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Great Lessons 1: Probing

Introduction

In all the talk of improving teaching and learning, sometimes i no often i there is too much talk about the model OfSTED
lesson. Too often this leads teachers into thinking of idealised lessons than can only be turned out in special
circumstances or that Outstanding lessons require us to devise an elaborate box of tricks to show off with. However, as |
have said elsewhere,it is the 99% of lessons that are never observed that really matter. So, we need to focus on things
that we do every day.

Two related ideas:

1)1t is the spirit of an idea that is important, not the | ett
embedded it i s organi c -anmdivitgpueksdifron a téokkie (Mar)Jankes) a st uck

2) In improving as teachers,we ar e not coll ecting tools, we seeking to change
every day. (Dylan William)

I am planning to create a series of short posts called Great Lessons that focus on aspects of routine practice i because
lessons can be routinely outstanding.

Probe probe probee.
Great Lessons 1: Probing Questions

On my recent | earning walks and in recent for mal observations,
a lesson where the teacher is talking and you immediatelyt hi nk, o6Yes, this is a great | essonbd
the teacher is asking probing questions . There is an intensity to it: solid classroom management is securing complete

attention from everyoneé. eyes fherasmptobing.Thisiswhat they gould be sagimgt | yé and t |

T Thatoés interesting, what makes you say that?
f Thatdés true, but why do yo
9 Is there a different way to say the same thing?
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Can you give an example of where that happens?
i Can you explain how you worked that out?
I So what happens if we made it bigger or smaller?
1 Really? Are you sure? Is there another explanation?
9 Which of those things makes the biggest impact?
I  What is the theme that links all those ideas together?
What is the evidence that supports that suggestion?
9 Does anyone agree with that? Why?
9 Does anyone disagree? What would you say instead? Why is that different?
I How does that answer compare to that answer?
T But what 6s the reason for that? And how i
1 How did you know that? What made you think of that? Where did that idea come from?
9 Isthat always true or just in this example?
9 What would be the opposite of that?
9 Isittrue for everyone or just some people?
9 Isthat a direct cause of the effect or is it just a coincidence, a correlation?
f Not sure if thatodéds quite righté have anot
T Thatdéds the gist of ité but is could you say that more fluent

It seems to me, on reflection, that the natural tendency to hold exchanges like this with individuals or a whole class is a
key feature of excellent teachers. At a whole-class level, the dialogue is conducted with some energy and passion, moving
from student to student, bringing the students from the back and the corners into the fray. There is discipline; everyone
listens to everyone else as the probing continues. Each respondent gets at least one teacher bounce-back but often
repeated exchanges, dialogues, develop as deeper and deeper answers are sought.

Spontaneously, as an interlocking element, the whole-class exchange is re-directed regularly so students discuss in pairs
or groups, giving everyone an opportunity to engage. Here, the students adopt the modelled approach and begin to probe

themselvesé they ask each wonlecher questions in a probing s
l's it is A or Bé does it get bigger or smaller? Why does it ge:
4 mark answer? Have we explained it enough? &

Then, the probing continues as the teacher circulates or when the class is brought back.

|l 6ve started with this because | l' i ke to think that aand out st an(
(or in the KEGS outdoor classroom) with no kit, no resources and nothing to write on. It is just you and them.. and a really

good key question. A less confident teacher will not probe enough, will accept surface responses or will not create the

intense atmosphere of active listening required from the class. Sustaining probing dialogue with any number of students

that engagest hem al | is the hallmark of a great teadwamgéandsiof 6s wher ¢
|l earnt hgdbnumber one habit. Probe probe probeé

| am not going to try to emulate the fabulous work in these blogs on questioning:
1) Alex Quigley http://huntingenglish.wordpress.com/2012/11/10/questioning-top-ten-strategies/
2) John Sayers http://sayersjohn.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/questioning.html

Please read them. But,toret ur n t o my point at the starté the ideas here nee!
so that they become habits, part of the routine, part of the o
the lesson.
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Great Lessons 2: Rigour

Aiming High every day through figour and scholarship

This series of posts is about the habits of teaching; the things we do every day; the strategies and attitudes that define our
default mode. These are the characteristics of lessons that feel outstandng as soon as you walk iné no
just embedded routine practice.

The first was about Probing Questions. Thissec ond post i s about the gener al pitch and t
and Scholarship6 is our phr asseforadarninghigsawnioheles nstq definatheespiritdf r om o wur

what we are trying to achieve and where we need to improve. The idea of rigour goes to the heart of what | have described

as Taotd | Phi | o slofprimat or drép-in@Bsérvations, it is always true that great lessons are characterised

by a high level of rigour

The nature of rigour can be highly subject specific, but there are some over-arching characteristics:

9  The teacher pitches the material very high; there is no doubt that the most able students in the room are challenged
and engaged.

i The teacher presents a strong command of the subject and uses that to select appropriately probing questions and
tasksé this may come across as O6passiond6 but not necessaril.y
what wedre talking about here.

