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“Learn from the mistakes of others. You can’t live long enough to make them all yourself.” Matthew Syed

How cycling and hot dogs could
help our students
There can’t be many people that haven’t
heard of Sir Dave Brailsford and how his
‘marginal gains’ approach to
improvement when coaching the Sky GB
cycling team resulted in phenomenal
success.
The marginal gains philosophy is a very
simple performance improvement
concept.
The principle: if you improve in every
variable underpinning or influencing your
performance by just 1% then cumulatively
you get a significant performance
improvement or an “aggregate of
marginal gains”.
Brailsford took apart all the aggregate
parts that made up the preparation to
training at the highest level and sought to
make even the smallest improvements to
each element. The pillows slept on by the
team travelled with them; they all learned
how to correctly wash and sanitise their
hands to cut transference of germs and
reduce illness; they studied the mindsets
of successful business people.

The subsequent results at London 2012
speak for themselves and marginal gains
became a part of our vernacular.
But have you heard of Takeru Kobayashi?
He was a 23 year old economics student
from Japan who, in 2001 was skint.

Firstly, he broke the hot dogs into pieces;
then he separated the ‘dogs’ from the
buns. The sausages were very easy to
consume, but the bread was – predictably
- spongy, bulky and difficult to swallow.

So Kobayashi tried a number of things to
overcome this problem. He dipped the
Looking for a way to make money, he
bread in water, and then in warmer water
learned about food-eating contests in the sprinkled with oil, to ease the bread’s
USA, in particular the annual Nathan’s Hot journey down the gullet. He then devised
Dog contest that took part on Coney
a stance that helped the food go down,
Island, NY. The world record at the time
lengthening his oesophagus and then
was 25.125 hot dogs consumed in just 12 almost ‘jiggling’ as he swallowed.
minutes. With a prize of $5,000 cash,
[Cont. on next page]
Kobayashi decided it was worth his while
travelling to the US and devising a way to
beat the record.
He found out
that the way the
contest had
always been
won was through
simply eating the hot
dogs whole. Kobayashi wondered if there
was another way to consume the food
quicker, by breaking down the process.
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All of these small changes helped the
process of eating the hot dogs and,
importantly, stayed within the rules of
the competition.
When the locals and previous winners
saw that a 128lb, slightly-built Japanese
student had entered the competition,
they were highly sceptical, especially
when they saw him preparing in such
an unorthodox way.
However, in the 2001 contest, Takeru
Koboyashi broke all records, eating 50
hot dogs in 12 minutes. He went on to
win for six more years, three times
breaking his own world record.
He now also holds records for
competitive eating of

meatballs, Twinkies, tacos, hamburgers,
pizza, ice cream and pasta. And is also a
very wealthy man!

help them to cope with the demands
of the approaching exam season?
We aim to find out.

So how can marginal gains help in the
classroom? It’s something we continue
to look at in the CWLC Teaching &
Learning group, and this term and next,
we are wondering if small changes to
particular classroom approaches might
have impact with some of our year 11
students in particular.

If you can’t make the meetings, do
read the minutes emailed out and log
on to the T&L Hub on the website for
the ideas and strategies we share.

Could tweaks in the quality of DIRT
make the difference in levels of literacy
and use of subject-specific vocabulary?
Can the conscious use of growth
mindset language in the classroom and
in our feedback to anxious students

Come on in, the
door’s open

The Takeru Koboyashi story appears in “Black Box
Thinking” the latest book by Matthew Syed, author of
“Bounce”. This is a fascinating book about the culture of
failure and success. Highly recommended!

This term we will be trying to
accommodate more visits by setting
up a series of ‘Open Lessons’ with a
wide range of colleagues who have
generously offered to invite us into
their classrooms.
The Blink reviews this year have
highlighted some excellent practice in
some of the key areas we have been
focusing on across the school in
teaching and learning: marking &
feedback; questioning, and
differentiation.

One aspect of professional
development that is always worthwhile
but often takes a back seat when time
constraints get in the way, is getting
into colleagues’ classrooms to share
good practice.

If you would be interested in
exploring what any of these foci look
like in other classrooms, and would
like the chance to visit and chat with
a colleague, look out for the Open
Lessons programme, on the website
and bulletins soon.

Next T&L
newsletter:
Summer 2016
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Could Learning Ambassadors
help in YOUR classroom?
At Pedagoo Worcester in
September last year, Andrew
Denton, Deputy Head of The De
Montfort School in Evesham gave a
fascinating workshop about his
school’s use of Learning
Ambassadors (LAs).
It started as an initiative in September
2014 with the aim of improving
aspiration, behaviour and attitudes to
learning.
The school wanted to develop student
voice and to create a 'buy-in' culture
where students took ownership of their
learning.
TMDS invested heavily in the initiative in
terms of time, energy and money and, so
far, it has had transformative impact on
students' attitudes and also, in early
reviews, attainment.
The initiative is visible throughout the
school, in curriculum subjects and
pastorally; it features in every department
area and Learning Ambassadors now
account for approximately 60% of the
student body, what TDMS calls the
‘critical mass’.

