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Teaching notes 

Researching for non-exam 
assessments 
Leif Jerram  

These teaching notes offer activities, tips and advice for working on extended projects.  

At the core of the English literature A-level, and the whole thrust of the non-examined assessment 
(NEA), is developing the capacity of students to read critically and autonomously, to find things out, to 
discover and discriminate. These teaching notes encourage teachers and students to feel more 
confident about embracing independent study by breaking down some of the cultural and practical 
barriers to students in accessing their own learning materials. It’s important to open up the ‘black box’ 
of independent study, so you can reassure yourself that students are really doing, and really 
understanding, the component skills that make it worthwhile. 

Because of technological and cultural changes, the very ‘object’ at the heart of literature — the book 
— has often become unfamiliar to students. So too have the technologies used to identify, store, 
retrieve and discriminate among books, like catalogues and libraries. 

However, with practical support and a live working-through of the processes, students can be relieved 
that they don’t have to generate arguments and knowledge from nowhere, or assemble disconnected 
internet fragments themselves. What looks like an intimidating process actually becomes enabling, 
calming and soothing when they realise that smart people have sketched out the issues for them 
already, and that by identifying these themselves they can have an impressive, individual and high-
scoring essay. 

It is easy to underestimate how intellectually, practically, socially and culturally challenging this 
process of finding and using books can be. Yet, as teachers, we need practical pathways to address 
exam boards’ criticisms about the lack of autonomy in the first batch of NEAs, as well as their 
comments on the overuse of ‘stuff from the internet’ and whole-class resource packs. We also can be 
confident that the process of producing an extended project equips students with a range of life skills, 
helping with intellectual discovery and preparing them for university interviews, university education 
and the world of work. 

Planning teaching 
It is important to focus on practicalities in planning these activities. First, book a computer cluster for a 
couple of lessons to practice forming word searches on library catalogues. In my experience, these 
skills are impossible to teach through homework or ‘remote control’, despite young learners’ ready 
familiarity with Google searching. In some ways, their ‘Google literacy’ is a hindrance here. 

Second, autonomy inevitably means moving beyond a reading pack and ‘some stuff off the internet’, 
and engaging with physical books. That means considering how students will access library 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2018 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

resources. Possibly, your school is blessed with breathtaking collections of literary criticism. But if it 
isn’t, how will your students become adept users of libraries and books? Will you visit as a group? 
(Librarians at major city and county central libraries will be keen to facilitate this.) Will you equip your 
students with homework to travel (possibly in pairs) to a major city or county central library? If you 
teach far from a central library, a visit might still be worthwhile, but you could talk students through 
inter-library loans at a local branch to get more books later. 

Young learners will be completely unfamiliar with concepts readily available to graduates. For 
example, the classification system will be a mystery to them. More practically, they will not instinctively 
know that if you find one book on the Romantic poets, the chances are the shelves around it will be full 
of alternative ones which could be more useful even if they didn’t crop up in the catalogue. This type of 
ready familiarity with a foreign land is so important in building confidence and autonomy. 

Discussing libraries and catalogues 
It will probably be necessary to overcome some anxieties about large libraries and non-fiction 
resources: they’ll are deeply unfamiliar to most 17 and 18 year olds. Worse than that, they will contain 
long, ‘boring’, challenging books. Tell them you’ll talk them through how to read them more easily, 
more quickly and more usefully later. 

Possibly before going to the computer cluster, ask students to discuss in small groups what the 
differences might be about: 

• who can write material for the internet, and who can write material for books, and what that 
means for academic work 

• what quality controls a library has over its contents, vs what quality controls the internet has 
on its content; 

• what the differences are for knowledge and confidence between fragments found on the 
internet, and whole books 

• what seems weird, dodgy or intimidating about books, as opposed to ‘stuff found on the 
internet’ 

Feed back as a whole class. 

Using catalogues 
In a computer cluster, set students the task of locating the catalogues of the nearest central library of 
the county or a major city. This will probably take two lessons. 

Develop a simple handout with plenty of space between the questions. Start them off with their first go: 
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1) First impressions: using your instincts, can you come up with some pairs of words that you 
think might help find good books. 

