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Hills Road Sixth Form College: A Case Study in the Personalisation of Learning 
 
Background  
 
The college is in Cambridge and caters for 1730 full time equivalent students, aged 
16-19 (mostly full-time) and 90 full time equivalent 19+ adult education students 
(1150 registrations, all part time).  
 
The college is oversubscribed and has been consistently rated very highly by both 
the principal external quality assessment agencies, (OFSTED and LSC) which have 
evaluated its performance. The LSC introduced premium funding (1% uplift) for 
colleges achieving the excellent rating in its review process in 2004-5 and 2005-6 the 
college was awarded the premium. In 2001 the college was inspected by OFSTED 
and was awarded Grade 1 (= Outstanding) for the quality of teaching and Learning in 
all ten subject departments, and the leadership and management of the college was 
judged to be outstanding. This was no flash in the pan; the OFSTED report some 
four years previously was also outstanding, and a very recent (November 2005) 
subject inspection of History, re-affirmed the outstanding grade. In all other 
performance measures (e.g., retention and completion rates, examination grades, 
the college significantly performs above the relevant national averages. The college 
therefore has been judged over a long period to embody the highest quality 
leadership, the highest quality of teaching and learning, and very high educational 
effectiveness. 
 
In this case study the emphasis is upon ‘personalised’ learning, a concept defined by 
the DfES as comprising five elements. These are: 
 

• Assessment for Learning,  
• Teaching and Learning strategies that stretch pupils,  
• Curriculum entitlement and Choice,  
• Student-centred Organisations, and, 
• Partnership beyond the school.  

 
Leadership: values and ethos 
 
The college has a Charter reflecting the values underlying membership of the 
college, which specifies student entitlement and obligations, and a mission statement 
articulating its values. The Charter states (p. 2) the mission as: 
 

To provide an education distinguished by opportunity, quality and 
 achievement for all our students within a caring college community. 
 
The values underlying the mission are expressed (p. 3) in the college’s strategic plan: 
    

To promote and sustain: 
 

• Equality of opportunity 
• A climate of partnership and mutual respect 
• Individual responsibility for learning 
• Personal and social development 
• Caring and responsive support and guidance 
• A spirit of critical enquiry 
• An enjoyable, challenging and stimulating environment 
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• High expectations and the pursuit of excellence 
• Open and honest communication 
• A positive and enterprising attitude’ 

 
There is a conscious elaboration of the commitment to equality of opportunity in the 
Charter (p. 3): 
 

…We are committed to ensuring that all members of, and visitors to, the 
college enjoy equality of opportunity within our community. All students, staff 
and visitors are to be respected and valued equally. Factors such as gender, 
race, disability, class, culture, religion and sexuality should not limit equality of 
access to the opportunities offered by the college. Any form of harassment or 
bullying, sexual racial or otherwise, is totally unacceptable in the college 
community. 

 
The Charter also outlines (p. 3) student entitlement by specifying the provision they 
can expect of college staff, covering such apparently administrative matters as giving 
careful consideration to applications, and a range of support for learning, such 
regular assessment of students’ work, marked within a given time, well qualified 
teachers and support staff and representation though the Student Council, amongst 
other things. 
 
In return, expectations of students and parents are laid out. For students these 
include taking responsibility for their own learning, showing respect for others, and 
abiding by college policies and expectations for equality and diversity, health and 
safety, smoking, alcohol and illegal drugs, dress and appearance and maintaining 
good standards of behaviour. 
 
The above values relate inward, to the life of the college members, but the Charter 
illustrates an outward face of the college also, emphasising the importance attached 
to contributing to the wider community and inviting collaboration from it. 
 
Written statements of mission and values sometimes attract the criticism that they 
may reflect the views of the organisation’s leaders only, or that they are tokenistic, in 
that they do not reflect the lived experience of ordinary members, or that once written 
they fade from the collective consciousness and cease to be influential on the 
working of the organisation. The college has gone a long way to ensure that these 
difficulties are overcome. First, the values and mission statements were negotiated 
with staff, governors, students and other stakeholders, not simply handed down. 
Secondly, students are required to sign up to the value system when they are 
admitted, a procedure that both alerts them to the value system and makes public the 
accountability of the college staff to adhere to them. Thus the values become 
routinised into the working practices of the organisation. 
 
Perhaps more important, the college has had a formal review of its values and ethos, 
led by the principal but involving all categories of staff and students, and leading to 
the display of a summary of the principal values around the college. In interview he 
outlined what the values and underlying ethos were, and how they had been 
incorporated into the life of the college. He also articulated how identifying a 
particular group of students as gifted would sit uneasily with the college’s ethos and 
values. 
 