9 The teacher can respond intelligently to questions and can back-fill or widen discussion with examples, counter-
examples and tangential ideas.

f Students are required to give precise answers, extended ansy
not just the What.

i The use of accurate subject specific language is expected and reinforced.

i The teacher is prepared to challenge and accept challenge back; it matters that things are right i or that they are
examined for truth and the general tone of the lesson is one of searching ever deeper.

i There is usually a general sense of high expectations in range of areas: concentration span; extended writing;

independence and self-help; maturity and sophistication etc. All these things reinforce a rigorous approach to
learning in the classroom.

1 Thefocusisonintrinsicrewar d and moti vation through th
funo. . but actually, in great | essons, st
progress. Serious endeavour, rigour and enjoymentarei nt er t wi nedé a g
suggests that the 6fundé is all the easy s

igour
de gr os se
eat teacher never
uf
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The elements of a rigorous approach.

In some circumstances it can be true that relationships and good behaviour management are more important than subject

knowl edge, but only to a degree and only if webre setting our
more CPD time deepening or refreshing their own subject knowl
being ateacherwhose | essons are routinely outstanding and it shows if
However, i mportantly, it i snot a O6sufficient conditionbo; in o
former colleague, (name changed to protect identity) to definetheult r a pedantic O0strictly speaking
who O6knows their stuffodé but candt get more than two kids in tl
well-meaning teacher who busks their way through the material, not really knowing how to nail a solid A* answer with
confidence, i snot wh at you want either. | think weodreasentitl ed
i mplications for anyone who teaches new mat eeedtaldoyouaownew syl | ¢

homework and get on top of it.
How doesrigour come across in different subjects? Here are examples | ¢

Y7 Geography: Students plotting graphs, being drilled in the precision required; points in the right place; aligning multiple
variables in the appropriate columns; starting the line in the exact spot required and getting the decimals places correct.
This early training allows them to tackle complex synoptic tasks later on at GCSE and A Level where accurate data
analysis is an assumed prerequisite for a range of problem solving challenges.

Y12 Maths: Students asked to identify a general formula to cover all possibilities to define the factor theorem, comparing
the method with long-division of polynomials where the vertical alignment of each power of x was critical. The ability to
identify different equally valid methods was key, whilst also challenging students to select the most effective.

Y11 Physics: Students needing to produce a 5 mark answer to describe and expl aint he function of a tran
using electromagnetism and concept of induction. The scope for
out misconceptions, challenge sloppy use of terms (such as current, potential difference and magnetic field) and ensure all

students can relate the theory to the practice.

Y12 History: St udent s reading and discussing the | atest examinerds r ¢
see how subtle the requirements are in terms of using prior knowledge in conjunction with interpretations of sources to
answer a question; then applying this to a sample question.
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Y9 Art: Students set a challenging multimedia project with a high degree of freedom but also a tight brief in terms of the
progression of ideas from the B.A.S.H. stimulus. The rigour comes through the pace expected, the depth of thinking
behind the composition and the level of detail in the application of various painting techniques.

Y13 Economics : Students in pairs identifying the key consequences for global businesses of reducing interest rates;
sharing the answers and defending their positions under questioning. The rigour comes from expecting students to weigh
up the relative effects of competing trends and come to a conclusion, again, using appropriate terminology and citing
relevant examples.

Y9 German: As profiled in this post, students given a translation task, using various resources to identify the grammatical
features of a sentence and the required word endings. A strong understanding of cases is developed from Y7 to allow
students to experiment and explore new and unknown phrases.

Y7 English: students discussing structure and imagery in The Lady of Shallot, following a student presenting an extended
exposition of the key elements of one section. The rigour comes mainly through probing questioning.. and challenging soft
answersthatd on 6t go far enough or are too sweeping.

I could go oné.. The point is that in each case, the level of
students in terms of work ethic are also very high and the focus on detail, accuracy and precision is strong. Rigour in this

context goes hand-in-hand with creativity, open-endedness and experimentation; in fact, the more rigorous the general

approach i s, the more confident both teacher s eaigodrisdatkinglent s ar e
everyone feels insecure in the whole process and no-one ventures anywhere near the edge.

Final Points:
Rigour is part of a great teacherdés attit ude-heart¥dowritinglarn 6t sett
incomplete an s wer s . You cané6t do a bit of rigour every now and then;

automatic.


http://headguruteacher.com/2013/01/09/teaching-mfl-pedagogical-approaches-that-work/

Great Lessons 3: Challenge

Who is up for a challenge?

Number 3 in the Great Lessons series:
Great Lessons 1: Probing Great Lessons 2: Rigour

These posts focus on the habits of great teaching; not one-off strategies but the things we do every day.

3. Challenge:

9 Subtitle 1 : The thrill of the chase.
9 Subtitle 2 : No struggle; no learning
Subtitle 3 : Beware the Buzz that drowns the Fuzz. (I made that up.)