 

_________________________ ______________________________ 

 

_________________________ ______________________________ 

 

_________________________ ______________________________ 

 

_________________________ ______________________________ 

 

_________________________ ______________________________ 

 

2) Try these pairs of words out in the library catalogue. Write down the author, title and date of 
publication stirred up by each pair. 

 

3) Which pairs produced: 

• too much material? 

• too little material? 

• most ‘on topic’ reading resources? 

 

4) Talk students through some guidelines for searching catalogues, especially how to combine 
names of: 

• movements: Bloomsbury set, metaphysical poets, counter-culture 

• genres: graphic novel, poetry, screenplay, novel, rap 

• time periods: Augustan, Enlightenment, Restoration, inter-war 

• types of literary criticism: Marxist, feminist, psychoanalytical, close reading 

• topics: love, politics, violence, racism, childhood, war 
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Consider the importance of ‘narrowing’ terms to bring focus for an English literature project: literature, 
criticism, critical. 

Rerun (3) and encourage students to write down everything they find. Collect author/editor names, 
titles, publisher and date of publication. Calm their nerves about the large quantity they’ve produced. 
Equally, prompt students who say they can’t find anything to try more words. 

Editing down 
Ask students about what different types of reading they will need. A few pieces will need to be 
introductory in nature — surveys of the field or topic. A couple more pieces will need to be more 
specific in nature — analysing perhaps the particular text, author or context they’re writing about. Get 
them to evaluate impressionistically what each thing they’ve found is. A couple of examples to help get 
the ball rolling: Literature and Society in Restoration England, 1659-1701 is different to The Politics of 
John Dryden. Both might be useful — but for different things. 

Considering the status of authors 
Ask students about how they might judge the status of what they’re reading. Introduce them to the 
names of major publishers like Penguin, HarperCollins or Little, Brown and the idea of the university 
press. Discuss with them how such publishers spend money on checking the books through peer 
review, and how libraries, over time, pick and choose what they buy. They can google the names of 
publishers — even defunct ones (like Longman or Cassell) — to get a view on them. 

Ask them about how they might judge the status of the author. Are they/were they employed by a 
university, or perhaps they are/were a public intellectual? Google can help here too. 

Finally, discuss dates of publication. More recent is not necessarily better, but often, a recent item will 
survey more critical approaches. Equally, most material published before the 1960s will probably miss 
most of the concerns that populate contemporary literary criticism. 

Ask students to come up with a ‘best guess’ list of three general/survey works, and three more specific 
works. Be clear that they don’t have to read all of these. Some students appreciate being able to see 
the table of contents on Google Books or Amazon Preview to make their judgements. 

Determining usefulness 
Going to the library and evaluating what students find useful is the next step. This can be done as a 
class, which is administratively complex but usually rewarding and effective. Most central libraries will 
have teaching rooms available to discuss how to evaluate books’ usefulness, and librarians will 
typically offer to sign students up there and then. Borrow just one of each book type and plan to work 
on how to break text up into readable chunks, how to read quickly, how to judge for relevance, and 
how to take notes after (not while) reading. 

Or this can be set as a weekend or half-term task, though consider how children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds might fare alone. They can do it, but it requires more ‘off-stage’ set up and 
encouragement to make it possible for them to enter quite a strange environment, and feel 
empowered there. A dry run in a school or college library can help. 
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Useful websites 
Card catalogues make students laugh out loud (if you remember them, tell them about them — they 
won’t believe you), but mocking up some cards for use in class can be a great way of playing around 
with finding subject terms, shelfmarks, publishers and so on. Set quizzes about the cards, or leave 
different bits of information blank on different cards and ask students to collaborate to get a complete 
card. It gets them talking about ‘what means what’ in a catalogue reference. This website breaks it 
down nicely: https://courtauld.ac.uk/study/resources/book-library/about-the-book-library/catalogue-
guides/how-to-use-the-library-card-catalogue 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=x9diL8-ZpAk shows a good graphic representation of the process, and 
provides opportunities to ask what the searcher is doing. YouTube has plenty of other videos on the 
topic too. www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ui-iFnS-9hs is more explicit in its instructions.  

http://www.refme.com is an easy way for students to collect their references, notes about their 
references, and formatting for their references.  

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