We don’t differentiate or plan for a particular group of students with the label 
‘gifted and talented’. I don’t think there would be any disagreement, or any 
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debate in the college about this… identifying a group in that way would run 
counter to what we are trying to achieve here… It sits uneasily with our whole 
college approach, which is to make sure that students are valued individually 
rather than for a group label… Even though the labelling process may have a 
very positive impact on the students who are labelled gifted, it’s the impact on 
other students and the impact on the ability of the institution as a whole to 
speak to all students and to convey a message to them, to make clear to 
them that they all have potential… Let me give you an example. We run AEA 
classes here, but we don’t select students for them. We simply make clear 
that the classes are available for anyone who is interested in the subject. We 
make clear what is involved and students then decide, with advice and 
guidance from their tutor perhaps, whether that is what they want to do. Of 
course we have the probable Oxbridge applicants in these classes but we 
also have other students, and some of them take the class because of their 
interest in the subject but don’t necessarily take the exam. This attitude does 
feed down into the department, say in History where the department says if 
you’re interested in History at this level then you can take the AEA class, and 
it feeds down into the classroom as well. If you labelled them as for the gifted, 
or some of the students as gifted you’d be saying something else, something 
different to the students as a whole… 

 
What’s the point of gifted and talented label then? 

 
Good question! Not sure that I can answer it! But my answer would be 
something like this. If you want the organisation to work to good effect, then 
I’m not convinced that this label helps… I’d question its value, working 
backwards from the students. In the end it’s to do with the values and ethos of 
the institution, and they reflect a commitment to inclusion, or inclusiveness, to 
setting high expectations for everyone, with a focus on each student’s talents 
and that means setting high standards across the board – in terms of 
learning, and behaviour and in the environment. All these elements transmit 
messages about expectations. If the physical environment doesn’t imply that 
someone cares about its quality, or if inappropriate behaviour is tolerated, or if 
learning is not happening at the highest level it should, then the messages to 
students become very clear. Students quickly understand issues about 
standards, from whichever angle, they must experience consistently reflecting 
high expectations and levels of support… But the high expectations are for 
everyone, - on yourself, your colleagues and the students, and we all need 
strong levels of support to fulfil the expectations. That commitment, that ethos 
of expectations and support across the institution – if you can articulate it in a 
set of values in terms we are all familiar with – that will feed into everything 
we do, and be reinforced in the way we work… and if you can do that, you 
don’t need gifted and talented labels… So that’s why I said it runs counter to 
our ethos, or sits uneasily with what we are trying to do. 

 
From the point of view of provision for gifted and talented students, the inclusivity 
commitment has had a direct impact on the way provision is made. Both the principal 
and the deputy principal affirmed that they were uneasy about identifying a discrete 
group of students to whom this label attached. The deputy said: ‘We do have many 
students who by any criterion would be judged as gifted or highly able. But we don’t 
take the view that they should be treated differently from any other students… they 
have their learning needs just as non-gifted students do, and we have a commitment 
to enabling all students to achieve the best they are capable of. So it’s a…, we have 
a whole college approach to all students, including those who are gifted and talented, 
- whatever that means!’ This view of a whole college, student-centered organisation 
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as the most appropriate basis for personalising learning, echoes the view of 
Professor David Hopkins in a report on personalised learning from the NCSL in 2005. 
It had led to some concern about the development of a national register of identified 
gifted and talented students, if such a register implied that the group would be known 
within the college and some differentiated provision for them as a group would be 
required of the college. 
 
The circulation of values 
 
There are three principal means by which the values and ethos reported above 
become embedded in the practices of the college. These are: the use of data to 
improve teaching and learning; partnership beyond the college to encourage wider 
schooling; and, pedagogies to personalise learning. For purposes of analysis, these 
are treated separately, but in practice they are not discrete elements but interact to 
support and reinforce the value system. 
 
The use of data to improve learning 
 
The college has developed a highly systematised annual cycle of data collection, 
analysis and management which it uses as a fundamental part of its self evaluation 
process. The purpose of the self assessment processes are to: 
 

• Monitor performance to raise awareness of strengths, weaknesses and 
issues 

• Promote continuous improvement 
• Inform planning, decision-making and target setting 
• Facilitate the targeted use of resources 
• Provide evidence for external bodies (especially LSC and OFSTED) 

 
These processes build on reports from teaching departments, on cross-college self- 
assessment and on consultation with staff, governors and the LSC, and the self-
assessment is based on evidence, collected in the college and made known as 
appendices to the self assessment report – that is it is an evidence based process. 
 
Central to this process is the Teaching Department Report (TDR), which is designed 
to be collegial, in the sense that it is collectively generated by all those in the 
department, and becomes a publicly available document to all staff, not just those in 
the particular department. 
 

