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Support 
notes: 
Sustaining 
assessment 
for learning 
with teacher 
learning 
communities 
 
 
 
 
Film 1: Why raising 
achievement matters – 
relates to slide 3-10 
 

The following notes have been extracted from Dylan Wiliam’s presentation. The 
notes represent what you would hear if you had attended Dylan’s session. Please 
note that the opinions expressed are the views of the presenter. 
   
Slide 1 

Holding slide.   
  
Slide 2 – Overview of the day 

The objectives of this presentation will first of all be to show why raising 
achievement is important. Secondly, it will, hopefully, convince you that the way to 
do that is by investing in teachers. Thirdly, research evidence will be shared with 
you that supports the idea that the investment should be focused on assessment 
for learning (AfL), and fourth, that this needs to be supported through what we call 
teacher learning communities (TLCs). Finally, by the end of the day we will have 
clear plans and ideas that we can put into practice at our school.  
  
Slide 3 – Raising achievement matters 

Raising achievement matters. It matters for individuals and it matters for society. In 
Britain the returns of skill – the economic benefits of having skill – are amongst the 
highest in the world. If you have a degree in Germany you will earn 4% more than if 
you do not. In America as a man you will earn 7% more, and a woman will earn 
10% more. In Britain it is 14%. Over your career, if you have a degree you will earn 
14% more in Britain than you would if you didn’t have a degree. 
 
Improved health: the more educated you are the longer you live and the healthier 
you are. The most recent data we have suggests that an extra year of education 
adds a year and a half to life. 
 
For society: with higher levels of education you have lower criminal justice costs, 
you have lower health care costs, and increased economic growth. If we can raise 
student achievement from where the average students are right now up to where 
the top one-sixth of our students currently are, then over thirty years the extra 
growth in the economy and the extra taxes those people were paying because 
they were earning more money would make the whole of compulsory education 
free of charge. Investment in education generally brings back huge dividends.  
 
Slide 4 – Now more than ever 

Furthermore, the benefits of education are actually increasing. This chart shows 
the hourly wage rate for American workers from 1973 all the way though to 2005. 
The bottom-line on the graph shows those who dropped out of high school (in  
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America dropping out of high school means you leave before you are 18 so these 
are the young people not in education or training, or ‘NEETs’). In 1973 these 
people were earning about $13 an hour. By 2005 they were earning $11 dollars in 
inflation-adjusted dollars. That is quite surprising when you think about the huge 
increase in wealth in the United States over the last 25 to 30 years. If all you have is 
sub-high school education you are now worse off living in America than you would 
have been in 1973. Even if you have completed high school or some of your 
college level education you are basically earning the same wage rate per hour as 
you would have been in 1973. But look at what has happened to those with a 
bachelor’s degree: $20 an hour up to $25 an hour. And for those with professional 
degrees, such as doctors, lawyers, the average hourly rate of pay has gone up 
from $25 an hour to $32 an hour. So the gap between those who have education 
and those who have not is growing and it looks set to continue to grow.  
 
Slide 5 – Question on disappearing skills 

Now education just by itself is not the answer. Which of these following broad 
categories of skill do you think is disappearing from the workplace most rapidly? 
The choice is between routine manual, non-routine manual, routine cognitive, 
complex communication or expert thinking.  
 

Action: Dylan requests delegates to vote by holding up one, two, three, four or 
five fingers. Feedback is gathered and a discussion around the reasons for 
which delegates chose their answers takes place.  

 
Slide 6 – But quality matters too 

Many people assume that it is going to be manual skills and routine manual skills 
that are the fastest declining in terms of demand. It is not true. This chart shows 
that, yes, the demand for routine manual skills (represented by the green colouring) 
has declined. But the fastest decline over the last 40 years has been in routine 
cognitive skills – the straight forward, brain-based work, such as approving 
mortgages. Twenty years ago, building societies employed clerks to assess 
applications for mortgages. Now it is done by an algorithm on a computer. A range 
of jobs that require only a basic level of clerical skills, where you can just follow a 
set of rules, are now all being done by computer. In fact, a lot of routine manual 
jobs are actually not declining as rapidly because there are certain jobs that cannot 
be out-sourced. In England, nobody has managed to find a way of outsourcing 
either hairdressing or taxi driving. Nobody is going to send hair to Bangalore to be 
styled.  
 
So we are actually seeing a hollowing out of the jobs market. The biggest rise in 
demand is in expert thinking and complex communication – problem-solving, 
thinking, understanding customer needs and so on. Education is actually going to 
become much more important over the next 20 years, than it has been in the last 
20 years. It’s not the old style 19th century education that we are quite good at. It is 
not the drilling and skilling that our national curriculum tests test. It is the ability to 
solve novel problems. Seymour Pappert put it this way:   

‘There is only one twenty first century skill. And that is the ability to act  
intelligently when you are faced with a situation for which you have not  
been specifically prepared.’  
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This is the challenge for us. Nobody wanted to be a nano-technologist or a web 
designer ten years ago. The jobs you are preparing your students for do not exist 
yet. So how do you do that? How do you prepare people for jobs that you cannot 
imagine? The answer is, you have to teach these skills of problem solving, expert 
thinking and complex communication. So we do need education more than ever 
but not of the kind that we often get when we focus on testing.  
 
Slide 7 – Where is the solution? 

Now governments like solutions that come quickly before the next election.  
 
Structure: so we see lots of things like smaller secondary schools, larger 
secondary schools and federations, getting rid of middle schools, creating middle 
schools, etc. What is interesting is once you control for changes in student 
constitution none of those appear to make any difference.  
 
Alignment: for example, with curriculum reform, new key stage 3 curriculum. Or 
asking ‘What are we going to do to raise standards in our school?’ We are going 
to change the text books. There are easy things to do. Politicians talk about having 
quick wins and they look for these policy levers they can pull to have a quick effect.  
 
Technology: has been about to revolutionise education for the last 30 years. And 
we are still waiting. It may be different this time but only if you combine the 
technology with professional development. A classic example: the use of 
whiteboards in London was evaluated by Ros Levacic and her colleagues at the 
Institute of Education. They found that there were as many schools where putting 
in interactive whiteboards made things worse, as there were where it had made 
things better. The net effect was zero.  
 
So why do we keep focusing on these ineffective solutions? Why have we made 
such bad policy over the last 30 years? The answer is because we were looking in 
the wrong place for the answers.  
 
Slide 8 – School effectiveness  

Dylan Wiliam speaks about the three generations of school effectiveness research.  
 
So generation one is the ‘raw results’ approach. We have been requiring 
secondary schools to publish their results for almost 30 years. And what you see is 
that some schools are getting good results while others are getting bad results. 
The conclusion; schools make a difference. The whole debate around school 
choice is that there are good schools and there are bad schools, and there are 
league tables or results to help you tell which is which so that you can work out 
which school to choose for your children.  
 
Demographic-based approaches: but there is a fundamental flaw with this 
approach. ‘Where are all the successful schools? Where are all the unsuccessful 
schools?’ A naïve reading of the data on school performance would lead you to 
believe that there are three things you should do to raise achievement.  
 

One: get rid of the boys – because girls’ schools do better than mixed 
schools, which in turn do better than all-boys’ schools.  
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Second: become a Catholic school, apparently. Catholic schools appear to 
get better results than Church of England schools, which in turn get better 
results than county schools.  

Third: and most importantly, what you have to do is move your school into a 
nice leafy, suburban area. That will have more impact than anything else. Of 
course, we know it is not the schooling that is causing that. It is actually the 
clientele. It is the population being served. It turns out that when you control 
for demographics, when you compare like with like, you find that schools do 
not make much of a difference.  

 
Value-added approaches: when you do careful value-added analysis – find the 
difference between how much the students knew when they started at the school 
and how much they knew when they finished – you find that schools do not make 
much of a difference, but classrooms do. It does not matter very much which 
school you go to but it matters very much which classrooms are in at the school. 
An effective school is actually little more than a school full of effective classrooms.  
  
Slide 9 – It is the classroom  

What we discovered using these value-added studies is that the variability at the 
classroom level is four times the variability of the school level. If you are in one of 
the most effective classrooms you will learn in six months what children in the 
average classroom will take a year to learn. And if you are in one of the least 
effective classrooms, that same learning will take you two years. There is a fourfold 
difference in the speed of learning in the most effective and the least effective 
classrooms. This has prompted a search for the most important factors involved. 
Interestingly it is not class size, it is not setting, it is not streaming, nor even how 
the teachers group the students within the class. It is actually just what the teacher 
is doing. It has taken us an incredibly long time to get to this point. In the past we 
have treated teachers as a commodity as if you could turn the supply on and you 
turn the supply off. The idea that all teachers are roughly about the same has been 
all too common. If that is true, then the kinds of policies that make sense are very 
different from the policies that make sense if it is not true. The policies that we have 
been pursuing in the past have broadly been based on the idea that teachers are a 
commodity. It turns out that is wrong. It turns out that teachers are highly variable 
and teacher quality is the most crucial impact on student achievement.  
 
Slide 10 – Teacher quality  

So we have a classic labour supply issue. We could actually sack all the teachers 
we have got and start again with better ones. The problem is that there is no 
evidence that better pay brings in better teachers; there is no evidence that better 
people are out there who cannot get in because we make them do a PGCE. 
People coming in through the graduate teacher programmes, generally are no 
better than people coming in through PGCE routes.  
 
So let us rehearse the arguments so far. Higher educational achievement is an 
economic priority for our future prosperity. The only way to improve levels of 
achievement is by making teachers better. And the only way to do that is to work 
with the teachers we have already in post – the ‘love the one you’re with’ strategy.  
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This means that professional development is not a nice perk to give to teachers so 
that they can have some downtime, rather than teaching the whole time. 
Professional development is the only way that we can secure our future economic 
prosperity and ensure that there is money to pay for our pensions when we retire. 
So this is a matter of economic survival, and not about being nice to teachers.  
 
The problem is that not all professional development is equally effective. So 
although we see that CPD can make a difference, we have not done it very 
sustainably or very rigorously. We tend to go for the things that are easy to do 
rather than the things that make a difference. For example, the five one-day 
training days introduced in the 1988 Education Reform Act have been largely 
ineffective as a model for teacher CPD. Schools have been doing the kind of 
professional development that fits into five one-day sessions even though it does 
not appear to make a difference to our students’ outcomes.  
 
The thing is, within the last five to ten years, it has become clear about what we 
need to be doing and it is hard. It is really hard. But it is the only thing that makes a 
difference.  
 
In the book Better, the American surgeon, Atul Gawande reflects on the challenge 
of improving how hospitals work. One of the things he points out is the 
transmission of super bugs like VRSA and MRSA would be controlled if we could 
get people in hospitals to wash their hands at least 95% of the time after every 
contact with a patient. In the typical teaching hospital the compliance rate is 
around 45%. So in other words we could have more impact on general health just 
by getting doctors and nurses to wash their hands, than with any amount of 
experimentation with cutting edge surgery. The easy things turn out to be quite 
hard to do and the hard things turn out often to be quite easy to do. What we need 
to think about in education is how can we build capacity in the teaching force in 
terms of the things that matter to student outcomes? 
 
Slide 11 – Cost/effect comparisons  

It is important to quantify the effects of different policy alternatives, because 
without some evidence of how much difference they will make, we cannot evaluate 
whether they will provide good value for money.  
 
Class size reduction: if we could reduce class size by 30% say from 30 down to 
20, we would get an extra four months learning per year. This would cost you 
£20,000 per classroom per year, and that ignores the cost of extra classrooms you 
would need to build. That figure of four months is an upper limit which you might 
get with very young children in reception and year one. You get the biggest effects 
only when you get class sizes down well below 20. So in most studies reducing 
classes from 30 down to 20 has not made any difference at all because teachers 
do not change the way they teach. It is only when they get down to 13 to 15 that 
teachers spontaneously begin to teach in different ways. Many people are quite 
surprised by how small an effect that is. The reason is teacher quality. If you are 
going to reduce class sizes, you are going to need more teachers – most people 
do not think that through.  
 
Giving one school an extra 20 teachers might give you a substantial effect. But if 
you are going do that across the whole English education system you are going to 
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Film 2: What do we 
mean by assessment 
for learning? – relates 
to slides 12-20 

need 150,000 teachers. Let’s think about that – an extra 150,000 teachers. Are 
they going to be as good as the 300,000 we have already got? No! Because when 
we interviewed them we took the best ones. So if you reduce class size, all you will 
do is dilute teacher quality. And because the research shows teacher quality is the 
most important variable, it will completely swamp the additional effect of the 
smaller classes. So in some US states where they reduced class size they ended 
up lowering student achievement because to put a teacher in each classroom they 
took untrained people in off the street and gave them emergency permits to teach.  
 
So the evidence suggests that class size reduction, while popular with teachers, 
parents and curiously with politicians (curiously, because it is actually incredibly 
expensive) is actually an extremely poor way to raise student achievement. Not 
because it does not work, although in some cases it does not, but because it is 
incredibly expensive. So the question is not ‘Does it work?’ The question should be 
‘By how much will it work?’; ‘How much extra achievement will we get and could 
we get more in a different way?’ 
 
Subject knowledge: the Williams report published in July 2008 pushed very hard 
the fact that in primary school, mathematics teachers or people who teach 
mathematics need to know more mathematics. There is no doubt that if you are a 
primary school student and your teacher knows more mathematics you will learn 
more. But what is quite surprising is how weak the effect is. Imagine taking a 
teacher from being one of the worst 30 in a group of 100 or so to one of the best 
30 in terms of their subject knowledge (statisticians would say that is roughly 
equivalent to a two standard deviation increase in subject knowledge). This would 
give you an extra two months learning per year. And we don’t know how much this 
would cost yet, because nobody has worked out how to bring that off. So 
although subject knowledge matters it does not matter as much as people think it 
does. The effects are generally quite weak.  
 
Formative assessment: what we do know is when people do formative 
assessment/assessment for learning, you get something like an extra eight months 
learning per year and the cost appears to be around about £2,000 per classroom 
per year. So the reason we are focusing on assessment for learning or formative 
assessment is because the evidence drives us there. If we are serious about 
raising student achievement we have to invest in teachers. If we are serious about 
investing in teachers we should do it though formative assessment because the 
evidence suggests we are going to have more effect there than we will do 
anywhere else.  
 

