The Big
Classroom:
How a cross-curricular event drew on
soft skills and academic strengths in the
humanities and sciences
Yvonne Williams
Head of English and Drama at
Portsmouth High School GDST

W

e have long suspected that routine lessons give students a
thorough and systematic approach to their subjects which
can be applied in a range of internal and external tests. But what
we do less of is providing real contexts to show how to use the
skills to solve problems. And perhaps what we don’t do enough is
develop pupils’ strengths outside the curriculum.
The Task: A Community Consultation Exercise
With this in mind, the school’s science and English departments got
together to plan an afternoon event which would use groups as
committees in a simulated consultation. The scenario presented was
that a company wanting to build a large theme park was seeking
planning permission to build the park on Southsea Common.
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was also interesting to see from
the feedback where groups got
side-tracked. What was good
was the recognition of a need to
support each other.
The selection of speakers at the
end was done according to who
felt most confident. Usually this
was a good tactic. It can be that
the speakers’ self-consciousness
can get in the way of a good
presentation and therefore
disappoint others if their hard
work is wasted.

Portsmouth City Council
was consulting a number of
stakeholders in the area, such as
local business people, residents,
traffic management, the
emergency services, Portsmouth
High School, environmental
activists, transport companies
and, of course, the company itself.
Each group was provided with
relevant sources such as the
actual traffic management and
local economic information about
the city and the location itself
in order to make a decision. In
addition there were articles about
traffic fumes, noise pollution and
wildlife conservation. Groups had
to sift through the information
to find what was relevant to their
cause and to consider what an
opposing argument might be
so that they could successfully
present their cause to the rest of
the assembled groups.
In addition, the scientific
information was provided via
web links for groups prepared to
go the extra mile to look into the
serious science of it all.
Finally before the groups began
their work they were advised to
assign roles to each person in the
group so that the work would be
evenly distributed.

It was very interesting to see how
the exercise played out. The Pupil
Voice Survey carried out in the
following Thinking Skills session
indicated that generally the task
was clearly understood.

Use of Information
Some groups stuck to the
information provided and did a
thorough sift. This was perfectly
acceptable because often there
was enough to provide a strong
case. Others felt dissatisfied
with the amount of useful data
provided and so were more open
to using their phones to research
the scientific element further.
Both approaches were perfectly
acceptable.

Groupwork
There was some interesting
feedback on the ways in which
groups had split the
workload amongst One group was so
Because there
individuals. In some
democratic
that
it
was a lot of
cases the roles
information
were apportioned didn’t have a leader.
provided, groups
as directed in
Someone else felt
had to skim and
the opening
brief. However,
that leaders did not scan to select
where to make
some were more
get to do much.
a deeper dive
task-focused and
and what lines of
divided the reading
enquiry to follow.
and note-making up so that the
Dividing information meant
group could discuss the findings
greater coverage, so was good
and amalgamate the information.
use of the group’s resources. If
this division of labour was wellSome groups decided that
managed and synthesised at the
it would be better to ensure
end then the final result was a
everyone was fully engaged.
wide-ranging argument.
One group was so democratic
that it didn’t have a leader.
It became clear that one or two
Someone else felt that leaders
articles on the environment were
did not get to do much. There
more influential – that might
was some role-switching when
have been because newspaper
leaders became researchers and
materials are very accessible
another member of the group
and students are accustomed
took over task management. It
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to reading for information and
shaping it for other purposes.
These skills are taught in all
humanities subjects in particular.
It was very impressive that all
groups came up with their speech
in a very short time – about an
hour and ten minutes - and that
the presentations were almost
right up to the bell. The best
presentations expressed an
argument and used the sources to
back up the points.
So what did we all learn from
the Big Classroom experience?
As we had intended we drew
quite extensively on the school’s
Arete skills framework that we
have been developing, especially
the analytical elements and
collaborative ones.
We did question the extent to
which all students would be
involved in the groups which
were deliberately mixed in
terms of personal and academic
traits. In general there were
very high levels of engagement
as we circulated. Not all were
highly vocal but we did see that
some could contribute a lot
through their reading, selection
of materials and writing. It’s
something still to work on to
improve the soft skills of all our

students. Similarly, the speakers
at the end were most usually the
more outgoing students. One
who did not contribute felt that
she should have a go next time.
The most usual response to
the question on how to do
better next time was to make a
PowerPoint. Why is it that this
particular mode of presentation
has such an enthusiastic following
when in lessons and meetings
PowerPoints can be very tedious?
Is the PowerPoint a kind of safety
blanket – a concrete means of
showing that work has been
done?
The amount of scientific
information used was lower than
expected but might have been
a result of the fact that the more
diverse paper sources were more
readily available.
What would we do to make the
Big Classroom more effective in
the future?
In general we were satisfied with
the way in which the groups
worked and the support offered
within them. However, could we
find ways in which to encourage
more spoken contribution for the
few students who see themselves
as shy?

