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Developing RE teachers’ powerful 
subject knowledge 
Janet Orchard and Victoria Bowen 

The ’Shared Space’ project, based at 
the University of Bristol, has established 
a ‘community of enquiry’ comprising 
teachers and academic researchers. 
Pooling academic and professional 
knowledge and understanding, we 
address the following important social 
issue: can the positive impact of explicit 
teaching about religion in pluralist 
societies be assessed by teams of 
schoolteachers and university-based 
researchers? We bring experts to 
collaborate on this real world issue, 
following the recognized position that 
knowledge mobilization should be active, 
rather than passive, and reciprocal.  
We are mindful of the way in which too 
often the “default” model of engagement 
in research by practitioners has been 
directed by the academics, with 
practitioners subordinate. Alternatively, 
when small-scale classroom or  
school-based qualitative studies of 
personal practice have been led by 
practitioners, these rich and authentic 
sources of data have proved problematic 
where extrapolating information that  
could inform reform of educational 
systems is concerned. Typically,  
because these are seen to rely heavily  
on self-reporting (raising issues of 
reliability) these are discounted as  
what we term ‘boutique’ solutions.  

So, this project draws on the distinctive 
potential of Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (QCA) to address these 
concerns of how to collaborate in 
ways that respect the complementary 
expertise of professional educators and 
academic researchers. Established as an 
insightful methodological approach for 
scaling qualitative data to conceptualise 
and empirically examine potentially 
complex causal relations where a more 
conventional ‘randomised control trial’ 

The Research Centre for Teaching, 
Learning and Curriculum (TLC) is 
concerned with questions relating 
to education in schools, universities, 
community and out-of-school contexts, 
including a focus on issues of social 
justice. We research the learning of 
individuals, groups and systems from 
a range of perspectives, including 
practitioner research. 

Welcome to our first pamphlet, produced 
to help the diverse perspectives and 
research interests and activities of the 
Centre reach a wider audience. 

There is a tree
Pen Williams

There is a tree in the playground that 
blossoms each year with the loveliest white 
buds. When the blossom falls it seems as 
snow. Everyone loves the tree, students, 
teachers, parents. It is a thing of beauty 
and joy. The children remember it when 
they move to the upper school, as a symbol 
of growing independence, scuffed knees, 
lost coats, community. We stood under the 
tree the day before we were locked down 
— not imagining this class would not return 
to this playground, that this was the last 
time we would gather under this tree. 

There was a tree in another playground 
where the students hung messages of 
hope and good will for people in far off 
lands, imprisoned — or worse — for 
speaking out, for having a faith, for being 
a woman, for the colour of their skin. 
This simple act could, in some other 
place, lead to their imprisonment — or 
worse. This dangerous, outrageous act of 
compassion and solidarity. 

Later, the tree was fenced off. 

Later still, chopped down. 

There is a tree at the end of the playing 
field, next to another tree, and another. 
They provide shelter from the rain during 
break times and during lessons illicitly 
not attended — keep cigarettes dry. 
Defiance and small love affairs. Names 
carved in bark, reaching for permanence 
in ephemeral youth. Where excluded 
students hide and watch the comings and 
goings of the world they have been barred 
from, superficially glad, inwardly bereft. 

These are not just trees, these are 
symbols of hope, joy, youth, fear. Objects 
of nostalgia, regret, relief. Tall — so tall 
to young eyes — immovable, knowable, 
reliable. What more can these trees be? 
How far do these roots spread? 

pw17644@bristol.ac.uk
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P
laying w

ith b
locks: the sq

uare  
root of tree
M

ichael R
um

below

In m
y episode for the Freshed Flux 

podcast, the aim
 w

as to com
m

unicate 
m

y w
ork-in-progress P

hD
 research 

on K
indergarten block play as a sonic 

journey, loosely based on a w
alk around 

Tavistock S
quare in London, follow

ing in 
the footsteps of V

irginia W
oolf and C

harles 
D

ickens, to the site of the first English-
speaking K

indergarten, opened in 1853. 

 cc18401@
bristol.ac.uk

U
nreliab

le tools
H

arriet H
and

In a recent lunchtim
e talk at the P

ervasive 
M

edia S
tudio in W

atershed, I explore 
w

hat possibilities the unreliability of 
m

apm
aking offers, draw

ing upon m
y 

current research project that explores 
m

apm
aking w

ith P
ost-16 learners.  

