
What helps students to do well at Key Stage 3? 

Research shows that enjoyment of school and positive attitudes to learning are the optimum predictors of good 

progress and attainment at KS3.  

The final report1 of the Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education 3–14 Project (EPPSE 3–14) 

(published in 2012) makes two main points: 

1. The more students enjoy secondary school, the better they do. 

2. Certain factors are associated with students’ academic success at secondary school, chiefly: a pervasive 

emphasis on learning; the expectation and promotion of good behaviour; and teachers who value, respect 

and support their students. 

It is heartening to have confirmation that you give your students the best chances of succeeding in examinations, and 

in everything else, by concentrating on enabling them to enjoy their time at school and to feel that what you offer is 

both worth striving for and within their reach. 

How mindset influences attainment and progress 

Making a good primary-to-secondary transition helps your students settle in and get on, but even more significant is 

that they come to enjoy their time at their new school, and the sooner the better. The students in research, who 

reported that they ‘enjoyed school,’ had better attainment than their peers who did not. This was in contrast to 

findings during primary school where ‘enjoyment of school’ was not related to academic attainment. So it seems that, 

as students approach and enter adolescence, they are more strongly affected by how they feel about what is on offer. 

Setting the tone 

Difficulties and mistakes are to be welcomed and should be used to fuel determination to succeed 

We must set the tone when to show we expect good things of our students especially when wechallenge them to do 

their best. Difficulties and mistakes are to be welcomed and should be used to fuel determination to succeed. We can 

help by presenting yourselves as learners: confidently fallible, uncertain sometimes, and ready to listen to criticism 

and advice. You can deliberately focus your positive feedback and rewards on trying hard, on helping yourself and 

helping others, and on becoming resilient and resourceful. You can show that you see ability as something not innate 

or fixed but open to development. 

 

 

 

 

 



Talking to students 

Student says: You say: 

I can’t do it. 
You did [another task/activity] well, so I am sure you can do this. 

How else can you try it? 

Can you do this 

for me? 
What have you done so far? What is the next thing to do? 

I’m no good at 

this. 

But you are good at... Let’s see if we can build on that. 

Or: Well, it may be hard now, but you will improve if you keep trying 

with… 

I don’t like this. 

It’s boring. 
Remind me what the point of this is. 

I can’t do this. I 

give up. 

Do you want to look at how other people have done it (or are 

managing)? 

I’ll never be any 

good. 

I do not agree. You can be as good as you decide to be. Remember 

how you worked hard on … 

I’ve done this 

before. 

Is it worth improving on past performances? What did you do well 

last time? Can you see ways of developing this further? 

This is too easy 

for me. 
I can make it more challenging. Are you up for this? 

It seems especially important to promote positive attitudes and success in English and mathematics. Cross-curricular 

links and projects have a role to play in this – something you can prompt and support. 

The research also found that time spent on homework was a strong predictor of better progress in all three core 

academic subjects and of better social-behavioural outcomes. So strategies for engaging and purposeful homework 

are recommended; for example, longer projects on topics chosen by your students, which they begin in lessons and 

continue at home; homework that has an element of personal research and wider reading; for students who need 

support and an environment where they can work, homework clubs at the end of formal lesson time. 

 

 

 



Putting the emphasis on the individual. 

Students most appreciate being treated as individuals. The more we can arrange to speak personally with 

students, the better their frame of mind and the better their progress 

Better attainment and progress across Key Stage 3 were found in schools where students said there was a strong 

‘emphasis on learning’ allied to a positive ‘behaviour climate’. The National Foundation for Educational Research 

has consistently shown that students most appreciate being treated as individuals. The more we can arrange to 

speak personally with students, the better their frame of mind and the better their progress. 

Emphasising learning is very different from encouraging students merely to be compliant or to want good marks. 

Outstanding schools focus relentlessly on enabling students to learn new things and strive to achieve their best. 

Research found that students made more academic progress across Key Stage 3 where they reported having 

positive ‘teacher support’ and felt they were valued and respected by teachers. These factors also predicted 

improvements in social‐behavioural outcomes, although the effects were smaller than for academic outcomes. 

There is nothing soft or comfortable about this. It comes from a combination of genuine and thought‐through 

regard, care and empathy for young people. It requires clear, agreed classroom policies about responding to poor 

behaviour. It means modelling constructive attitudes, speech and action. Taking such measures enhances students’ 

self belief and ultimately their chances of reaching their full potential. 