We were generally satisfied with
the way in which the articles were
used but felt more could have
been derived from the council
information, particularly the
diagrams and maps. Should we
place more of a premium on the
reading of data next time in the
instructions to groups?
The group representing the
builders of the Theme Park felt
that they were arguing alone and
that the benefit they had derived
from it was that they could argue
for a cause they didn’t necessarily
believe in. Should we next
time set up an evenly balanced
debate rather than a consultation
situation?
How can we improve the
scientific element in the
exercise?
It seemed that the groups could
be effective without great piles of
data. Or did this simulation raise
questions about how consultation
of interest groups works anyway?
How often are final decisions to
do with community consultations
and projects based and argued
purely on scientific facts?
Conclusions
There was a lot to take away from
this whole year group exercise.
Undoubtedly developing
functional and soft skills, such as
teamwork was in the ascendant.
The year group showed very
high levels of pragmatism and
collaboration. The exercise was a
good one for citizenship, giving
all of us a real insight into how
committees use information
available to them. However,
next time we would like to have
a debate in which the science
makes much more of an impact
on the building of a case or
argument and the facts can be
teased out and confronted.
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The Arabic
Influence in Spain
Annabelle Chafer, Year 13
Annabelle is currently studying A Levels in ??? in the Sixth Form at
Portsmouth High Schhool GDST

Arabs in Spain and tried to gain
back territory from the Christians.
By 1172, the Almoravids had been
replaced by the Almohads with
‘España es diferente’.
an even stricter version of Islam.
But by 1248, the Christians had
This was an advertising slogan used to promote tourism to Spain
become more organised and the
from the late 1950s to the 1980s and Spain is different to other
Almohads had lost all their major
European countries because over the course of 700 years from 711
cities apart from Granada and the
to 1492, the Muslims occupied Spain. Whilst their influence may not
surrounding area. In this way, it
be as prevalent today, there are still many lasting impacts present in
is possible to say that for nearly
aspects of Spanish language, architecture and culture.
three centuries, Muslim Spain
But where did these Muslims
the Christians and the Muslims
comprised over two thirds of the
come from and how did they
was less black and white than
area of the Iberian Peninsula.
come to be in Spain? Although
it may at first seem given that
Throughout this time, the
Berber Muslims from North Africa
there were times when Christian
Christians continued to capture
carried out the initial conquest of
mercenaries fought with one
more territory until eventually,
Spain as part of plans to expand
group of Muslims against another
in 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella –
their territory, Islamic Spain or
group of Muslims and also times
known as ‘Los Reyes Católicos’, the
Al-Andalus as it was then known,
when the Muslims fought with
Catholic Monarchs - completed
soon came to be ruled by a
the Christians against others.
the Reconquista with the capture
member of the Umayyad dynasty
There were also long periods of
of Granada. Ferdinand and
whose capital was at Damascus in
time when Christian, Jewish and
Isabella then decreed that any
Syria. When the Umayyads were
Muslim scholars
Muslims who did
brutally overthrown in 750 in
studied together, ...a significant
not want to convert
Damascus, one of the family, Abd
enabling Greek
to Christianity
proportion of
al-Rahman, escaped to the West
and Roman
must leave Spain.
setting up what would eventually
knowledge
However, even
spanish
vocabulary
become, during the 10th century,
which had been
though their
a new caliphate for Western
“forgotten” in the still used today
physical presence
Islam in Spain, with its capital in
West to be rebecame almost
came from the
Cordoba.
discovered. This
non-existent,
period of time
Muslim influence
Arabic language.
Although the Muslim armies
when members of
remained and is still
managed to conquer the majority
the three religions in Spain lived
evident today.
of the Iberian Peninsula, they
alongside each other in relative
were driven back from Northern
peace was known as convivencia.
For example, a significant
Spain over the first 100 years so
proportion of Spanish vocabulary
that by 814 they controlled an
In the 12th century, a more
still used today came from the
area south of Valladolid, Burgos
fundamentalist group of Muslims,
Arabic language. Most of the
and Barcelona.
called the Almoravids, came
words adopted into Spanish
to power in North Africa and
were either everyday items, new
Even though they were
crossed over into Spain. They
foods and agricultural techniques
occupying Christian territory, the
were shocked by the luxurious
introduced by the Muslims or
relationship established between
and more secular lifestyle of many
words associated with civic
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Interview with Sixth Former Anabelle Chafer
About the academic lecture:
I was quite nervous before
hand as I had not done
anything like that before.
However, I was quite excited
to look into my subject more
in-depth. I found it interesting
in class and wanted to look at it
a bit more. Doing the academic
lecture gave me motivation
and a reason to look more indepth than I had done in class.
I felt good about it afterwards,
the positive feedback made
me realise that I was able to
do this sort of thing. It was a
good opportunity to explore
how two subjects, History and
Spanish, could be linked. I hope
to study them at University.
About the article:
Originally I was quite daunted
by the prospect of writing an
article. However, once I got