The Q
R

 code takes you to the talk. 
      harriet.hand@

bristol.ac.uk
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From
 p

rincip
les to p

ractice  
and back ag

ain 
R

osie H
unt 

The past few
 decades have seen 

increasing calls for teaching to becom
e an 

‘evidence-based’ profession (N
FER

, 2014), 
presenting teachers w

ith the urgent task 
of interpreting and applying a vast body 
of educational research, w

here different 
studies are underpinned by disparate 
epistem

ological stances. It seem
s 

that in the m
essy busyness of school 

life, am
ongst pressures of heightened 

accountability, w
hat often sticks are 

tangible, clearly applicable principles 
regarding ‘w

hat w
orks’. O

ne such exam
ple 

is R
osenshine’s ‘P

rinciples of Instruction’ 
(2012), now

 ubiquitous in U
K

 schools. In 
the tim

e-stretched w
orld of the school 

teacher or leader, research needs to pull 
its w

eight w
ith bold, sim

ple form
ulae; 

R
osenshine’s outline of the ideal lesson 

of the ‘m
aster-teacher’, progressing 

from
 the initial ‘daily review

’ tow
ards the 

unquestioned clim
ax of ‘independent 

practice’, feels solid and easily 
im

itable. W
hile m

any of R
osenshine’s 

recom
m

endations undoubtedly advocate 
sensible classroom

 practice, I am
 troubled 

by our profession’s veneration of such 
sw

eeping rules. 

M
y ow

n practitioner-research, a case 
study involving staff and student 
interview

s across three contrasting 
schools, is less ‘w

hat w
orks’ than ‘w

hat 
is happening here, w

ithin this learning 
com

m
unity, and w

hy’. W
hile R

osenshine’s 
principles w

ere not an object of study,  
m

y interview
ees frequently challenge  

his version of learning: the notion of 
the ideal lesson form

ula; the prim
acy 

of retrieval practice and repetition; a 
conflation of learning w

ith ‘autom
aticity’; 

a lack of acknow
ledgm

ent of learning 
as a social process. C

ase studies are 
often dism

issed as ‘anecdotal or non-
replicable’ (N

FER
, 2014, p. 46), but the 

vital im
portance of educators paying  

close attention to the contextualised 
nuances of their professional practice 
arguably represents a different but 
equally valuable form

 of know
ledge, 

referred to by Jam
es B

ritton as “a quiet 
form

 of research” (B
ritton, 1983, p. 90). 

A
s acknow

ledged in the N
FER

’s ‘U
sing 

Evidence in the C
lassroom

’ report, 
teacher-led inquiry into professional 
practice has the potential to aid both 
professional developm

ent and the m
ore 

effective application of other research. 

I am
 uncertain about the certainty of 

R
osenshine’s ‘w

hat w
orks’ approach. 

H
ow

, then, should teachers utilise the 
m

ountain of educational research in front 
of them

? B
y keeping a continual focus 

on their practice, I w
ould say; by listening 

to the students alongside the sages and 
building their ow

n principles from
 there. 

Teaching and learning in the new
 

clim
atic reg

im
e 

A
lf C

oles 

W
e are in a new

 clim
atic regim

e 
(Latour, 2008); the patterns and relative 
predictability of the past have gone and 
w

ill not return in our lifetim
es. W

e are 
w

itnessing som
e of the negative effects 

of this new
 regim

e, in the increased 
likelihood of floods, droughts and harvest 
failure – w

ith all of the knock-on social 
and political effects these have. C

ollective 
action (spectacularly successful in 
the past) offers possibility for hope. A

 
num

ber of educators are asking, how
 

does schooling need to change, in such a 
context? H

ow
 long can w

e continue, in a 
business-as-usual m

anner? A
t w

hat point 
does the w

orld outside the classroom
 

w
alls m

ake enough of a difference, to 
m

ake a difference to w
hat w

e do? 