Professor Wiliam argues ’This is very important because many people say “I do 
not have time to do this stuff”. For example, headteachers who say “we have 
got too many initiatives going on”.’  

 
The issue is that all the other initiatives are not going to make a difference to your 
students. So why are you doing them? 
 

Slide 12 – Research evidence  

If you want to read the research there are five very helpful studies. Between them 
these five research reports synthesise the results of about 4,000 research projects 
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on feedback and on assessment for learning in school and colleges and in 
workplaces. What is interesting is they all find consistent substantial effects; 
whether you are looking at maths or modern languages; whether you looking at 
five year olds or twenty five year olds; whether you are looking at Canada or Israel, 
you get similar kinds of effects.  
 
Slide 13 – Formative assessment  

There is the issue of the distinction between assessment for learning, which most 
teachers have heard of, and the term formative assessment. Paul Black and Dylan 
Wiliam have always used the term formative assessment but the government 
adopted the phrase ‘assessment for learning’. It is a very straightforward way of 
putting it because you have ‘assessment of learning = bad’ and ‘assessment for 
learning = good’ It is very easy to contrast those two things. The problem is that 
assessment for learning focuses on the intention rather than the action. It says ‘I’m 
collecting this information in order to…’ When you observe lessons you can often 
see a lot of formative intention but generally much less formative action. 
 
Now the word formative has a very clear etymology. Our formative experiences are 
the experiences that have shaped us as individuals. In the same way formative 
assessment should be assessment that actually shapes learning. So assessment 
becomes formative when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work 
to meet learning needs.  
 
Why do we focus on teaching in this definition? Because that is the only thing that 
teachers can do. In many languages (Danish, Maori, Welsh, for example) you 
cannot distinguish between teaching and learning. ‘I am teaching’ is exactly the 
same phrase as ‘I am learning’. Ofsted claim to be able to distinguish between the 
quality of learning and the quality in teaching. Dylan Wiliam asks, ‘What are we to 
make of a lesson in which the quality of teaching was good but the quality of 
learning was poor?’ It is a bit like saying the operation was a complete success but 
the patient died. Increasingly now people speak of ‘learning and teaching’ rather 
than teaching and learning. Professor Wiliam states ‘It is just teaching. Teaching is 
everything that you do to cause learning to take place. You cannot do the learning 
for the learner. Teachers do not create learning, learners create learning. But what 
you can do is create the conditions under which learning takes place.’  
 
The crucial thing is that teachers are involved in a creative act of engineering 
environments within which learning takes place. Teachers are responsible for 
creating those learning environments but you cannot do the learning for the 
learner. 
 
Slide 14 – Types of formative assessment  

The new assessment for learning strategy was published by the government in July 
2008. They have a view of assessment for learning which is all about recording and 
reporting achievement. Dylan Wiliam argues against this view and states:  
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‘If what you are doing under the heading of assessment for learning  
or formative assessment involves putting anything into a spreadsheet,  
if it involves using a pen other than for using comments in a student  
exercise book, then you are not doing the assessment for learning  
that makes a difference.’  

 
This is not to say that having a school assessment policy is a bad idea. On the 
contrary, it is a very good idea, as is tracking students’ scores over time. It is a very 
smart thing to be doing. The point is that the research shows that it does not make 
a difference to students’ scores, or at best a tiny difference even if it is measurable. 
There is a wide range of things that we could legitimately call formative 
assessment: the annual cycle of reviewing test scores, looking at past papers 
seeing which topics students consistently misunderstand, or looking back at the 
reasons that we didn’t teach it well. However, the really big effect sizes that we find 
in the research literature happen when you do the minute by minute and day by 
day formative assessment. If you let the students leave the classroom before you 
have used the evidence about their achievement to make a difference to your 
teaching, then you are already playing catch up. If you have not made an 
adjustment by the next time they reappear in your classroom it is probably too late. 
Good formative assessment is not about keeping records of students’ 
achievements; it is about the minute by minute and day by day adjustment of your 
teaching.  
 
Slide 15 – Effects of formative assessment  

Long cycle – this is a good thing to do, but it is not going to make a big difference 
to student outcomes. The reason is that all long cycle AfL does is monitor student 
achievement and possibly enables you to align your curriculum so that if you are 
not teaching the things you should be teaching it tells you that. That is helpful but it 
is weak.  
 
Medium cycle – you might get the students involved, you might get the students 
understanding the success criteria. That might be helpful and you might get better 
teachers thinking about learning. However, there is a trap here that we have been 
in for the last 30 years – changing what teachers think does not benefit students 
until it changes what teachers do. Until you change what teachers do in 
classrooms you will have no impact on student outcomes. Most of the professional 
development we have had in this country in the last 30 years has been designed to 
change teachers thinking. Basically we have been trying to get teachers to think 
their way into a new way of acting. And what we are going to focus on here is 
getting teachers to act their way into a new way of thinking.  
 
The short cycle improves your classroom practice and improves student 
engagement. 
 
Slide 16 – Unpacking formative assessment  

So what is formative assessment? We have been trying to think about how to 
communicate this effectively and it seems to us there are three key processes:  
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• where the learners are in their learning 
• where they are going 
• how to get there. 

 
Nothing very radical there. In addition to that we have to consider the roles of 
teachers, peers and learners, leading to the five key strategies of formative 
assessment.  
 
Slide 17– Aspects of formative assessment  

There are five key strategies. 
  

• Clarifying and sharing learning intentions.  
• Engineering effective discussions, tasks and activities that elicit evidence of 

learning.  
• Providing feedback that moves learners forward.  
• Activating students as learning resources for one another  
• Activating students as owners of their own learning.  

 
Now those probably seem slightly familiar or connected to what you know about. 
The point is that these are much broader notions than people typically talk about. 
People typically talk about questioning, feedback, self-assessment and peer-
assessment. Self-assessment is important but it is only part of activating students 
as owners of their own learning. There are other important aspects like 
metacognition (thinking about thinking) and managing your emotional responses. 
Learning is hard and the resilience that the best students acquire in the face of 
failure is an important part of becoming an effective learner. Activating students as 
learning resources for one another goes way beyond peer-assessment. It also 
includes peer-tutoring and collaboration – students supporting each other as 
learners. Providing feedback that moves others forward is really important. Most 
feedback even in the best schools, even when teachers write comments rather 
than give scores and grades, tends to be the view through the rear view mirror 
rather than through the windscreen. It focuses on what was wrong with the last 
assignment. But they are never going to do that assignment again. The best 
feedback takes out of the last assignment what the students need to feed into their 
next assignment. It is very hard to do but it is the stuff that makes a difference.  
 
Slide 18 – Five key strategies  

This slide presents the five key strategies and how they relate to other aspects of 
learning.  
 
Slide 19 – One big idea  

At its heart all formative assessment is about adapting the way we teach to make 
sure that we meet students’ needs.  
 
Slide 20 – An educational positioning system 

One way to explain the fundamental principles of effective formative assessment is 
by an analogy with a plane journey: if you were flying from Glasgow to London you 
would hope that pilots do not navigate the way that most teachers assess. If they 
did, they would have said ‘Right, from Glasgow; due south, flying time of 
approximately fifty-five minutes. ‘After 55 minutes he would set down at the 

Sample



Copyright © 2013 by Hawker Brownlow Education.  9781743308899 SAT8899  All rights reserved. Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: A 

two-year professional development pack for schools and colleges: teacher learning communities in action - Year 1. Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Ed-

ucation, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this resource, the purchaser 

of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book.

S
E

C
TI

O
N

 0
2

25

Support 
notes: 
Sustaining 
assessment 
for learning 
with teacher 
learning 
communities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

nearest airport and ask the ground crew, ‘Is this Heathrow?’ And even if the 
person on the ground says, ‘No, this is Gatwick’, the pilot says, ‘Sorry, you have 
got to get off because we have another job to go on to.’ 
    
This is what tends to happen in schools. We teach students topics and at the end 
we test them and if they have done well we say ‘Well done’. If they have not done 
so well we say, ‘Don’t worry; we’ll do it again next term’.  
 
So rather than assessing only at the end of learning it makes sense to do what a 
pilot would do. That is, plan a course to your destination, but then take readings as 
you go and change course as conditions dictate. This is not rocket science. But it 
is about those small cycles. It is about how often you should do formative 
assessment. Not more often than once every minute. It is that very sharp, short 
cycle: ‘Am I on target?’ ‘Do the students get it?’ ‘Shall I move on now?’ 
 
Slide 21 – Engineering effective classroom discussions, tasks and activities 
that elicit evidence of learning  

  
Activity: We want to make you do some work now; here are some  
examples of what we mean from mathematics.   

 
Slide 22 – Kinds of questions  

This is an example from Israel, from the Third International Maths and Science 
Study and these are the data for Israeli fourteen year olds.  
 
Q1. Which fraction is the smallest? Success rate 88%.  
 
Q2. Which fraction is the largest? Success rate only 46%.  
 
The numbers in the second question are a lot larger than the first but by itself this 
does not explain why only about half of the children that got the first question right 
could get the second question right.  
 
On your tables I’d like you to discuss why you think that the second question is so 
much more difficult than the first.  
 

Action: Feedback is gathered and a discussion around the reasons  
for which delegates chose their answers takes place. 

 
The fact that the second question is more conceptually difficult is one that people 
normally believe is responsible for the differences. It is far more abstract than the 
first question which is something that we can relate to in a kind of physical way. 
For example, cutting up pieces of cake etc.  
 
The second question is harder but shows that if someone can handle the second 
one easier then they fully understand the concepts of fractions. It is probably to do 
with the way fraction rules are sometimes taught at primary school where children 
may be told that the larger the denominator the smaller the fraction. If you apply 
the opposite logic (i.e. the smaller the denominator, the larger the fraction) to Q2 
you get the wrong answer. If ‘1’ is the numerator than that rule will work, but if the 
numerators are greater than one then you will be in trouble.  
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An important piece of information is that 39% of students chose the answer B. 
That is quite important. 46% got it right. That means 54% got it wrong and 39% 
chose the same wrong answer. So three-quarters of the students who got it wrong 
chose the same wrong answer. That is very important. Perhaps the biggest 
revolution in psychology in the second half of the twentieth century was the 
discovery that children’s errors are not random. Prior to this revolution, learning 
was assumed to be a process of making associations between stimuli and 
responses. For that reason, it was believed that if children failed to learn, the 
problem lay with the failure to make the right links between stimuli and responses – 
the necessary links were not strong enough and needed reinforcement. So the use 
of ‘drill and practice’ was a direct consequence of that view, of what is happening 
in students’ brains when they do not learn.  
 
There are some aspects of learning that are in fact quite well described by this 
‘associationist’ view of learning, such as learning multiplication tables. However, 
most aspects of learning are not well described by the stimulus-response view of 
learning. Children do not generally make errors to irritate teachers. They are usually 
doing the best they can. It is just that sometimes they think differently from the 
teacher. So, the fact that three-quarters of the students got the same wrong 
answer in this question is very strong evidence that there is something systematic 
going on there. If the students’ errors were really random, then each of the wrong 
answers would be equally popular. So, here’s what we think is the clincher: if you 
take 46% and 39% and add them together, you get something very close to 88% 
which is quite strong evidence that a lot of the children that got the first question 
right got it right for the wrong reason. Students who think that the biggest 
denominator makes the smallest fraction and the smallest denominator makes the 
biggest fraction (a naïve and incorrect, or at the very least incomplete, belief about 
fractions) get the correct answer to the first question because in this case, the 
incorrect strategy gets to your correct answer. This means it is a poor question 
since students can get the right answer with incorrect reasoning. That is the crucial 
point about our classroom questioning – when we ask a class a question and we 
get the answers we were hoping for, there is a really strong temptation to conclude 
that their thinking is on track.  
 
However, if we use a question like the first, we will conclude that their thinking is on 
track when in fact it is way off. So the essence of good classroom questioning is to 
have questions where it is almost impossible for children to get it right for the 
wrong reasons. You are never going to come up with these questions on the spur 
of the moment. It is just too difficult. So one of the things that we are going to 
encourage you to develop in the teacher learning community is this idea of a 
‘technology of questioning’, of building up questions that really probe children’s 
understanding; questions that you have designed with your colleagues and plan to 
use rather than just waiting for the first thing to come into your head when you 
have got the class quiet in front of you.  
 
Slide 23 – Misconceptions  

Where do these misconceptions come from? You all think that is a triangle but if I 
asked students a lot of them would say it is an upside down triangle. The 
interesting thing is if you were asked to draw an upside down triangle, you would 
probably draw something like that, wouldn’t you? Americans play baseball on 
something that we think is a square but they call a diamond; just because of where 
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Film 4: Feedback – 
relates to slides 27-32 
and 59 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

they are sitting. Children are trying to make the best sense they can of what is 
going on.  
 
Slide 24 – Misconceptions  

Another example from maths: three ‘a’ equals 24; ‘a’ plus ‘b’ equals 16. Give that 
to children in upper primary school or lower secondary school and a lot of children 
will say, “I cannot do it. I keep on getting ‘b’ is eight but it cannot be because ‘a’ 
is.’ Where did the child acquire the belief that ‘a’ and ‘b’ had to be different? From 
the teacher of course, because in all the examples used previously ‘a’ and ‘b’ were 
always different letters and different numbers. Many teachers would not get that 
there was a weakness in the examples they had used. The children are trying to 
get everything right – trying to attend to all the details – and sometimes they learn 
unintended features alongside intended features. The point about this item is that 
had the number 16 been any other number at all, the child would have answered 
correctly and we would have assumed her or his learning was on track.  
 
Slide 25 – Molecular structure of water  

The questions that give you this real insight into children’s learning are quite hard 
to come up with. Here is an example from science. A science teacher had asked 
children to draw a sketch of the molecular structure of water, which is not 
particularly valuable because water does not look anything like this. But the 
children did as they were told. The teacher salvaged something from this activity by 
asking the students, ‘OK then, so what is in between the molecules then?’ The 
children all said, ‘Water’. The children thought that the molecules were in the 
water, not that the molecules were the water and yet at first sight everything was 
OK; the children produced the right sketch.  
 
Slide 26 – Feedback that move learning forward  

Holding slide.  
 