How do you know that a lesson is a great lesson? Sometimes as you enter a classroom, or even before you open the
door, you detect a buzz of activity; the students are busily engaged in discussion or group work trying to solve a problem
or work out the grammar rules; they might be excitedly getting stuck into their practical work or setting up the apparatus for
their experiments. It might be that a student is standing at the front reading out his poem or his analysis; there might be a

pair of studentsrunning t hr ough their thematic timeline of the play theyodyv
or expert groups waiting to receive envoys from the others. Li\
But t hat i snot it A bit emfoulgthzz tiheerwon e rnfoule... Ibnutf aicttd s bruaztz

lessons can be heads down slog-outs; they can be quietly pensive i like a life drawing class or a session of maths practice
or extended writing. Great lessons can be routine, no-nonsense, work-outs.

The point is that Great Lessons, with or without the buzz factor, have something in common: Challenge. Not just for a few;
for everyone. This is the core of any lesson.. and perhaps should be the single most important thing you think of in

plannnga | esson. Not o6what am | going to do?6 or o6what are the
concepts?06 As you wal ki@ewer hief dyoou hdverd@tssplommned anyithing at
the thing you should be thinking is: What is the main challenge for this lesson? But even that isndt quite

opportunities for challenge is not necessarily something you plan at all; it is actually another habit. For great teachers, it
is embedded in the spirit of  every lesson.

Perhaps the Holy Grail of challenge are lessons that lead to Flow, where the challenge levels are continually just ahead of
the level of skills:
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Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Flow: Where challenge and skill levels are high.

A brilliant example of this is skateboarding as | describe in this post:
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autonomy ceward
I'n practice, routine, habitual challenge manifests itself in m
LOW CHALLENGE: In my experience, the most common reason for lessons to be sub-standard is thatthere i sndét enough
challenge:
T Students are engaged in tasks that are low |level; they may ¢k
could be meaningl ess This could be because of O0nonsense cor
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Nonsense Comprehension Quiz Time!

Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions that follow.

Once upon a time a tawndy rapsig named Gub found a tix of pertollic asquees. So chortlich was he with
his discovery that he murtled a handful to show Kon, a cagwitzpat. “Pagoo!” cried Kon. “With these you
could treeple a frange!”. “No,” smiled Gub, “| think I'll just paible a catwicine.” *

1. What did Gub find?
2. How was Gub feeling with his discovery?

3. After Kon cries Pagoo, what does he suggest to Gub?

Nonsense Comprehension. Some Science textbooks are like this.

f Then there is the illusory fuzz of 6research and presentod. |
shown me her impressive diagrams of the electro-magnetic spectrum and her completed As si gnment Sheet é. bu
coudnot tell me a single thing about it; she did not wundersta
and re-arrange a stack of information from A to B without learning a thing.

9 Failure to establish prior knowledge and understanding is another common cause. Superficially students are busy,
but they are just going over old ground..or expectations ar e
card on Publisher with clip artégive me a break! They do t he

I For methe worst symptomofa 61 ow challengeé disposition is a teacher who
struggle timeéal most a fear of the silence that follows a qt
of their misery.

1 An extension of that is recipe syndrome . fiFoll ow these instructions, exactly, an
more. A pet hate of mine is being in a lesson where it is clear (to me) that the students are screaming.. JUST LET
ME GET ON WITH |1 Té but the t eaeri@hitsofinferemimdesadds t o gi ve out ar
warningsé..fingers are scraping down the desk..

Anxious to get on with the lesson or to get through the material, teachers can by-pass the thinking and learning by denying

students the opportunity to process, to struggle, to make choices and to make mistakes. The same happens if teachers

aretoocontrol-f r eaky and cand6t bear the 6chaosd of students getting th
HIGH CHALLENGE : Where teachers have an instinct for challenge, this is the sort of thing you see:

1 DeepEndinstructions. I n setting up a task, there is a brief overview ¢
engage with the challenge, make decisions, check for understanding and then get started, drawing on the resources
at their disposal. Deep End practical work in Science i s (gr e
of f you goé. .o

i  Think, pair,share. 1 6 ve wri tten ab o iihteWashingdiansstof Laarneg lg high ehallenge lessons,
this mode of questioning is absolutely standard; it is the default mode, with plenty of time for the thinking.

9 Struggle Time. Teachers are often phobic about seeing students struggle i and this transfers to the students.

Panicandself-d ef eati sm ensue. lt6s a major beef of mine that from
bad thing.. and, therefor e, somet hing must be wrong if you dondét get it.
confidence that, with persistence, solutions will come after some thought.

9 Probing Questions, i an obvious link to another post in this series plus the habit of reversing the process whereby
students devise questions.

9 Synoptic Tasks: Too much subject content is compartmentalised but high challenge lessons are about making
connections. Perhapsmy all-t i me f avourite example of this is particular Y1

KEGS where students devise a flood defence plan for Shrewsbury. This involves looking at the geology, hydrology,

climate, town development, transport and various other factors, to evaluate a range of options, taking into account

all of the data. It is basically just what the town council has to do. All the content areas layer up into one almighty

challenge with huge rewards. However, Geography lessons routinely have this synoptic feel to them. There are lots

of other examples where multiple examples or sources are studies or where different concepts in the subject
(Maths, Science, Languages).. are linked together, routinely, every lesson.

i Problem solving . In a lot subjects, too much emphasis is placed on straight content i
including my ultimate pet hate of giving extended notes. In great lessons, the challenge comes to
the fore through applying knowledge to problems. A superb approach to problem solving in
Maths is described in this brilliant issue of our Learning Lessons publication by our former Head
of Maths, Rachael Read. The essence of what Rachael is saying is that the intrinsic motivation of
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group problem solving and various Maths game formats leads to high levels of engagement is highly successful.
Further examples are described in this post about Language lessons i grammar detectives and so on.

