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CUTTING  EDGE

For the last twelve years, the present government has been struggling with an education 
system that has seen the UK’s reading levels drop* from seventh place internationally in 
2000 to 17th in 2007. 

In mathematics we fell from eighth to 24th – placing us below the international 
average. During this time, the government’s strategy has been and continues to be a 

combination of micro management of the curriculum and a demand for innovation in its delivery.
Innovation has certainly followed. In fact, one headmaster told me of a meeting he had attended 

where State heads were casting around for what revolutionary new teaching methods they could 
introduce – because, rather along the lines that points mean prizes, for State schools, innovations 
mean money. The government wholeheartedly embraces the new, and funding is delivered hand-in-
hand with cutting-edge educational techniques. But does this all smack of desperation, or is there a 
genuine improvement in results that comes along with the changes? 

Chris Husbands of the University of London’s Institute of Education believes we are living through 
a profound revolution in education. ‘The potential of mobile devices, online resources and interactive 
technologies will do for education,’ he promises, ‘what the Industrial Revolution did for productivity 
in secondary industry. It is already transforming the way learners access materials, information and 
ideas. We all do it. If I want to check something out now, I use the web. If I want to do that when 
I am away from home, I can use a mobile. The job of the teachers is not to impart information any 
more – the Internet is so much better at that – but to teach metacognitive skills – how to evaluate, use 
and deploy information. Good teaching is about how we make sense of things.

‘This is difficult because we have educational institutions which are locked into a Nineteenth 
Century way of working. The school year is still geared around the harvest, the school day is based 
on an industrial model of control run by bells and resources are still largely geared to Twentieth 
Century transmission models of learning. The more innovative schools are those taking three things 
seriously: first, making technology work for learning; second, looking hard at how we learn; and third, 
individuating provision.’

The third point came up, in fact, in the Queen’s Speech in November, 2009, when the government 
put forward its plans for the next, rather short, period during which they would be able to press on 
with new legislation before the election. The promise is that pupils falling behind – particularly in key 
areas such as maths or English – will get one-to-one tuition. No one is going to argue against that, 
although one might wonder where a financially stretched government is going to find the money. In 
the meantime, technology and learning methods are already high on the agenda.

‘Spaced learning’ featured in a recent article in the Daily Telegraph.* This is a concept based on 
neuro-scientific research that learning is most effective when broken down into bite-sized ten-minute 
chunks. The Telegraph reported on Monkseaton High School in Tyne and Wear where 8-minute 
chunks of quick-fire PowerPoint delivered science are interspersed with ten-minute chunks of 
basketball. As a consequence of this high speed learning, the school claims it has seen great success 
in its exam results – with children going up one or two grades. The suspicion might be from the 
perspective of the Independent schools industry that an underachiever going up from a D to a B 
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The State system is introducing radical new teaching 
methods such as the 8-minute lesson. Should Independent 

schools resist mightily, asks Anna Selby?
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might fare well under this regime, but that an eager and sophisticated mind 
might find it desperately unsatisfying and unsettling, with little chance for in 
depth discussion or broader analysis. Then there is the question of the physical 
removal of classes between desk and games pitch. At the very least, this may be 
deeply unsatisfactory for some pupils who may feel sweaty and uncomfortable 
working in the same clothes that they have used for sport. 

It is also hard to imagine how such a technique could ever apply to discursive 
subjects, such as English, a point taken up by Peter Mason, the recently retired 
Principal of the Stamford Endowed Schools Group and chair of HMC’s 
Academic Policy Committee.

‘It’s certainly true that brain cells form most effectively with regular breaks,’ 
he says. ‘But this isn’t anything new... This technique is about factual recall 
and I’m afraid it reflects the modern GCSE science curriculum – which is very 
heavy on remembering pretty dull facts, rather than applying or investigating 
them. It might be useful for revision purposes but I would think it would be 
more effective to get them to make their own PowerPoint slides. How it would 
apply to other subjects, like history, I can’t imagine.’

