the pupils in the class
were enjoying working on extended
noun phrases because they could pick
a picture from one of the tool bars and
think of all the ways they could describe
it. It made writing more fun because they
were reaching out and picking up words
and adding details to these, along with
punctuation, and physically placing them
on the mat, rather than sitting still at their
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A child contemplates a sentence and considers how it might be improved

desks while I wrote on the whiteboard.
I do not know if it was the physical act
of picking up a full stop and plonking it
down at the end of a sentence that locked
it into their memories, but the class as a
whole became better about remembering
to use full stops.
The mat also comes with various
symbols to represent adjectives, verbs
and adverbs. So I might put the adjective
symbol in front of a noun, and get the
children to think of their own description
when they came to write the piece up, the
symbol acting as a little prompt. Soon,
however, just the picture of the noun
became enough to remind them to use an
adjective because they could remember
the class discussion and see the hard
wooden chair. Their conﬁdence soared and
it was not long before they were writing
other pieces using the same structures.
Sometimes I used to put the mat on the
ﬂoor and step back just to see how they
would play with words; they used to come
up with all sorts of sentences and really
used their imagination because they could
pick any picture they wanted. The key is
that they wanted to use it because it was
so tactile.
I found it was like using Pie Corbett’s
methodology where storytelling is taught in
a multisensory manner. With this, actions
are used to make stories, especially the
key connectives, memorable. In the same
way, the pupils had all their sentence
starters on the tool bar in front of them
– suddenly, ﬁrst, next, at that moment –
and when they went to write, they would
use these because they remembered them.

The mat comes with a standard set
of tiles with 88 images, including living
things, objects and environments, as well
as lots of blanks so you can create your
own words and images and then wipe
them off afterwards. For instance, there
are ﬁve blanks in the conjunction set,
eight for connectives/sentence starters,
and 20 for images/nouns.
Extra themed images on toolbars can
be acquired separately. For instance, there
are themed tool bars with 22 tiles each for
stories including Three Little Pigs, Little
Red Hen, Jack and the Beanstalk, and
Goldilocks, each colour coded around the
edge so that you can put them away easily.
Other themes include real life, fantasy and
outer space.
I think the Mighty Writer really
motivates and inspires children to write
while enabling them to become more
conﬁdent in their literacy skills.
The Mighty Writer Complete Set (£349)
includes a master mat, toolbars,
sentence mats and 246 tiles including
88 standard images. Story toolbars
(22 tiles) are £14.99 each. Themed
toolbars start at £29.99 each. All plus VAT
and shipping. www.mightywriter.co.uk

Sarah Booker is a Year 1
teacher at Castle Court
School in Corfe Mullen
near Wimborne in Dorset
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Tried and tested products

Rehearsing what to write – Wendy Collins
Our school has been using Talking
Products for several years. They are
small, convenient, adaptable devices
that allow someone (a teacher or
a pupil) to record a short burst of
speech and play it back at will.
Talking Tiles allow you to record 80
seconds of speech, music or sound effects
and play it back. Talking Tins come in
two colours: yellow ones record and
play back 20 seconds and red ones, 40
seconds. The Talking Photo Albums offer
six minutes of recording time (18 seconds
per page), although there are albums
with 200 minutes of recording time. They
are all easy to use.
What makes them so useful is their
versatility: staff are always coming up
with new ways to use them. For example, I
recently commissioned an artist to paint a
map of the world over an entire wall of the
school ofﬁce. When the map was ﬁnished,
we made it interactive. Many of our pupils
speak English as an additional language
and some are bilingual. They belong to our
Young Interpreters Group, which meets
once a week, and they recently worked
with staff to pinpoint where they or their
extended family come from. They then
recorded a little bit of information about
their country onto Talking Tiles, along
with how to say ‘hello’ in their language,
which we stuck to the map with Blutack.
Now anyone walking past the map can
press a Tile and ﬁnd out what it says.
Meanwhile, the school has converted
the old ICT suite into a Discovery Centre,
which hosts a new display each half term.
Every class has a weekly, timetabled
session in the centre, where they can
explore topics independently. Talking
Products come into their own in here.
When we did a project about ﬂying, one of
the many things the children could listen
to was a Talking Photo Album created
by the staff about the history of ﬂight.
Another display investigated the sound
of ﬂight, with different sounds of ﬂying
objects recorded onto Talking Tins – a
bee, a helicopter, a plane – and pupils had
to guess what each one was.
Sometimes teachers create classroom
displays, which they annotate using
Talking Tiles or Talking Tins. When pupils
press a button, it may tell them something
about the display or pose a question.
Staff encourage the use of Talking
Products in discussion work and for
writing. Because speaking and listening
come before reading and writing, pupils
rehearse aloud what they will write using
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A pupil identiﬁes where her family comes from

a Talking Tin – every classroom has a set of
these. Then, when they are ready to write
their story down, they can play their own
words back as many times as they like. We
ﬁnd that this encourages pupils to write
more (especially boys who are very engaged
by technology). In this way the devices
have a positive impact on progress and
general interest. The tins work in exactly
the same way as talking to a partner, but
they give quieter children the same chance
to say something as the pupils who might
otherwise dominate such discussions.
Talking Products really help pupils with
SEND – often they know what they want to