Each subject area/house decides on the
specific roles of their Learning
Ambassadors and responsibilities range
from being monitors for classroom jobs
and duties, students planning starters and
plenaries with appropriate guidance.
Although at CWLC we might not have the
same aims as TDMS in terms of increasing
student ‘buy-in’ and behaviour, it seems
an excellent system for increasing
independence, student responsibility and
motivation in subject areas.
One area that we might want to explore
at CWLC is to tackle the negative impact
that poor attendance can have on the
attainment of some of the schools' most
vulnerable learners.
In a recent trawl of the lowest attaining
pupil premium students as far as

Matthew Worrall-Parry, Learning Ambassador for 8s4, helps Jacob Manton, Tye Humphries and Kieran Dixon catch up in English after
missing lessons to attend Worcester Warriors sessions

take on some responsibilities to support
progress is concerned (according to last PMR
students returning after an absence – as
data), poor attendance is a key issue. Those
long as it is not to the detriment of their
PP students whose attainment is less than
own learning.
95% are mostly those whose home support
 LAs chosen from the more vulnerable or
may be limited and who are missing their
under-attaining students in order to
flight-path targets in 3 or more subject
promote a better work ethic and give them
areas. Their absences mean they rarely catch
responsibility, which might even be used
up; often need more teacher-support rather
as an incentive for students to attend more
than being able to work independently; are
regularly in some (carefully-selected)
more likely not to attend extra support
cases.
sessions and/or detentions and this is having
 Using LAs as models of good presentation
a continual knock-on effect on academic
with students whose presentation is a
achievement. In upper years, this pattern
barrier to progress.
grows more severe and would seem to have  LAs selected in classes to provide feedback
an effect on attitudes to learning,
and student voice about lesson content,
motivation, self-esteem and engagement
schemes of work, teaching strategies, etc.
with school. Of course, poor attendance in
non-PP students who are also making the
Several members of staff at CWLC have
least progress in each year group is also a
already started trailing the use of Learning
significant feature.
Ambassadors; if you are interested in
Using some of the examples given by TDMS
speaking to them and sharing any ideas,
highlighting good uses of their Learning
look out for their names in the T&L
Ambassadors, and also considering ideas
meetings, or email RCS/TT and they will
that staff at CWLC have had in early
pass information on to you. We will be
discussions, you might trial the use of
discussing further ideas for LAs in the
Learning Ambassadors with one of the
Teaching & Learning meetings and we
following ideas:
look forward to hearing more ideas for
 LAs with excellent attendance and work ethic
their use.
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Students with good team working skills are
likely to be better at problem-solving and
resolving conflict. It is an
important skill throughout school and beyond
and is valued highly by universities and
employers.
Vygotsky’s hypothesis makes a link between
social activity (the ‘intermental’) and individual
development (the
‘intramental’). In human language, if students
are encouraged to ‘rehearse’ their thoughts
aloud before committing them to paper or
becoming stuck in their initial thoughts, firstly,
they recognise how to refine and clarify ideas.
Even better, if they are challenged or
supported in these vocal ideas, they are
encouraged to extend ideas further.
Narrowing Gaps
Good group work promotes inclusivity. Many
PP - and other - students) that under-achieve
lack confidence when working with others.
They are often exposed to poor quality levels
of discussion and mostly colloquial levels of
dialogue. Exposure and access to technical
language and higher order speech on a regular
basis is crucial in raising standards for these
students.
Mercer (2000) states that engaging in
collaborative talk improves ability of children
to think together critically
and constructively.
Good group work also gives HLP students the
chance to reinforce knowledge, to consider
alternative interpretations through ideas of
others (an A* skill in English)
How do we make sure our groups function
effectively?
Studies have shown that the most effective
groups are ones in which high levels of
communication and organisation are found.
Here are a few of the issues that must be
addressed in order for a group to function
effectively:
o Establishing success criteria
o Agreed allocation of roles (preferably by
the students themselves)
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o
o
o

Conflict
Criticism
Responsibilities

Group work is often avoided because
teachers fear a lack or order and control. This
can easily be avoided by carefully structuring
group work at three stages:

Sorting the Groups
You decide! Don’t allow students to choose
their own groups; organise this with as much
thought as you would do a new seating plan.

sometimes necessary to intervene but you
need to keep moving to encourage on-task
behaviour and promote independence. Avoid
turning your back on the majority of the class
as you circulate by imagining you’re wearing a
hospital gown with no pants on. Still want to
turn your back on the class? Skirt the edges
instead –for obvious reasons!

Co-ordinating & Monitoring Group Work
Give students the means to monitor their own
progress in a physical way. Use Euros or other
tokens to reward valuable contributions and
record success.
You can also use tokens to reward good group
work as it goes along: don’t just reward the
loudest, most confident
students; praise a reward the ones who listen
well, who negotiate, who scribe, who mediate,
etc. The Euros can also be used for this, and
added to the final tally for the lesson’s work.
Encourage independence:
Use Euros (or whatever reward tokens you’ve
chosen) to reward good ongoing work but also
be prepared to fine groups if their members
aren’t on task. If they want to ask you a
question, let them. They are often questions
that could be easily answered themselves, so
offer the answer the question but charge them
for your answer. This will cut down the
amount of ‘lazy’ questions being asked.
Use coloured markers:
When asking them to contribute equally to a
mind-map, posters or flip-chart, give students
one differently-coloured marker each, which
they are not allowed to swap. It’s easy to see
how proportionate the contributions have
been.
Use time limits: www.online-stopwatch.com
Quick tip: It’s easy to dedicate too much time
to any particular group as you circulate. It’s

Evaluating Group Work
This is probably the most important element of
group work. Students need to be able to
reflect on their performance; understand what
went well and what didn’t – and why.
They need to know how they can improve on
their roles and responsibilities in group work
and thus improve on their self-esteem and
confidence when working with others in a
range of challenging activities.
Learning Audits:
Pay Day! Ask students to count up the Euros
the group has earned and ‘pay’ one another
according to their contribution.
Evaluate on post-its. Each post-it is divided
into 4: How I helped my group; How I hindered
my group; How others helped the group; How
others hindered the group. Collect the post-its
in after the activity and make students
accountable for their actions/inactions.

