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Aims of the session

• Stimulate a discussion about how we should teach pupils perceived as 
being ‘low attainers’

• Share some of the ways I have tried to engage and motivate pupils, 
whilst raising their attainment in history

• Consider the way forward and whether any of the ideas would work 
for you



What this session is not…

• A one-stop, quick-fix on how to teach low attaining pupils… whatever 
anyone tells you, such a thing does not exist!

• BUT… there are strategies that over the medium to long term will 
help.
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Learning without limits (Susan Hart et al)

‘One of the great tragedies of the last hundred years has been our 
failure as a nation to take on the essential concept of human 
educability and thereby challenge the idea that children are born with 
a given quota of “intelligence” which remains constant both during 
childhood and adult life.’

Clyde Chitty quoted in Hart et al, (2004) Learning Without Limits p14.



‘The inherent ability explanation traps teachers in the uncomfortable 
paradox that, while their professional responsibility and commitment is 
to promote learning, the most important determinant of learning 
(inherent ability) is identified as something over which they have no 
control. According to this view, whatever teachers do, however lively 
and inspirational their teaching, however positive their relationships, 
however illuminating their explanations, they are powerless to do 
anything to change inherent intellectual limits’

Learning Without Limits pp.17-8



Problems labelling imposes +

• Negative self image

• Self fulfilling prophecy

• Poor behaviour

• Lack of engagement with school

• Poor social skills

• Plus – who teaches your bottom 
sets?

• Poverty

• Poor and temporary housing, 

• Parents with insecure hourly 
paid jobs, 

• Poor social services 

• These kids know the system is 
against them – you are part of 
the system!



What else are they missing out on?

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction:

• Social Capital – well connected

• Cultural Capital – family help and education

• Symbolic Capital – prestige linked to status



We’re in the bottom set sir, so that means 
we’re thick.

‘Julie has never considered it a sensible strategy to label young people 
as less able. Less able to succeed in a rigidly structured testing system 
maybe, but not less able to develop into thoughtful, talented human 
beings with a great deal to offer society.’

Learning Without Limits p147

(My bold type)



Standing on the shoulders of giants

• Ian Dawson (@BearWithOneEar) – www.thinkinghistory.co.uk

• Ian Luff

• Richard Harris (@Dr_RJHarris) 

• Chris Culpin (@CCulpin)

http://www.thinkinghistory.co.uk/


What can we do about it?

• My key questions when I’m planning a lesson or sequence of lessons:

• What do I want them to know (first order knowledge)?

• What second order concepts (disciplinary knowledge) will they use?

• (https://www.uclpress.co.uk/products/130700)

• Can I build on previous learning/skills (links to KS2/3/4)?

• Can I make this lesson/topic relevant to them?

• Can I make it fun?

https://www.uclpress.co.uk/products/130700


ISM – get them in and behaving

• Cartoons (https://www.cartoons.ac.uk/)

• Photographs with bits hidden – the slow reveal

• Recreation of a historical scene – TB murder 

• A song

https://www.cartoons.ac.uk/


Invisible Differentiation (missdccoxblog)

• Vocabulary

• Structure and skills

• Good examples

• Extend knowledge beyond the 
spec

• Board use/class displays

• Question answering

• Note-taking

• High expectations – not different 
tasks

You won’t see:

Different tasks, vocabulary sheets, 
structures, worksheets, targets, 
homeworks



I hope you’re experimenting with hot-seating

• Thomas Becket

• Billy the Kid

• Agricultural Revolution

• The contenders for the crown in 1066



If I’m playing the fool, then they will be more likely 
to experiment and fail before succeeding

• Creating an environment where it’s ok to get it wrong, where people laugh ‘with’ 
you and not ‘at’ you. (Sometimes at me! But that’s ok)

• Getting pupils interested because it is interesting and not because they have to. 
(More from Richard Harris here)

• Celebrating success whether it is a successful dodgy accent or a successful 
understanding of a bit of knowledge or skill.



Examples of Active Learning

• Queen Elizabeth – Take Me Out

• Richard the Lionheart – This is Your Life

• Sutton Hoo – Who was buried at Sutton Hoo?

• First Crusade – journey to the East

• 1066 – race to the thrown
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Welcome 
to the 
1066 
Succession 
High 
Stakes 
Race

Our aim is to gain 
an understanding 
of the changing 
nature of the 
criteria for who 
should rule. This 
included the role 
of:
Blood
Nomination
Noble Support



Examples of Active Learning – other peoples 
ideas
• Fountains Abbey – Kate Brennan

• Roman Army – Ian Luff

• Trenches– Megan Underwood

• Battle of Hastings/Je suis le roi – Ian Dawson



Examples of Active Learning



We start with an interpretation



Change – Continuity Line

CHANGE CONTINUITY



Change – Continuity Line

CHANGE CONTINUITY

BUT CAN WE MAKE 
THIS MORE 
CHALLENGING?