institutions and specific skills. To
give some examples, almohada,
a pillow, is one of those everyday
items which transferred across
to the Spanish language whilst
albañil, a bricklayer, was adopted
into the Spanish language due
to prestige as the Arabs were
renowned for their very advanced
building skills. Alcalde – mayor – is
one of the civic words transferred.
Foods included naranja (orange),
albaricoque (apricot), zanahoria
(carrot) and arroz (rice). Orange,
as an interesting example, as
the English originally called it a
norange after naranja, but soon
dropped the n to become part of
the indefinite article, an orange.
Algodón, cotton, was another of
the words transferred due to the
prestige they held with the Arabs
at the time. As with naranja, this

started I was able to find the
resources I needed and it all came
together. I think I have improved
my research skills. A vague idea

turned into a specific question.
Also speaking in front of a large
group of people on a new topic
boosted my confidence.

was transferred not only into the
Spanish language from Arabic, but
also English. The Spanish form of
the word, algodón, became cotton
in English as we thought that the
al part was just the definite article,
meaning that to us, it seemed
unnecessary. Therefore, the word
became godon, which then
developed to become cotton,
presumably because this is easier
to say and because of the way
languages change over time.

like the Alhambra Moorish
palaces in Granada and the Gran
Mezquita, the great Mosque in
Cordoba are very easy to tell apart
from their surroundings with
their horseshoe arches, azulejo
tiles and decorative ceilings, all
signatures of the Arabs. They are
also unique due to the level of
decorative detail visible in each
room, with there often being
Arabic writing engraved into the
walls as part of the design. Not
only this, but buildings like the
Almohads’ Giralda tower, originally
the minaret of the great mosque
in Seville but now situated next
to the enormous cathedral, have
become symbols of the city,
showing how even today, classic
Spanish landmarks exist thanks to
the Muslim occupation of Spain.
These buildings are now major

The influence of Arabic
architecture is a lot more obvious
due to the very distinctive features
they used when creating a
building, making them extremely
different to the Gothic facades
being created in Northern Spain
and France at that same time. For
example, classic Spanish buildings
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attractions drawing tourists to
southern Spain and making a
significant contribution to the
economy.
The Muslim presence also
influenced other buildings in
Spain. For example, as a result
of their presence, Cathedrals
in Andalusia, southern Spain,
were often built like fortresses
to protect against attack. You
can see this in the solid, square
facade of the cathedral in Almeria.
Even after the Muslims no longer
controlled particular areas, the
Christians continued to have new
buildings built in the Arabic style
because it was so highly regarded.
This style is known as Mudejar,
which was the name given
to Muslims living in Christian
controlled areas. One of the best
examples of a Mudejar building
is the Royal Alcázar of Pedro of
Castile in Seville, which greatly
resembles original Arabic palaces
from across Andalusia.
Language and architecture are
both aspects of Arabic influence
which we can still recognise and
see today. However, some aspects
of Spanish society, though no
longer as present today, were
shaped as a result of them.
Even until the early 20th century,
Andalusia still upheld its strong
tradition of horse breeding,
which enabled people to show