Slide 27 – Kinds of feedback: Israel  

This is a very interesting research study, involving about two hundred and sixty 
students but this analysis compares the highest achieving five or six children with 
the lowest achieving five or six children in each class.  
 
There were twelve classrooms: each teacher in each of the four schools taught 
three classes. So the teachers were the same for the three classes in the school 
but they treated them differently. They taught them the same; they used the same 
curriculum scheme, the same teaching, and the same aims but for the three 
classes each teacher taught they gave different feedback. For one of their classes 
the teacher gave them a score on a piece of work they had just done. The worst 
piece of work was given a score of 40; best piece of work was given a score of 99, 
and the others were given scores in between. For the second class instead of a 
score they gave a comment such as, ‘You thought of lots of good examples here, 
maybe you could think of a few more.’ This was very informal feedback, not 
particularly diagnostic or revealing comments. In the third class for each teacher 
the feedback consisted of the score and the comment side by side. So the 
children came into the lesson, picked up their exercise books, looked inside at the 
feedback, carried on working.  
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The question is; what was the eventual achievement of the children in this 
experiment? 
 
The children given scores made no progress. They were given a pre-test and a 
post-test: their post-test scores were the same as their pre-test scores. So on 
average they learned nothing and when they asked the children, ‘Do you want to 
carry on with this work?’ The ones who got high scores said, ‘Yes please’, and the 
ones who got low scores said, ‘No thank you; let’s do something different’.  
The children given comments improved their scores by 30%. They didn’t know 
that of course because they didn’t see their scores but their post-test scores were 
higher than their pre-test scores. When they asked the students, ‘Do you want to 
carry on with this work?’ all of the students were positive about carrying on.  
  
Slide 28 – Responses  

So what I want to ask you is – what do you think happened in this experiment to 
the students who were given both the scores and the comments?  
 

Action: Feedback is gathered and a discussion around the reasons  
for which delegates chose their answers takes place.  

 
The correct answer is D. The children who received high scores did not need to 
read the comments and those who achieved low scores did not want to read the 
comments. However, giving a mark and a comment is the single most prevalent 
form of feedback we have in this country. This study and others like it show that if 
you are going to write a careful, detailed comment and then go and put a score or 
a grade, you are wasting your time.  
 
The high achievers do not need to read it: the low achievers do not want to read it. 
You are better off just giving a score. They won’t learn anything but you will save 
yourselves a heck of a lot of marking time. We know that if you put the comment 
and the score side by side the first thing the students look at is their score, and the 
second thing they look at is their friend’s score. At this point all thought of learning 
has gone out of the window: it is just about ‘How did I do compared to somebody 
else?’ What you can do if you must give both a score and comment with the 
comments is just give them the comment today, and the score tomorrow. For a 
whole twenty-four hours they are reading the comment. They are only reading the 
comment to find out what the score is going to be but at least they are reading the 
comment.  
 
Slide 29 – Kinds of feedback: Israel (2)  

A second study that gives us further insight on this topic. Here, there were eight 
classrooms participating in divergent thinking tasks. 
 

• There were two classrooms in which the students were getting comments.  
• Two classrooms were given grades.  
• In a further two classrooms, they were given written praise as they worked.  
• The final two classrooms were given absolutely no feedback whatsoever.  

 
Students in the two classrooms given grades and the two classrooms given praise 
made the same amount of progress as a control group. Giving grades and giving 
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praise was no more effective than giving absolutely no feedback whatsoever. The 
only classrooms which made significantly greater progress were the two 
classrooms where students were given comments.  
 
The crucial thing here is the idea of ego-involvement. The researchers asked the 
students, ‘When you work hard, why is that?’ If they said things like, ‘I want to beat 
my friend’, ‘I want to be top of the class’ or ‘I want to avoid being bottom of the 
class’, these were classified as ego-involved responses. If, on the other hand, they 
said, ‘I want to get a good score here’ or ‘I really want to understand this stuff’ this 
was classified as a task-involved response. Giving grades and giving praise, as we 
saw earlier, had no impact on student achievement but it did increase the level of 
ego-involvement. And as anyone who has done a lot of work in pastoral care will 
know, that’s bad news, because we know that to change a student’s behaviour, 
we should criticise the behaviour, and not the child. In other words, we must, as far 
as possible, keep the ego out of the learning situation.  
 
This is also why we should not praise gifted students simply for being gifted, 
because then, when they do hit a barrier – usually not until they get to college – 
they are likely to believe that they have reached their plateau and give up. Instead, 
we should praise students for the amount of effort they put in, and praise also 
needs to be specific and credible. The trouble with praising effort is that we do not 
know how much effort students put into work. In 20 years time, we may have 
portable MRI scanners we can put on these students’ brains and look at how 
much effort is being made cognitively (!). But until then we cannot. That is why we 
suggest that you actually grade improvement. As then you are putting it back on 
them and saying: ‘Everybody can succeed, because everybody can improve.’  
 
Slide 30 – Effects of feedback  

We have just reviewed in detail two studies that showed that certain kinds of 
feedback are helpful and certain kinds of feedback are unhelpful. Of course, a 
cynic might argue that we were selective in the studies we choose. That is why we 
think you ought to know about this piece of work by Kluger and DeNisi, who in 
1996 reviewed all the research reports they could find on the effects of feedback in 
schools, colleges and in workplaces. They then rejected all the studies that weren’t 
methodologically sound, including those without proper controls, where there 
wasn’t a measurement of performance before and afterwards and also those 
studies where no details of how big a change in performance was produced by the 
feedback. They were left with just 131 out of 3000 research reports. On average 
they found that feedback was effective. The effect size of nought point four is 
roughly equivalent to a 50% increase in the rate of learning. However, they found 
very different sizes of effects in different studies. The most surprising thing they 
found was that in 50 out of the 131 studies the effect of feedback was negative. 
That means in approximately two out of every five carefully controlled scientific 
studies, giving people feedback made their performance worse than it would have 
been had you given them no feedback at all. In two out of every five of these 
studies you would have been better off saying nothing than giving feedback. As 
you might imagine the researchers were quite puzzled about this so they went on 
to look at the kinds of feedback involved in the different studies.  
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Kluger and DeNisi found that most of the negative effects were found in studies 
where the feedback was ego-involving (such as, ‘You are a good employee’, ‘You 
are a bad employee’, ‘You are a good student’, ‘You are a bad student’, ‘Here’s 
an A’, ‘Here’s an F’. Typically they found that those who got high scores didn’t get 
any better. Those who got negative or low scores got slightly worse. The distinctive 
feature of the feedback that made people better was:  
 

• firstly, that it said ‘This is what you have to do to improve’ and 
• secondly, and perhaps more importantly, this is how to go about it.  

 
Students commonly complain that their teachers do not tell them how to get 
better. The problem is that a lot of the feedback the children get in schools is really 
much more like telling a bad comedian to be funnier. It is not helpful – it does not 
tell them what to do.  
 
Slide 31 – Feedback  

For this reason it is helpful to think about where we got the word feedback from. 
We got it from engineering. The classic feedback system is the room thermostat. 
Inside the room thermostat on the wall, you have a device for measuring the 
temperature (a thermometer) and a way of setting the temperature you want, 
together with a device that compares the two things. Finally, you have a cable that 
leads to the boiler. To an engineer, it is only a feedback system if the detection of a 
mismatch between where you are and where you want to be triggers action that 
closes the gap. Now, if you are giving students feedback like ‘B plus, well done’ no 
engineer would regard that as feedback, because there is nothing in ‘B plus, well 
done’ to help the child improve. It is just like having a thermostat in your room 
where somebody has cut the cable that leads to the boiler. It is not feedback. 
Some people talk about feed-forward, but that just shows they do not understand 
the engineer’s definition of feedback because to an engineer feedback is feed-
forward. So in a feedback system, feedback is formative only if the information fed 
back is actually used in closing the gap. If you want to know if you are giving 
feedback, ask your students ‘How did you use the feedback I gave you to get 
better?’ If they cannot tell you, the chances are the feedback you are giving them is 
not formative. It may be telling them that they need to improve, but not how to go 
about it. 
 
Slide 32 – Formative assessment  

This is why frequent feedback is not necessarily formative – even feedback that 
causes improvements is not necessarily formative. If we tell a student ‘You need to 
work harder’ and they do work harder and as a result they get better, then our 
feedback caused an improvement, but it wasn’t formative because we left the task 
of working out what to do entirely to the student. It is formative only if the 
information is used by the learner in making improvements that actually take their 
own learning forward. That is why to be formative, assessment must include a 
recipe for future action. So, what kinds of feedback should we be giving to 
students? Well, the answer is it should be a recipe for future action.  
 
How many of you believe that your students spend as long taking on board your 
feedback as it takes you to provide it? Very few! Generally, we give our students far 
too much feedback and we do not make them accountable enough for doing 
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something with it. We need to give students less feedback, but make them more 
accountable.  

 
Slide 33 – How do students make sense of this?  

Finally, a few points on feedback about the way that students make sense of the 
feedback they get. Carol Dweck, in a research programme that has gone on for 
over 30 years, has looked at how the children make sense of their successes and 
failures in school. So she asked students, ‘When you get an A, why is that?’ ‘When 
you get an F, why is that?’ In the children’s responses during these interviews she 
discovered there are two really important dimensions to what the children said.  
 
The first she called personalisation. ‘I got an A because I did a good piece of work’ 
is an internal attribution – the student attributes the outcome (in this case success) 
to factors to do with themselves. ‘I got an F because Mr Smith hates me’ is an 
external attribution – the student attributes the outcome (in this case failure) to 
factors outside themselves. What is quite common is for students to attribute their 
successes internally and all their failures externally.  
 
The second dimension, Carol Dweck termed permanence. ‘I got an A because I’m 
clever’, she classed as a stable attribution. If the student attributes the grade A to 
the fact they are clever, they are likely to assume that they will be guaranteed an A 
next time – because they will still be clever. If on the other hand, they attribute the 
A to working hard on the assignment, that is an unstable attribution, because it 
does not guarantee you will get an A next time unless you also work hard next 
time.  
 
One of the things that Carol Dweck found was that there was a tendency – not a 
stark difference, but a tendency – for boys to attribute their successes to internal 
stable causes, like being clever and their failures to external, unstable things like Mr 
Smith not liking them. Girls on the other hand were more likely to attribute their 
successes to internal, unstable causes, like effort and their failures to internal, 
stable causes, like not being clever enough. Now, this might well explain why girls 
are out-performing boys in schools: basically girls are half-right and boys are all-
wrong! A number of research studies show clearly that the really important thing for 
becoming an effective learner is that you attribute both successes and failures to 
internal, unstable causes. It is down to you and you can do something about it. If 
you attribute both your successes and your failures to internal, unstable causes, 
then you will become a highly resilient and autonomous learner. Girls are halfway 
there because that is how they tend to attribute their successes. However, the way 
that girls tend to attribute failure and the way that boys tend to attribute both 
success and failure, are inconsistent with what we know makes good learners.  
 
Underpinning these attributions are views of ability. If you listen to children talking 
about ability some of them seem to hold a ‘fixed’ or ‘entity’ view. Those students 
say things like there are clever students and then there are not so clever students. 
The reason this is important is that if you hold this view about ability – that 
everybody has a fixed capacity – then when you are given a challenging task the 
first thing you do is work out whether you are going to be able to do it or not. If you 
think you are, you will engage with the task in order to get approval from the 
teacher (and also confirmation of your own self image as a clever person). If you 
think you might fail, the next calculation you make is will other students succeed or 
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fail? If you think that you might fail but the other students in the class are likely to 
succeed then there is a strong incentive for you to disengage from the task. This is 
actually quite a smart thing to do because what you are really saying is I would 
rather be thought lazy than stupid. That is quite a smart move. Faced with the 
choice most students would do exactly the same thing because what they are 
really saying is ‘I’m not going to give the teacher any evidence to make a 
judgement about me. I’m going to deny them the evidence. I’m going to say I 
wasn’t trying and therefore it is easy to reject the failure’.  
 
Other children see ability as incremental. For those children ability is like untapped 
potential, so for them a challenging task is a chance to get smarter. They believe 
that ability actually improves through engaging in these challenging tasks. What is 
interesting is that the same child can see ability in athletics as incremental but in 
mathematics or modern languages as fixed. What we need to do is to get over the 
idea that ability in mathematics or modern languages is just the same as ability in 
triple jump. The more you practice the better you get. The key idea here is that 
smart is not something you are but something you get, which is a powerful way of 
getting students to understand that ability is incremental rather than fixed: by 
working hard you are getting smarter. The overriding element here is the notion 
that children should be able to believe that they can achieve their goals. In fact, the 
really great teachers do not just help students achieve their goals. The really great 
teachers help students exceed their goals. The great teachers help students 
achieve things that the students themselves never believed they were capable of. 
The key message to give students is that it is still all to play for. Nothing that any 
child does changes where they are right now, but everything they do feeds into 
where they can be.  
 
Slide 34 – Sharing learning intentions  

Holding slide.  
 
Slide 35 – Sharing criteria with learners  

Next a couple of studies about sharing learning intentions – this one is a study in 
science classrooms which is especially interesting because it was so well 
controlled. Each teacher in this study was teaching four parallel year 8 science 
classes and they did exactly the same thing for two and a half hours a week with 
all four classes. However, for half an hour each week, two of the classes did 
something different from the other two classes. So in two of the classes (control 
group), during this half hour ‘different time’ they asked the children to make 
comments about their likes and dislikes about this project work. They were also 
asked to make suggestions to the teacher about how to improve the teaching.  
 
In the other group the two classes were asked to assess each other’s work using a 
scoring guide, and to help each other improve their work, for example by saying, 
‘Well you’ll get a level 3 for this because you have done this, this and this, but you 
won’t get a level 4 because you haven’t done this’. That was the only difference 
between these four groups. Over the course of a term, the students undertook 
seven, two week investigative projects on forces in motion and each project was 
scored on a scale of 2 to 10 (each student gave a presentation on their work which 
was scored 1 to 5 and each student did a write up on the presentation which was 
also scored 1 to 5. Adding the two scores together gave them a scale from 2 
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to10).  
 