• All teaching and support staff in the department should participate in the TDR 
(and therefore be encouraged to study the performance data in Part B) 

• TDRs form a key element of the college’s quality assurance strategy, making 
a substantial contribution to the college’s overall self-assessment 

• Departmental meetings are scheduled either side of the February half term to 
allow discussion of the TDRs 

• The curriculum director will discuss the TDR with the HoD and confirmation of 
this discussion will be recorded and copied to the HoD, the curriculum director 
and the deputy principal 

• Note: since 2000, TDRs have been open to all staff in the college 
 

The process of compiling and using the TDR is complex and is illustrated in the 
following diagram taken from the College’s TDR Guidelines 2006. 
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TDR Process Structure Diagram 
 
The teaching department report process is a significant element in the College’s self-
assessment and quality assurance strategy. A diagrammatic representation of the 
annual process follows (please refer to the schematic diagram of the College’s 
Strategic Planning and Quality Assurance cycle for further details): 
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This could be a system that lays a heavy bureaucratic workload on all staff, but the 
role of the departmental staff is to interpret and respond to the data provided to them 
about the eight elements in the left hand column of the diagram. The analysis of the 
data is carried out as a central service by an assistant principal. He explained the 
process in interview, as follows: 
 

The process has to be seen as a whole. The self-assessment is the 
diagnostic phase, obviously, and that leads to an assessment of strengths 
and weaknesses across the college and helps us to decide what the priorities 
should be. Not all priorities are related to strengths and weaknesses, of 
course,  - some relate to new developments that come from outside, - but the 
thrust is that from January to April we start with the departmental process, 
leading into a cross-college process, where we’re looking at main themes, for 
example looking at the implications for student support that arise from the 
analysis. So that links to the strategic and financial planning side as well… 
One important point is that the departments do not do any of the data 
processing themselves. It would be an immense task and it wouldn’t be using 
their time and skills to best effect. So here it’s all done centrally - as a service 
to the department… The main document is a single page, an overall 
summary, which is a synopsis of everything that follows in the document, and 
when departments are thinking of their overall self assessment, this is their 
single biggest source of evidence. It’s not to say that the seven columns 
contain every piece of information - they don’t - but they do contain a mixture 
of quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative are exam grades, added 
value, retention rates, and success rates. Qualitative data are from student 
surveys and direct observation of lessons. 

 
The function of the colour coding is important. There are four colours - blue, 
the highest, then green, yellow is sort of neutral and red is relative weakness. 
So the reds are warning bells to departments. I was very keen on this - it’s 
been going now for ten years or so… the crucial thing that colour coding does 
is that heads of department and teachers can see the wood for the trees. I 
don’t want them to dwell on individual numbers - on ‘Why did John get a C 
instead of a B, which he got last year?’ I want them to think about the 
strengths and weakness and the colours are there to point them in the right 
direction. They don’t give them answers, but they do say ‘Well is there an 
important issue behind this?’… Departments can use their discretion whether 
they want to see yellow as a warning sign too, if they have no reds. Clearly if 
there’s a department - there are! - where there are no reds, they will ask 
themselves why there are nonetheless weaker areas on their profile, the 
yellows. They will say I wonder why this area is coming out less strong than 
our other areas, and they’ll interrogate the more detailed data lying behind the 
colour code to see whether there are any issues they need to address. 

 
Of particular interest here is the value-added analysis. In most schools a standard 
ALIS analysis is used, setting the GCSE grade against the A level grade. However, 
partly because of the general high performance at A level, the college’s judgement 
was that a more subtle analysis was needed of the students’ A level performance, 
using UMS scores, which provided the basis for a finer grained analysis within the A 
level grades. This had the additional advantage of enabling the college to analyse 
differentiation by gender and by baseline entry ability band in an equally finer grained 
way. This should not be constructed as merely a technical improvement in statistical 
analysis; it is an example of an organisation using a standard assessment system but 
tailoring it to the needs and characteristics of its students – in this case students 
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whose academic performance is generally so high that the broad A level grade would 
not serve well the function of helping the college staff to self-evaluate robustly and 
thus learn from the data.   
 
As is clear from the interview excerpt, all the data are colour coded (from Blue = 
significant strength, through Green = strength, through Yellow = neutral, to Red = 
weakness) so that staff can see at a glance the extent of improvement or otherwise. 
The data are also shown across at least a three, and often a ten year time frame to 
reflect trends. If needed, staff can have the analysis by department, subject, class 
and individual student, with the data thus becoming available for the development of 
personalised learning. 
 
Commentary 
 
As always the key issue about data collection and analysis is what it is used for. In 
this case it is absolutely focused on helping the college improve the learning by 
students, with the data being fed up from the departments, analysed centrally and 
reported upwards for accountability purposes, and being fed back into the 
departments for consideration, explanation and where needed, action. The data 
analysis process therefore is not merely an instrument for monitoring and measuring, 
- though it is that; it is a reflection of the values concerning equality, high 
achievement, and continuous improvement articulated in the college documents and 
in interviews with the staff. In management jargon, the use of data reflects the 
commitment of the college to being a ‘learning organisation’. 
 
Partnerships for learning 
 
The college has a coordinator to develop work with other partners in relation to the 
education of gifted and talented students. This arises from the fact that the college 
acquired Ambassador School status from the National Academy for Gifted and 
Talented Youth. The coordinator interprets the role very flexibly linking with a range 
of partners to improve the provision for the college’s students but also to create 
opportunities for professional development of teachers and others. In interview he 
elaborated on this role as follows. 
 

