
issue 106: autumn 2018 Building connections to improve provision for more able learners

Where’s the evidence?
New initiatives explore what

really works for more able

Are your learners
struggling? … Good! 

Establishing the conditions for effective
challenge in the classroom

D is for… data
Why school data is at the

heart of high-quality provision

Ofsted update
Latest findings from curriculum research

Members in the news
Royal recognition, language hub status, Estyn awards

SA
MPLE



2

NACE members are collaborating on a range of initiatives 
designed to identify, assess and share effective, 
evidence-based approaches for more able learners.
NACE has always prioritised the use of research and evidence to 
inform the support we provide for schools, and our approaches to 
school improvement and professional learning.  

Our Challenge Award-accredited schools and other NACE members 
provide a rich repository of evidence-based practice, and many keen 
advocates of enquiry-based methods to assess the effectiveness of 
different approaches to more able provision. 

Over the past year NACE has set out to harness this wealth of 
evidence through a range of member-led research initiatives. 
Current projects include:

NACE Research and 
Development (R&D) Hubs
Launched last academic year, the NACE R&D 
Hubs provide regional opportunities for NACE 

members to share good practice and expertise, identify areas for 
investigation, and collaborate on research in the more able field. The 
first three schools to be selected as Hub leaders were Haybridge High 
School and Sixth Form in Worcestershire, Portswood Primary School in 
Hampshire, and Barry Island Primary School in the Vale of Glamorgan. 
The group is joined this term by Berkshire’s Holme Grange School, 
with additional Hubs to be announced in the coming year. 

Areas of investigation for the Hubs have so far included transition, 
provision for more able in maths, learning mindsets, and 
approaches to challenge. 
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Wales MAT Research Group: 
NACE and Cardiff 
Metropolitan University

The first research group of its kind in Wales, this new collaboration 
between NACE and Cardiff Metropolitan University’s Cardiff School 
of Education and Social Policy has attracted much interest – and 
recognition of its potentially key role given the high profile of more 
able and talented (MAT) in the Welsh Government’s national mission 
for education. The group comprises 15 member schools – primary 
and secondary – which will undertake practitioner enquiry, as well as 
other key stakeholders including Estyn, the four regional education 
consortia, and the Seren Network. NACE and Cardiff Metropolitan 
University colleagues will also undertake complementary research.

The group aims to:

• Develop research capacity and expertise within schools;

• Focus on key areas of MAT research that support continuity and 
progression within the new curriculum; 

• Disseminate research findings across Wales and internationally; 

• Seek funding opportunities; 

• Promote the study of MAT research at all levels within Welsh 
higher education.

Following the group’s inaugural meeting in October, the first stage of 
the enquiry cycle is now underway.  
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Profile
Meet the teamAction research: University of Winchester

In October, this nine-month action research initiative – run in partnership 
between NACE and the University of Winchester’s Expansive Education 

Network (eedNET) – concluded with the opportunity for participating NACE 
members to share their findings. Over the course of the project, participants received 
training and support to develop and undertake action research in their own schools, 
trialling new approaches in their classrooms and evaluating the impact. 

Interventions tested through the project include: exploring the role of wider reading in 
English, various collaborative learning techniques, the role of visualising in early years, 
using alumni to improve GCSE students’ fluency in oral languages tests, and many 
more. Participants presented their findings using reports, slides, posters and 
information maps. In addition to gaining new ideas and tested strategies, the group 
reflected on the rejuvenating energy they had gained from being given permission 
and support to turn their own interests and passions into action – with the ultimate 
beneficiaries, of course, being their learners. 

A report on the project, including action research findings, will be shared with NACE 
members later this academic year.

NACE Leading Schools Network: what 
works for more able learners and why?

New for 2018-19, this project will see NACE collate and share 
experiences from across the NACE Leading Schools Network – schools holding the 
Challenge Award. Starting with an initial group of 25 schools, the initiative will collate a 
body of case studies, exploring what works well for more able learners and why, as 
well as the “environmental” factors in schools which enable and support effective 
practice. Already the materials submitted by participating schools point to a rich 
seam of practice for investigation – and through in-depth research visits we also 
anticipate uncovering many new examples, all of which will be shared with the 
NACE community.

Anglia Ruskin University: what 
constitutes challenge?