A
 phrase being toyed w

ith by a group  
I am

 involved w
ith, is the idea of a  

‘socio-ecological’ practice of education. 
In such a practice, social and ecological 
issues are taken to be interconnected and 
inseparable. From

 such a perspective, 
w

e w
ork to notice w

hen w
e are taking 

the environm
ent as a fixed background 

for our concerns, for instance, studying 
classroom

 dialogue, w
ithout stopping to 

consider the quality of air students and 
teachers are breathing. A

 socio-ecological 
practice of education involves bringing 
to aw

areness the ethics w
hat w

e do. A
 

group of form
er teachers (B

arw
ell, et al., 

2022) have proposed w
e need a “dialogic 

ethics”, w
hich links to Levinas’s “call to 

responsibility” (p. 134). For Levinas (2011), 
it is through recognition by an O

ther, that 
w

e com
e to recognise ourselves as an 

individual subject, w
ith responsibility for 

others. W
e are not individuals first, w

ho 
com

e into relation w
ith the w

orld. W
e are 

first in relation and then com
e to recognise 

ourselves as individual. 

These concerns m
ay seem

 a long w
ay 

from
 the reality of the classroom

 today. 
B

ut, there is a ground sw
ell for change and 

it cannot be long before the curriculum
 

responds. The student-led group, “Teach 
the Future” have com

m
issioned a project 

to re-im
agine the N

ational C
urriculum

 in 
such a w

ay that socio-ecological concerns 
can com

e to the fore. This is a resource 
w

hich can be used now
: https://w

w
w

.
teachthefuture.uk/blog/curriculum

-for-a-
changing-clim

ate-science 
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(R
C

T
) w

ould be m
ethodologically 

inappropriate, Q
C

A
 is w

idely used in 
political science but relatively under-
represented in the field of Education. In 
its second year, w

e are seeking to recruit 
a sm

all num
ber of teachers/schools in 

the S
outhw

est to extend the study, using 
Q

C
A

 to test the positive im
pact of explicit 

teaching about religion. W
ould you be 

interested in joining us?  

P
lease contact the us for further 

inform
ation and

/or check out the w
ebsite.

       janet.orchard@
bristol.ac.uk 
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D
iary of a pand

em
ic head

teacher
V

ictoria B
ow

en 

M
arch 2020 

I still cannot believe how
 C

O
V

ID
-19 

has disrupted children’s education so 
profoundly and how

 I find m
yself standing 

in an em
pty school. W

hat should I do? 
W

hat should I prioritise? W
hy is there no 

guidance to help m
e? N

o one prepared 
m

e for this! 

A
pril 2020 

M
y staff and I are w

orking tirelessly, 
supplying essential food, childcare and 
support to the local com

m
unity. H

ow
ever, 

I equally feel em
pow

ered to find and 
im

plem
ent ‘local’, ‘context-dependent’ 

and ‘com
m

on-sense’ solutions to the 
issues faced at m

y school. The U
K

  
(U

nited K
ingdom

) governm
ent needs to 

allow
 schools in E

ngland to im
plem

ent 
local-level policy that m

eets the needs  
of their school and the com

m
unity. 

M
ay 2020 

S
chool leaders are subject to 

unprecedented pressures from
 an 

abundance of ‘over-centralised’ policy 
and guidance (often delivered via the 
m

edia in the form
 of the national daily 

briefing). R
epeatedly, these policies and 

guidance contradict the needs of m
y 

school and the local com
m

unity. The  
U

K
 governm

ent lacks any understanding 
of the realities of schools and the issues 
they are currently facing. 

June 2020 

D
espite the global health em

ergency,  
I still need to prioritise high stakes 
testing and accountability as O

FS
TED

 
are due any day. It is not helping that, 
allegedly, the school dow

n the road is 
‘gam

ing’ policies issued about exam
s 

and assessm
ents to stay com

petitive. 
S

hould I do the sam
e? M

y parents, pupils 
and governors continuously com

pare m
y 

decisions w
ith other schools locally. B

ut 
surely, I should confound these neoliberal 
tendencies and act in the interest of m

y 
pupils and w

ider society by providing the 
social, personal, and em

otional aspects 
of education com

m
only overlooked in this 

com
petitive education environm

ent. 