The Task: Change – Continuity Line

CHANGE CONTINUITY

POSITIVE

NEGATIVE
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Change – Continuity Line

CHANGE CONTINUITY

POSITIVE

NEGATIVE

For who?













We started with an interpretation

BUT CAN WE MAKE 
THIS MORE 
CHALLENGING?



Metaphor



1. Edward the Confessor, son of 
Athelred and Emma, was born 
around 1003-4. As a young boy, 
he had enjoyed the privileged 
life of a prince, this came to an 
abrupt end when his father died 
after the invasion led by the 
Viking, Cnut and he was taken 
to Normandy. 

2. Having been removed from 
the country of his birth, Edward 
was initially isolated in the 
Norman court, but came to 
respect many Norman ideals. In 
the meantime, Cnut had 
become king and Edward’s 
mother Emma was forced to 
marry him. Soon after, Edward’s 
half-brother, Harthacnut was 
born. 

3. On Cnut’s death in 1035, 
disputes broke out concerning 
his replacement. His eldest son, 
Harefoot came to be king 
despite Harthacnut being more 
favoured by the Anglo-Saxon 
nobility; this was due to 
Harthacnut needing to remain 
in Denmark to deal with threats 
to his kingdom there.

4. In 1036 Edward and his 
younger brother, Alfred, came 
to England separately. Alfred 
was captured by Godwin, Earl 
of Wessex, who turned him 
over to Harold Harefoot. He had 
Alfred blinded by forcing red-
hot pokers into his eyes to 
make him unsuitable for 
kingship, and Alfred died soon 
after as a result of his wounds.

5. In 1040, Harefoot died and 
Harthacnut succeeded him. In 
1042 he died and Edward seized 
the opportunity to finally 
become King of England. The 
Norwegians and Danes were 
fighting each other, so Edward 
set sail for England to become 
king. 

6. In order to secure the loyalty 
of the powerful Earls, he 
married Edith, the daughter of 
Earl Godwin. This was a political 
marriage and some historians 
have claimed that it was never 
consummated due to Edward’s 
vow of celibacy. It is more likely 
that Edith was unable to have 
children.

7. In 1051 tensions between 
Edward and Earl Godwin 
erupted. Edward received the 
support of the Earls of 
Northumbria and Mercia and 
was able to temporarily exile 
the Godwin family. Edward 
reacted by increasing the 
Norman influence at his court. 

8. The English advisers, the Witan, 
resented this intrusion and 
encouraged the return of Godwin and 
his army. Edward had lost the support 
of the English nobles and was forced 
to expel Norman advisors from his 
court. In order to remain as King of 
England, he restored Godwin to his 
previous privileged position. The 
family remained central to English 
power, Harold Godwinson even being 
proclaimed ‘sub-regulus’ by the King. 

9. Towards the end of 1065, 
Edward suffered a stroke, his 
health rapidly deteriorated and 
he died in January 1066. It was 
not to be an undisputed 
succession as Edward’s 
marriage had remained 
childless, therefore the vexed 
question of whom would rule 
England came to the fore once 
again. 
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1. Edward the Confessor, son of 
Athelred and Emma, was born 
around 1003-4. As a young boy, 
he had enjoyed the privileged 
life of a prince, this came to an 
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after the invasion led by the 
Viking, Cnut and he was taken 
to Normandy. 

In your books you might 
write:

I have started with the ‘go’ 
sign as it signifies Edward 
being born. It also means 
that his life will be good as 
he was a prince. 

Then I used the ‘diversion’ 
sign to show how his life 
changed unexpectedly when 
his father died. He would not 
have expected to go to 
Normandy but he went 
there to keep safe from the 
Vikings.



I’ve used bumps to 
represent that his life 
is going to change and 
become difficult

I’ve used falling rocks 
to show that he is 
going through a rough 
time

Pupil targeted a level 
3 GCSE



The life of Edward the Confessor

‘Red Route - No Stopping at Any Time’ was 
chosen because he had finally become a king 
and he would have to do a lot of work. 

‘New road layout ahead’ was chosen because the English 
nobles had lost faith with him. In order to remain King of 
England he had to bring the Godwins to their previous 
position. They had power. 

Pupil targeted a level 
5 GCSE


