Deputy Head of Sixth Form (Academic) Mr Maude
explores the importance of creating a lifelong love of
learning rather than just focussing on exam results...

in the zone

Embracing the culture
of intellectual curiosity

M

any people look back on their time in the Sixth
Form with great fondness. At its best it is a period
of your life when that curiosity and love of learning
you had at primary school comes flowing back after all
the distraction and awkwardness of your early teens.
For many it was the time when they really started to figure out who and
what they wanted to be, and, with their focus whittled to just three or
four subjects, they were able to throw themselves into studying what
they loved and would pursue at university and beyond. This is exactly
what we want for all our students at PHS. It is not enough that they
should leave with good A Level results and heading to a top university;
they must leave with a lifelong love for their subjects. The fact that this
love also equates to good results is a pleasing side effect, but must not
take our full focus.
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It may seem that this should
happen automatically, part of the
natural maturing process, as if our
girls were produced on the rocky
slopes of Chassagne Montrachet
or some dark cellar in Melton
Mowbray. For some of them
this is true, and very little input
is needed on our part beyond
encouragement and pointing in
the right direction.
For others, though, the transition
from moody teen to intellectual
firebrand is less of a given. The
biggest reason for this, for which
we have so many politicians
to thank, is GCSEs. These
examinations have been set as a
benchmark, and thus are vital to
a student’s future prospects. As a
school, therefore, we must ensure
that our students do well in them,
and at PHS we have an excellent
track record of success.
The problem is that GCSEs reward
two things most of all: diligence
and thinking within the box. As
a lead examiner said to me at a
recent GCSE meeting, “Please do
not encourage your students to
be creative”.
We at PHS, of course, provide
enriching and stimulating
GCSE level teaching that takes
our students far beyond the
curriculum. It is perfectly
understandable, however, that
one of our girls, having spent
two years preparing for such
mechanical examinations, would
not instantaneously become the
next Bertrand Russell just because
she had been allowed to wear her
own clothes and go home after
lunch break.
This is where the Sixth Form
team steps in. We make sure that
every girl coming into Year 12
understands that success in the
Sixth Form depends as much
on what happens outside the
classroom as within it. The phrase
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This is exactly
what we want for
all our students
at PHS. It is not
enough that they
should leave
with good A
Level results and
heading to a top
university; they
must leave with
a lifelong love for
their subjects.

”

‘reading around your subjects’
echoes from every nook and
cranny of the Sixth Form house.

Teachers and form tutors
encourage girls to read books and
articles, watch documentaries
and listen to podcasts that take
them deeper into the subject
than the syllabus goes. Sixth Form
societies, at which girls in Year
13 present and open discussion
on academic topics of their own
choosing, allow students to share
their learning and be inspired by
that of others. Other fora, such
as the academic lecture fortnight
or the weekly science forum,
allow students to showcase their
learning in a formal academic
environment, lecturing to each
other. The Sixth Form magazine,
Athene, provides another outlet
for students to share their
thinking.
Mrs Davies, our Head of Careers,
is constantly firing opportunities
at the girls, from work placements
to subject-specific lectures. The
degree to which they take up
these opportunities is testament
to the culture of learning we
create. From lectures at the
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Royal Society to subject days at
leading universities to monthlong Nuffield research placements
and even time spent at the UN in
Geneva, our girls are given and
take the opportunity to delve
deeply into their subjects and
come out all the more impressive
for it.
Then there is the EPQ, which is a
research project that most of our
girls undertake over the whole
of their Sixth Form career, first
building up a bank of academic
research and then producing
a 5,000 word essay or similarly
demanding creative project, and
presenting about their findings
to their peers at the end of it.
It is a qualification designed to
mimic the experience of studying
at university, and it is gratifying
to see increasing numbers of
universities realising this and
rewarding girls who take an EPQ
with lower offers as a result.
I could take up many more pages
with examples of the myriad ways
in which our students embrace
the culture of intellectual
curiosity that we try to instil in
the Sixth Form. I shall spare you,
though, and leave you with an
anecdote that sums this all up. I
was recently upbraiding a girl in
typically clumsy fashion for going
on her phone in one of the Sixth
Form study rooms. She turned to
me and, showing me what was
actually on her screen, said, “But
Mr Maude, I’m reading about how
Brexit has affected the landscape
of British politics. Isn’t that what
I’m supposed to be doing?”
Enough said.
Article by Mr George Maude,
Assistant Head of Sixth Form
(Academic) at Portsmouth High
School.