I think my formal role is really to organise a range of events. For example, if 
you take the last year’s programme, -  last year, the focus has been on 
continued professional development with other centres, so that a prime part of 
my responsibility was to organise a series of events to promote both the 
National Academy and issues arising from gifted and talented education. So 
the sorts of activities that I was involved in have ranged from, for example, 
organising a series of events with Villiers Park, and so looking at the 
promotion of gifted and talented education through, for example, the 
advanced extension awards in history, the use of critical thinking, and looking 
at accelerated learning programmes, the use of  ICT. An ongoing project that 
I’ve been involved in is that we have on ongoing relationship with a partner 
college and the project is directed at looking at good practice. So we 
organised a conference that was based there with its feeder schools. So 
we’ve been organising and contributing to the various forms of inset type 
training, for ourselves and our local partners… in looking at promoting good 
practice both on a local basis and actually I think one of the things, well one of 
the most effective things, that I think we ran last year was a conference in 
conjunction with Kings Cambridge, which was national. At that event, I think 
there were about 40 different sixth form and FE centres there looking at good 
practice and exchanging ideas, raising awareness of both of the role of the 
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National Academy, you know raising awareness of different approaches and 
opportunities towards gifted and talented education. 
 
Do you encounter the kind of, it’s often described as ideological resistance to 
gifted and talented education, or is it that the groups who come to those 
events are a kind of self selecting group? 
 
For some events, yes. Maybe if I could draw a contrast, for example, at the 
training that was organised concerning advanced extension award, there was 
a pretty high percentage of independent schools there. I think off the top of 
my head, 70% or 80%, that sort of figure. But, the event that we ran in 
conjunction with Kings Cambridge, I think out of 40 or so centres there, I think 
all but 2 centres came from the state sector… So I think there’s quite a wide 
range actually there that we’ve been working with and influencing. It depends 
on the exact nature of the actual event you’re running, but judging from 
people’s feedback, coming from all the events was sort of very, very positive. 

 
The process of appointing this coordinator and his motivation for applying for the post 
also reflect consistency with the college value system. As can be seen from the 
excerpt below, it enabled him to implement activities to stretch already high achieving 
students, within the college as well as the external activities outlined above. 

 
The position was advertised in the college and I applied for it. In part I think 
for three reasons. First of all quite a reasonable amount of my professional 
practice has been sort of geared towards really trying to stretch the most able.  
I’ve worked with some pretty strong centres, - my background is basically in 
the private sector - and I’ve worked in some very strong academic schools 
where a lot of time can be directed to teaching very small groups. I think what 
I wanted to try and do was to look at sort of the exceptional practice I’ve seen 
being directed towards a very small number of students and to look at what 
could be done to better widen that kind of opportunity and provision. That was 
one of my sort of key aims and objectives here… For example, maybe two 
areas can illustrate how it has been done here. First of all the way that I 
approached the advanced extension awards in some respects is based on 
maybe approaches to looking at how people would be given extra lessons or 
some tutoring with regards to entrance to the more competitive universities.  
So both enrichment, but extension as well. It has meant bringing together 
groups of committed students, giving some more sort of developed reading, 
such material getting them to thinking about the wider nature of history as a 
discipline. So we’d be using that as both in the sense of both extensions 
within the curriculum, but also sort of outside it, providing I think range as well 
as depth.   
 

Commentary 
 
It is possible therefore to see how the role of the coordinator is Janus-like; facing 
outward to work with external partners, and inward to develop added value to the 
learning of already high achieving students. Both aspects reflect the values identified 
earlier about commitment to high expectations for students combined with a 
community orientation’. 
 
Pedagogies for personalised learning 
 
The descriptions below are from field notes made during direct observation of the 
sessions. The interpretations of the purpose and practice of the pedagogy were 
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discussed with the teachers concerned directly after the sessions, and they were in 
broad agreement with them. The interpretations therefore have been co-constructed 
with the teachers concerned. 
 
The English surgery 
 
The first session was a lunchtime ‘surgery’, voluntary for the students, who were 
preparing for advanced extension award in English, taken by Martina, the second in 
the English department. Twelve students, 3 boys and 9 girls were in the session, 
though, it being lunchtime, they were joined by two others some way some ten 
minutes after the start, and one girl left half way through. The session ran from 12.50 
– 13.50, preceded by ten minutes of settling in, waiting for students to arrive, and 
individual conversations. 
 
12.50 Martina distributes a previous examination paper, drawing attention to a 
specific task item relating to a definition of formalism in literature offered in an excerpt 
from a literary critic. She writes the definition on the whiteboard, and identifies three 
aspects to analyse the definition that she wants the students to use as a framework – 
Approach, Insights, and BUTS (reservations). 
 
12.55 Martina sets paired/triad tasks and then visits each small group challenging 
individuals about their initial judgements, and they test out their responses on her. In 
five minutes she has worked with 6 individuals; in seven minutes she has worked 
with all of the students in the pairs/triads. The pace is fast and business-like, but 
unhurried; the teacher personality is quiet and unshowy. 
 