1 Cognitive Conflict: An idea from CASE and CAME. There is no space to describe this in detail but these should be
familiar to Maths and Science teachers. (No?) TheKingbs Col | ege 6cognitive accelerationd
the late 1980s, are absolutely superb and define a whole approach that embraces the notion of cognitive conflict
CASE is now published as Thinking Science Students have to wrestle with the notion of fair testing, controlling
variables, sample size and so on. The key to the activities is that the teacher needs to allow the students to struggle
ito experieveecdbédmictdt hey make the connections. Giving the
9 Collaborative group work 1 When students in groups are set a clear goal, and roles are defined within groups to
avoid passenger-syndrome, the level of challenge can be massive. Look at this superb post by Alex Quigley on Top
10 Strategies for group work. Group work should not require massive planning; the elements of effective,
challenging group work should be routine, something a great teacher could spontaneously introduce in any lesson.
9 Self directed progression.  This approach allows students to experience skateboarding-style flow in regular
lessons. For example in maths, students can work through levels of questions of increasing difficulty by self-
checking answers as they go. Or, a series of tasks (using text books or other resources) can be made available and
students can be given freedom to select their own sequence; this might include asking students to select which
guestions to answer so that they are working at the optimal challenge level.
1 Pace. | have suggested elsewhere in my Learning Arcspost, t hat épace through depth and no
concept. Pace can be fast or slow. Learning takes the time it takes. However, sometimes, a faster pace is needed
and challenge emerges from creating a sense of urgency. For example in Technology and Art i or in extended book
work T students can drift; they can dabble, dawdle and get lulled into a passive mode. Great teachers use time
indicators, setting time-goals for task that inject an appropriate level of urgency.
9 Reciprocal teaching.. A superb, routine way to ensure challenge is to ask students to explain concepts back to you
, to each other or to another audience through some form of publication or piece of writing. This is a high effect-size
mode of | earning in Hattieds work. Routine use of Od6explain t
what the other person saiddé in classroom exchanges, is highl

Really, the list of high-challenge activities is endless. However, as with all these ideas, the over-riding thing is that they
stem from a general disposition towards embracing high challenge. At the heart of this is a belief that thinking and
struggling are prerequisites for learning and that there is nothing to fear.

From skateboarding to the ripstick: if you are too scared; you will fall off. If you go for it, it starts to come together.
Challenge.
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Great Lessons 4: Differentiation

One Size Does Not Fit All

The aim of this series of posts is to focus on the habits of excellent practice; our default mode. As | have said elsewhere,

every class is a mixed ability class so, regardless of our views on selection or setting, all teachers need to cater for
students with a range of skills, aptitudes and disposit i on s . One studentds Deep End is anothe
an important difference between a healthy period of struggling and drowning; our goal has got to be that all students make

excellent progress, regardless of their starting point, without making things too safe, or beyond reach. Of course, the wider

the ability range in a class, the more difficult andisngori ti cal
guestion that this is happening.

In practice, there are a number of modes of differentiation that teachers typically deploy through the resources used:

Extension Material: very typically, the d6dextra workd student
Support Material: extra layers of scaffolding and simplification to help students keep up.

6Di fferentiati on juydersiood ancomiseuded bubattuaky m crucial $orm of differentiation where
the same stimulus leads to open-ended responses

Completely different tasks: sometimes necessary but complicated.

=A =A =8 =4

Then there are the classroom management methods with various groupings that can be adopted to facilitate differentiated
learning. Slide 7 on this slideshow covers this well:

Grouping strategies C "

Twa groups sil in an
innar and ouler circle

facing each other. They
lake turns to shane

information, exprass
ideas or rehearse

- amgumants.

sl FETERD TH

Different Grouping strategies

However, in keeping with the theme of the blog series, | am interested in the spirit of differentiation as much as the
techniques. For me, Great Lessons are characterised by teaching and learning where differentiation is integral to the entire
process. ie the notion that one size does not fit all and that different learners will be progressing and different rates is
absolutely explicit and embedded. (To those who think this is |
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OK, so how does the spirit of differentiation manifest itself?

