
How will the implementation 
of a topic vocabulary 
mat in humanities and 
science support pupil 
articulation in KS1?
Hoxton Garden KS1 Phase

Abstract  
The purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness of a child focussed topic vocabulary mat in science 
and humanities to enhance pupil articulation. It was designed to examine how the topic mats would enhance 
the children’s ability to remember more and make links with prior learning. If nothing has been altered in long-
term memory, nothing has been learned.” (Kirschner, Sweller and Clarke, 2006). In Ofsted’s 2019 review, the 
importance of knowing more and remembering more was identified as a core component of evaluation and is 
now an integral part of their new framework. A topic vocabulary mat, often referred to as a knowledge organiser, 
sets out the important, useful, and powerful knowledge on a topic on a single page, (Kirby, 2015). The children 
selected for the research study were in the KS1 phase at Hoxton Garden, in Year 1 and 2. Each year group was 
provided with a topic mat for their science and humanities topic in spring 1 and spring 2, (Appendix 1 and 2). 

The mat was split into three sections; key vocabulary, what I’ve already learnt and key knowledge. In the study, 
children were interviewed as part of pupil voice at 3 different stages across the research process; at the start 
and end of spring 1, and the end of spring 2. The effectiveness of the mats was measured against the children’s 
responses to questions and their ability to make links with prior learning. Teacher feedback was also considered 
to assess the effectiveness of pupil responses in each science and humanities lesson.   

Introduction  
Hoxton Garden Primary School is a multi-cultural primary school situated in the borough of Hackney, London. It 
is part of a federation of schools which all share a curriculum map, written by internal curriculum specialists and 
designed with a cyclical, layered approach to ensure understanding is scaffolded and deepened. To build on 
and nurture children’s prior learning and experiences, the curriculum is structured through a progression of skills: 
across units of work, year groups and Key Stages. At Hoxton Garden, each subject is monitored and supported 
by a subject leader. The leaders will carry out onsite planning and work scrutinises, which include a discussion 
with children during pupil interviews, to assess children’s understanding and the effectiveness of the learning 
sequences. Through feedback with subject leaders on pupil articulation during in house deep dives, this was 
an identified area of weakness within the KS1 phase. The rationale behind this research was also chosen in line 
with priorities on the school improvement plan. Under the quality of education priorities, an area of focus was 
to ensure systematic application of strategies for recalling prior learning to enable pupils to remember more in 
the longer term. The mats were implemented as a strategy to support children to remember key knowledge and 
prior knowledge, to answer questions about their learning. We need to recognise that new learning is fragile and 
usually forgotten unless explicit steps are taken over time to revisit and refresh it (Davies, 2018).
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Research Process 
The research process was co-ordinated by the KS1 phase leader and undertaken by the year 1 and 2 
teachers. The phase leader designed the topic vocabulary mats, shared with teachers and modelled at phase 
meetings. The intention was for teachers to finish each science and humanities lesson with a slide, displaying 
three key questions, (Appendix 3). The questions were taken from subject leader interviews with the aim of 
exposing children to these style questions. Having regular conversations with children about different subjects 
can have enormous benefits for both the teacher and child, and if it becomes part of the typical learning 
behaviours, then talking to an outsider about their learning will not be as daunting for the children, (M. Miller, 
2018).  To support children to answer the questions, the topic vocabulary mats would be used. There was no 
expectation, and it would up to the class teacher to decide how they would be utilised to support discussion. 
You should encourage teachers to allow time for discussions with the children about what they are learning 
and what they know, (M. Miller, 2018). All children in the class had access to the topic mats, but there were 
identified and monitored focus children to allow the impact to be easier to track. Two focus groups were set 
up, one from year 1 and one from year 2. Five focus children were chosen from each year group, including a 
child from the lowest 20% and a PPG child. A frequently encountered outcome is the tendency for the class 
to delegate responsibility for addressing these tasks to children who can be relied upon to produce the ‘right 
answers’ (M. Miller, 2018). However, it was also insured that PPG children were included in each focus group 
as inspection guidance indictes that, we’re especially keen not to see disadvantaged and pupils with SEND 
receiving a thinner or less ambitious curriculum.  

Findings
Findings support the use of topic vocabulary mats as a strategy to assist pupil articulation, during lessons and 
pupil voice interviews, (Appendix 4). Exposing children to this style of questioning and supporting their articulation 
through the mats was reflected as a success as their responses included key facts they had learnt, and there 
was strong evidence of new vocabulary being applied in the correct context (appendix 4).  Observations and 
teacher feedback show that children felt more confident with using the topic vocabulary mats to support their 
answers after clear modelling from the adults in the study.  

A recent school CPD on humanities on supporting children to remember key knowledge also supports the 
purpose of the vocabulary mats. Teachers within the school are now writing down 4 pieces of key knowledge 
they want the children to learn throughout the half term. This co-insides with the ‘key knowledge’ section of the 
mat. If children are aware and confident in articulating the statements, this could improve their responses during 
pupil voice questionnaires. This section of the mat also supports teachers with identifying the key knowledge that 
the children need to be able to articulate successfully. The process of creating knowledge organisers in a specific 
subject then leads to a consideration of pedagogical content knowledge, the integration of subject expertise and 
an understanding of how that subject should be taught (Ball et al., 2008).

Impact and Conclusion
The data presented indicates that the topic vocabulary mats were a successful tool to support pupils to articulate 
and recall their learning.   The focus children’s confidence grew in each deep dive interview and they were more 
comfortable when asked questions, through regular exposure to them.

All adults taking part in the research agreed that articulation improved week on week and evidenced through 
discussion of the deep dive slide. A key pattern that did emerge was the need to adapt the layout of the mat, 
moving forward.  Teacher feedback indicated that the lowest 20% children were not as confident in accessing 
the mat and suggested that there was too much information on there. Equally, without proper guidance, some 
teachers can become overly reliant on knowledge organisers and this would be an important factor to consider. 
Overall, knowledge organisers can be a valuable starting point for effective curriculum design and a useful 
primer for those new to the topic.
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Appendix  
Appendix 1 – year 1 topic vocabulary mats

Appendix 2 – year 2 topic vocabulary mats

Appendix 3 – Slide displaying questions
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Appendix 4 – pupil responses

Year 1

Year 2