For Richard Cairns, Headmaster of Brighton College, the piecemeal 
approach that is the history syllabus is a real bone of contention. A history 
teacher himself, he says, ‘The problem with the way history is taught today 
is that there is no sense of story or chronology. Any teacher will tell you that 
children learn best through storytelling. Yet, instead, we reduce the study of 
history in our country to bite-sized chunks treated in no particular order and 
with no attempt to draw connections between periods. It is the equivalent 
of taking your child on a journey in which he is expected to understand the 
route that was taken, yet has been periodically blindfolded en route. It is arrant 
nonsense. The real problem is that bureaucrats and exam boards have reduced 
education to learning outcomes and assessment objectives rather than a 
continuum of learning, an exploration into different worlds.’

Tim Haynes, Headmaster of Tonbridge School, has watched innovations 
closely (the school is a co-sponsor of the state Marsh Academy in Romney 
Marsh in southern Kent) and believes it is wrong to dismiss them out of hand. 
‘There are massive problems in the education system of this country,’ he says, 
‘with huge swathes of young people not engaged constructively in learning 
but just disengaged and disenfranchised. Running a school like Tonbridge, 
we are in a very different position, but at the Marsh Academy they had 
been underachieving badly and had to look at ways of engaging and lifting 
aspirations. In years 7 and 8 they now have a significant time in project-based 
learning, bringing science, maths, English, geography and history together 
to look at a broad topic – I saw one on the Titanic, for instance. The children 
were excited by it and became much more motivated. It was fascinating to see 
how, in that environment, it was a huge success, whilst at Tonbridge the more 
traditional subject based route delivers great results for our boys.’

The ultimate question, of course, is whether the successes continue. Just 
like the rest of us, children are inevitably engaged and interested by something 

new. But what happens when the shine wears off? 
‘I think innovation is a good thing,’ declares Barnaby Lenon, Headmaster 

of Harrow. ‘But one of the dangers is that innovation and change always 
generate benefits because of excitement. If you change anything in any school, 
it produces enthusiasm but it eventually dissipates. The real weakness in 
British education is the under performance of the bottom 20-30 per cent, 
particularly boys. They leave with nothing, having learned zero. This is the 
key contrast between the US and UK on the one hand and Korea and Japan 
on the other. Will innovation help these children? It may, to some extent, but 
all innovations become boring eventually. It’s like when I introduced pizzas on 
the menu at Harrow. They were very popular for the first month or two, now 
the boys are begging for the pizzas to stop. It doesn’t mean pizzas shouldn’t be 
served, but they aren’t the ultimate answer either.

‘I recently went to an academy where they had two-hour lessons and also 
class sizes of 60 with several teachers in the room together. I thought both 
were a bad idea. Some of the other ideas put forward in the Telegraph, though, 
I thought might work. Not having bells is good – they encourage a herd 
mentality. Sixth formers in suits? That’s normal in most Independent schools. 
We treat them as adults.’

While some of the educational experiments being tried currently may help 
motivate those bumping along on the bottom at least in the short term, there 
could be concerns when it comes to how they work for brighter children. Will 
spaced learning be a handicap when it comes to the kind of concentration and 
focus that’s needed for learning at a higher level? 

‘I can see how spaced learning would appeal to a generation that constantly 
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flips channels,’ says Anthony Wallersteiner, Headmaster of Stowe. ‘It’s 
pandering to the attention span of a gnat and building up problems for the 
future. When you sit an exam with a one or two hour paper, you can’t run 
round and do something kinetic every ten minutes. We all need to build up 
levels of concentration. It’s geared much more to facts than to understanding.’

The newspaper piece also mentioned several other innovations, including 
Scottish primary schools using Nintendo brain training to improve maths 
skills, a continental day ending in the early afternoon and, at the Thomas 
Deacon Academy in Peterborough, a huge new modernist building with no 
playground, bells or set breaks designed to encourage pupils to treat going 
to school as if they were going to work. These new ideas may be perfectly 
harmless but it is far too soon to tell whether they will have any lasting value. 
And, with some, one can only wonder quite how new they are. Does the 
repeated reinforcement of facts that is used in spaced learning, for instance, not 
bear more than a passing resemblance to learning by rote and chanting tables?

None – in any case – looks likely to be adopted by the Independent sector 
any time soon. This is not so much 
because they are stuck in a traditional 
time warp, as they are sometimes 
portrayed in the media, but rather 
because they have different priorities. 
In the Independent sector, technologies 
and innovations are not much-needed 
props to support failing schools because 
the schools aren’t failing. The OECD 
report found, in fact, that being educated 
in a Private school in the UK was more 
advantageous than in almost any other country. 