13.03 She calls together the whole group to share ideas. Students readily offer ideas, 
she accepts what they say, and turns it back to other students to comment on, then 
adds her ideas to it. The discourse is characterised by a gradual and collective 
accumulation of ideas, incorporating a readiness to challenge and be challenged. For 
example, one student argues that, ‘formalism as defined, implies that literature is 
special or superior. But why, what’s the justification? Why are other kinds of writing, 
say journalism or non-literary texts, inferior? And it would exclude non-standard 
language.’ This generates high level articulation of the problems associated with 
intrinsic and extrinsic judgements, and how authorial intention is to be understood. 
The exchange then explores the effect the social and historical context of a literary 
work has upon its interpretation, with one student instancing the way Shakespeare’ 
vocabulary often meant something different in his time from now. ‘What’s more, 
‘argued another student, ‘formalism implies a kind of stasis – that we have 
established all the criteria for literary excellence that our criteria are not changing.’ 
Throughout this section of the session the students challenge each other’s ideas, the 
teacher challenges them, and they challenge the teacher, and through this iterative 
process ideas are shared and constructively built upon. All students are 
unselfconsciously on task   
 
13.15 Martina sets a new task for pairs/triads. ‘Can you come up with an example 
that would disprove his point? But we need specific examples.’ The groups work 
together on this task, with Martina intervening to trigger clearer articulation of the 
examples and the argument that the examples disprove the critic’s point. All students 
are on task. 
 
13.27 There is whole class sharing of these ideas, again characterised by high order 
questioning by the students of each other and by students contributing to the ideas of 
their peers. Again all students engage with the task. 
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13.35 Martina draws this session to a close by setting an extension task as an 
assignment to be completed in preparation for the next surgery, a week later. ‘Here is 
a new piece of text, which you need to read independently first of all. The task is: 
How does this new text take today’s argument on. Give three examples from your 
reading. This will be the focal point for our discussion next time.’ 
 
13.40 -13.50 the session ends with guidance on completing the examination entry 
form. 
 
The History lesson 
 
The second teaching session was a Modern History lesson, taken by Peter, the head 
of the History department. There were twenty two 17 year old students, roughly equal 
numbers of boys and girls, in a fairly conventional, though cramped, arrangement of 
a U-shaped line of students, against two sides and the back wall of the room, with 
areas of the U shape filled in with other students, so that all were facing the teacher 
and most could see and talk to each other without turning round. The lesson lasted 
from 1135-1240 and focused on an analysis of the Nazi State. The description below 
does not reflect the highly charismatic, often extremely entertaining, sometimes 
hilarity-inducing classroom persona of the teacher, whose performance suggested he 
had undergone training as a music hall, or stand-up, comedian rather than a teacher. 
(There were two occasions, when the observer was unable to continue note taking 
because he was doubled up with helpless laughter). 
 
11.35 Peter explains the materials the students will be needing and the topic. Sets in 
outline the homework for next week, reminding them that they will be preparing for an 
examination conditions test. He reminds them also that they have his email address 
and they can raise any issues or problems with him. He responds directly to two 
email queries he had had since the last lesson. Then he sets the first task. ‘You’ve 
got three labels – they’re in the materials, in the text. Polycratic, Feudal, Chaos. You 
have to produce the examples to support the case that Nazi state was polycratic, or 
Feudal or Chaotic.’ 
 
11.40 Peter sets the task for pairs or triads, with different groups required to analyse 
the argument for justifying different labels. He tests individual understandings before 
they work in their groups. ‘OK what have you got to say about ‘Feudal’? One student 
problematises the label: ‘Does it work at two levels – does it work for the state? Does 
it work for the people?   You might get different answers for each of those levels.’ 
Peter elaborates on the answer for the rest of the class, raising the possibility that the 
answers they arrive at may be too complex for a single label, but the purpose of the 
task was to press that questioning of the task itself - ‘Test the label to destruction!’ 
‘The same with Polycratic – What’s it mean and can it be applied to help us 
understand the nature of the Nazi state. One student explains what she understands 
by the label – different competing power groups – but has reservations about its 
appropriateness. ‘I’m not sure that the state was polycratic, because all the power 
groups were dependent on Hitler’s support. So it’s probably Autocratic we need not 
Polycratic.’ Peter says, ‘So you’ve got reservations, very good you’ll need to test 
them out in your group. Now Feudal – let me remind you of your Year 7 work at your 
secondary school – Barons. You’ll all know what Feudalism is, won’t you?’ Then he 
sets them to work in pairs. All students are on task 
 