Origins of languages
and links between
language and culture
Sixth Former Alice Lovegrove explored the origin of
languages and links between language and culture in a
recent academic lecture given at the Senior School during
Academic Lecture Week.

Language has always been a central part of our lives, whether
it be cave men paintings created with the juice of berries, to
asking Siri the answer to your history homework. But how did
the current 6909 living languages come into existence, and what
links are there between a country’s language and its culture?
With nearly 7000 official
languages we are definitely not
short of ways of communicating.
In fact, even if everybody in
here spoke a different language
we would only have covered a
fraction of the total number of
languages around the world. But
how did we reach such a high
number of languages? Well, there
have been a few theories over
time, some of which have had
some interesting ideas as well as
names. Some original concepts
include the four imitation
hypotheses, which suggest that
language began through human

mimicry of naturally occurring
sounds or movements.
One of these is the ‘ding-dong’
hypothesis, which holds the belief
that humans started naming
objects, actions and phenomena
after a recognisable sound
associated with real life. These
are the onomatopoeic words
including bang and crash and
in Chinese ‘mao’, which means
cat. This hypothesis says that
the first human words were a
type of verbal icon, a sign whose
form is an exact image of its
meaning. This theory is obviously

problematic in that only a very
small percentage of words work
in this way. It’s a shame that the
other 171,000 words in the English
vocabulary don’t work like this;
thinking of 20 onomatopoeias
every lesson to please the
English department definitely
wouldn’t be such a challenge.
A similar idea is the ‘bow-wow’
theory, which holds the idea that
vocabulary developed from the
imitations of animals noises. So
for example, ‘moo’ and ‘baa’ sound
like farm animals and ‘hiss’ sounds
like a snake.
The ‘pooh-pooh’ and ‘ta-ta’
hypotheses held similar, simplistic
ideas that have now been
disregarded. Since this time new
ideas have developed, some of
which coincide with the ‘religion
vs science’ arguments.
On the religious side we have
the ‘belief in divine creation’.
Throughout history many
societies believed that language
was the gift of gods to humans,
with the most familiar found
in Genesis 2:20 where Adam
gives names to all of the living
creatures. This follows the idea
that humans were created
from the start with an innate
capacity to use language.
Alternatively there is the more
scientific natural evolution
hypothesis which suggests that
at some point through their
evolutionary development
humans acquired a more
sophisticated brain. This made
both learning and language
invention a capability. The idea
follows that our primate ancestors
used simple vocalizations and
gestures which have been
developed over time.
But learning languages hasn’t
always been as easy as staring at
a French textbook for hours on
end. Throughout history people
www.portsmouthhigh.co.uk
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have experienced restrictions on
the language they are able to use.
This includes many Americans in
1917. Not only was war declared
on Germany but war was waged
on the language of the enemy
at home, when German, the
second most commonly-spoken
language in the USA at the
time, was banned. This aimed
to prevent German spies and to
encourage immigrants to speak
English, which was made a badge
of patriotism. Spanish speakers
experienced similar oppression
during Franco’s dictatorship of
1939 to 1975 when the regional
languages of Galician, Basque and
Catalan were banned. The effects
of this are still present today as
Catalans fight for independence
from Spain. Here, language is
a key part of personality, and
the repression against this
has resulted in these Catalans
wanting to have separate ideas,
cultures and lifestyles to those of
Spain.
With the total of 6909 living
languages currently recorded
in the Ethnologue catalogue,
what actually defines whether
something is a language?
Evidently it is not the amount
of speakers as just 6% of
these languages collectively
account for 94% of the
population. It is perhaps also
not dependent on whether it
consists of speaking, as there
have been claims that animals
have their own languages.
If we look at honey bees, being
social insects that live in a
colony, the task of producing
honey must require some form
of communication, and it could
be argued that the movement of
bees is in fact a type of language.
For example, if a scout bee is
successful in finding pollen and
nectar, they will return to the hive
and dance on the honeycomb.
This dance is often referred to
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as the ‘waggle dance’, which
is a series of movements that
teach other worker bees the
location of food sources which
can range to 150 metres away
from the hive. This dance is very
specific. For example, the speed
at which the bee beats its wings
communicates the distance of the
foraging site whilst the direction
is shown through the bee aligning
her body relative to the sun.
Similarly, there have even been
ideas that twins possess their own
language. Whilst at junior school
I was convinced that this was true
after a pair of twins persuaded the
whole class they could read each
other’s mind. After telling one of
them a word, the other one knew
what it was and we could never
work out how. But, clearly I wasn’t
the only one who believed this, as
there is a proposed phenomenon
called cryptophasia, in that it is
thought that due to the huge
amount of time the two siblings
spend together they develop
their own ‘code words or actions’.
Likewise, sign language uses
actions rather than words and
yet is still classified as an official

“
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With the total
of 6909 living
languages
currently
recorded in the
Ethnologue
catalogue,
what actually
defines whether
something is a
language?

