Case studies of teaching and learning experiences that offer
greater autonomy and responsibility and choice
Case study 1
An open-ended curiosity-led project
Normans and Saxons KS2 stretching over a full term (ie approx 3 months)
The process:
1. An initial shared experience to stimulate questions and ideas that will shape our project
We visited Pevensey castle – the students had no prior preparation but the teachers had
prepared an outline for the day which went as follows:
We got out of the coach on a hill inland from the sea and a little way from the castle where
William the Conqueror is said to have posted his standard when he first arrived in England. We
explained that this was where according to local legend the Normans are said to have landed.
We waited for the students to notice that we were miles from the sea. We suggested walking
down the footpath to find the sea and after a while we gave up and had a conversation about
what this could all be about! The students remained puzzled but with an interest to find out
more.
We got back in coach and headed to the castle.

Whilst at the castle we collected thoughts/observations. The students drew and wrote thoughts in
their notebooks whilst all attending adults listened to and interacted with the kids making a note
of anything interesting that came up.
Adults modelled lots of curiosity in form of . . .
‘I wonder why . . .’
Isn’t it strange how . . . ’
Did you see . . . ?’

2. Gathering questions from the students
After returning to school the lead teacher led a whole group discussion so that we could
crystalise our questions and areas of interest further. Again the teacher modelled her own
curiosity and encouraged the children to share what they knew or would like to know.
The key questions and areas of interest that arose from this discussion were:
Clothes:
What did Saxon/Norman people wear in those days?
How did they make their clothes?
Food and farming:
What did Saxon/Norman people eat in those days?
How did they get their food?
What plants did they grow?
What animals did they have?
Warfare – weaponry and warfare:
How did the local people defend themselves?
What happened at the battle of Hastings?
What sort of weapons did they have?
Invaders and boats:
How did the Normans get to England?
What were their boats like?
What was it like travelling on the boats
3. Time for reflection and choosing
The students were then given a day or so to make a choice about which of the 4 areas of enquiry
they would be interested in working with. Students were reminded of the importance of choosing
according to interest rather than peer groups. This was done through statements of trust such as
‘we’re trusting you to make really good decisions about . . . ‘. ‘We’re looking forward to seeing
which group you choose to be in and we know you’ll make choices based on your interests
rather than on your friendship groups.”
4. On-going work
Each group met in turn with the teacher to collaboratively puzzle out how to begin their research
(whilst the remaining students continued with tasks they could manage independently). Similar
meetings repeated in the course of the project with the teacher meeting with each whole group
around once a week in order to see how things were going and to check they had what they
needed/weren’t stuck etc. After meeting with the teacher the expectation was that the group
would work as independently as possible within what had been agreed. All discussions of this
nature were documented so that everyone involved could keep track of what was happeing.
Where necessary TAs were mobilised to support particularly tricky tasks that would have been
hard for students to manage alone.
Each group began with a small set of questions which they initially researched using secondary
sources and by drawing on their experience of the visit to the castle. After a short while they
were encouraged to develop ideas at first hand (eg the clothes group learnt how to make felt
from sheep’s wool and made these in to hats and purses; the food group).

Additional visits or visitors were organised for different groups as the need arose these were
facilitated by TAs and parent helpers (eg a parent came in to demonstrate how wood can be bent
by the use of steam which is what the children discovered had been key to the designing of the
Norman boats; a small group went out and filmed their battle re-enactment in the town so as to
make it feel as authentic as possible.)
From time to time one groups of students met with another group to offer support (eg the food
and farming group taught the clothes group about which plants were used for making fabrics).
The teacher (who held the big picture) generally was the person who spotted these opportunities
and suggested them to the students. From time to time the different groups were asked to show
the rest of the class where they were up to with their research so that positive role models could
be show cased by the teacher in order to encourage other groups.
6. Outcomes and final sharing
As the project proceeded the class began to think about how they would like to share the
outcomes of their project to which a wider audience could be invited. In the end it was shared
with the whole school community in the form of an interactive exhibition. The exhibition included
a film of a fashion show with spoken narration explaining about the clothes and fabrics; costumes
on display; a model of a Norman boat with written explanations about how it was constructed; a
film of a choreography based on the Battle of Hastings with commentary; replica weapons (used
in the film); a tapestry (inspired by the Bayeux tapestry) with written accounts of how students
imagined the Norman landings might have been.