Far from being frightened by change, there are some Independent schools 
that have made innovation a tradition. Bedales is famous as a liberal school 
and its Headmaster, Keith Budge, believes that discovering things for yourself 
is a powerful instinct that educators can build on.

‘Some of the best lessons have a sense of discovery at their heart. I saw a 
classical civilisation lesson recently where the teacher had a skeleton on the 
floor with various cutouts of necklaces and other exhibits that archaeologists 
find in graves. The pupils had to work out who this person was, why the body 
was there and how they had died. They had a series of questions and tasks, 
they took pictures and made diagrams, they puzzled out Latin inscriptions 
and worked in teams finding information from the net. It won’t be like that 
every lesson – the next one will probably be more consolidation – but that 
sense of discovery makes it so compelling and they find out for themselves. 
That’s one of the things that worries me about a concept like spaced learning 

which seems to look at pupils as vessels to be filled. I’m dubious about that.
‘One of the ways in which we have always been slightly unusual is our 

emphasis on what people do with their hands and we have an ‘Outdoor Work’ 
department that incorporates everything from crushing apples for juice to 
blacksmithing. Pupils might take on a project like restoring an old tractor or 
building a barn. Not only does this generate massive enthusiasm, they learn 
about everything from wattle-and-daub to stress-bearing loads. We find the 
children love doing difficult things that test their ingenuity and curiosity. 

‘Some of our most recent innovations have involved going back to a 
traditional approach. We’ve introduced Latin for the first time to our Junior 
School because we think that equips them to do well with modern languages. 
Until 2000, we had never taught philosophy or religious studies. Now it’s one 
of the most successful areas of the school and children are really enjoying it.’

The watchwords of the educational 
frontiersmen usually include ‘personal 
development’ as a key aim alongside 
exam success. But, as Bedales 
demonstrates, this has long been a part 
of the ethos for Independent schools. 

‘We try to ensure that our young 
people are very aware of how lucky 
they are,’ says Frensham Heights 
Headmaster Andrew Fisher. ‘We 
help them to develop a sense of social 

responsibility. We run a community drama project with adults from sheltered 
accommodation and it teaches our children communication skills and 
emotional intelligence as well as demystifying disability.’

‘We go back to basics and ask the pupils what they think. So I’m about to 
sit down with the School Council – which has children from Years 4 to 13 on 
it – and rewrite the rules in their language. It demonstrates that learning needs 
to be a partnership. I’m also asking pupils to undertake lesson observation of 
teachers and give feedback. I know that’s regarded as quite innovative and 
rather risky but it trains the kids to be supportive of teachers and honest, while 
teachers learn to listen to the student body. My experience is that the children 
are fantastically careful and give lots of positive reinforcement.’

One of Chris Husbands’s fundamentals for progress was looking at 
how pupils learn and this has been under investigation in the Independent 
sector for some time. Joe Davies, Master at Haileybury, explains, ‘Teaching 
is no longer about standing at the front pontificating, there’s group work, 
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virtual learning, extended projects, role-plays. Educationalists divide it into 
kinaesthetic, where you’re active, auditory, learning by listening, visual where 
you use visual materials, PowerPoint, videos. The focus is on learning and that 
means finding out exactly how much all of the pupils have learned – not just 
the ones at the front.’

Using many different methods seems to be universally regarded as the best 
way of teaching. ‘To use a sporting metaphor, teachers need the educational 
equivalent of a golf bag full of different clubs,’ says Philip Cottam, Headmaster 
of Halliford School. ‘What works for the sixth form is not necessarily 
appropriate for Year 9,’ he says. ‘The techniques needed when first teaching a 
topic are not the same as those needed for exam preparation and revision. It is 
just the same with the timetable. What modern linguists want, for example, 
are as many different time slots as they can get because they require repetition. 
The scientists and artists on the other hand prefer fewer but longer periods 
because of the practical nature of their subjects. And we’re very happy to try 
out new ideas. We’ve recently started to use a set of voting handsets – as seen 
on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? – in the Science Department. They’re good 
for multi-choice questions, they’re interactive and the pupils think they’re fun, 
too. There is no such thing as an educational silver bullet and education is 
vulnerable to fads.’