12.00 Peter brings the class together to ‘test out’ the judgements the students have 
made, taking first the pairs who have worked on Feudal, then Chaos, then Polycratic. 
Student responses are tentatively expressed but the reasons for their judgement are 
clearly articulated. For example, one student said; ‘I don’t know if I’m right but I’ll try. 
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Under feudalism the barons were the top group under the monarch, but I’m not sure 
that applies to Nazi Germany. The power distribution amongst the various groups 
wasn’t as straightforward.’ ‘Yes’, says Peter, but dos the concept of feudalism help 
explain the power distribution. You’re only half way there I think.’ What about Chaos? 
I think chaos is useful to explain the growth of anti-Semitism, argues one student.’ 
Peter queries this: Is that chaos in the sense we have used earlier, and in the text? 
Well it would cause chaos! And it applies as well as the other two to explaining anti-
semitism, answers the student. The pace of these and later interactive sections of the 
lesson is very fast, requiring students and teacher to think on their feet. In a period of 
ten minutes Peter has involved 9 individual students, representing all but one of the 
pairs 
 
12.10 Peter refers to the lecture given yesterday by a visiting Professor of Modern 
History developing his theory of the ‘dual state.’ Can we work that into our 
explanations?’ 
 
12.15 Peter poses the question to the whole class: ’OK you’ve heard ideas on all 
three labels. Which works best and why?’ One student proposes: ‘I wouldn’t settle for 
any one idea, I’d want to use all three because they offer different like perspectives 
on the same state. Peter pushes the student to elaborate on her approach and then 
re-formulates it for the class as a whole. 
 
12.20 Peter sets the individual students the task of writing down in note form the 
case for one, or some, or all the labels as explanations for the Nazi state. They all 
work on this task in silence until one student queries whether the ‘Nazi state’ is what 
they should be thinking about. Peter suggests that what he means is that it was such 
a unique state that they should be attempting to analyse the ‘Hitler state’ which might 
be a simpler way to analyse the system. He is challenged by a student who points 
out the reasons for using the Nazi state as developed in the text. She also argues 
that the discussion so far has ignored the role of the churches, which the text refers 
to. ‘Alright, hold all those points in play and I’ll need a little time to think through this, 
while you complete the task. But I’ll retain the right to disagree with the book, and for 
that matter with you’ Peter responds. The students settle back to the writing task, in 
silence. 
 
12.30 Class still working in silence. Peter brings them together reminding them of the 
nature of the lesson that is to analyse the Nazi state. ‘We need two students to 
promote the case for a label as useful and the rest of the class to listen and evaluate 
it – that is weigh up the strength of the case being made. This is done for Chaos, with 
some students arguing that that label is the most useful, and others taking a more 
multi-layered model, drawing together arguments from the text, from their paired 
work, from the whole class discourse and from their note taking.  
 
12.40 Lesson ends and students leave still talking about the arguments 
 
Commentary 
 
These sessions illustrated the pedagogy involved if teachers have as their primary 
aim the co-construction of classroom knowledge in understandings, skills, and 
contestation of ideas; the teachers saw their role as helping students produce their 
ideas, and improve them by building upon their initial ideas, and subjecting them to 
the scrutiny of their peers and the teacher herself. This collective learning in the 
classroom was extended by individual activity outside it, which would then be the 
basis for further collective learning in the next session.  
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The teachers identified four principal conditions for this kind of pedagogy. First they 
themselves needed very high levels of subject expertise, since they were not 
engaged in individualising learning - letting individual students generate their own 
ideas, as might happen under some interpretations of ‘progressivism’ or ‘student-
centred’ learning. Co-constructing knowledge can work only if the teacher has such a 
high level of subject expertise to bring to bear upon the students’ ideas that s/he can 
respond authoritatively to their ideas and help take them further. Second the teachers 
could assume, because of the college’s ethos and value system, high levels of on-
task behaviour and student self-motivation. Participation in, and commitment to, 
learning was a given and illustrates the way whole school values influence pedagogy. 
Third, the value assumption that knowledge is tentative, contestable and revisable 
permeates the classroom pedagogy. This is not ‘instruction’ nor is it the ‘whole class 
interactive teaching’ promoted under the national literacy and numeracy initiatives, 
since the knowledge, skills, understandings and values being collectively generated 
are constructed tentatively; the objectives for the session are not cognitive outcomes 
specified in advance, so much as pedagogical processes to be adhered to.  
Finally, relationships were informal but courteous, but underlying the extent of 
informality was a very clear structure to the sessions, with the pace, direction and 
transition from one activity to another primarily controlled by the teacher.  
 
Three other points arose from these sessions. First they did not rely on high levels of 
information technology, the dominant mode of learning being spoken discourse – 
language for learning so to speak. Information technology played a strong role in 
personalising the out-of-class learning since the teachers and students used email to 
communicate about learning tasks set outside the class. Second, this pedagogy was 
being used in what was in effect a preparation for conventional unseen external 
examinations, which is often used as a justification for a much more transmission 
mode of teaching. Finally, it is sometimes implied that a particularly charismatic 
persona is needed to achieve good pace and challenge in classroom interaction. This 
was true in one case, where teacher charisma drove the classroom liveliness and 
witty exchanges, but not in the other, where a quiet, authoritative and respected, but 
unshowy, teacher personality was outstandingly effective in creating and driving the 
learning. Power to teach (Robinson 2004) does not always, or necessarily require a 
drama queen in the classroom. 
 