Slide 36 – Sharing criteria with learners  

In order to check that the control group and the group that had completed the self- 
or the peer-assessment were matched in terms of overall ability, they gave every 
student in this experiment a test of basic reading and numeracy. They then looked 
at the performance of the students on the investigative projects. For the students 
in the likes and dislikes group, the students who have scored in the bottom third 
on the basic skills averaged 4.6 on their seven investigations; the students in the 
middle third averaged 5.9 and the highest achieving students on the basic skills 
test averaged 6.6.  
 
However, where the children were doing the reflective assessment, the lowest 
performing children on the basic skills test did better than the best performing 
children in the control group and the others did even better. There are two 
important things about these data. The first is that everybody benefited (the highest 
achieving students were not ‘held back’ in order to advantage the lowest achieving 
students). Everybody who was in the reflective assessment group was 
advantaged. But the size of the gain was much greater for the lowest achievers. So 
the weaker students benefited by 2.1 levels whereas the highest benefited by only 
0.8. The effect of this is to close the achievement gap from 2 levels to 0.7. There is 
a very real sense in which understanding what it is that you are meant to be doing 
is an unequally distributed resource in classrooms.  
 
Middle class students generally come to school often knowing what counts as 
quality work and working class students often do not, and that is why interventions 
that help all the children understand what it is that is going to be valued in their 
work tends to narrow the achievement gap. This means we need to do all that we 
can to make sure those students are getting in school what they are not getting 
from home, which is access to the codes for success. Typically we find that when 
you clarify learning intentions you narrow the achievement gap. This may be why 
average quality teaching advantages middle class students much more than 
working class students. With the best teachers, working class students and middle 
class students do equally well. But with average and below average teaching, 
middle class students do better.  
 
Slide 37 – Activating students as owners of their own learning and as learning 
resources for one another  

Holding slide.  
 
Slide 38 - Self-assessment: Portugal  

This is again a very well controlled study of teachers divided into two groups. Half 
of them did the regular masters degree while half of them focused, for two terms, 
on self-assessment. The teachers were matched in terms of age and teaching 
experience, and were teaching the same curriculum scheme for the same amount 
of time. Students were tested at the beginning of the year and again after two 
terms. The average score in the control group went up by 7.8 marks over the two 
terms, while the average score for the students doing self-assessment went up by 
15 marks in the treatment group. In other words, over those two terms, students 
who were engaged in self- and peer-assessment learned at twice the speed of the 
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other students. They achieved in 20 weeks what the other students would have 
taken 40 weeks to achieve. This is entirely consistent with the other studies we find 
– that we get this kind of 70, 80, 90, even 100% increase in the rate of learning 
when the students engage in these kinds of processes.  
 
Slide 40 – Practical techniques  

In the next section we are going to show some of the techniques you can use in 
your classroom to make progress on formative assessment.  
 
Slide 41 – Practical techniques – eliciting evidence  

The key idea here is that questioning should cause thinking. There are two good 
reasons to ask a question:  

to collect evidence that you need to inform your teaching or  
to cause students to think.  

 
Those are the only two good reasons.  
 
There is one rather bad reason and that is to create student engagement. For 
example, teachers begin lessons with recap questions: ‘Now, remember yesterday 
we talked about how plants made food, we had a big word for it, began with P, 
anyone remember what it is? Photo…’ The students are being asked to play a 
game of ‘Guess what’s in teacher’s head’. It is like an extended cloze procedure 
where you leave out words that students have to supply just to keep them awake.  
 
Teacher questioning: should teacher questions be closed or open? You have 
probably heard, perhaps when you were in college, that closed questions are bad 
and that open questions are good. Well it’s not quite that simple. Sometimes, 
closed questions can be very useful. If you are teaching about light, it is often 
useful to ask, ‘Which way does light go? Does it go from my eye to what I’m 
seeing or from what I’m seeing to my eye?’ That is a pretty closed question 
because there are two answers and one of them is wrong. The photons travel 
towards your eyes. The reason that this is a good question to ask is because we 
know that many of our students think the light goes the opposite way (what is 
sometimes called a ‘projective’ view of light). In general if you know what you are 
looking for, closed questions can be very useful. If you do not know what you are 
looking for then open questions are likely to be more helpful.  
 
New learning only takes place when you ask questions that cause thinking. The 
rest of the time you are just rehearsing old learning. So the most important 
distinction in terms of questioning is that between lower-order questions (which 
just test recall and routine thinking) and higher-order (which require students to 
think). If you do ask higher-order questions, you will need to give students 
appropriate wait time. Research on wait time says that teachers typically allow 
students less than a second to respond to questions, so to get more thinking in 
classrooms, we have just got to slow down. It is really hard to do because we see 
these videos of really impressive teachers who are batting out questions at high 
speed, and the students are batting back answers just as quickly. It is very 
impressive but it has nothing to do with learning. These transactions are being 
conducted at such a speed that cognition is impossible. It is a very well polished 
demonstration of an elaborate ritual completely disconnected from learning. 
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Nobody can think at that speed, therefore nobody is learning at that speed. Pace 
in lessons as often requires you to slow down the classroom to get students 
thinking a bit more, as it does speeding it up.  
 
We also need to get away from I-R-E. I-R-E is what researchers call the standard 
classroom model of Initiation, Response and Evaluation. The teacher says 
something (initiation), the student says something (response), and the teacher 
comments on what the student just said (evaluation). Perhaps it would be better to 
call it serial table tennis. Teachers scatter the questions around the room just to 
keep the students awake. What we need is more basketball. The teacher asks a 
question, a student answers, then a further student is invited to comment on the 
first answer and so on. So the idea that the questioning can go around the 
classroom in a much more random order.  
 
Perhaps the most important questioning technique is ‘No hands up except to ask 
a question’. Why is that so important? The latest research on intelligence shows 
that not only is intelligence caused by environment (which we have known for many 
years), but also that intelligence causes environment. In other words, people 
frequently choose for themselves cognitive niches that match their preferred level 
of cognitive functioning. What does this mean for the traditional classroom? When 
the teacher poses a question, there are some students who try to answer every 
single question the teacher asks. These students are getting smarter. Their 
intelligence is increasing. Unfortunately, there are other students in the same 
classroom trying to avoid being called on by the teacher. Those children are 
foregoing the opportunity to get smarter. So if you allow children to choose 
whether to participate in your classroom, you are actually making the achievement 
gap worse. This is because you are allowing some students to pull ahead and 
other students just stay where they are. So if you are serious about equality of 
opportunity in your classroom, you must create an environment in which 
participation is obligatory.  
 
I turns out that without some device for randomisation, it is very hard for teachers 
to choose students truly at random. The desire to get on with the lesson seems to 
drive teachers towards choosing students who will answer correctly. Lollipop sticks 
on which the students’ names are written is probably the most straightforward way 
of doing this. An added advantage is that if a child has been very naughty you can 
put his name on ten sticks and add them to the other sticks. Other teachers 
arrange ways of replacing sticks so that they can find them easily. In one lesson, 
the same child’s name came up four times in half an hour!  
 
Two other useful techniques are class polls and hot-seat questioning. A class poll 
involves going quickly round the whole class asking them what they think about a 
particular issue. For example, a science teacher might go around the class asking, 
‘Global warming: fact or fiction?’ just to hear what the class thinks. They can then 
use this information to organise a follow-up discussion more effectively.  
 
Hot-seat questioning is a technique in which the teacher picks on one student and 
rather than just scatter the questions around to keep students on their toes like 
most teachers do, they go on to ask that student a second, and a third and maybe 
even a fourth follow-up question, or engage the student in a conversation. Other 
children can be ‘kept on their toes’ by sporadically picking on a different student to 
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summarise what the student in the ‘hot-seat’ just said. 
 
These techniques are all good ways of creating engagement and getting students 
to concentrate, but they are actually a rather poor way of collecting information 
about class achievement. The decision most frequently made by teachers each 
day is ‘Can I move on, or do I need to go over this one more time?’ Teachers 
typically resolve the issue by making up a question on the spur of the moment, 
asking the question of the whole class, choosing one of the half dozen or so 
students who raise their hands, and if the chosen student gives the correct 
answer, the teacher says, ‘Good’ and moves on. The assumption being made here 
is that the 29 students who did not raise their hands would have given the same 
answer, or if not, are now ready to move on because they have now heard the 
correct answer. This is why we need to think about all-student response systems – 
ways of asking questions that require a response from every single student. With a 
multiple-choice question students can indicate their responses by holding up 1, 2, 
3, 4, or 5 fingers, or cards with A, B, C, D on them. With constructed-response 
questions, students can write their solutions on a mini whiteboard (or indeed a 
slate!), and hold them up so the teacher can see them.  
 
Where longer answers are required, a technique known as ‘exit passes’ can be 
useful. The idea here is that at the end of the lesson students are given a question 
and they write their responses on a 3” by 5” index card, which they hand in to the 
teacher as they leave the classroom – the card functions as their ‘exit pass’. What 
does the teacher do with the cards? She simply reads through the cards and then 
puts them in the bin because now she knows where to start tomorrow’s lesson. 
This is just one more way of helping teachers use information about student 
achievement to adjust their teaching to better meet student learning needs.  
 
Slide 42 – Questioning in mathematics: discussion  

So let us look at different types of questions that you could set. This is an example 
of a discussion question you could set in maths.  
 

Action: Feedback is gathered and a discussion around the reasons  
for which delegates chose their answers takes place. 

 
We could probably spend 20 minutes discussing this; many people opt for answer 
A because it is a nice simple rule. Each number in the sequence is four greater 
than the previous number so if n is the previous number, n plus 4 gives you the 
next number. The good thing about that is it is a very simple rule.  
 
Unfortunately it does not tell you where to start. Rule B tells you where to start but 
it does not tell you what number to add on because it is variable; first it is 4, then it 
is 8, then it is 12, and so on. These rules are what mathematicians call ‘term-to-
term’ rules, because the rule tells you how to get to the next term from the 
previous term. They are effective, but they are not particularly efficient. For 
example, it would take quite a while to calculate the 100th term in the sequence. 
 
Rule C is what mathematicians call a ‘position-to-term’ rule. Rather than telling you 
how to get from one term to the next, it tells you how to get from the position of 
the term in the sequence straight to the term. What rule C is telling you is the 10th 
number in the sequence is 4 times 10 less 1, 39. So it is more complicated to get 
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your head around the rule but it has advantages for bigger numbers. If you wanted 
to know the 100th term in the sequence, someone using rule A would be going 3, 
7, 11, 15, 19, 23, while someone using rule C would be able to go straight to 399. 
Rule D is also correct but for the 1st term you would have to remember to begin 
counting at 0 rather than 1.  
 
Now this is an interesting discussion question because all of the four possible 
answers can be correct, depending on the reasons given. The important point here 
is that the teacher learns nothing about the quality of student thinking just by 
hearing which answers they have chosen. It is essential to hear the reasons the 
students give. Such questions can be very fruitful sources of classroom discussion, 
but there is no point in asking such questions unless the teacher can set aside a 
substantial element of class time for the discussion.  
 
Slide 42 – Questioning in maths: diagnosis  

In contrast, consider this question here. ‘In which of these right angle triangles is A 
squared plus B squared equal to C squared?’ This is a pretty sneaky question 
because there are actually two correct answers, B is correct and D is correct and 
all the others are wrong. Some children only hold up one correct answer, some 
children think that A squared plus B squared is always equal to C squared. 
However, if you have been teaching Pythagoras’ theorem, and find that when you 
ask this question every single child holds up a card with B and a card with D, you 
know you have done a great job of teaching this. There is no need to go over it one 
more time, you can move on (many teachers cannot take yes for an answer!).  
 
The idea of a diagnostic question is that the teacher has a quick way of checking 
that the key concepts being taught have been learned before moving on. The key 
requirement for one of these questions is to make it unlikely that a student gets the 
right answer for the wrong reason. In this particular case, with six different answers 
(A, B, C, D, E and F) there are in fact 64 different combinations. The chances of the 
child choosing B and D just by guessing is vanishingly small. 
 
Slides 44-54 – Discussion/diagnostic questions in a range of subjects  

These slides contain discussion and diagnostic questions in a range of subjects, 
allowing the presenter to choose a topic with which they feel comfortable, so they 
can discuss them in more detail (these slides also demonstrate that the idea of 
diagnostic questioning can be applied to all subject areas).  
 
Slide 55 – Hinge-questions  

Questions like these are called ‘hinge-questions’. The key requirement is that you 
must be able to collect and interpret the responses from all students in 30 
seconds. Dylan Wiliam added this condition because some teachers were saying 
to him that they would get every child to explain their answer. In practice, he said 
this did not ever happen in practice as by the time you have heard from 23 
children, the rest of the class will be losing the will to live! However, if teachers do 
not get an answer from each member of the class, students know they can wait 
the teacher out and so get away without engaging with the question. As noted 
above (slide 40) the research evidence suggests that it is important to create a 
classroom in which participation in questioning is obligatory. The students will 
sometimes resist. For example, a teacher might attempt to use the rule ‘No hands 
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up except to ask a question’. The teacher picks on a student at random, and the 
student says, ‘I don’t know’. This kind of exchange is really a form of negotiation. 
The teacher is saying, ‘This is my classroom. I make the rules, and I want all 
students to think’. In response, the student is saying, ‘I do not want to think’. The 
crucial thing is what happens next. In some classrooms, the teacher will simply 
move on to ask the same question of another student, but of course this means 
that the student has won. The teacher presents a vision of a classroom in which all 
students have to think. The student says, ‘I do not want to think’ and the teacher 
then says, ‘OK’. An alternative response to the student who says, ‘I don’t know’ is 
for the teacher to say, ‘OK; I’ll come back to you’. The teacher then solicits a 
number of different answers from other members of the class and then asks the 
student, ‘Which of those answers did you like best?’ This completely changes the 
focus of the child’s thinking. They have to listen to those other answers in order to 
find out which one they are going to go for. Another approach which works well 
and if the student is saying ‘I don’t know’ just because they can’t be bothered to 
think is to say to the student, ‘Yes, but if you did know what would you say?’ It is 
surprising how often the student will then produce a sensible answer because the 
student realises that the teacher is not going to accept ‘I do not know’ as a way of 
avoiding thinking.  
 