1. The teacher knows the students

This is the bedrock. When we meet a new class, they may | ook d
get to know what their learning looks like. The more students you have and the less often you teach the class in a week,
the harder this is and you need to work harder at it. Knowing their names is a start.. but knowing them as learners is
crucial. I n great | essons, the nuanced teacher knowledge of th

This is where baselin e data is very powerful. We have all kinds of data: prior attainment measures, CATs or MidYIS

scores, reading ages, SEN informationé. B U T-studenhimteradtiarts.arhei s i rr el
key is to study the data, to look for issues and to assimilate it into knowledge; ie the stuff you carry around in your head. It

has to come off the page. Too much data can impede that process so we need to be wary of data-overload/over-kill. That

said, if you only ever give a child bookstheyc annot r eadé.
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Then, of course, we needtore-eval uate continually. We canét assume a child is

at the start of term. Data tracking has its place here too and some systems are quite elaborate 7 | found this on an image
search:
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Fancy! Does it help? Well it could, provided that you are acting on the information. Does the tracking then lead to you up-
dating your knowledge bank that then guides you as you plan and deliver your lessons?

But, of course, the most important sources of information are informal lesson feedback from your day-to-day interactions,
followed by the information you glean from mar ki mgrkihb®soks and
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planning, for this very reason. We also need to be open to feedback from parents. Very often students will report to their
parents that they are finding work too easy or too difficult before the teacher has noticed and we need to listen and
encourage dialogue of this kind; to dismiss it is folly!

Assimilating all this information so that lesson activities and the level of challenge are finely tuned is the goal. Knowing
your students is critical. But,itisonl 'y t he start. The point is that you do somet hi i

2. The differentiation issue is explicit
In great lessons, the language of differentiation permeates the whole discussion:

The learning objectives are inherently differentiated 1 and, no, | am NOT advocating that you write these slavishly on the
board! But it should be clear that there are various learning goals that different students should be aiming for. In great
lessons, the teacher cuts to the chase, anticipating that certain students will need to push forward or need support, right
from the start. At other times, it is sensible and desirable to see how people get on with a core activity before they diverge.
This requires some routines:

What do you do if you dlobove khmhewlwmaEmitiohdo&@&ka @t hel azyteacher ]
brain, book, buddy). Teaching self-help learning strategies is a vital tool in the kit.

What do you do i f Ideallyuadyaetivity should bensetds? in advance so that there is no such thing as

6finished6. I'n great | essons, you never see students waiting,
classroom culture should encourage pushing on to utehe trhexst O&lceawe
dod6 spirit that gives student confidence to get into the deep ¢

| think it is legitimate 1 actually it is necessary i to give students a degree of ownership and responsibility for
directing their learning in terms of the level of challenge. Teachers need to create the opportunities but students need to

|l earn that, ul ti mately, it is up to them to find their | evel ;
readers and t heydr e examd. Thenthere i also s considerdtion mfgselftedieem. It can hold a student
back to know they are on the o6thick tabled (I have heprd that

toed around. Again it comes down to culture. Mixing up the groupings over time, using a range of differentiation strategies
and creating a general deep-end high-challenge spirit is needed; knowing how students deal with this on the self-esteem
scale is part of that knowledge bank, just as much as their NC sub-level.

3. Differentiation is embedded and habitual

Al t hough | am interested in the notion of a oO0spirit oefe differe
are lots of examples. See this from David Didau (againi| know, hedés quite brilliant isndt he
I'n recent | essons |1 6ve seen some excellent approaches:
9  Self-leveling resources: students able to tackle Pythagoras questions of increasing difficulty, self-checking answers
and moving through at different rates.
9 Bronze, Silver and Gold questions: questions on cards, at different levels with students able to self-select according
to confidence and success.. with teacher prompting some to move on or consolidate.
9 Scaffolding frameworks at different levels: essay writing guidance with varying levels of structure. In this example
three levels: one with no support; one with paragraph outlines and another with sentence-level starters.
i Homework choices: Thisisamock-up of a strategy | 6ve seen where the overarc
for the tasks at different | evels. |l 6ve made this generic bt

| Kmowledge: Chosse ONE of the five tatks below and complete by

Deun & trabow to shon the|Wrre o descriztion ol  the| Draw o bty Moelid Sugrae to
pagaence of vy whiuremarss o oo of ey pesple. | Bostrme the mas termy.

Undericanding and Application: Chaom TWO of che stz taka Below wnd complecs by....

Predirs & Do yote praetson [ Wiee & S0 word aip opnrg] Dacribe sfut pou s4e over &

for poar chems out the key e the man thames panod of Tew g McourE Tor the
changes.

£ Analysis and S Croore TWO of @ |1 tuks Selow and complats by ...

Mdx 3 pndy neeo e hghigs
e eTTond AT

Wiree an magned detate betwen
Loeh Sides of T WpUant

Owmgn 8 brochare for adely, pers
P5¥I0G ThHire T3 Tk ¢ on Mener

Freduce & pace of wtwerk tlng
ithis apkc o the sewls

Mée & wha page o0 the ME o
engage revders n the Ley mrus

VAR the webide waw . e wets
o evihanon of 1 e¥emamen
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9 Leadership grouping: more able students given leadership responsibility in each of a number of mixed ability groups
with a o6group goal 6 that required any group member to report

So many strategies to choose. In great lessons, the strategies are woven into the fabric of the lesson with one overarching
strategy that is common: Inclusive Questioning . This is the teacherds great skill: t o
question and answer exchange.. adjusting the level of questioning to the student in a subtle way. Mini-whiteboards are

brilliant for this...so you can feed off the answers. Think-Pair-Share is another superb method. But the spirit of

differentiation makes these things completely automatic, embedded, everyday features of lessons. Everyone engaged,;

everyone challenged.