IT is continuously developing – there are white boards, PowerPoint, multi-
media and interactive teaching everywhere in the Independent sector. But, 
call me old-fashioned, isn’t this just another one of those golf clubs, a tool that 
teachers can use to give drama or immediacy to a lesson? A geographer, for 
instance, might download images of erupting volcanoes, or Google-Earth 
the location being studied, and certainly that can be more exciting than just 
talking about it. This, to change metaphors, is surely the icing. The cake is the 
teacher putting the information across and inspiring the class.

Stowe has recently – albeit by default – tried out distance learning. ‘During 
the swine flu epidemic,’ says Anthony Wallersteiner, ‘the school closed for a 
week but the teachers came in and carried on, sending messages and questions, 
and even pod casts. But no one stands in front of a class without introducing 
variety these days, otherwise you can expect profound boredom verging on 
catatonic stupor. I did an art history lesson this week where I took some pupils 
around bits of the mansion, particularly the Marble Hall [Stowe is blessed 
with the grandest of houses built by Robert Adam and Sir John Vanbrugh] 
where they drew the different kinds of capitals on the columns and I talked 
about the construction of the dome. Then we went into the North Hall where 
I got them to look at the ceiling to identify the iconography. They worked out 
that it illustrated that in victory you are generous to your foes.’

So while the new technologies are integral to twenty-first century teaching, 
they don’t seem to be the educational silver bullet either. Richard Jackson, 
Headmaster of Hurtwood House School believes that, ultimately, there are 
more important factors. ‘It seemed to me a colossal irony,’ he says, ‘that as the 
most progressive Public school in this country, we don’t use any of the methods 
mentioned in the article. Fads and technological innovations can never replace 
what you truly need – inspirational teachers and a system that delivers. It’s 
not about whether the teacher talks or uses a PowerPoint presentation. It’s the 
exchange between teacher and pupil that’s important. You can have interactive 
white boards all over the place but that doesn’t create the magic.’

This view of the importance of high quality, inspiring teaching was 
common to all of the Independent heads interviewed. And it explains, too, 
why the Independent sector cannot be accused of standing still. Teachers 
who want to stimulate their pupils will use any number of techniques 
and technological innovations to get their message across and keep pupils 
enthusiastic. It also explains why – while the UK state sector is slipping 
down the scale on the OECD register ¬– Britain’s Independent schools 
come out as number one internationally. Yes, even ahead of the Koreans  
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what is a ‘praise pod’?
The ‘Praise Pod’ is one of the new ideas being trialled in the Rotherham area 
by the State sector. Penny Dash explains how it works and why she fears it 
will never catch on in Independent schools. 

The ‘Praise Pod’ is a cosy corner with comfy chairs, a nice place for the child 
to sit and do an interview using an Apple Mac computer. The children get 
sent to the Praise Pod for doing anything of note – good work, enterprise, 
kindness, and good behaviour – they then talk to the camera saying what 
they did and how they feel about it. Teachers can burn what they say onto a 
DVD and give it to the parents or play it in assemblies or parents’ evenings. 
Advocates argue that children love it and that it boosts their self-esteem.

It may not be much different from tried and trusted House Points, individual 
Merits or a certificate, but it’s a simple and effective way to use new 
technology to give a pat on the back to young children. Plus it is easy to 
mail the result to Auntie in New Zealand or Granny in America – resulting 
in a warm glow for all concerned. Yet it is hard to see the idea appealing to 
Independent school parents. If young Max or Clarissa trundled home with a 
DVD, it would be watched, true, but then the questions would start:

Is the Headmaster going barking with all this radical nonsense? How much 
of physics did you miss to spend in the so-called ‘Praise Pod’ producing 
this useless thing? Are you sure that Algy can be trusted to give you ALL 
the missing notes for that 15 minutes, given that his mother’s so damned 
competitive when it comes to you and the fact that you’re both vying for top 
class place? What about if you missed a crucial discussion point or handout? 
You had better go and talk to the master about it and MAKE SURE. Is this 
what I pay £16,000 a year for? And so on, and so forth.

In the end, there’s only one thing that makes an Independent parent smile. 
And that’s 11 or more A* GCSEs, the full deck of A/A*s at A level and an 
Oxbridge offer – not a ‘Praise Pod’.
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