One way of thinking about these negotiations is in terms of a classroom contract. 
Who is in charge? What are the rules of the classroom? Are you expected to 
participate in a lesson? When you first introduce a technique such as picking on 
students to answer a question at random, it can be rather threatening for students. 
Some teachers have ‘softened the blow’ by, for example, giving every child one 
‘pass’ card a week. When a student’s name is chosen at random (for example  
from a cup full of lollipop sticks with the students’ names on) the teacher asks the 
student, ‘Do you want to play or pass?’ If they want to pass they have to put their 
pass card into the box (and their card has their name on the back, so they cannot 
sell it to the highest bidder!). With multiple-choice questions, teachers have used 
ideas from the quiz show Who wants to be a millionaire? by allowing students to 
‘phone a friend’, ‘ask the audience’ or ‘go 50:50’ (where two of the incorrect 
responses are removed). There are many ways that teachers can soften the impact 
of these kinds of changes in classroom questioning without giving up on that idea 
that everybody has to be thinking in the classroom.  
 
Slides 56-58  

More examples of hinge-questions.  
 
Slide 59 – Practical techniques: feedback  

The key idea here is that feedback should cause thinking. Earlier (slides 26 to 33) 
we saw examples of feedback that caused an emotional engagement to do with 
protecting one’s sense of well-being rather than a cognitive engagement in how 
one might use feedback to improve one’s performance. The essential feature of 
effective feedback is to keep the focus on the learning. There are many ways to do 
this: comment-only marking or grading, focused grading (where the teacher gives 
feedback on the things most in need of improvement, rather than commenting on 
everything that needs improvement). The common feature of all of these is that 
teachers should give less feedback but make students more accountable for doing 
something with it. It is also important to ‘join up’ different aspects of one’s practice. 
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Film 5: Sharing 
learning intentions – 
slides 35-36 and 60 
 

For example, many teachers display learning intentions or success criteria to the 
students, but do not refer to these in the feedback they provide for their students.  
 
There are a number of ways in which a teacher can reduce the burden of marking. 
A modern languages teacher uses a series of two letter codes to denote errors like 
agreement between the noun and the adjective. There is a poster on the wall of her 
classroom that explains the codes, and when the students get their books back, 
you can see them looking at the poster to work out what they got wrong. A maths 
teacher commented, ‘Comment-only marking is all very well, but it does not work 
in maths because if I tick 15 of the calculations as correct and five of them as 
wrong, the children can work out for themselves they have got 15 out of 20 even if 
I do not tell them’. Instead, the teacher could just say, ‘Five of these are wrong. 
You find them and fix them’. 
 
Feedback should always cause more work for the students than it causes the 
teacher to provide it, so feedback should always leave something for the student 
to do. If it is a final draft of a piece of writing, or a piece of dictation, the teacher 
might put a dot in the margin every time there is something wrong in that line. To 
provide more support for the weaker students, the teacher could provide more 
guidance by putting a ‘P’ if it is a punctuation error, ‘S’ if it is a spelling error and so 
on, and for the very weakest students, you might underline what is wrong. The 
important thing is you then make time in class for working on improvement.  
 
Feedback often arrives too late to do any good, so another valuable technique is 
re-timing assessments. Tests at the end of learning are too late. Why not have the 
tests two thirds of the way through the topic? Science teachers in Japan do that 
as a matter of routine. In middle schools, each science topic is generally allocated 
14 class periods but the content is only allowed to take up 11. In period 12 the 
students will do a test, but the teacher does not mark the test. Instead, the teacher 
reads through the test answers and decides, on the basis of what she sees, what 
to do in lessons 13 and 14.  
 
Practice tests and mock exams are an important part of learning, but the trouble is 
they generate a lot of marking for the teacher. So by all means give the student the 
practice of doing a mock exam, under exam conditions but then, instead of 
marking it yourself, take the papers in and when the students come back next 
lesson give them back their papers and in a group they have to come up with the 
best composite exam paper. Who’s got the best answer to question one? Who’s 
got the best answer to question two? Once each group has produced its 
composite paper, you can have a plenary discussion. What is this table’s answer 
to question one? What is the examiner looking for? In this way the teacher can give 
students substantial examination practice without creating lots of marking. What 
one cannot do is use these outcomes to predict grades for future examinations, 
but that is a very small sacrifice for the amount of learning that you have created. 
The really important thing is to focus on what you can do to make the learning 
better.  
 
Slide 60 – Practical techniques: sharing learning intentions  

Many teachers will be familiar with most of these techniques for sharing learning 
intentions. One obvious thing to do before setting essays in a subject is to give the 
students some essays from last year’s class, some good ones, some medium 
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Film 6: Activating 
students – slides 38 
and 61 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ones and some weak ones, and ask the students to comment on which ones are 
good and why. Teachers generally find that when students have gone through 
such an exercise, the work they produce is of much higher quality because they 
have thought about what is involved in writing a good piece of work. One final 
technique which is very useful in preparation for tests and exams is to get the 
students to design their own test items (with correct answers). Research studies 
have shown that getting children to write test questions and answers on what it is 
they have been learning is the most powerful form of test preparation. It is more 
powerful than doing practice papers, than having a study guide, or leaving them to 
their own devices. It is simply the most powerful form of test preparation and it has 
an additional benefit: the teacher learns what the students think they have been 
learning. That is unlikely to be the same as what the teacher thinks the students 
have been learning, but after all, what the teacher thinks the students have been 
learning isn’t terribly important.  
  
Slide 61 – Practical techniques: students owning their own learning and 
students as learning resources for one another  

Many of the techniques for providing feedback described above take more time 
than traditional methods, so where are teachers going to find the time? By marking 
less. As a rough guide, it is probably not a good use of teachers’ time to mark 
more than a quarter of the work that students complete. How does the rest of it 
get marked? Through self-assessment and peer-assessment. Two stars and a 
wish provides a convenient protocol for introducing students to the idea of peer-
assessment. The idea is that when anyone comments on someone else’s work 
they have to give it two stars – I like that, I like that – and a wish – I wish you had 
done that.  
 
Training students to pose questions is another technique that is useful for both 
students and teachers. Typically at the end of a topic, the teacher will ask, ‘Does 
anyone have any questions? No? Right, good’ and the teacher will go on to the 
next unit. Of course, the fact that no-one raises their hand does not mean that the 
students do not have questions. It may be more to do with the fact that they do 
not want to look stupid in front of the rest of the class. However, if the teacher asks 
the students to discuss in their groups whether they have any questions, then the 
students are far more likely to ask the teacher. After all, if no-one in your group can 
answer your question, it can’t be a stupid question. The whole process can be 
made even more anonymous by getting the students to write their questions on 
strips of paper and hand them in. This has two benefits. First, the teacher finds out 
what the students really want to ask. Second, the students develop the skills of 
diagnosing their own difficulties. Time and time again teachers have told us that 
when they use such techniques regularly, students get much better at asking for 
help in a precise way that really does encourage the development of self-critical 
faculties that help them pinpoint their own difficulties.  
 
Another popular technique for self-assessment is the use of traffic lights: 
  

green means got it  
yellow  means not so sure  
red  means no idea what is going on  
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We know of many classrooms where boys tend to give themselves a green 
whereas a girl with the same level of understanding might give herself a yellow. In 
other classrooms, teachers have counteracted this by saying to the class, once 
they have done their self-assessment with the traffic lights, ‘Greens help the 
yellows, reds over here with me and yellows make sure the greens understand this 
stuff quite as well as they think they do’. Students learn not to signal green until 
they are ready to explain what they have learned to somebody else.  
 
Another teacher modified this technique so that the traffic light signal was used in 
real time. She gave each student a cardboard disk that was red on one side and 
green on the other. At the beginning of the lesson, all the disks are green face 
uppermost but if students want to signal that the teacher is going a little too fast, 
they just turn the disk over to red. Teachers have found that in many cases, 
students who have never previously asked for help have been prepared to turn the 
disk over in order to signal that they need help. In one A-level maths class, a girl 
had turned the disk over to red but the teacher hadn’t noticed. The girl knew that 
she didn’t understand this and she was pretty sure her friends didn’t understand it 
either. So she grabbed their two disks as well and waved them at the teacher to 
flag that she didn’t understand.  
 
At first, we thought this was an isolated incident, but over time we have heard 
more and more stories about teachers opening up channels of communication, 
and about students using them. In another school, a teacher found these disks 
quite difficult to see from the front so she went along to a shop specializing in party 
supplies and bought red, green and yellow paper cups. Each student is given a 
green, a yellow and a red cup and at the beginning of the lesson they are stacked 
so that only the green cup is showing. If the student wants to signal to the teacher 
to slow down the student makes the yellow cup outermost, and if the student 
wants to stop and ask a question, then the red cup is shown. Why would anybody 
show a red? Because the rule in this classroom is that as soon as one student 
shows red, the teacher picks at random from all the other students, whether they 
are showing yellow or green, and the student chosen has to come to the front of 
the classroom and answer the question being posed by the student who showed 
red. This technique embodies the two fundamental principles of effective 
assessment for learning: engagement and contingency. The engagement comes 
from the fact that any student knows that they might be called on to answer a 
question from another student, thus ensuring that they concentrate, both on what 
the teacher is saying, and on their own understanding (engagement). The 
contingency comes from the fact that the teacher is able to better judge the pace 
of teaching from the signals provided by the students.  
 
The final technique here is end-of-lesson students’ review. A student is appointed 
at the beginning of the lesson (or at the end of the previous lesson) to be the 
lesson’s ‘rapporteur’. Five or ten minutes before the end of the lesson the teacher 
invites the rapporteur to come to the front of the classroom and summarise what 
the class has learnt that day. Many teachers assume that children will be reluctant 
to play this role but where teachers have started doing this, we find children 
queuing up and volunteering to play this role.  
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1. How does this fit in with school assessment policies and with Ofsted?  

How do we move to a system of formative assessment which is effective, when at 
the same time, we follow school policies and Ofsted expectations of levels and 
grades in order to be successful?  
 
We think you need to distinguish between Ofsted and your school policies. One of 
the things we explicitly tell headteachers is that it may be that in taking forward 
these ideas – for example in modern languages – you have to suspend some of 
the school assessment policies. If this is the case then we would encourage the 
headteachers to support that as a trial. Then the pilot group can report back after a 
year and tell everybody else how it is going and if it is working fine, then the policy 
should be changed. If it is not, then you probably go back to the old policy. So the 
idea of an experiment, we think, is quite important.  
 
Ofsted is different. Ofsted do seem to be focused on a very naïve interpretation of 
one of the key principles of assessment for learning which is, ‘Do children know 
where they are in their learning and what they need to do to improve?’ Some 
schools have managed this quite successfully by training their students to take 
control of the questioning. When Ofsted inspectors ask the children ‘What level are 
you at?’ the children say, ‘I don’t know, but this is where I am in my learning and 
this is what I need to do to improve’. So the really important thing is that you get 
beyond the level, which is absolutely useless as a measure of where you are in 
your learning. It is just like giving location coordinates to somebody who doesn’t 
have a GPS device; it doesn’t mean anything to them. Schools that do use these 
strategies effectively appear to get good Ofsted reports, because they engage with 
the process, they plan it, they tell their students that whenever an Ofsted inspector 
asks them that they should say, ‘Well this is what I’m good at and this is what I 
need to work on next’.  
 
2. Communicating new policies on assessment to parents  

How can we communicate these approaches to parents? Well, one problem is that 
we assume parents understand a grade and a mark – actually many parents do 
not. They think they do because they are familiar with them. They do not 
understand what a grade means, nor what a mark means. Parents think they want 
marks and grades but this is only because they have no other way of finding out 
how their child is doing. If we can give them alternative ways of doing that, the 
parents are generally very appreciative. Schools tell us that where they explain the 
new policy and why it is being introduced, parents are onboard, as, ultimately, they 
want to be able to understand how to help their children, and techniques like 
comment-only marking help them to do so.  
 
3. Why do we need a new AfL strategy?  

The National Strategy provides a useful starting place for AfL work in schools. 
However, the five strategies outlined here are different as they focus less on data 
and tracking and more on teaching. The research proves that these strategies 
make the biggest difference to student outcomes and that is why we are focusing 
on them here. The things that make a difference to student outcomes are twofold:  
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1. Increasing the levels of student engagement in classrooms.  
2. Ability to systematically use the information you collect on student 

achievement to adjust your teaching to better meet their learning needs. 
 
These are the pedagogies of engagement and contingency mentioned earlier (Slide 
61). The term ‘pedagogies of engagement’ centres on the idea that students have 
to be more engaged in their learning. The term ‘pedagogies of contingency’ 
emphasises the idea that teaching is a contingent activity. The only reason we 
need to assess is because children do not learn what we teach. We know this 
because every time you think you have taught a really great lesson you take in the 
books and you find that the students were on a different planet – and you say ‘I 
didn’t teach that’. Assessment is the bridge between teaching and learning. It is 
only by assessing students that we can find out what it is that they learnt as a 
result of our teaching. What we are saying is that the loop needs to be closer and 
tighter than it is right now. Not once every two or three weeks; every 20 or 30 
minutes. We think you shouldn’t go more than 20 or 30 minutes without some 
systematic attempt to collect information from the majority of the class about their 
level of understanding.  
 
4. Planning or marking?  

As noted above (slide 61) we think you should aim to mark about a quarter of what 
your students write – this is a reasonable balance. Would it be even better if you 
marked everything? Yes of course, but it wouldn’t be the best use of your time. 
The important principle here is to look at where you are putting your effort and 
where you are getting your benefits. For most teachers, if you had an extra hour to 
spend on your teaching, then more learning would result if you put the time into 
planning better teaching than marking the class’s work. If you have already spent 
four hours planning the lesson then more time tinkering with the lesson plan 
probably won’t make any difference and you will get more learning by focusing on 
marking. But if you have only spent an hour on the lesson plan, then it is likely that 
more learning will result from planning the lesson more carefully. As a general 
principle, we think you should spend twice as long planning your lessons as you 
do marking students’ work. Most teachers have these proportions reversed. They 
tend to spend twice as much time marking the work from a lesson as they do 
planning the next lesson. Why’s that a bad idea? The big idea here is keeping 
learning on track. You want the student learning to be going in the direction you 
planned. Marking is a way of keeping learning on track one child at a time after 
they have gone away. Wouldn’t it be better to do it with them in front of you in one 
go?  
 