Dr Louise Brown, senior lecturer at Anglia Ruskin University, is working with NACE this 
year to conduct case study research exploring the concept of challenge. The study 
will focus on teachers’ and more able learners’ perceptions of challenge – looking at 
how they define, identify and engage with challenge in the classroom. The outcomes 
will contribute to our understanding of how challenge motivates and engages more 
able learners, with recommendations for teachers seeking to raise levels of challenge. 
We will shortly be inviting NACE member schools to participate in this project.

Practitioner enquiry as a key component 
of professional development

Finally, NACE is integrating practitioner enquiry into our professional development 
offer, notably our new three-day course “Leading for more able learners: policy and 
practice”, which includes a professional enquiry project as a major component. The 
aim is to support the professional development of teachers and school leaders in an 
increasingly evidence-informed profession, providing the skills and tools needed to 
evaluate the impact of different approaches, and to evaluate and critique other 
research and ideas relating to more able learners.

To find out more about any of these projects, get in touch: 
communications@nace.co.uk

Victoria Husband, Education Development 
and Research Lead
Experienced education practitioner and leader 
Victoria Husband joins NACE this year as 
Education Development and Research Lead – a 
new role which will help to coordinate and drive 
forward the charity’s growing body of 
research-based initiatives.

Victoria’s specialisation in the more able field 
dates to 2002, when she worked across a cluster 
of schools in Sheffield – mentoring students and 
liaising with teaching staff to develop a 
challenging curriculum as part of the Excellence 
in Cities initiative. Since then, she’s taken on roles 
as Head of Performing Arts and Associate 
Assistant Headteacher with responsibility for 
post-16 provision. In 2015 she became a 
Specialist Leader in Education (SLE) for more 
able, supporting senior leaders across a range 
of schools. 

“Throughout my career I have worked with 
some of the most disadvantaged and often 
disengaged young people to support them to 
fulfil their potential and raise aspirations,” Victoria 
says. “As school leaders and practitioners we 
cannot expect to make an impact, improve 
outcomes and ultimately life chances for all, if we 
are not responding to the needs of all our 
students – including the most able. This requires 
us to be reflective, creative, adaptable and most 
importantly evidence-informed. This new role at 
NACE is extremely exciting as it will link theory 
with current practice in the everyday classroom.”

Alongside her work with NACE, Victoria is 
completing a PhD through the University of 
Nottingham investigating how participation in 
arts activities can support community 
regeneration. She is also a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Arts and volunteers with Sheffield 
Theatres’ Learning and Participation Committee. 
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Are your
learners

struggling?

Policy and development

Victoria Husband, NACE Education Development and 
Research Lead, and Hilary Lowe, NACE Education Adviser, 
go in search of the perfectly pitched challenge...
When we walk into a classroom where challenge is happening, what 
might we see and feel? You might expect a “buzz” in the room, 
enjoyment, learners engaged, active, participating in discussions. While 
all of this can certainly be true, there can be a danger of mistaking being 
active with being challenged. Are learners compliant or are they 
challenged? Are they busy doing or busy thinking? And is the 
“challenge” genuinely challenging for their age and ability?

These questions cut to the heart of what most teachers want to know 
about teaching very able learners, and they are not easy to answer. In 
this context, NACE is focusing on collating and sharing insights into what 
makes for challenging learning – as part of a wider campaign that will 
also explore and promote the importance of a curriculum of opportunity 
and challenge for more able learners, alongside the related areas of 
assessment and feedback and the development of language skills as key 
to enabling high achievement. 

Pitching it right: keep the challenge one step ahead
Challenge is providing difficult work that causes learners to think deeply 
and engage in healthy struggle. When learners struggle just outside their 
comfort zone, that is when they will be likely to learn most. Low 
challenge with high learning attitudes and skills can generate boredom 
within a lesson, just as high challenge with low learning attitudes and 
skills can create a culture of anxiety. Getting the flow right, ensuring the 
level of challenge is constantly just beyond the level of skills and 
attitudes, will then create deeper learning and mastery.

By scaffolding work too much and for too long, and stealing the struggle 
from learners, we can undermine expectations and restrict the ranges of 
response that our learners could potentially develop unaided.

Good!
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Chris Jones, Ofsted 
Research and 
Evaluation Deputy 
Director 

Over the past 18 
months, Chief Inspector 
Amanda Spielman has 
placed great emphasis on 
understanding how we can ensure all children have access to 
a broad and rich curriculum.