4. No student is held back by any other
Letds not be under any il lusions. T hi eendiGan ittbh done@ bhelevesof If t he ¢ ha

every class is a mixed ability class and, in all contexts, there are teachers delivering Great Lessons every day, the proof is
there.


http://headguruteacher.com/2012/08/28/the-number-1-bit-of-classroom-kit-mini-whiteboards/
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Great Lessons 5: Journeys

- ™ - . £
o= A } ] : =l ‘
Where are we? Where to next? How are we going to get there?

This series of posts is about the habits of excellent practice; the things we do every day in the classroom; the attitudes and
dispositions we need to have in order to embed excellent practice into our routines i our default mode.

This post is about journeys. In terms of learning, students are continually on the move i at least they should be. No
learning episode stands alone; it is always part of bigger picture i a small step on a long journey. In Great Lessons, this is
always very clear and explicit, forming an integral part of the discourse between teachers and students i automatically,
without too much thought. For each individual and for the class as whole, any one particular lesson builds on what has
gone before and sets up what is to follow. Where lessons are less successful, these links are less obvious; a lesson
seems i solated, the |l earning is disjointed and students are | ef

There are three aspects of the 6journeydéd that | feel are especi
1. The journey through stages of understanding

Understanding this is the bedrock of excellent, embedded AfL practice as described in an earlierpost 6 Br i n g Alimegn Af L
Every CIl dhekeypontisthis:

First, learners need to establish where they are in their
knowledge and understanding,
“What do | know already

Then, they need to establish clearly where they want to go.
“What are the standards or skill levels | am aiming for?”

Finally they need o know how to get there from where they are,
“What, exactly, do | need to do now to make progress®

The essence of formative assessment.

The OfSTED mangle has introduced a raft of hoop-jumping jiggery-pokery around the notion of progress over time but
real l vy, it i sndt r oc keete nsheriaecnecde.. Tiot bjeugsitn nweietdhs, tiot bi s really i
points; not to assume they are secure in their knowledge and c
this in another earlier post about the issue of teachers underestimating what students already know.. teachers need to
establish this. How? Questions, pre-testing, mind maps; mini-whiteboards, general probing, i there are lots of ways. It is
important elementofad t ot al phil obaphyhef o@&aad do | know alreadyd questio
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Then, we need to know where we want to get to i just as we do in planning any journey. Where are we going? Again,
webdve all owemprocesses to mashg a fairly simple concept. There is NO point telling a student they are at
C and need to reach B then A; there is no meaning in saying you are at 5a, so 6c¢ is just within sight; we need to strip all
that away and talk about the actual work.

In English, for example, the goals can be established concretely in terms of the actual quality of writing and the various
components that contribute to it:

We arrived in an hours time. The traffic was bad and | hobuld over to a chair and sat
there with my manager while my dad went to reseption. By the time we got to the
hospital my leg had swollen up to the size of a baby elephants foot. | was called in.
the doctor said ‘What is your name?' | said ‘Mark." | was given an x-ray and sent to
the emergency room and was told some hart breaking news considering that | had a
big fight coming up, they said, you have broken your tibia and sprained your ankle. |
had to stay in a hospital bed for 2 to 3 months.

Reminding myself o steer clear of one of my aunties, | head for the back room. |
dread being hugged out of breath by her. From a distance she could be mistaken for
Pat Butcher from Eastenders. Rotund and robust, she stands formidable with arms
wide open and a huge comic strip smile, ready and waiting to give you that huge hug.
Occasionally, there's a little lift if she's feeling a tad hearty. And yet, despite my best
efforts, there's just no escaping the ‘great squeeze’. This time it's with a pat on the
head as welll She probably still sees me as a ten year old just because I'm shorter
than her grandson, Why does she always wind me up? | grin and grit my teeth. Stay
calm, Remember it is Eid. It'll be over soon. ..

Exemplar material from WJEC English GCSE

In Science, we might talk about understanding and explaining concepts and producing answers of increasing
sophistication:

“We won't send people to Europa because it is a long way and will take too long
to get there, Also, it would be very expensive.”

“It is quite easy to send people to the Moon, as it is not far away. Europa is much
further. It would take many years to get there, so the spacecraft would need to
take more food and might be too big to take off! It is possible that this could be
solved by the people growing their own food on the journey. The spacecraft would
also need enough oxygen to keep the people alive, as there is no oxygen in space.
This would all cost a lot, so it would be difficult to imagine this project happening.
Finally, we have already sent unmanned satellites out to this part of our Solar
System, so perhaps we should use this type of project in the future to gather more
information. This would be better than sending people out on a dangerous and
long journey.”

AQA assessment guidance

In Maths, we talk about the actual problems we want to solve:


http://headguruteacher.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/screen-shot-2013-02-07-at-23-16-17.png
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x/2

Find the fraction that is shaded. With labels, and without.