A final commentary on these teaching sessions is fundamental to our understanding 
the pedagogy. The surface features (identifying the purposes, setting tasks in pairs, 
sharing views with the whole class, setting out-of-class tasks) are significant but 
much less important than the underlying values and aims of the teacher – in this case 
to engage with students in the co-production of classroom learning. In other subjects 
or in other sessions in these subjects, the surface features might not be there; the 
key to understanding the pedagogy is to understand what the teachers were trying to 
achieve. 
 
Discussion 
 
There are three principal points to raise about personalised pedagogy as illustrated 
above. First, personalisation is a collective activity, not an individualised one, but the 
collective frame leads to the individual developing her/his learning. The teacher, the 
student group and the individual student produce together the meanings and 
understandings that the individual achieves. It is also collective in another sense; the 
values and attitudes that teachers and students bring to learning is derived from, and 
embedded in, a collective organisational ethos.  
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Second, this pedagogy is not new. It is elsewhere called the transacted curriculum or 
constructivist learning. The characteristics of constructivist learning, which is derived 
from Vygotskian social theory, is that the teacher ‘scaffolds’ the learning of the 
student; provides the structured support to enable the learners to construct 
knowledge for themselves. It has been one of the standard approaches taught in 
teacher training courses, but has frequently been derided as too theoretical. It is 
interesting to see its survival, and possibly its celebration and legitimisation, under 
the personalisation agenda.  
 
Third, the sessions illustrated are in the field of the History and English Literature 
where a heavy emphasis is placed on developing knowledge as judgements and 
justification rather than knowledge as objective truth. The extent to which this 
pedagogy is generalisable across different subjects is open to question, and needs 
further research. 
 
What seems securely embedded in these teaching and learning sessions is the way 
in which, reflecting the view of Hopkins referred to earlier, the whole school values 
and whole school ethos feeds into the classroom behaviour of students and teachers. 
In this particular college, these values had been collectively developed, including 
development through the student council, the teachers and the governing body. They 
concerned values about learning behaviour, respecting differences in views, taking 
account of student voice, and the importance of self-motivation for learning. This set 
of values was the underpinning infra-structure of the personalised pedagogy, and 
without their influence on the attitudes and behaviour of teachers and students in 
classrooms, it is probable that the pedagogy would collapse. 
 
The student voice 
 
Student voice is a concept involving consultation with students as consumers of 
education, leading to improvements in organisational responsiveness to them and to 
increased choice by them over aspects of their learning. Often it is introduced in a 
tokenist way, according to Professor Jean Ruddock, one of the leading researchers 
in the area, focusing on relatively trivial matters such as dress code; at its best, it 
generates a sense of agency and self-organisation amongst students over their 
learning. In the college, student voice is activated in a range of ways; there is an 
active student council, there are annual surveys of student satisfaction, there is 
regular tutorial and surgery system. The Charter guarantees student representation 
on the Student Council and on the governing body of the college.  It was possible to 
engage in a group interview with seven students, identified as gifted and talented 
through their membership of NAGTY. The purpose was to gain the students’ 
perceptions of teaching and learning in the college and to examine the nature of 
student voice in their experience of the college. Three main themes emerged from 
this interview: what is effective for them in teaching and learning; student motivation 
and college values; differences in subjects. 
 
Effective teaching and learning 
 
Students argued that no single method of teaching worked for everyone and that 
what worked well for one student would not necessarily work for another student. 
Equally what worked in one subject would not necessarily work in another. However, 
there were some clearly expressed judgements about pedagogy. The students 
believed that there was in the college an understanding that students learn in 
different ways.  
 
As one said:  
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I went to a lecture by… and he’s a world expert. It should have been riveting 
but I mean 50 minutes straight lecture with no direct involvement from us. 
That’s not they way things should be. 

 
But another said: 

 
Actually I like note taking in lectures, others are more like visual in their 
approach, but the thing is that there should be variety. If there’s variety then it 
works. Teachers talk, we interact with them, we take notes, there’s 
PowerPoint presentation, we go into small groups, and we get good handouts 
– that’s the kind of variety I mean. 

 
A third said: 
 

I like it when we have say the first half of the lesson talked to, given 
information, then being asked to debate it, and we have to take in 
everybody’s views and sort of filter them for ourselves. Discussion and debate 
are more valuable for me than anything… the other thing is that you can learn 
in small groups, you go off in a group, and then those who say are a bit 
uncertain they can try out their ideas in a small group when they would not 
have done that in the whole class. The small group builds up your confidence 
and then that gets shared back to the whole class. 

 
They were also clear about the role of the teacher.  
 

