
 

                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Classroom case studyClassroom case studyClassroom case studyClassroom case study
 

Using ensemble approaches to Shakespeare to stretch 
underachieving boys at year 9
 

Anne teaches at a large comprehensive school in Hampshire. The school recently 

84.4% of C grades and above in GCSE English Language, and 87% in English Literature. 

However, the school's Curriculum Value Added (CVA) score is ‘

question if we should place as much onus on the needs of the A/

C/D’. 

 

Anne decided to focus her research on a high ability Y

at her school for higher achieving students to ‘slip’

slip at GCSE’. 

 

Anne was curious to see 

 

‘if approaching a text in a new and dynamic way would allow students to fully 

explore and evaluate a text, incorporating higher level thinking skills necessary for 

analytical depth in their essay writing’

 

Anne chose to use active approaches to 

be asked to complete two written tasks which 

 

• reflect on Macbeth in terms of a Reading analysis;

• reflect on Macbeth in terms of a creative writing piece;

• would be assessed in line with National Curriculum

• would be compared alongside previous attainment.

 

Anne considered carefully the need to create an ensemble approach to working where all 

students would be called on to collaborate, and planned early activities accordingly. This 

approach clearly paid off when Anne came to be observed by her Head of Faculty as part of her 

Performance Management review. After observing the lesson, the Head of Faculty asked Anne 

how long the class had been working as an ensemble and how much preparation had occurre

beforehand. Anne explained that

 

‘At this point we had been working as an ensemble for 6 lessons and the students 

had no prior knowledge of the task we were going to complete. She seemed a little 

shocked, admitting that she had not expected to see such f

come from the drama techniques we were using... [and] graded 

Outstanding’. 
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Within the class Anne focused on three boys who she believed were “stereotypical able 

underachievers”. Jonathan, for example, was a 

 

‘very shy boy who does not often offer ideas and suggestions in front of the whole 

class... A kind boy who clearly wants to do well but does not have the confidence to 

ask for help from either an adult or his peers’

 

However, within a few lessons Jonathan was

constantly’, prompting Anne to claim that the ‘transformation was remarkable’

was the combination of both Shakespeare and ensemble approaches that was responsible:

 

‘I cannot say that it was 

turn around in attitude, but the techniques we used to create the ensemble and our 

safe community feeling had to be at the r

 

Jonathan's KS3 target was 6a; he achieve

creative writing task, achieving a 7c. Anne was clearly delighted with his progress:

 

‘By completing the RSC ensemble based tasks he could really begin to relate with 

the characters in the play in a new 

showed a real maturit

 

Thomas, another focus child, was on the Gifted and Talented register, but had not be

reaching his full potential ‘due to poor attitude and work ethic’

assessed grade at the end of the first term was only 6b. However, by the end of the 

Shakespeare unit he achieved his target in both piece

‘exceptionally pleased’. 

 

The third focus child improved his work by a whole National Curriculum level, above the 

expected two sub-levels of progress, and despite being the sort of student likely to allow

to ‘slip’.  

 

A response from one of Anne's students reflected very positive reactions to the new

working, both in terms of Shakespeare and working as an ensemble:

 

‘I think it was brilliant. I really understand the whole story and all of the characters 

and I wouldn't have developed my understanding as well if I had just read the story 

on paper. Drama is more fun than reading and school

enjoyed’. 

  

And in terms of stretching underachieving boys, Anne reflected that

 

‘All three of my students improved in terms of their academic achievement in these 

pieces; their engagement

they had managed to achieve previously’
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