The way you do that is by having really good questions so you can find out their 
difficulties before they leave the classroom. So by giving attention to planning really 
good questioning you are able to put students’ learning back on track. If every 
child was a unique and idiosyncratic individual, teaching would be impossible. 
Teaching is interesting because students are so different but only possible because 
they are so similar. The fact is that we can collect these errors together and deal 
with them systematically.  
 
In particular, we need to dispel the myth that personalisation is about 
individualisation. It is a red herring. What we need to do is to think of more ways in 
which we can deal with the learning of the whole group, and here, the contrast 
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between teaching in England and Japan is instructive. Typically in an English 
classroom, when a teacher sets work which children do at their own desks, the 
teacher will walk up and down looking over the students’ shoulders and every time 
they see a mistake or something they will correct it. In Japan a teacher rarely does 
that. Instead, the teacher will walk up and down looking at what the students are 
doing and then decide which of those things are worth addressing with the whole 
class. The focus is on the best way of intervening with the whole group. If you do 
need to intervene with an individual, you do so outside the lesson. The priority is on 
focusing on the big and important things to get right rather than trying to work with 
every single child every single time.  
 
5. Is this true of all key stages?  

The evidence that we have is that it does appear to be. The way that you do AfL or 
formative assessment with different children or different ages may change. 
However, the principles appear to be absolutely the same.  
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AfL learning walk Core materials disc 1 
 

Observer: Date: 

Subject/s: Year/s: 

General comments: 
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Code What I am looking for Start of a lesson 

1 Clear, valuable learning intentions for students      

2 Success criteria understood by students      

3 Students chosen at random      

4 Questions that make students think      

5 Students, not teacher, dominate discussions      

6 At least 80% students involved in answering questions Middle of a lesson 

7 All student response system used      

8 Teacher waits three seconds after question      

9 Students support each other’s learning      

10 Students take responsibility for own learning      

11 Teacher gives oral formative feedback      

12 Evidence of comments that advance learning End of a lesson 

13 Teacher finds out what students learned      

14 Teaching adjusted after data collection      

15       

16       

17       

Examples of good practice observed: 
 
1. 
 

 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 
 

 

year 1
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My personal action plan year 1 
 

Name:  Date:  

 

Preparation for feedback to group 

What I have tried out since the last workshop: 

Who observed me: 

What I learned from this: 

 

Planning for the next month 

Techniques that I am going to use: 
 
 

How I will use these techniques:  

Class(es) I am going to use them with: 

Problems I may have and how I plan to resolve them: 

Who is going to support me with this and how? 

I am going to do less of: 

Notes 
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Peer lesson observation sheet year 1 
 

Teacher being observed: Subject: Year: 

Observer: Date: Period: 

Part of lesson observed (circle all that apply): Start   /   Middle   /   End   /   All 

 
Focus of observation (to be completed by the teacher) 

Evidence to be collected (teacher): Comments (observer): 

Evidence to be collected (teacher): Comments (observer): 

Evidence to be collected (teacher): Comments (observer): 

 

Action agreed following the observation 

The teacher being observed will: The observer will: 
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What is AfL 
all about? 
 

Five key strategies 

Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for success 

(Sharing learning intentions) 

Engineering effective classroom discussion, questions and learning tasks that 
elicit evidence of learning 

(Questioning) 

Providing feedback that moves learners forward 

(Feedback) 

Activating students as owners of their own learning 

(Self-assessment) 

Activating students as instructional resources for one another 

(Peer-assessment) 

 

One big idea 

Using evidence of learning to adapt lessons in real time to 
meet students’ learning needs.  
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Norms of collaboration inventory 

R
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y
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as
io

n
al

ly
 

F
re

q
ue

nt
ly

 

Pausing 

Listens attentively to others’ ideas with mind and body     
Allows time for thought after asking a quest ion or making a response     
Rewords in own mind what others are saying to further understand their communications    
Waits until others have finished before entering the conversation     
Paraphrasing 

Uses paraphrases that acknowledge and clarify content and emotions     
Uses paraphrases that summarise and organise    
Uses paraphrases that shift a conversat ion to different levels of abstraction     
Uses nonverbal communication in paraphrasing    
Probing 

Seeks agreement on what words mean     
Asks questions to clarify facts, ideas and stories     
Asks questions to clarify explanations, implications and consequences    
Asks questions to surface assumptions, points of view, beliefs, and values     
Putting ideas on the table and pulling them off  

States intention of communication     
Reveals all re levant information    
Considers intended communication for re levance and appropriateness before speaking     
Provides facts, inferences, ideas, opinions, and suggestions     
Expla ins reasons behind statements, quest ions and actions     
Removes, or announces the modification of, own ideas, opinions, and points of view     
Paying attention to self and others  

Maintains awareness of own thoughts and feelings while having them     
Maintains awareness of others’ voice patterns, nonverbal communications, and use of physical space     
Maintains awareness of the group's tasks, mood, and re levance of own and others’ contributions     
Presuming positive intentions  

Acts as if others mean well    
Restrains impulsivity triggered by own emotional responses     
Uses positive presuppositions when responding to and inquiring of others    
Pursuing a balance between advocacy and inquiry 

Advocates for own ideas and inquires into the ideas of others     
Acts to provide equitable opportunities for participation     
Presents rat ionale for positions, inc luding assumptions, facts, and feelings    
Disagrees respectfully and openly with ideas and offers rat ionale for disagreement     
Inquires of others about their reasons for reaching and occupying a posit ion     

Garmston and Wellman, 1996 
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handouts 

1.2.1 What makes a good learning intention? 
1.2.2 Exploring learning intentions  
1.2.3 Some ways to find out what my students really learned  
1.2.4 My learning log 
1.2.5 My reflections 
1.2.6 My triangle of learning 
1.2.7 Reflective learners  

two-part NCR copies of  
my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
sticks (to write group members’ first names on) 
exit cards (for summary)  

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets 
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 
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What makes 
a good 
learning 
intention? 
 

A learning intention is what we hope students will learn as a result of engaging in a 
particular sequence of learning activities - typically over the course of a single lesson. 

Learning intentions range from the broad, such as ‘to understand the causes of 
armed conflicts’, to the specific, such as ‘to be able to balance a chemical 
equation’. 

The best learning intentions are not too closely tied to the context of the learning. 
This makes it easier for students to see that what they are learning is transferable, 
and it also makes it easier to decide how to assess whether the students have 
learned what was intended. 

For example, the learning intention ‘to be able to write instructions on how to change 
a bicycle tyre’ mixes up the actual learning intention with the context of the learning. 
Separating these two makes it clear that the learning intention is really ‘to be able to 
write instructions’ and that the context of the learning is ‘changing a bicycle tyre’. 
We can then evaluate the students’ learning by seeing whether they can apply what 
they have learned to another context, such as whether they can write instructions for 
making a sandwich. 

Another example given by Shirley Clarke comes from geography. A school 
curriculum specified that the learning intention for a particular sequence of lessons 
was for students to understand the impact of banana production on banana 
producers. Here, again, the learning intention is mixed up with the context of 
learning. The learning intention is really ‘to understand the impact of production on 
producers’. The context of the learning is banana production, and we could evaluate 
the students’ learning by seeing whether they can apply what they have learned to 
sugar production. 
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Exploring 
learning 
intentions 
 

Below are ten learning intentions. 

Are they context and activity free? 

How would you improve them?  

  

We are learning to:  

know ways of controlling floods in Bangladesh 
recognise triangular numbers 
paint a landscape 
make a plastic key fob 
create a cartoon animal using descriptive phrases and sentences 
complete all ten questions on pages 23 to 25 
use science equipment and kitchen compounds to carry out purposeful 
experiments 
present an argument for and against assisted suicide 
identify the causes of plantation slavery 
count up to ten in French. 
 
 

Write a learning intention to share with the whole group 
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Some ways 
to find out 
what my 
students 
really 
learned 

My learning log, my triangle of 
learning and my reflections sheets 

Students complete three sections of a 
learning log or all sections of a triangle of 
learning or reflections sheet, explaining 
what they learned during the lesson etc.  

Two minutes to share what we 
learned 

Two minutes before the end of the 
lesson, the teacher tells the class that 
each student must say one thing they 
have learned in the lesson – no repeats 
allowed. The teacher chooses a student, 
and if they say something acceptable, 
they stand. This process continues until 
the end of the lesson, at which point 
those standing are dismissed, and those 
still seated are kept for 30 seconds.  

Exit ticket 

Near the end of the lesson ask the class 
a question. Give each student an index 
card to write the answer on. As students 
leave the room they hand in their exit 
card. You look through the students’ 
answers when planning the next lesson 
and decide whether they have 
understood the concepts well enough for 
you to progress. Students can write their 
names on the cards if it will be helpful for 
you (for example, to use as seating plans 
for the next lesson). You do not need to 
mark the cards. You can keep them or 
throw them away when you have 
finished with them.  

Reflective learners 

Put up an A3 poster with four sections. 
See example provided entitled reflective 
learners – ‘What is going well?’ ‘What  

can we improve?’ ‘What are the 
questions?’ ‘What are the issues?’ – and 
give each student two post-it notes on 
which to add their views for two of the 
sections.  

Student summary 

One student summarises what the whole 
class learned during the lesson. You can 
select this student at the start or end of 
the lesson randomly (e.g. by using sticks, 
name cards or other method).  

Student-created problems 

Students work together in groups to 
write one good question for the class to 
answer on mini whiteboards. At the end 
of the lesson one group asks the other 
students their question and answers are 
written and held up on whiteboards. The 
group then respond to the answers. If 
there is enough time other groups ask 
their question.  

Class basketball 

Students stand and you pass a soft ball 
to one of them. This student gives one 
main idea from the lesson. The student 
then passes the ball to a second student 
who has to state a different main idea 
and pass the ball to a third student. 
Once a student has taken part s/he sits 
down and cannot be passed the ball 
again. This continues until you think that 
all the main points of the lesson have 
been given.  

3-2-1 

Students fill in an exit ticket with three 
things they want to practice, two things 
they would expect to be on a test, and 
one thing they enjoyed from the lesson.  

Sample



Copyright © 2013 by Hawker Brownlow Education.  9781743308899 SAT8899  All rights reserved. Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: A 

two-year professional development pack for schools and colleges: teacher learning communities in action - Year 1. Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Ed-

ucation, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this resource, the purchaser 

of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book.
68

My learning log  
  
 
Name:       
 

Date: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

           I was surprised by 
 

I might have learned more if 
 

I was particularly interested in 

One thing I learned is 

The most useful thing I will take 
from this lesson is 
 I want to find out more about 

 

I’m not sure about 
 

What I liked most about 
the lesson was 
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My triangle of learning 
Name:       
 

Date: 

 
 

One thing I 
already knew 

Two questions I 
would still like 
answered 

Three things I 
have learned in 
this lesson 
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Reflective learners 

Students place post-it notes in two of the four sections below 

What is going well? What can we improve? 

What are the questions? What are the issues? 
Sample
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handouts 

1.3.1 Supporting each other 
1.3.2 Some techniques for finding out what students are learning 

two-part NCR copies of  
my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
exit cards from the last workshop (to read through before the meeting) 
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
soft ball (for choosing respondents – throw to one teacher and then get that teacher to 
throw to another, and so on)  

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets 
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Introduction  

a. Hand out the TLC agenda. 

b. Share the learning intentions of this workshop: 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
improve classroom questioning and discussion 
involve all students in lessons.  

c. Give the group some feedback from the exit cards they completed at the end of 
the last session and which you collected in.  

d. I am going to choose you randomly using a soft ball during this workshop. 

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

Think of something that happened in the last month at school that made you feel 
good. It could have been in or out of the classroom. You have a maximum of 30 
seconds to tell the group what it is. No one can ‘pass’. When it is not your turn you 
should be actively listening.  

Use the stopwatch provided.  

Choose respondents by throwing a soft ball to one person who speaks and then 
passes the ball to another person to speak, and so it continues.   

Everyone must be involved in this activity and you will need to stop people after 30 
seconds. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

a. Distribute copies of the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan. Remind the 
group about the NCR sheets – top copy kept by the teacher, bottom copy to 
hand to you at the end of the workshop so that you have a record of what they 
said they would do between sessions.  

Write about a technique you have tried since the last workshop and complete the 
first section of the planning sheet including who observed you using the 
technique. It helps if you have your personal action plan from the last meeting 
available for reference (2 minutes).  

b. Distribute handout 1.3.1 Supporting each other and give time for teachers to 
read through and check that it makes sense to them.  

25 
minutes 

 

Sample
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c. Choose someone to be the challenger and give that person the role of the 
challenger sheet.  

d. Give each person two minutes in which to share with the group. Choose teachers 
randomly to feed back using the ball. As each teacher feeds back, the others 
actively listen and then discuss points brought up if there is time.  

4 

 

Finding out what students are learning during a lesson 

a. How can we involve all students in lessons to help them stay on task, so that 
none of them sit quietly not taking part or attempt to disrupt the lesson?  

b. Ensure that everyone understands the difference between 

single student response systems – one student answering a teacher’s 
question 

AND 

whole class response systems – all students answering each question.  

c. Distribute handout 1.3.2 Some techniques for finding out what students are 
learning, to read through individually and then discuss in pairs how some of the 
techniques could work in their classrooms, and any adaptations they might want 
to make in order to use them (10 minutes).  

d. Three or four teachers feed back to the group one technique their partner is 
going to use and how they are going to use it.  

Use the ball to choose respondents randomly.   

20 
minutes 

 

5 Personal action planning 

a. Using their my personal action plan sheet each teacher chooses one or two 
techniques s/he is going to use during the next month and wwhat s/he will do less 
oof (teachers wwill need pushing on this).  

b. Pair-share: two minutes sharing your plan with your partner, then swap.  

c. Hand out NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to 
use and keep a copy each as evidence for performance management – there will 
be no centrally held copies.  

d. Ask pairs to arrange when observations will take place (they can be for a whole 
lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson).  

e. Randomly choose (by using the ball) two teachers to share with the group what 
their partner is planning.  

f. Collect in the second part of the my personal action plan sheets.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 

Ask three people (by using the ball) to name something they learned at the 
workshop.  

Do not allow answers to be repeated.  

5 
minutes 

 

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Welcome and learning intentions 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
improve classroom questioning and discussion 
involve all students in lessons.  