D
iary adapted from

 m
y P

hD
 research 

project ‘A
 critical policy analysis of 

the enactm
ent of C

O
V

ID
-19 policy in 

secondary schools in England’.

victoria.bow
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Flexib
ility is a lot m

o
re im

p
o

rtant than 
just b

eing ab
le to touch your to

es!
B

onnie M
cG

lynn

H
ow

 flexible are you? N
ot the kind of 

flexibility w
here you can bend dow

n 
and touch your toes or get into som

e 
obscure yoga position, but the kind of 
psychological or cognitive flexibility 
that allow

s you to overcom
e and adapt 

to new
 and challenging circum

stances 
(D

ennis &
 Vander W

al, 2010). S
o, does 

it really m
atter how

 flexible you are? It 
turns out, it does. R

ecent research in 
B

erm
uda surveyed 371 late adolescents 

betw
een the ages of 16 and 18 years, 

establishing that adolescents w
ho have 

higher levels of cognitive flexibility have 
higher levels of career aspirations. N

ot 
only that but, having higher cognitive 
flexibility can also predict higher career 
aspirations. The research did not stop 
there, but also explored the relationship 
betw

een gender stereotyping beliefs 
and career aspirations. The results w

ere 
surprising! W

hile it w
as thought that 

late adolescents w
ho did not identify 

strongly w
ith either a traditionally 

m
asculine or traditionally fem

inine role 
w

ould have higher career aspirations, 
this w

as not the case. The study found 
that those individuals w

ho identify w
ith 

a traditionally m
ale stereotype role, have 

higher levels of career aspirations. In 
addition, the study w

as able to establish 
that late adolescents w

ho identify 
w

ith a traditional m
ale stereotype role 

predicts higher career aspirations. These 
findings suggest that cognitive flexibility 
can act as a protective factor for late 
adolescents as they aspire tow

ards their 
future careers, and m

ay also help protect 
against harm

ful gender stereotypes. 

S
o, w

hat does all this m
ean if you’re 

a teacher or a college counsellor? 
B

oth cognitive flexibility and gender 
stereotyping beliefs are cognitive 
processes w

hich can be changed. 
Therefore, the m

ore students can be 
encouraged to be flexible and look for 
alternatives, the m

ore beneficial this 
is, especially in helping students think 
beyond harm

ful occupational stereotypes. 
In a w

orld full of uncertainty, the m
ore 

open and flexible a student is, the m
ore 

ready they w
ill be to em

brace the careers 
of the future. 

bm
16417@

bristol.ac.uk
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It is spring again. The earth is like 
a child that knows poems by heart. 
(Rilke)

Would you like to grow flowers and 
vegetables this spring on the TLC 
allotment on St Michael’s Hill? 

No experience or commitment required. 
Come along any Tuesday lunchtime  
from 12.30, all welcome. 

To express an interest and receive  
TLC allotment news please email 
cc18401@bristol.ac.uk 

This pamphlet is produced by  
The Centre for Teaching, Learning 
and Curriculum, School of Education, 
University of Bristol. All opinions are  
the authors’ own. 

To find out more about TLC or to 
download a digital copy of this  
pamphlet, please visit the website.

 
Printed on Forest Stewardship  
Council certified recycled paper  
by Taylor Brothers in Bristol.

Please pass on to a friend, or recycle.

Public event: all welcome

Teaching with embodied technologies: 
Supporting the genesis of  
body-artifacts functional systems

Inaugural annual lecture by Anna Shvarts, 
University of Utrecht, The Netherlands

Thursday 23 March 2023, 5–6.30pm

The lecture will be given online. You  
are invited to join remotely, or to join  
a group in the School of Education who 
will access the event online together. 

Online access 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Meeting ID: 998 9157 4868 
Passcode: 657166

Or join us in Room 4.10 where we will 
access the event online together.

School of Education, University of Bristol 
35 Berkeley Square, Bristol BS8 1JA