Case study 2
Book clubs a framework for building reading pleasure and skill KS1 and 2
The thinking behind ‘book clubs’ in schools is to offer students opportunities in school to do what
any reader who reads for pleasure does outside of school. For example it allows students to
choose books that they really like (rather than be told what to read); they need quiet time set
aside for reading and opportunities to talk with their friends about the books they like (rather than
reading only to the teacher in order to be assessed); they need to experience from the earliest
opportunities that learning to read is something worth doing.

Small groups of students meet on a weekly or fortnightly basis to share books that they are
enjoying in a similar way to what adults joining a local book club might do. Students are asked to
prepare for the clubs in advance by choosing an extract from a book they’re enjoying and
thinking of something to say about it. The teacher facilitates the group and at the same time
observes and supports the development of a wide range of skills (including phonics). Children
come to the clubs with an expectation that it will be fun. Typically it builds high levels of
motivation more proficient and sophisticated readers.
The following extract is written by a 10 year old boy who had a history of highly disruptive. When
it came to book clubs he was focussed and attentive. His written preparation gives a strong clue
about his attitude to book clubs and reading.
‘In my extract the main character Percy Jackson is in hell with 2 of his friends called Annabeth (a
half blood) and Gover (a satyr). They’re in front of Hades the God of the Underworld, and their
only escape route is 3 pearls which take you to wherever you want to go if you crush one under
your foot. Oh did I mention that his mum is there as well? So only 3 of them can get back to the
surface of the world and I wanted to know what you’d do in a situation where 2 of your closest
friends and your mum and you are in hell (not that it’s very likely that you ever will be) and only
three of you can get back. Who would you leave behind? Tell me after I’ve read because then
you can put yourself in more of the same situation.’

Case study 4: Giving students greater responsibility for monitoring their own
progress through their own learning portfolios
Central to one school’s assessment system were ‘learning portfolios’ which were owned and
completed by the students themselves. Each week students were asked to collect evidence and
make reflections on how their ‘habits of learning’ were developing. These habits progress with
learning as well as behaviour. They included such things as taking sensible risks; being
adventurous; managing distraction; knowing when to listen and when to speak; being curious.
The idea was that students paid particular attention to habits that they and their teacher felt
needed further development. Evidence was collected by the student to show how habits were
developing through all aspects of their school experience.
The following extracts from a learning portfolio were written by a Year 6 student with a history of
disruptive and sometimes aggressive behaviour. The student’s ability to self reflect and analyse
is well developed and key to a strong sense of personal responsibility and development both with
his learning and his behaviour.
‘ The habit that I’m working on at the moment is: judging when to listen and when to speak:
Ms Wilson says that in sport I generally do say things that are relevant and well timed. She
thinks the reason I might do this is because I want to get on and that makes me help so we can
get on. I could try and be helpful even if I don’t get something in return for it. That could even be
a good new challenge for me.’

Today me and Mark had a problem in the playground and Miss White helped us try to sort it out.
During the solving of the problem I said relevant things at the right times. This helped us to solve
the problem quicker.
In drama today I managed to not interrupt Miss Wilson at all. It helped me and her to have an
over all much more enjoyable session. I think that after this I might work on a new habit . . . I
think I might have cracked it!
The habit that I’m working on at the moment is: managing my feelings when something goes
wrong so that I don’t make a problem bigger:
Today when I had just come out of lunch, and after I’d had to sit on a table that younger kids are
meant to sit on, I saw another kid breaking a base that I had made with the blocks in morning
play. I went over to try to stop him by talking. Then the teacher said that the other kid can have
half of the blocks, but I didn’t want to use them if I only had half so then he got all of them. I went
away and tried to play football but I wasn’t allowed by the people playing so I didn’t have a very
good afternoon. But not once did I retaliate violently and I think that what happened at lunch
time was good practice to keep my anger in.’