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

30 seconds to tell others about something at school that made you feel good during 
the last month.   

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

Feed back on techniques attempted (aand what you are doing less of) since the last 
meeting.  

Teachers should refer to what they planned to do in the personal action plan at the 
last meeting. Teachers will need the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan.  

Handout 1.3.1 Supporting each other to read through. Two minutes per teacher 
with others actively listening.  

25 
minutes 

 

4 Finding out what students are learning during a lesson 

Handout 1.3.2 Some techniques for finding out what students are learning to read 
through individually, discuss in pairs and feed back to the group.  

20 
minutes 

5 Personal action planning 

Complete my personal action plan  choosing one or two techniques you are going to 
use during the next month and wwhat you will do less of. Share your plan with your 
partner, then listen to your partner’s plan.  

Arrange for your partner to observe you using one of these techniques in a class and 
give you feedback. Arrange when the observation will take place (it can be for a 
whole lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson). Handout 
NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to use and 
keep a copy each.  

Two or three teachers share with the group what their partner is planning.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 5 
minutes 
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 

Sample
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Supporting 
each other 

Some things to think about as you listen to others 

If a TLC member tried a new technique:  

Did it relate to one of the five ‘key strategies’ of formative assessment? 

What was formative about it? In other words, how did the technique allow the 
teacher or the students to adapt what they were doing to improve learning? 

Is there evidence about how the technique is working? 

Did it improve students’ learning? 

Are there changes that could improve the technique?  

 

If a TLC member has not tried out anything since the last meeting: 

Is there any information about why they haven’t tried anything? 

What support can you provide? 

Could the ideas in their action plan be made simpler to implement? 

Sample
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Some techniques for finding out what students are learning 

ABCD cards 

Give each student a set of lettered cards (you 
might want to include Y and N, or T and F) and 
pose multiple choice questions of the whole 
class. This is most useful when there is more 
than one correct answer, or when the answers 
depend on the assumptions the students make 
– this can lead to good discussions.  

Basketball discussion 

Use a soft ball to throw to a student to answer a 
question. The student then passes the ball to 
another student to see whether the second 
student agrees with the first. The second 
student then passes the ball to a third student 
who comments on why the answer is correct or 
not. This can continue with questions like 
‘How? When? How long? Who else was 
involved? What else could have happened?’ 
depending on the subject.  

Class vote 

Ask all students to vote on a question you put 
to the class with two or more possible answers.  

Entrance ticket 

Hand out a card to each student as they walk 
into the room and ask them to write the answer 
to a question posed on the board. Glance 
through the students’ answers to help decide 
questions to ask the class, discussions, tasks to 
set, or how to seat students.  

No hands up – except to ask a question 

Only let students raise their hands if they have a 
question to ask. Do not let students call out. 
Use a random method of choosing which 
student answers a question, e.g. each student’s 
name is on a stick, a small card, or on a 
randomising programme on the white board.   

Mini white boards 

Each student has a white board and is asked to write the 
short answer to a question posed by the teacher. 
Students hold up their white boards to show their 
answers to the teacher, who can then gauge how well 
students understand the concept, and whether to 
continue to teach the concept, or if some students 
should be moved to sit next to someone who 
understands. 

Post-it notes on a continuum 

Each student has a post-it note with their name clearly 
written on it. The teacher draws a horizontal line on the 
board with, say, opposing statements at each end and 
asks students to think about where they would place 
their post-it on the line to reflect their own view (e.g. 
caused entirely by humans versus an entirely natural 
phenomenon – where would you put global warming). 
Several students are then randomly asked to come to 
the board and place their post-it notes, explaining why 
they have placed it in that position. This can also work 
with a line from zero to one and probabilities of events 
occurring. The post-its can be used many times over and 
kept in a corner on the board between lessons. Using 
four colours of notes helps divide the class into four 
groups, so that ‘orange’ students can be asked to come 
to the board and place their notes.  

Wait watchers 

Because it is hard for teachers to wait for three seconds 
after asking a question to allow students to think, it is 
occasionally useful to have a student volunteer with a 
stopwatch checking the teacher’s wait time for a whole 
lesson.  

Phone-a-friend 

Sometimes when students are chosen randomly to 
answer a question they really do not know the answer, 
and may feel awkward and embarrassed. It may be 
useful to allow them to ‘phone-a-friend’, another student 
in the class who may be able to help them answer the 
question.   

Sample
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handout 

1.4.1 Some feedback techniques that make students think 
two-part NCR copies of  

my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
small cards (with group members’ first names on) 

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets  

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Introduction  

a. Hand out the TLC agenda. 

b. Share the learning intentions of this workshop: 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
mark less while giving students more responsibility 
keep records of students’ progress that help teaching and learning. 

c. I am going to choose you randomly using cards during this workshop. 

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

Time to get ‘things off your chest’, to complain and shout about the hard parts of 
teaching, anything that is annoying you about school. 30 seconds per teacher. Any 
teacher can ‘pass’. The role for teachers when it is not their turn is active listening.  

Use the stopwatch provided.  

Choose respondents by using cards.   

Everyone must be involved in this activity. 

No moaning beyond this point.  

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

a. Distribute copies of the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan. Remind the 
group about the NCR sheets – top copy kept by the teacher, bottom copy to 
hand to you at the end of the workshop so that you have a record of what they 
said they would do between sessions.  

Write about a technique you have tried since the last workshop and complete the 
first section of the planning sheet including who observed you using the 
technique. It helps if you have your personal action plan from the last meeting 
available for reference (2 minutes).  

b. Choose someone to be the challenger and give that person the role of the 
challenger sheet.  

c. Give each person two minutes in which to share with the group. Choose teachers 
randomly to feed back using the cards. As each teacher feeds back, the others 
actively listen and then discuss points brought up if there is time.  

25 
minutes 

 Sample
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4 

 

Providing feedback that moves learners forward 

Distribute handout 1.4.1 Feedback techniques that make students think to read 
through individually (5 minutes), then discuss in groups of four how some of the 
techniques could work in their classrooms (5 minutes). As a whole group teachers 
should discuss how they might record their marking and how to it might save them 
time (10 minutes).   

20 
minutes 

 

5 Personal action planning 

a. Using their my personal action plan sheet each teacher chooses one or two 
techniques from today’s session which s/he is going to use during the next 
month and wwhat s/he will do less of (teachers wwill need pushing on this).  

b. Pair-share: two minutes sharing your plan with your partner, then swap.  

c. Hand out NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to 
use and keep a copy each as evidence for performance management – there will 
be no centrally held copies.  

d. Ask pairs to arrange when observations will take place (they can be for a whole 
lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson).  

e. Randomly choose (by using the cards) two teachers to share with the group what 
their partner is planning.  

f. Collect in the second part of the my personal action plan sheets.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 

Ask three people (by using the cards) to name something they learned at the 
workshop.  

Do not allow answers to be repeated.  

5 
minutes 

 

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Welcome and learning intentions 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
mark less whilst giving students more responsibility 
keep records of students’ progress that help teaching and learning. 

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

30 seconds to get ‘things off your chests’  about anything that infuriates you about 
your job. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

Feed back on techniques attempted (aand what you are doing less of) since the last 
meeting.  

Teachers should refer to what they planned to do in the personal action plan at the 
last meeting. Teachers will need the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan.  

Two minutes per teacher with others actively listening.  

25 
minutes 

 

4 Providing feedback that moves learners forward 

Handout 1.4.1 Some feedback techniques that make students think to read through 
individually, then discuss in groups of four how some of the techniques could work 
in your classrooms, and as a whole group how you might record your marking and 
how it might save you time.  

20 
minutes 

5 Personal action planning 

Complete my personal action plan  choosing one or two techniques you are going to 
use during the next month and wwhat you will do less of. Share your plan with your 
partner, then listen to your partner’s plan.  

Arrange for your partner to observe you using one of these techniques in a class and 
give you feedback. Arrange when the observation will take place (it can be for a 
whole lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson). Handout 
NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to use and 
keep a copy each.  

Two or three teachers share with the group what their partner is planning.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 5 
minutes 

Sample
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 

Sample
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Some feedback techniques that make students think 

Marking for improvement 

When grading students’ work, record a grade in 
your grade-book but give only written 
comments on how to improve to students. Give 
students time to read the comments in class 
and one week to resubmit the work. The final 
grade is the average of the first and resubmitted 
grade (tell the students all three grades).  

Mastery marking  

Only accept student work when it is of a specific 
quality. You might only give one grade, an A. 
Students are expected to continue to re-draft 
and resubmit their work as many times as 
necessary in order to achieve an A. The overall 
grade is then determined by the number of As.   

+, –, = (Plus, Minus, Equals) 

Mark student work in relation to previous work. 
If the latest work is of the same quality as the 
last, it receives an ‘=’, if it is better than the last it 
receives a ‘+’, and if it is not as good as the last 
it receives a ‘–‘. 

Responding to marking 

Write your teacher feedback, signed and dated, 
at the start of the exercise book. Students then 
make an appropriate response below the 
teacher feedback, including where to find any 
redrafting. Do not mark the next piece of work 
until the student has responded to the last 
feedback provided. 

Focused marking 

Mark student work against one or two specific 
criteria, even though there may be many criteria 
that could be marked. This allows you to provide 
more focused and detailed feedback  

on these criteria than if everything was marked. The 
mark-book contains the skill marked rather than the title 
of the work set. 

Find and fix your mistakes 

Instead of marking answers as correct or incorrect, tell 
the students the number of answers that were wrong. 
Give them time in class to find and correct their mistakes 
either individually or in groups. 

Margin marking 

Instead of marking each spelling or grammar mistake on 
essays, place a mark in the margin. Students then find 
their own mistakes, and correct them. 

Traffic lights 

Give students a RED, AMBER or GREEN mark for a 
piece of work. All RED and AMBER work can be 
redrafted in an attempt to achieve a GREEN mark. The 
final grade is calculated from the number of GREEN and 
AMBER marks. 

Aim for the next level 

Students identify areas of improvement by comparing 
their work to exemplars at the next level of achievement. 
Students realise that they need to set themselves higher 
standards. Able students find that they can improve a 
good piece of work. 

Match comments to work 

Write comments about students’ work on strips of paper 
without names. Sit students in groups of four. Each 
group of four students gets back their four pieces of 
work and their four comments. The group needs to 
decide which comment goes with which piece of work. 

 

Sample
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 

Sample
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Giving 
students 
more 
responsibility 

To help advance their own and other students’ learning students need to: 

recognise where they are in their learning  
decide where they want to go 
identify a way to close the gap.  

Usually it is teachers who take the responsibility for providing this, but students can 
develop the ability to reflect on their own learning and each other’s learning when 
they are provided with appropriate guidance and structure.  

Prerequisites 

In order to activate students as instructional resources for one another and as 
owners of their own learning then:  

teachers need to 
believe that ability is incremental rather than fixed, so that students can 
advance their learning  
provide structured opportunities for students to work in pairs or groups 

students need to 
develop thinking about their own learning 
identify and understand where they are going and what successful 
performance looks like (i.e. success criteria).  

 
Students need to practice applying evaluation criteria to their peers’ work be fore 
reflecting on their own learning. Applying evaluation criteria to a peer’s work is less 
emotionally charged and can help students to internalise intentions and criteria for 
success before reflecting on their own work.  

Benefits 

Research shows that activating students as owners of their own learning and as 
instructional resources for one another has many benefits: 

self-assessment improves perseverance, self-belief and achievement which all 
help to develop life-long learners 
peer tutoring benefits both tutor and tutee: the process of explaining entails the 
peer tutor in thinking about the work and presenting it in new ways. The 
resulting clarification of the work can develop deeper understanding for both 
students.

Sample



Copyright © 2013 by Hawker Brownlow Education.  9781743308899 SAT8899  All rights reserved. Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: A 

two-year professional development pack for schools and colleges: teacher learning communities in action - Year 1. Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Ed-

ucation, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this resource, the purchaser 

of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book.

S
E

C
TI

O
N

 0
3

91

 

Some 
techniques 
for peer 
support 

Round-robin 

Students working in a group circulate 
their work to other members of the 
group and each adds a post-it note with 
suggestions for how to improve the 
work.  

Two stars and a wish on peers’ work 

Students exchange books and give 
comments to a peer by writing two 
positive things (stars) about the work and 
one thing that s/he ‘wishes’ the other 
student would do to make it better. The 
comments should be specific to the 
qualities of the work and provide clear 
guidance on what to do to improve.  

Homework help board 

Students identify homework questions 
they could not do, put them on the 
board, and solve them for one another. 
The teacher only needs to work on those 
problems that no-one else can solve.  

Best composite answer 

Students in a small group build a 
composite answer by taking the best 
features of each of their individual 
answers, making them recognise 
strengths and weaknesses across the 
original individual answers. Students who 
did not originally understand some 
aspects of the question learn a lot from 
their peers.  

Students check peers’ work against 
pre-flight checklist 

Students exchange books and check 
each other’s work against a pre-flight 
checklist (a list of required components,  

e.g. title page, introduction, three 
paragraph explanation, conclusion). The 
checklist can be prepared by the teacher 
or students. Some checklists will be 
generic whilst others may be specific to 
a particular assignment.  

Question strips in groups 

Students talk in small groups to check 
their understanding and then submit a 
group question to the teacher if no-one 
can answer it within the group. The 
questions address the areas the 
students do not understand or those 
where they want to learn more. The 
teacher notes themes and responds, 
adapting future teaching where needed.  

Students check peers’ work with mark 
schemes 

Students exchange books and use a 
familiar mark scheme that helps them 
evaluate a peer’s work. Students provide 
feedback, but usually not grades or 
levels.  

Traffic lighting peers’ work 

After being taught how to provide 
feedback, students mark a peer’s work 
to identify his/her level of understanding 
(green = understand; amber = not sure; 
red = do not understand). It is important 
that time is allowed for students to get 
help with the things they do not 
understand.  

