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[.essons from
the pandemic

Real-time, face-to-face teaching and learning
areirreplaceable, says Magnus Bashaarat, head of Bedales

Magnus Bashaarat has called
for structural changes to the
UK's education system

ne of the usual certainties about

school life is that the milestones

that mark progress through the
academic year always happen at the same
time: mock exams, A levels and G . all
with a regularity that even nature cannot
surpass. So the complex uncertainty
caused by the pandemic that schools have
had to deal with, whilst remaining open
and delivering a teaching and learning
experience to students, has been
uniquely demanding

Welecoming students back into the

classroom at the end of last spring term
and continuing the work to reconnect
students and teachers with their learning
experience reminded exhausted academic

and support staff of their original vocation.

At the start of the pandemic and the

first school closures back in March 2020,
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“After the challenges of the
last 18 months wecan
now look forward to
this academic year with
renewed optimism”

some independent schools worked out
ways of monetising their curricula by
delivering them online to a new paying
customer base that was not attending the
school. Artificial intelligence (Al) zealots
were gleefully telling me how teachers
would be amongst the first job roles soon
to be replaced by a robot or digital device.
‘What remote teaching and learning has
‘made plain though is that real, in-person,
three-dimensional contact between
teacher and student is irreplaceable. Many
of this summer's school leavers are

planning gap years, even though they
know travel will be restricted, because the
prospect of some undergraduate courses
being delivered online in the new
university year is so unpalatable.

Whether it was Microsolt Teams, Google
Classroom or Zoom, every school that
wanted to survive had to pivot overnight
and *go virtual™. Schaols that did it well
had to learn innovative technology and
capabilities speedily; those that did not,
and sadly for their students there were
many, were just setting work remotely in
the morning (using the school's existing
online teaching platform) and taking it in
at the end of the day to mark. For some,
there was no real-time teaching and no
interaction. Speaking as an English
teacher, it's true that live discursive
dialogue about a text can be done online

- but seeing the reaction and emation of

students in persan and the joy when that
sacred connection was restored once we
opened the school again was incredible.
For me one of the big “Covid keeps” will be
shared real-time editing of written work
using SharePoint. No longer the toing and
fraing of A4 paper covered In red ink. Now
Itis a guided drafting and grading process
on a shared online space that cannot gel
eaten by the dog,

In the 2021 public exam cycle, teachers
‘were put in the invidious position of
having to carry out all the tasks that exam
boards usually do: standardising, marking
and moderating students’ work, whilst
also delivering the curriculum. However, |
am not a supporter of a simple return to
the usual GCSE and A level format. This
year has taught us that many students have
fared better when the high-stakes terminal
assessments have been replaced by
evidence of achievement spread over a
much longer time. At GCSE, learning vast
amounts of curriculum content over two
years and then writing it out again in a
two-hour exam, at an arbitrary age, isan
act of endurance and memory, not
reflective of an educational system fit for
preparing young people for the demands
of the workplace in the 21st century. It
really is the moment to rethink
assessment and overhaul the outdated
national curriculum,

At Bedales we have been offering our
own Bedales Assessed Courses (BACs)
alongside GCSEs for many years; they are
recognised by UCAS and liked by
universities and employers alike,

Currently our students will sit four or five
GCSEs {maths, English, sciences and a
language) and then access BACs for the
other half of the key stage 4 curriculum.
Courses such as global awareness,
philosophy. religion and ethics,

outdoor work, English lterature
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history and drama all offer students
an ppportunity for independent
research, collaboration, presentations
and an exam, spread aver two years of
continuous assessment.

Bedales is aschool that prides itself on
its positive relationships and open
discussions and we felr it was important to
draw on this strength when addressing
issues around sexual violence,
harassment and discrimination as
highlighted this year by the Everyone's
Invited website and the ensuing focus ona
school’s culture. The Bedales pastoral team
developed a four-stage programme ta
focus on issues raised by Everyone's
Invited. We used a model typically
applied In conflict resolution situations,
‘which helps to ensure that diverse groups
feel heard and supported when sharing
their views

Phase 1involved sharing and listening
to different points of vie e initially ran
some open mixed-age and mixed-gender
sesslons for students to talk about
language and actions. We then posed the

same questions in houses and in year
groups. Phase 2 involved reflecting
these ideas back to separate groups

and encouraging students to consider
their peers’ perspectives in a safe
environment. In Phase 3 we identified
the common goals and values that the
groups hold, looking at what immediate
changes can be made within our current
practices. Finally, a working party was
formed to consider the outcomes of

this process and set an agenda for
positive change,

After the challenges of the last 18
months we can now look forward to this
academic year with renewed optimism,
taking the positive parts from the annus
harribilis to reset and renew. At Bedales
we will continue to call for the structural
changes needed to the UK’s education
system so we can better prepare our
young people for the world bevond
school, enabling them to compete on the
global stage with the resilience and
self-knowledge needed in order to live
happy, fulfilled lives.
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