With goals established, then the core of a Great Lesson is about how we travel from our starting point to where we want to
get to. This requires skill in breaking things down and linking all the other ideas in this series together. The element of this
that needs to be habitual is the repeated cycle of checking; taking bearingsandre-s et t i ng t he path.
to? How are we getting on? Who is here and who is ther
and part of the everyday classroom dialogue in a Great Lesson.

2. The journey in time, from lesson to lesson and all that lies between

In an earlier post | wrote about Learning Arcs; the fact that the journey from teeing up new concepts, to processing them
and, finally, landing with fully assimilated understanding takes varying lengths of time, depending on the students and the
material. In a Great Lesson, it is usually very clear where the learners are along the arc, especially if it is a long one. This
might be too conceptual. A more practical way to think of it is simply to consider how lessons fit into the real-life time-frame
for students.

The journey
through a particular learning episode normally will have started in the previous lessons and will often continue into the next
ones and Great Lessons always help students to make the connections; looking back and looking forward. And here is the
key point: a lot of students will do a lot of their learning in the space between lessons. It is a major error to operate
on the basis that lessons themselves are the only place and time where learning is happening. In fact, teachers need to
make more explicit use of the fact that lessons are really just interim landing points along the overall journey . This is
more obvious with more able students and at higher levels of learning, but it starts at the beginning. Ideally, students
should be bringing learning into the classroom, shaping the lesson that follows; then they should be sent away, fired up
and buzzing to continue the learning process in their own time.
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In Great Lessons, therefore, this process is built-in. This is where homework comes in. For me, homework is an

automatic, embedded, essential element in the whole flow of learning ; | set it almost every lesson with every class..
because the |l earning nevéreastopsachédve wei (SeaeathdoHabiewoek f or
research, effective sizeetc) € | 6 m a big fan. The best form of homework is the

is the basis of where stuidens erd-ledrnematerialismtigablessons are less about giving information and

more about processing it and going deeper t Hlipped guhby flippieg®t i ons . I
You may have missed the point.

3. The personal journey of each student

Finally, in common with another segment on the KEGS Zest for Learning Jigsaw, great lessons support the notion that

each individual student is on a personal |l earning journey. So,
Every individual student is on their own journey. Differentiation, as featured in the last post in the series, is the means for
achieving this. However, once again, it is as much a mindset

same journey. How is it different?

Gloscester . 50 i

r_—

Personal Learning Journeys; different start and finish; different route.

They ol I[fferénastaring daints i what do you do then?

They may be aiming at different end points, according to ability or interest i can you challenge them all and set

appropriate tasks to get them there?

9 They will have different home-life circumstances that make homework and all the inter-lesson activity, more or less
difficult T can you factor that in when setting out the plan for learning between now and next lesson? Do you discuss
how individuals will go about it? What if they get stuck and no-one at home can help? These are important
considerations. For some students the life-cloud that lessons fit into is chaotic and restricting; for others it is a super-
charged fast-track. Still, learning between lessons can and should happen.. it is just a question of finding the best
way.

9  Some students (like me) will value a helicopter overview of the entire course in order to see where they are going .

Below, for example, is a summary of GCSE Algebra: Providing these resources and making them available at any

time is very powerful for certain students. It shows them the Big Picture so that they can take greater ownership of

their own journey. This has been a strength of my co-construction explorations. The students know exactly where
we are at any time.

E ]


http://headguruteacher.com/2012/09/02/homework-matters-great-teachers-set-great-homework/
http://headguruteacher.com/2012/10/21/homework-what-does-the-hattie-research-actually-say/
http://headguruteacher.com/2012/10/21/homework-what-does-the-hattie-research-actually-say/
http://headguruteacher.com/2013/01/14/flipped-out-by-flipping-you-may-have-missed-the-point/
http://headguruteacher.com/2013/01/14/flipped-out-by-flipping-you-may-have-missed-the-point/
http://headguruteacher.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/screen-shot-2013-02-08-at-00-32-42.png

[ [T r—— - M o e o i L1
[tk st i S [T R

== [ ——ETT

g - " iy o A ey by b

[ — ar el

Ve v propha 11 obom e st | B i b 1 e v g e ke
e e = Pl

e s L
[P R ———

[ ———
[T prerT—— | gty g+ w1y
Farsern e - b Sl A
=T e 1 o oA e P 1 5 4
o o, L e T
[ D g per pu——] e amm 1 i

e

P ] ot o8 b i ol
b o el ol o i M i | B

=Ty aeml

T i it 7 (ol 33 il - e e e e
M, 7 et L R
o=t}

ot s ety gl mam Iz:lu.ln..:..::‘-...---_h..-'v
L e L L Pl e i o 1= 45 0%l 5 2

Kb o e st by b, s | Fon s s v = a1 g e s
el iy

[remrepsr—-

1t e s

Erne: e gt 1 s s e, L i g
oo g o Pl i gl b | 25 P 1
U T o
o ——— R
R v ommmaons e whowy w4 i by 3

P ——

Ii-i-lirl-lh-’r".-'"r"!-u r—b#ﬂiﬁ e
s m g s s = | o o B+ T Wy
b, i o gl o]

The Big Picture; helps makes sense of the detail.