Work began early last year on research looking at what 
schools are doing to provide a rounded education. The first 
phase found that in some schools, the focus was largely on 
exam preparation, rather than delivering an enriching 
curriculum. This meant subjects other than English and maths 
were not being taught well in primaries, and pupils were 
dropping subjects like art, drama and DT too early in 
secondaries. This kind of practice has a particularly negative 
impact on pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, who were 
being short-changed in their one shot at a good education.

In phase two, we studied 23 schools with leaders perceived as 
“particularly invested in curriculum design”. While clear that 
no single approach best fits all schools, some important 
similarities were noted. These schools designed their 
curriculum by putting local context and pupil needs at the 
fore. Leaders often talked about giving pupils knowledge or 
skills that were lacking from their home environments as a core 
purpose, tailoring their approach accordingly.

What these schools did not do was provide a restricted 
curriculum for lower attaining or disadvantaged pupils. Most 
made strong links between reading and accessing the rest of 
the curriculum. A few secondaries in areas of high deprivation 
included Latin and philosophy at KS3, while primaries offered 
enrichment activities with well-planned trips tightly linked to 
their curriculums.

A key to successful curriculum design and implementation was 
leadership. This worked well when it involved not just senior 
leaders but also subject leads and classroom teachers – aiding 
sustainable curriculum design, providing a shared vision, 
approach and understanding.

It is important to be clear that there shouldn’t be a conflict 
between teaching a broad and rich curriculum and achieving 
good exam results; one should lead to the other. 

The next stage of our research will look at whether curriculum 
implementation reflects intent, helping us understand how 
intent translates into practice.

Read the full update: www.nace.co.uk/blog
Follow Chris on Twitter: @Chris_Ofsted

The curriculum:
the substance of
education
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When considering the level of challenge in your classroom, ask:

• Do you set high expectations which allow for the potential 
more able learners to show themselves?

• Have you reflected on prior learning and cognitive ability to 
inform your plans?

• Is your classroom organised to promote differentiation?

• Do you plan for a range of questions that will scaffold, support 
and challenge the full range of ability in your class?

• Can you recognise when learners are under- or 
over-challenged and adapt accordingly?

• Are you using examples of excellence to model?

• Will learners be challenged from the minute they enter?

Amanda Spielman reminds us that teachers do the job “because 
they love what they teach and want children to love it too”, 
highlighting that teachers often end up being “data managers” 
rather than being treated as “experts in their field”.

Share with your learners your expert knowledge, your passion, your 
curiosity, your love of the subject and of learning. Have high 
expectations – and resist the urge to steal their struggle!

Implications for planning and teaching
What then are the implications for planning and for using every 
opportunity inside and outside the classroom to “raise the 
game”? Challenge should involve planned opportunities to move 
a learner to a higher level of achievement. This might therefore 
include planning for and finding opportunities in classroom 
interactions for:

• Tasks which encourage deeper and broader learning

• Use of higher-order and critical thinking processes

• Demanding concepts and content

• Abstract ideas

• Patterns, connections, synthesis

• Challenging texts 

• Modelling and expecting precise technical and 
 disciplinary language

• Taking account of faster rates of learning

• Questioning which promotes and elicits higher-order
 responses

Good!

“Challenge: A general 
term referring to things 
that are imbued with a 

sense of difficulty
and victory.”
(Wikipedia)
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is for… 
data

“By setting individual targets and expectations, accompanied by detailed tracking, challenge and intervention, the success 

of each learner is secured. This inevitably leads to whole-school improvement. All data tracking and recording should have 

a clear understanding of the importance of planning and teaching which leads to good or better progress for each learner.” 

– Dr Ann McCarthy, NACE Associate

While outcome measures are just one piece in the big picture of 
school performance, effective use of data underpins high-quality 
provision – as the latest NACE Essentials guide explains.
Earlier this term Ofsted announced plans to reduce the weight given to 
outcome measures for school inspections in England, in favour of greater 
emphasis on the breadth of the curriculum and overall quality of education. 
In Wales, Estyn is adopting a similar approach.

For many educators, these announcements signal a welcome move away 
from – in Amanda Spielman’s words – “the pressure on school leaders, 
teachers and indirectly on pupils to deliver perfect data above all else”.