”

language. It is a visual means of
communication using gestures,
facial expressions and body
language.
With these supposed languages
of animals, twins, as well as sign
language, it seems evident that
language has a diversity that goes
further than just words.
But it’s not just languages that
vary between countries, as
cultures and traditions are also
very diverse. For example, when
we think about the tooth fairy
here, you think about putting
your tooth under your pillow and
it being replaced by a pound coin
by the morning. However, this
isn’t quite how it works in a lot of
other countries. There are various
countries in which the tooth fairy
is in fact a mouse. In Spain it is
known as ‘Ratoncito Perez’ whilst
it is called ‘El Raton Miguelito’
in Colombia. In other countries
the ‘tooth fairy ritual’ is different,
including in Greece where the
child throws their tooth as high
and hard as they can towards the
ceiling. This is believed to make
the teeth strong and provides
good luck. In Jamaica, on the
other hand, the children are told
of horrible stories which involve
a calf taking them away if they do
not shake their tooth vigorously
in a can. The noise supposedly
drives the calf away. In Turkey the
lost teeth can be used to convey
parents’ expectations of their
children. For example they may
bury the tooth near a hospital if
they want their child to become a
doctor.
There is also a huge diversity
in the ways in which we greet
people. Whilst in Japan a bow
is customary, in France a kiss
is planted on each cheek.
However, the number of kisses
is dependent on the area, as
while in Paris 2 kisses would
be expected, 3 is the norm in

Nice and 4 in Vendee. In order
to appear respectful in India it
is common to touch another
person’s feet, which is known
as pranama. One greeting that I
found particularly interesting is
in the Philippines where young
Filipinos greet their elders by
bowing before taking the other
person’s hand and pressing the
knuckles to their forehead. This
is called the ‘Mano’. In contrast,
Tibetan monks stick out their
tongues to greet people, as well as
pressing their hands together and
placing them in front of their chest
to show that they ‘come in peace’.
This greeting originated through
proving that they were not the
reincarnation of a cruel king from
the 9th century that had a black
tongue. Whereas in England,
greetings and meeting people are
often awkward situations, with the
struggle of not knowing whether
to go with a hug, wave, a simple
‘hello’, or ‘you alright?’.
These differences in greetings
and the tooth fairy only define
a very small part of a culture.
With so many variations in how
people go about their lives around
the world, the question raised,
is whether simply learning a
language is enough to understand
a country and its population?
The experience which Charlotte
and I had in Spain during the
summer, suggested that the
answer to this question is no.
We tried to explain some English
traditions to our Spanish teacher
and an Italian student, who both
spoke fluent English. However, it
proved difficult to explain how
here in England, ‘tea’ isn’t just
a drink but also a term many
people use to refer to their dinner.
It also appeared that sarcasm
isn’t used so much in every
country after Charlotte managed
to insult someone on their
birthday by calling them ‘ancient’.
Despite this, we were surprised
to find out that a lot of the jokes
which we have in England on

social media sites are also enjoyed
by other countries around the
world. Our teacher, Alejandro,
loved showing off his knowledge
of memes, including the famous
‘how Italians do things’. Evidently
it is not only language that causes
countries to differ from one
another, and to really understand
the lifestyles of those in other
countries it is necessary to live it.
However, there are also a lot of
differences between countries
which speak the same language,
whether this is variations in how
we speak or of culture. America
vs the UK is a prime example of
this. Is it trash can or bin, plasters
or band aids and jumpers or
sweaters? In England were also
known as being particularly polite,
such as when we repeatedly
apologise when wanting someone
to move out the way when leaving
a train, or feeling resentful for
the rest of the day if someone
pushes into a queue. Whilst
in America last year I noticed
how they are much friendlier
towards one another, with a
family even shaking my hand
whilst introducing themselves as I
boarded a rollercoaster at Disney.
Although Spain and South
America are both Spanish
speaking countries, they
share differences in that they
have different words for some
meanings. Take the word avocado
for example, the translation is
‘aguacate’ in Spain whilst in South