their position and wealth to the
community. This was a tradition
started by the Arabs. This lasting
influence on Andalusian society is
evident not only from documents,
but also from literature. For
example, in La Casa de Bernarda
Alba, which was written in 1936,
the playwright, Federico García
Lorca, uses the success of the
main character’s attempts at
horse breeding to reinforce
the wealth and superiority of
her family in their local rural
community.
Similarly, the manner of courtship
in Lorca’s time also had a
clear Muslim influence. Whilst
courtship no longer happens
in the same way in Spain today,
it did form a fundamental part
of people’s lives there for many
centuries, therefore showing
once again the lasting influence
that the Muslims had long after
they had been pushed out of the
country in 1492.
As well as all these factors which
have been greatly influential to
Spanish society, there are also
aspects which not only affected
and shaped Spain, but also
the wider European world. For
example, Arabic knowledge of
maths, science and medicine was
far in advance of what was known
in western Europe at the time,
so the Muslim presence in Spain

meant that this knowledge was
transferred to the West.
However, the influence of the
Arabs on Spain is not only limited
to this 700-year period, it is still
ongoing, shaping the Spanish
society of today. Some cities
in Andalusia still have Muslim
districts with Arabic shops,
restaurants and tea houses,
known as teterías – the most
famous example being the
Albaicín in Granada.

Roisin Egan, Head of Assessment and Pupil Tracking
at Portsmouth High School GDST
Ms Egan looks deeper than Why?

In recent years, another type of
Arabic influence has arrived in
Spain thanks to the increase of
Muslim immigration into the
country. In 2018, there were
nearly 2 million Muslims in Spain,
which is approximately 4% of the
population. Spain has generally
welcomed these immigrants.
However, the new extremeright political party Vox, which
is strongly anti-immigrant and
anti-muslim, has exploited antiimmigration feeling to gain votes.
This has had limited success,
although Vox became the first
extreme-right political party to
enter a regional parliament in
Andalusia last December.
In this way, it is possible to see
that the Arabic influence in
Spain has a long history that
goes back to the 8th century and
that continues to shape Spanish
society in many ways today.

Why?
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Why?

A

s the coordinator for the schools’ teaching and
learning programme I reassess and evaluate
the previous year’s progress near to the end of
each academic year and discuss my thoughts and
plans with staff at the start of the new one. I like
to keep it fresh and up-to-date but also feel that
there are things we do each year that are worth
repeating. Some develop into a more productive
initiative with time.
‘Why? Week’ is one such
initiative. Here at Portsmouth
High School we have a week in
the spring term where all staff
are asked to use questioning
techniques to encourage
high order thinking. They are
encouraged to change the slant
of a lesson to question why
something happens, not just
what and when. Why do people
believe something? Why does
a chemical react that way? Why
do certain natural phenomena
happen?
Each year I remind the staff that
it is coming up. I announce it
with enthusiasm and hope that
it is met with the same level of
gusto.Thankfully, here at PHS
people do get behind you and
staff start rethinking their weeks
ahead. Every year I get the most
exceptional feedback of things
that are done in class. Staff
experiment with their lessons
and encourage students to
think for themselves. It always
produces positive reactions from
both staff and pupils and we
often share our results in this

goes on to discuss knowledge
that was once thought of as fact,
but how now been superseded
by new information. This is a
crucial element of scientific
development and as such
questioning whether a ‘fact’
will stay a ‘fact’ takes a true
understanding of proof. How
magazine. It is one of the reasons
can we prove the validity of
I continue to push it year after
information passed our way?
year.
Here then lies the potential
for the most impact of our
This year, I feel
questioning week. In a
...if we can teach society where the ‘truth’
even more
enthusiastic about
is a debatable property
them
to
ask
the
the coming event.
it is imperative we equip
An article in TES
right questions our students with the
(Oct 2019, Clare
ability to question the
we arm them
Sealey, Head
things they hear. It is
of Curriculum
with a true skill not our job to make
and Standards
them cynical, or foster
for life.
for Guernsey) is
negative views, but if
based around the
we can teach them to
question Why? It goes on to state
ask the right questions we arm
that ‘why’ is the most important
them with a true skill for life. In
question we can teach our
times of ‘fake’ news and new
students...
developments leaving old ‘truths’
behind the best minds will be
The article is interesting in
those with the ability to question
that it does not just talk about
why. Why do you think that? Is it
the value of questioning why
evidence based? Can you put the
things happen the way they
information in context?
do, as in our approach at PHS
but also questions why some
This year, there will be another
information is included in the
Why? Week but this time I think I
curriculum and some not. Why
might extend my brief. Let’s get
are these decisions made? This
students thinking about why we
adds a new dimension to the
teach the knowledge we impart
question. Why do we teach the
to them and why it came to be
knowledge that we teach? Clare
this way.
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