But does this spell the end for school data? Far from it. As NACE Associate 
Dr Ann McCarthy argues in the latest NACE Essentials publication, data can 
and should go hand in hand with effective provision for all learners, 
including the more able. Exclusively available to NACE members, the guide 
offers practical advice for school leaders and practitioners, covering eight 
areas in which a strong understanding and application of school data 
underpins effective provision. 

Each section of the guide outlines key roles, responsibilities and tasks, 
potential impact on more able learners, and questions for consideration – 
making reference to the data currently available in England and Wales, and 
maintaining a strong focus on the individual learner.

Download your free copy: www.nace.co.uk/user/login 

Your school data should help you to…

✔ Understand historic outcomes

✔ Use historic outcomes to target improvement

✔ Refine targets through identification of more 

 able learners

✔ Accelerate learning through effective transition

✔ Track progress and raise attainment

✔ Prevent underachievement

✔ Plan for effective teaching, learning and assessment

✔ Empower learners
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Royal recognition for Llanfoist Fawr Primary
In September, NACE member Llanfoist Fawr Primary School was 
presented with an award for Outstanding Contribution to the 
Prince William Award (PWA) – by none other than HRH The 
Duke of Cambridge himself. The school is no stranger to royalty; 
last year the Prince joined learners in a series of hands-on 
challenges to mark the launch of the PWA, an initiative run by 
charity SkillForce to help young people develop independence, 
resilience and self-awareness.

Headteacher Jon Murphy emphasises the close alignment of the 
PWA and NACE Challenge Award – which the school gained in 
May 2017 – highlighting their shared focus on developing 
mindsets and skills that support high attainment. 

Read more: www.nace.co.uk/blog

Leading in languages at The Broxbourne School
In August, NACE member and Challenge Award-holder The 
Broxbourne School was named one of nine national language 
hubs, supporting England’s new Centre of Excellence for 
Modern Languages. 

Deputy Headteacher Peter Clift says the school is looking forward 
to supporting others while continuing to develop its own MFL 
provision. He adds, “We would be particularly proud if our work 
led to an uptake amongst disadvantaged learners, given the 
cultural capital that access to a modern language can facilitate.”

While the hubs will initially work with schools in their immediate 
geographic areas, The Broxbourne School is also planning a 
wider training programme. 

Read more: www.nace.co.uk/blog

Estyn awards celebrate excellence in education 
In October, NACE members in Wales featured prominently in 
the annual Estyn awards, given to providers rated “excellent” in a 
majority of inspection judgements in 2017-18. Ysgol Y Wern and 
Challenge Award-accredited Glan Usk Primary School were 
celebrated in the primary category, along with secondary 
providers The Bishop of Llandaff C.I.W. High School and 
Challenge Award-holder Bishopston Comprehensive School. 

Following an award ceremony attended by Education Secretary 
Kirsty Williams, Estyn Chief Inspector Meilyr Rowlands comment-
ed: “The Estyn awards commend hard work and commitment 
while highlighting strategies that lead to success.” 

For case studies from awarded schools, visit www.estyn.gov.wales

Share your school’s story: communications@nace.co.uk

Members in the news
Member views

Putting the theory into 
practice…
 Carys Davies and Alison Sykes, Deputy Head 

and Assistant Head, Bishopston 
Comprehensive School 

 This NACE Essential guide is a valuable and 
useful resource for educators. It can be used to 
inform and improve all aspects of school life and 

will support the use of data to ask pertinent, 
searching and robust questions. 

 The guide supports the importance of the shared 
ownership and understanding of data, alongside 

the meaningful use and application of data to 
inform teaching, learning, provision and 
self-reflection. Valuable target setting through 
the use of robust data analysis enables the 
identification of areas for improvement and 

directs suitable progress, stretch and challenge 
for all learners. 

 All groups of learners can be supported by the analysis 
and application of targeted leadership, teaching and support to ensure 
quality and equity of experience and standards of outcomes. 

How does your school use data to improve provision for more able 
learners? Contact us: communications@nace.co.uk

New 1-day workshop:
Using data to inform learning
and secure high achievement
31 January 2019, London
The first of its kind, this one-day workshop will explore the effective 
use of data to analyse and improve whole-school provision for 
high attainers. Led by Dr Ann McCarthy, the course is suitable for 
school leaders and those with senior responsibility for more able 
policy and provision, at all key stages. 