9 Finally, of course, each student has their own set of aspirations and motivations. It is a tough ask to know these in
detall for every student you teach.. but it can make a big difference. Motivation is a major part of completing any
journey and tapping into the real drivers for a given studen
need to know this for the examd never can.

When all of this is embedded so that it is habitual, as it is in Great Lessons, there is a sense that a teacher has a nuanced
appreciation of their studentsd needs, goal s, di fficulisti es, i d
there for them to take which ever way suits them as long as it works: always challenging and driven; but individualised and

personal to the greatest extent possible.
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Great Lessons 6: Explaining

AiStick it to the mané. o Let me Explain.

At the core of a-sefis thenabilityttcexpiaim ¢he coscepss kihedries and techniques that make up their
subject. On the reputational scale, there is no doubt that teachers who explain things well, making the complex simple,
score highly as Great Teachers. | 6ve observed countilmings | essor
process for everyone through the clarity of the explanation. It can be a joy to listen and learn as an expert teacher tells the

story that lifts the fog and makes it possible to see clearly.

Einstein:i 1l f you candét explain iandiiniplwe lyloue doomngghto under st

AiThen a miracle occurso Classic cartooné not too far from real:
For me there are two implications of this

1) Getting students to explain ideas to the teacher and to each other is a great way to determine the depth of
understanding. In fact it is a bread-and-butter element of all great lessons that they are rich with explanatory dialogue. |
come back to this later on.

2) As teachers, for high quality explanations to be habitual, we need to know our subjects, taking time to develop our own

capacity to explain the key concepts simply. | think departmental CPD time would be well spent with colleagues rehearsing

the ways they explain the more difficult material. Too often wt
a key area for improvement and experimentation, for me personally and for others.
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Crucially, Expl aini ng does nvay tratfica Explaining wels is gngirapsrtant dspedtafthighlc o n e
interactive learning of all kinds. Without doubt enquiry and discovery are vital elements of learning; however, very often the

most appropriate thing to do is to push ahead and cut through the confusion by delivering a sharp explanation that brings

clarity and takes everyone forward to greater challenges that lie beyond.

The penny-drop moment happens for different learners in different ways at different times and sometimes the barriers to
understanding can appear unassailable:

How to explain things ..to the disengaged?

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Use familiar examples  Use repetition, humor,

Explain it slowly. Explain it again. i in patient. a0l sosd el aiie
° @ [\5)
( 'This won't work. ) ( This won't work. ) ( This won't work. ) ( This won't work. )

No point standing there explainingéhoping that itds hitting hoi

In talking about explaining, we are obviously talking about doing this in conjunction with probing questioning, differentiation

and challenge. Wedre also talking about gaining attention and
to our s t u tyetonreceide. Howepea, @ven with the conditions right, we still need to have at our disposal a

number of lines of attack that we can use habitually and instinctively as we seek to bring the barriers down.

A quick guide to Explaining
(Mostof thismayseem r eal |l y obviousébut | think it is worth spelling out

1) Make connections from abstract ideas to everyday life
Professor Brian Cox is a master in this area T he is not just a pretty face. Here is a perfect example:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player _embedded&v=uQSoaiubuAQ

The disintegrating sand castle as a model of entr omextthator ks bri
feels real. There are countless examples in every subject, but you need to have them at your fingertips.

2) Show it in action; the walk -through

No point talking in theoretical abstract terms, when you can just provide an example and talk it through. Here is someone
explaining iambic pentameter. I didnot pirangmmwldy! know what this

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player embedded&v=v0aAWuUX5jU

3) Use model sé

You canot teach science properly without model s but this also
understanding, it is important to develop models of atoms and molecules and to relate them to macro everyday materials i

this takes time. For example in understanding the chemistry of burning magnesium, a model is necessary to explain

observations and link them to the equation:


http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=uQSoaiubuA0
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The diagram, the molecular model and the equation

2Mg +0, = 2MgO

A great science teacher  wi | | automatically explain observations by buildin
turns into white stuffé to an abstract model that explains the

Magnesi um met al O¢pbwderriMagnesinn @xitle a whi t e

Actually, enabling students to construct ever more sophisticated mental models is the key to all good science teaching.

Last week | had big sheet stretched out across my lab as we tried make space-time to explain gravitational field s é . it

wor ked wel | . Model s, model s, model s. These arenot merely tric
knowledge and are embedded in your default mode teaching habits.

4) Use pictures

The idea of being a @Vi s wdedlofficialyas psemdo-acientificypbobbins,vbut peesonallg, ¢ lave a

di agram. | often find that, if 1 édm getting a verbal descriptio
One of the least well understood phenomena (I find)istheor i gi n of the changing phases of 't he
Earthoés shadowé.please!!). Take a | ook here:
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The power of a diagram to explain in ways that words never can.

I 6d s ug the mdstinpdrtant diagram in the universe is the number line. The key to good numeracy is a strong
mental model of numbers in sequence and scale.
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Number | inesé

The same is true with fractions and decimals

Diagrams are vital to a proper conceptual grasp of fractions.
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