The teachers guide you, but they expect you to do most of the work yourself – 
they give you support and very important they give you guidance about what 
to read or what things to do outside class. And in class the good thing is that 
they work with you, they give you good feedback, which isn’t necessarily 
marking, they don’t mark everything, but they give you guidance on what 
you’ve got right and where they think you’re wrong and then they expect you 
to go away and improve it. 

 
One student had even negotiated that she could teach herself for one of her courses. 
 

I thought the course in Chemistry I was due to do looked so awful that I got 
permission to change to a Biochemistry course which I would teach myself. I 
got the text book, the syllabus, past papers, and I’ve got Biochemistry parents 
as well which helped. I look at the specifications, make notes, learn at my 
own pace, which is one of the really good things for me. And I motivate 
myself. I’m going to do Medicine at university and one of the courses there in 
the first year is a problem-based course. You are set the problem, given help 
to research it, and you have to come up with a solution on your own. So you 
have to motivate yourself – it’s not that the teacher says do this and do that. 

 
Subject differences 
 
The students had enough meta-cognitive awareness to know that the epistemology 
of subjects had to generate differences in pedagogy. 
   
As one student said:  
 

Methods are different in Science from in Humanities. It’s very much more 
learning an exam technique and learning specific words and phrases, 
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learning technical terms. It’s not the science concepts, the basic ideas are 
very simple, what you have to learn is how to answer a question in a 
particular way, how to parrot back their phrases, and in one sense that’s the 
bad thing in comparison with the Humanities… I’ve got this friend who’s my 
age but he’s like a real chemistry genius, People say how do you work things 
out like you do, you’re weird, but he’s cleverer at Chemistry than anyone I 
know, but I got a better grade than him, because I’d learned how to answer 
the question properly. I think Science exams don’t really tell you whether 
you’re best at the subject… in Geography and Science you need to play the 
exam games.  

 
If I have a criticism of the college it is that outside interest doesn’t play as big 
a part in Science as they do in History and English outside interests are not 
as well supported as in Humanities. 

 
Another argued against that view:  
 

Well, History teaching is less rigid, but there you still have to learn to work out 
the right things to say in an exam. It’s important to be well prepared for the 
exam and it would be sort of irresponsible if the college didn’t coach you for 
the exam… and even in Science here the teachers want you to go further 
than the exam syllabus so that you can get to the passion and the excitement. 
Passion for the subject is important as… said, but not in a way that would 
impede you getting the exam grade you need. 

 
Student motivation and college values 
 
The students agreed that the college expected and engendered self-motivation, but 
they were all equally clear about how this was realised through the teachers’ 
‘passion’ for the subject, as well as their expertise in it. 
 

I do love my subject – I know it sounds geeky, but I do. And you find here that 
the teachers are like that. They are really passionate about their subject. The 
college has such a good reputation that you are pleased to have got in here 
and they don’t force the support on you, they offer it and you have to take the 
responsibility for taking it on… They instil a passion for the subject, they have 
a personal interest in it and with that comes the motivation to learn. 

 
I agree and it’s important that the expectations are there, important that they 
expect you to be as passionate as them, and it has helped me that they 
expect me to be like them. For me teachers’ knowledge of their subject – I’m 
doing Science – is absolutely important. There’s nothing so de-motivating if 
the teacher says, ‘I don’t know’, when you ask them for an answer, and 
there’s nothing so motivating as Dr A who’s like a genius, he’s a big national 
expert I think, and it just shows in the way he teaches the way he takes you 
along with him and makes you want to be as passionate about it as he 
obviously is… a teacher’s knowledge and passion for the subject are linked 
and they make us motivated, or self-motivated… but it’s not simply motivation 
is it? It’s discipline, self discipline you need, well I need it anyway. You need a 
lot of discipline for this to work. The teachers aren’t looking over your 
shoulder all the time saying do this or that, but they are expecting you to, like, 
to do your best, and that in the end means that you put pressure on yourself. 

 
I don’t think it would work everywhere, in other colleges or schools. This place 
is full of self-driven individuals, and I mean teachers as well as students. It’s 
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important to get hold of knowledge for yourself and that wouldn’t work in a 
school where you had less self-driven people about. But here the place is 
geared up to independent learning – it’s a bridge between school and 
university – and the responsibility is placed on you, while the support and 
guidance is made available for you. If you go for it they’ll do their best for you 
as well. 

 
Commentary 
 
In the perceptions of the students, therefore, three elements of personalised learning 
emerged. The first is that the pedagogy helped them assess what worked best for 
them in learning, and supported them in constructing knowledge for themselves, 
through a range of classroom and extra-classroom techniques and materials. 
Second, they were able to question subject differences in pedagogy and largely to 
justify them by the imperatives of external examination systems, but this had not 
diminished their sense of wanting to go beyond the syllabus. Third, the college’s 
value system was embedded in their experience of being taught and learning, most 
palpably in the passion of the subject evinced by their teachers. Perhaps most 
importantly, these values, of high expectations and excitement about learning, were 
self-consciously reflected in the values articulated and espoused, by the students 
themselves.  
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