write and rehearse it aloud, but working
memory difﬁculties make it hard for
them to remember everything when it
comes to getting their idea down onto
paper. So the Talking Tins boost recall,
enabling them to access the curriculum
in the same way as their peers.
Another way the school uses Talking
Photo Albums is to support children
whose parents are in the forces – about
35% of children on roll. Before parents go
off on tour, they will come in to borrow
an album and record, say, a story. This
means that while they are away, the
child is still able to hear them read their
favourite bedtime story before bed.
Of course, pupils enjoy making
albums and stories as much as their
parents do. Often we will get a group
of them to make a book in which they
record all the facts they know about a
particular topic, say the planets, and
then draw pictures to illustrate it. To
support them to write these books, the
teacher might put two Talking Tins on
the table, one to remind pupils what
they already know about the planets, the
other asking them questions.
Early years teachers use Talking Tins
in the role play area to enhance speaking
and listening. At the top end of the
school, when older pupils are introduced
to de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats, they
record information of each type into
different Talking Tins, which they stick
to the various hats.
I think the school should have shares
in Talking Products because we have so
many of them in our school! They are
really practical devices and enhance our
teaching practise.
You can see a video illustrating more
ways the school uses Talking Products
on the school website.
http://bit.ly/sc234-03
Yellow Talking Tins start at £5.50
each, red ones at £6.95 each. Talking
Tiles come in a pack of six different
coloured tiles for £48.95. Talking
Photo Albums start at £26.95 each. All
plus VAT. www.talkingproducts.com

A pupil listens to the Talking Photo Album play
the New Zealand national anthem while he tries
to work out where the country is

Wendy Collins is
headteacher at
Ranvilles Infant
School, Fareham
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Tried and tested products

Magnifying reading materials and craft work – Julie Grafton-Reed
The VisioBook is a portable CCTV
magniﬁer for pupils with visual
impairments. It has a 32cm display
and magniﬁes from 1.8x to 30x.
The camera works for near and
distance vision and the whole thing folds
down to the size of an old-fashioned
laptop when not in use. Weighing around
3.6kg, it is light enough for young pupils
to carry, making it much more versatile
than the large, ﬁxed-desk magniﬁers that
we used to use.
When the device is open, there
is plenty of space to slide a book or
worksheet under the camera. While it can
be used to capture images, most pupils
just use it for magniﬁcation.
It also offers 14 colour combinations
(positive and negative) including white
on black and yellow on blue. When fully
charged, the battery lasts around ﬁve
hours.
It is simple to use: pupils put the
VisioBook on their table and the screen
swings forward. There is a solid click as it
slots into position. Pupils switch it on and
use a large central dial to zoom into the
image, or use the autofocus button.
When using it with a book, pupils
need to learn to slide the book around
to ﬁnd the part they wish to magnify – a
technique that needs a bit of practice,
particularly if they are using high levels of
magniﬁcation.
Although pupils may still need large
print books in the range of N18-24, it
means that they don’t have to carry
around books in N36 print.
In addition, the camera will ﬂip
through 90° enabling pupils to use the
device as a distance viewer. Some pupils
enjoy being able to see the teacher; others
use it to see the whiteboard. However,
if there is a lot of glare or the lighting in
the room is too bright, this will affect the
quality of the image.
The camera cannot pivot sideways,
which means that, unless the pupil is
seated directly in front of the board, the
camera’s ability to register the image is
limited – for example if a teacher is using
both a smart board and a whiteboard.
The pupils I work with have vision
levels of about 6/36 and 6/48 and would
struggle to see the board without the
device – it gives many of them a lot of
access to it, and some, a little.
The screen will work at an angle
enabling pupils to see what they are
writing. One pupil was able to watch the
class hamster having a meal for the ﬁrst
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The VisioBook allows students with visual impairments to access
the curriculum in a similar way to their peers

time ever. It is suitable for pupils to use
for sewing and design projects – they can
switch off the autofocus so that it does not
keep trying to adjust focus as things move
under it.
In science, pupils have used it to detect
bubbles in a test tube. While the image
might have reﬂections from the side of
the tube, if they tilt the tube carefully,
the image they get is better than using a
magnifying glass.

Pupils also use it
for sewing and design
projects
One of the things the Leicestershire
Vision Support Service (LVSS) likes about
VisioBooks is that they are robust and
stand up well to being lugged around all
day by pupils.
We have not yet had any problems with
the camera going wrong, although I’ve
never tried – and no one has confessed
to – dropping one. Meanwhile, the
devices also withstand being repeatedly
opened and closed and having the camera
constantly swivelled. If pupils need to
bring out a laptop, the device packs down
quickly into the sturdy carrying case that
comes with it.
The LVSS generally introduces pupils
with a visual impairment to a VisioBook
prior to their transfer to secondary

school, when moving between classrooms
means it is no longer practical to use a
ﬁxed desktop magniﬁer.
We tend to do this at the start of Year 6,
so they have had plenty of practice with
them before needing to use them in
earnest, and then the devices really come
into their own in secondary school.
I really like the VisioBook. It is
such a big leap forward from the static
magniﬁers we had before, when pupils
had to leave the room to use them or
found themselves stuck in the corner away
from the rest of the class because of the
size.
We have tried other magniﬁers but
they tend to be less robust or have spindly
stands, which means that they shake and
move if anyone bumps the desk, whereas
the VisioBook seems to absorb such
movement.
The VisioBook from Baum is £2,995 +
VAT and delivery. www.baumuk.com

Julie Grafton-Reed is a
qualiﬁed teacher of the
visually impaired with
the Leicestershire Vision
Support Service
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