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Dear Parents           12th October 2022 

Headteacher’s Update 2021/22 – Letter 7 (of 007) 

At last, I return with a letter focused on learning.  This letter shares some tips for parents and students alike 

and is very much rooted in educational research.  I hope it is useful but if nothing else, it is a reminder that 

our core function is education and learning how to learn, both within, as well as outside, of the classroom is 

at the heart of this. 

The wider educational system often talks about independent learning outside of lessons, but we can go one 

step further than this, by thinking about confident learning.   

The top five tips below are mentioned in a text called Understanding How We Learn: 

• SPACING – means planning.  Set aside a bit of time every day for studying. 

• ELABORATION – means asking questions about how and why things work and with the answers, helps 

make connections between different ideas. 

• CONCRETE EXAMPLES – making a link between the ideas you’re studying, and a concrete example can 

help the lesson stick better. 

• VISUALS – information in two formats – words and visuals will give two ways to remember information. 

• RETRIEVAL – retrieval practice helps improve learning during independent study.  The key is to make 

sure you bring information to mind. 
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PLANNING (SPACING) 

Spaced practice is the opposite of cramming.  So, in an exam preparation context, 5 hours spread out over 2 

weeks is better than 5 hours before the exam!  However, this requires planning.   

All students should identify regular times when they study and keep to this.  Routines are very helpful.  Set 

work can be complemented by review and retrieval.  Reviewing learning and trying to retrieve the information 

are very useful strategies.  In my experience – active learning – doing something – can be more beneficial than 

simply re-reading notes.   
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Although students will still forget things – over time, memory and understanding will build up.   

Finally, getting into good learning routines will support good sleep.  As Weinstein et al observe “sleep is 

extremely important for learning.”  Good sleep will be of help for understanding information and problem 

solving.   

 

 

DEVELOPING UNDERSTANDING 

ELABORATION 

As mentioned earlier, this relates to asking questions about how and why things work.  Some students will 

have discovered that by setting their own relevant questions they will reach more meaningful answers.   

As students elaborate, they will make connections and be able to explain.   By interrogating ideas in this way, 

students will also be practising retrieval of information. 

 

CONCRETE EXAMPLES  

Making a link between the idea being studied with a concrete example will make the learning stick.  Creating 

and using relevant examples will support ideas being made in an essay.  Difficult ideas say in mathematics, 

science or technology maybe more easily understood if applied to a practical example. 

 

DUAL CODING 

This means having information in two formats – WORDS and VISUALS.  Combining visuals with words is an 

effective way to study.  Although many teaching resources will take this into account, I have worked with 

students over many years who are able to create their own notes in independent study time.  Such techniques 

are helpful whether students generally prefer pictures or words.   

 

 



REINFORCEMENT (RETRIEVAL PRACTICE) 

Retrieval practice really improves learning during independent study.  It means that you are bringing 

information to mind after you have already learned something in class.   

With regards to examination preparation this can involve completing past papers.  If there are questions you 

got wrong, go back to class notes to review the original material.   

Another top tip is to write out everything that you can remember on a blank sheet of paper.  The creation of 

flashcards can also help with retrieval (prompt or a question on one side followed by the answer on the other).   

Many students organize their ideas into concept maps.  This is a way of showing how various concepts relate 

to one another.   

 

SUMMARY 

As I have stated earlier, I hope that there are one or two useful ideas here.  Teachers these days, structure 

teaching and learning quite carefully, create retrieval practice as well as utilizing homework.  However, 

effective students will go beyond this.  You also do learn by your mistakes! 

The authors of Understanding How We Learn make the point that “retrieval practice is difficult, and this 

difficulty is good.”  However, anything that maximizes learning is a good thing!  It is hard to think of these 

ideas outside of a real learning context.  I am going to ask the teachers to make links with aspects of this letter 

in their teaching. 

Although sharp readers will have noticed a subtle reference to 007, I am not sure James Bond (though it’s the 

sixtieth anniversary of the films) is the best role model given how society has changed.  More interesting is 

the fact that it is the 100th anniversary of the founding of the BBC in October 2022.  Its original directive was 

to “inform, educate and entertain.”  Learning crosses all of these aims and certainly enriches our lives.   

Good luck to all students with their learning this year and I look forward to seeing great progress in the weeks 

and months ahead.   

 
Yours sincerely 

 

P J Hurst 

Headteacher 

 

 

 

With grateful thanks to Milly Proudfoot, Year 13, for the artwork. 
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