Learning outcomes:
• Understand the principles of effective data use 
• Use data to evaluate and compare learner outcomes 
• Data-based approaches to planning for high achievement 
• Develop a shared understanding and whole-school approach 
• Improve your approach to target setting and monitoring 
• Gain practical guidance and explore school case studies of 

enhanced data use 
• Key takeaways to improve your school’s data systems and 

learner outcomes

All staff within NACE member schools are eligible for the members’ 
rate on this workshop, and all NACE CPD.

Book your place: www.nace.co.uk/events
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Research
in action

CEO’s column

Dates for your diary

In developing the 
research projects 
showcased in this 
issue, we were 
clear that the work 
needed to be 
relevant, practical 
and focus on 
improving learner 
outcomes. 

What’s exciting 
for me is that many of these projects are engaging 
teachers who wouldn’t consider themselves 
“researchers”, but who are open to exploring how 
a different approach could support their teaching. 
We are embracing, in practice, the notion of schools 
as learning organisations.

Having recently concluded our action research 
project with the University of Winchester, it is clear 
to see the impact this approach can have. We look 
forward to sharing findings from this initiative in the 
new year.

More widely, more able remains a national priority 
in both England and Wales. Earlier this year DfE 
commissioned the University of Warwick to 
undertake research exploring how schools are 
supporting their most able disadvantaged pupils. 
The resulting report will be published soon, and 
NACE is meeting with DfE shortly to share detail 
of our work, and to discuss key priorities. 

In Wales, regional consortia are collaborating to 
develop a MAT action plan on behalf of Welsh 
Government for schools in Wales, and interim 
guidance is being drafted. Against this backdrop 
and ongoing curriculum reform, we are expanding 
our work in Wales – most recently through the 
relaunch of the NACE Challenge Framework, 
alongside a new MAT research group (see page 2) 
and extended CPD work. 

Finally, a warm welcome to our growing international 
community, with schools in Germany, Turkey, the 
Czech Republic, Egypt and Spain joining us in recent 
months, to name but a few. Your expertise and 
knowledge will greatly enhance our network.

Challenging able learners and raising 
achievement in KS3 and 4
16 January 2019, London + 24 January, Cardiff  
Tried-and-tested approaches for more able 
learners across the KS3-4 curriculum, supporting 
high attainment at GCSE and beyond.

Using data to inform learning and secure 
high achievement
31 January, London  The first of its kind, this 
one-day workshop examines the effective use 
of data to improve provision for high attainers 
at all phases.

Challenge clinic
6 March, Didcot  Free one-to-one support for 
NACE members working towards the NACE 
Challenge Award; appointments available in 
person or remotely.

Challenging more able learners in science
7 March 2019, Cardiff + 21 March 2019, London 
Develop your approach to challenging and 
supporting those capable of attaining the 
highest grades in GCSE science.

Achieving greater depth in maths through talk 
for learning
14 March 2019, London  Strategies to strengthen 
mathematical talk in the primary classroom, to 
deepen, extend and refocus learning.

Member meetup: developing 
independent able learners
19 March 2019, Oxford  Join fellow NACE 
members to exchange approaches to developing 
independent learning skills at all phases – hosted 
by Jesus College, University of Oxford.

SAVE THE DATE! 
NACE National Conference 
20 June 2019, London 
Showcasing the latest 
research, case studies 
and policy for more 
able learners. 
Full programme 
coming soon.

Featured resource
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Supporting more able in science

Sue Riley,
NACE CEO

Science is not only a core subject, but a key curriculum area for many more able learners. As 
well as being essential for those wishing to follow a career in the STEM disciplines, sciences 
have a much wider currency. Being good at science indicates the ability to think logically, 
interpret evidence and construct explanations relating to a variety of phenomena. 

The science GCSE specifications changed in 2016 in response to concerns about previous 
versions. While these changes obviously affected all students in KS4, there are clear 
implications for more able – and for the science teachers and departments providing for them.

This new guide, part of the NACE Essentials series, explores the reasons for and nature of the 
specification changes, identifying implications for more able learners and for teaching and 
learning more widely, and offering practical strategies for science teachers and leaders.

For additional support to develop your provision for more able learners in science, 
join Ed Walsh’s upcoming workshops (details below). To access the guide and accompanying 
webinar, log in to the NACE members’ website: www.nace.co.uk/user/login

Reserve your place: www.nace.co.uk/events

Ed Walsh, NACE Associate Download your free copy: www.nace.co.uk/user/login 
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