America it is known as ‘palta’.
Similarly, a car is called ‘un carro’ in
South America whilst the Spanish
call it ‘un coche’.
It is evident that our world
consists of many different cultures,
many of which people seem to
have pre conceptions for. For
example, apparently the whole of
the French population constantly
wear stripes and hold baguettes
whilst in Spain you won’t reach
the end of the day without an
afternoon siesta and a dinner of
paella no earlier than 9 o’clock. On
visiting Spain it proved clear that
there is a belief that the English
have a lack of interest in learning
new languages, when our Spanish
host stood open mouthed in
shock that Charlotte and I could
actually construct a sentence in
Spanish. Although it is clear that
a language does not create a
representative image of a country,
I think it is the first step in gaining
a better appreciation and true
perception of the lifestyles and
cultures of the rest of the global
population. And, so I end with a
quote and show my agreement
with Mahatma Ghandi in saying,
‘If you talk to a man in a language
he understands, that goes to
his head. If you talk to him in his
language, that goes to his heart’.
Article by Sixth Former
Alice Lovegrove
www.portsmouthhigh.co.uk
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Why Have Why? Week?
W

hy have
Why? Week
Would you want
to tell students
that the answer to
the universe and
everything is 42 and
not expect them to
question why?
We created why week
to facilitate this type of
questioning and promote a
culture of probing beyond
just the answer. It is more
important to know why
and how things happen
than have the ability to
regurgitate an answer. One
relies on memory and the
other relies on thought. In
an ever-changing world we
need our pupils to think
how to solve a problem to
a question not yet asked. It
may be the case that there
are many ways to reach an
answer or even more than
one acceptable answer.

??

?

Why are mental
health issues viewed
negatively in today’s
society?

Why are open
ended questions
better than closed
questions?

Why do we
need to understand
how we came
to exist?

?

Why are we here?

In Why? Week we tailor our
lessons specifically towards
opening discussions,
extending girls’ thinking
and allowing them the
opportunity to see just what
thought they are capable of.
This is not about a change
to the syllabus but rather a
concentrated time of highorder thinking.

Why might you use a
field experiment rather
than a laboratory
experiment?
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?

Why do some
schools in America
not teach the
‘Big Bang’?

Why haven’t we
done anything about
pollution?

Why does global
warming occur?

Why can some
scientists believe
in both science and
religion?

Why
does suffering
exist?
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Why might some
people prefer natural
law to situation ethics?

Why were
witch-hunts
conducted in the late
middle ages?
Why is human
language
imperfect?

Why are
analogies
helpful?

Murder

by the book...
During ‘Why Week’ we
staged a murder in the
library. The crime scene
was taped off, the body
of the library assistant,
Miss Terry was outlined
on the floor, various
clues, statements
and artefacts were
positioned around the
library.
The detectives then set to work
to discover the perpetrator of
the crime. Working in small
groups they spent their time
gathering evidence to support
their hunches. There were three
suspects, the Head of English,
Head of Science and the Librarian.
After spending time gathering
the evidence the girls then had
to create a presentation, Poirot
style, to unmask the killer. During
this presentation they had to
explain why the murder was
committed, who committed it,
how it was committed and why
the remaining two suspects were
innocent.
The whole exercise apart from
being good fun allowed the girls
to improve various skills, not least
those highly prized by prospective
employers. Communication and
interpersonal skills whilst working
in their teams, analytical and
problem solving skills together
with cross referencing information
were all put to the test . Working
to a deadline, they had an hour
to view all the evidence and clues
then thirty minutes to write up the
conclusion and present it to their
audience. Decision making, what
is important and what can be
continued overleaf...

www.portsmouthhigh.co.uk

7

ignored, speaking and listening
skills, both within their group
and in a whole class setting were
exercised. Prior to the activity
the girls had been studying the
working methods of Sherlock
Holmes with a view to creating a
detective recruitment poster with
a detailed job specification. By
utilising the information they had
previously researched they had
the skills to uncover the murderer
in this fictional situation.

Why?

Everyone who participated in the
‘murder’ was fully engaged for
the entire time asking questions
of each other and trying to bring
a sense of order and importance
to the information they had been
given. The talk was purposeful
and on task, everyone joined in
the discussion, each team really
wanted to solve the mystery.
The library is now displaying a
range of crime fiction for the
budding detectives to read. As
they enjoyed the experience of
trying to solve their real murder
so they may enjoy, just as much,
reading about it too.
Article by Mrs Marie Bartlett,
School Librarian and Learning
Resources Manager
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Girls explored the
question of why
people vote using
mind maps to explore
as many possibilities
as they could