Sample
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handouts 

1.6.1 What makes a good hinge-point question 
1.6.2 Some examples of hinge-point questions (three-sided)  

two-part NCR copies of  
my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
exit cards from the last workshop (to read through before the meeting) 
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
soft ball (for choosing respondents – throw to one teacher and then get that teacher to 
throw to another, and so on) 

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets  

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Introduction  

a. Hand out the TLC agenda. 

b. Share the learning intentions of this workshop: 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
use hinge-point questions to find out what students know at some point in a 
lesson. 

c. Give the group some feedback from the exit cards they completed at the end of 
the last session and which you collected in.  

d. I am going to choose you randomly using a soft ball during this workshop. 

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

Think of something that happened in the last month at school that made you feel 
good. It could have been in or out of the classroom. You have a maximum of 30 
seconds to tell the group what it is. No one can ‘pass’. When it is not your turn you 
should be actively listening.  

Use the stopwatch provided.  

Choose respondents by throwing a soft ball to one person who speaks and then 
passes the ball to another person to speak, and so it continues.   

Everyone must be involved in this activity and you will need to stop people after 30 
seconds. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

a. Distribute copies of the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan. Remind the 
group about the NCR sheets – top copy kept by the teacher, bottom copy to 
hand to you at the end of the workshop so that you have a record of what they 
said they would do between sessions.  

Write about a technique you have tried since the last workshop and complete the 
first section of the planning sheet including who observed you using the 
technique. It helps if you have your personal action plan from the last meeting 
available for reference (2 minutes).  

b. Choose someone to be the challenger and give that person the role of the 
challenger sheet.  

25 
minutes 

 

Sample
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c. Give each person two minutes in which to share with the group. Choose teachers 
randomly to feed back using the ball. As each teacher feeds back, the others 
actively listen and then discuss points raised if there is time.   

4 

 

Using hinge-point questions 

a. A ‘hinge’ in a lesson is a point where a teacher has to make a decision about 
what to do next. The more evidence the teacher has about the level of student 
understanding, the better the chance of making the right decision, so the 
question the teacher asks – the ‘hinge-point question’ – requires careful planning.  

Hinge-point questions are difficult and time-consuming to develop, but a good 
hinge-point question now will still be a good question in ten years time, and is 
likely to work for any teacher.  

b. Distribute handout 1.6.1 What makes a good hinge-point question, and allow 
time to read individually and discuss as a group each of the five points – make 
sure they understand point four (5 minutes).  

c. Distribute handout 1.6.2 Some examples of hinge-point questions. In pairs or 
threes teachers evaluate each question against the criteria in point four of the 
handout 1.6.1, then choose one of the questions to improve. Randomly (using 
the ball) choose two or three teachers to feed back their improved question to 
the group (15 minutes).   

20 
minutes 

 

5 Personal action planning 

a. Using their my personal action plan sheet each teacher chooses one or two 
techniques s/he is going to use during the next month and wwhat s/he will do less 
oof (teachers wwill need pushing on this).  

b. Pair-share: two minutes sharing your plan with your partner, then swap.  

c. Hand out NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to 
use and keep a copy each as evidence for performance management – there will 
be no centrally held copies.  

d. Ask pairs to arrange when observations will take place (they can be for a whole 
lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson).  

e. Randomly choose (by using the ball) two teachers to share with the group what 
their partner is planning.  

f. Collect in the second part of the my personal action plan sheets.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 

Ask three people (by using the ball) to name something they learned at the 
workshop.  

Do not allow answers to be repeated.  

5 
minutes 

 

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Welcome and learning intentions 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
use hinge-point questions to find out what students know at some point in a 
lesson.  

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

30 seconds to tell others about something at school that made you feel good during 
the last month. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

Feed back on techniques attempted (aand what you are doing less of) since the last 
meeting.  

Teachers should refer to what they planned to do in the personal action plan at the 
last meeting. Teachers will need the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan.  

Two minutes per teacher with others actively listening. 

25 
minutes 

 

4 Using hinge-point questions 

Handout 1.6.1 What makes a good hinge-point question for discussion.  
Handout 1.6.2 Some examples of hinge-point questions for work in pairs or threes.   

20 
minutes 

5 Personal action planning 

Complete my personal action plan  choosing one or two techniques you are going to 
use during the next month and wwhat you will do less of. Share your plan with your 
partner, then listen to your partner’s plan.  

Arrange for your partner to observe you using one of these techniques in a class and 
give you feedback. Arrange when the observation will take place (it can be for a 
whole lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson). Handout 
NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to use and 
keep a copy each.  

Two or three teachers share with the group what their partner is planning.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 5 
minutes 

Sample
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 

Sample
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What 
makes a 
good 
hinge-point 
question? 

1. A hinge-point question is based on a concept in a lesson that is important for 
students to understand before the teacher moves on in the lesson.  

2. The lesson can go one of two ways depending on student understanding, which 
is made clear from the students’ answers to the hinge-point question.  

3. A hinge-point question can be asked at any point in a lesson.  

4. A good hinge-point question meets the following criteria:  

it doesn’t take too long to ask (e.g. around 30 seconds) 
it doesn’t take too long for students to respond (e.g. around a minute) 
all students in the class respond at the same time 
it doesn’t take too long for the teacher to scan and interpret the responses (no 
more than 30 seconds) 
students who get the answer right get it right for the right reason.  

5. The format of a hinge-point question is not important. It can be in constructed-
response format, where students write their answers on dry-erase boards and 
hold them up for the teacher to see (e.g. ‘Give me a fraction between one-sixth 
and one-seventh’), or it can be in multiple-choice format. Multiple-choice 
questions with a single correct answer need to be designed very carefully, 
because there is a significant probability that at least some students have 
reached the correct answer by guessing. However, when a multiple-choice 
question has multiple correct answers, then the probability of reaching a correct 
answer by guesswork is much less (e.g. with five options, the probability of 
getting all the correct answers by guesswork is only 1 in 32).  

Look at this question:  
Place these decimals in order, from the largest to the smallest: 

0.52 0.732 0.3 

While many students will use correct reasoning to get to the correct answer, many 
other students believe that the digits to the right of the decimal point are to be 
treated like whole numbers. They therefore get the number arranged in the correct 
order with an incorrect strategy. If, instead, we ask students to arrange the following 
numbers in order, from smallest to largest:  

0.52 0.7 0.332 

students using this incorrect strategy will get an incorrect answer, so the teacher 
can be more confident that students who get the answer right do so for the right 
reason. 

Sample
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Hinge-point question 1: Spanish pronouns 

The lesson is about the selection and placement of pronouns in Spanish with a high 
school class. The teacher wants to check that students understand both how to 
choose the correct pronoun, and where to place it.  

She asks the following question:  

Which is the correct translation for ‘I give the book to him’? 

A.  
B. 
C. 
D. 
E. 
F. 

Yo lo doy el libro 
Yo doy le el libro 
Yo le doy el libro 
Yo doy lo el libro 
Yo doy el libro le 
Yo doy el libro lo 

This item has been designed so that if pupils answer incorrectly, it is easy to work out 
why. Response A indicates a pronoun error, responses B and E indicate placement 
errors, and responses D and F indicate pronoun and placement errors.  

 

Hinge-point question 2: Adverbs 

The lesson is about the characteristics of adverbs with students learning to identify the 
adverb in a sentence. Responses are collected with ABCDE cards. The lesson 
continues either with students working in small groups writing simple sentences and 
underlining the adverbs, or with those students who chose the correct answers doing 
this, while the teacher works with those who answered incorrectly.  

Identify the adverbs in these sentences: 

The boy ran across the street quickly. 
         A  B C          D E  

Jayne usually walked across the street in a leisurely fashion. 
A B                      C       D E  

Fred ran the race well but unsuccessfully. 
         A      B   C D     E  

 

 

PTO 

Sample
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Hinge-point question 3: Fractions 

At the beginning of a lesson on fractions, a teacher wants to check that her students 
recall what they learned three weeks earlier, so she asks the following question: 

In which of these four diagrams is one-fourth shaded? 

         A         B          C             D 

                        

Students reply by writing their choices on dry-erase boards, and, when the teacher 
signals for them to do so, hold them up so that the teacher can see. Almost all the 
students have written just A and B on their boards, no one has written C, but only four 
students have written D. The teacher realises that she has misled the students by 
saying that the regions indicated have to be the same area, so that many students think 
that D does not represent one-fourth because the shapes into which the square has 
been divided are not the same area. She invites those who had selected D to explain to 
the class why they had done so before moving on.  

 

Hinge-point question 4: Bias in historical sources 

A teacher has just concluded an activity looking at bias in historical sources, but she 
wants to ensure that the class understands why this is important. She poses the 
following question:  

Why are historians concerned with bias when analysing sources? 

A.  
B. 
C. 
 
D. 
E. 
F. 

People can never be trusted to tell the truth.  
People deliberately leave out important details. 
People are only able to provide meaningful information if they experienced an 
event firsthand.  
People interpret the same event in different ways, according to their experience. 
People are unaware of the motivations for their actions.  
People get confused about sequences of events.  

All the students respond with D, so she is confident about moving on. 

 

Hinge-point question 5: Atmospheric processes 

A teacher has been teaching about evaporation in the context of the water cycle, and 
wants to see whether the students can relate what they have learned to a more familiar 
context. She asks the following question:  

Sample
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A wet towel is hung out on a clothes line on a sunny day. After two hours, the towel is 
dry. What happened to the water in the towel?  

A.  
B. 
C. 
D. 
E. 

The water dripped off the towel and was absorbed by the ground.  
The sun’s energy broke up the water into hydrogen and oxygen.  
The sun’s energy changed it into a different chemical which is not wet.  
The water has changed into an invisible gas which is now part of the air. 
The water disappeared.  

More than half the class choose an incorrect option, so the teacher spends ten minutes 
leading a whole class discussion to help the students realise that the process of 
evaporation in the water cycle is exactly the same as that taking place when the towel 
dries.  

Sample
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handout 

1.7a.1 Formative assessment techniques for early years (four-sided) 
two-part NCR copies of  

my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
your method of choosing members randomly 

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets  

Sample
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 

Sample
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Formative 
assessment 
techniques 
for early 
years 

Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for 
success 

1. Teaching puppet 
The teacher uses a glove puppet or other prop to convey the learning intentions 
to the class. Teachers have called the puppet ‘Timmy the Teaching Tiger’, 
‘WALT’ (We are learning to…), ‘Ollie’ (OLI for ‘Our learning intention’). Children 
generally work hard for the teaching puppet and want to know how well they 
have done.  

2. Developing a nose for quality 
The teacher takes three or four examples from a previous class’ attempt at a task 
– with any names removed of course – such as a drawing, painting, photos of 
something a child has built (such as a sandcastle or something made of LEGO 
bricks), and then asks the class which ones they like best (for younger children) or 
which one they think is best (for older children). Older children can also be asked 
for reasons for their choices.   

3. Self-assessment checklist 
The teacher produces a checklist, either on his/her own or after discussions with 
the children, of three or four things that each child needs to check before they 
show their work to the teacher.  

Engineering effective classroom discussion, questions and 
learning tasks that elicit evidence of learning 

1. Non-verbal signals 
In negotiation with the class, the teacher develops a number of gestures or other 
signals to promote whole-class conversation. For example, the teacher might rub 
her chin to tell a child to think some more about an answer, a roll of the hands to 
invite the child to say a little more to extend his answer, rolling two hands around 
each other to tell the children to ‘think-pair-share’, holding one hand cupped 
behind the ear to ask the child to speak louder, and so on. 

 

PTO 

Sample
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2. Whole-class vote 
Many teachers routinely ask children to indicate whether they understand 
something, or are happy to go on to the next item, by asking the children to show 
thumbs up or thumbs down. The problem is that many children give the teacher 
the signal they think the teacher wants to see. It is generally more useful to the 
teacher to make a statement, rather than ask a question, and ask the children to 
vote on whether they agree with the statement (thumbs up for yes, thumbs down 
for no). For example, after the class has listened to a story about a domestic 
disaster, the teacher might say, ‘It was Eric’s fault that the cakes were burned’. 
As well as providing evidence of what the children are thinking, knowing what 
each child thinks allows the teacher to organise the subsequent discussion more 
effectively. 

3. Plus-minus-interesting 
When the class is discussing a controversial idea, such as a proposal for keeping 
the classroom tidy, each student is asked to make a comment about the 
proposed solution by saying something that is good about the proposed solution 
(+), something that they think is not good (-), or something that is neither bad nor 
good but just interesting. For the youngest children the teacher can log the 
response in three columns on the board. Older children can come up to the front 
of the class to write their contribution.   

Providing feedback that moves learners forward 

1. Praise carefully 
The best teachers praise less than average, but they are careful to make sure that 
their praise is specific (relating to something the child has just done), sincere (so 
that children believe it), and relating to something that is within the child’s control 
(e.g. praise should be for effort or improvement, rather than ability).   

2. Recording verbal feedback 
To improve the effectiveness of verbal feedback, once the teacher has finished 
giving verbal feedback the child is asked to go back to their seat and to make 
some kind of record of what they discussed with the teacher. Obviously what the 
child does depends on their development; some may just make pre-writing 
squiggles, others may write one or two words, or make a picture of some sort. 
This has three advantages. Firstly, it creates a record of the feedback; secondly, it 
develops reflectiveness (and, if the child has some literacy skills, also their 
writing); and thirdly, it provides a mnemonic that helps the child remember what 
they discussed with the teacher. 

Sample
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3. Improvement rather than effort 
It is generally very hard for the teacher to know how hard a child has been trying, 
so try praising improvement instead. This also builds up the idea that ability is 
incremental rather than fixed, so the child comes to see challenging tasks as a 
way of getting smarter, rather than a threat to self-esteem.   

Activating students as owners of their own learning 

1. Learning portfolio 
This technique works for any task that the children undertake regularly but not 
frequently. For example, the children may do a self-portrait once a month which is 
then placed in the child’s portfolio. After four or five months, the child is asked to 
look back over the self-portraits they have completed, and asked to talk about 
what has got better in their drawing and painting. 

2. One small change 
Rather than giving children feedback about what they need to do to improve a 
piece of work, ask them to think about one small change that they could make in 
a piece of work to make it better. Do not require the child to make that change 
(unless the child wants to of course). It is the reflection not the action that is 
important here. 

3. Plan-do-review 
This is a technique from the ‘High/Scope’ approach to teaching in the early years 
(www.highscope.org). Each work session begins with a 10 to 15 minute period in 
which the child plans what to do during the session (where they want to work, 
what materials they want to use, and with whom they want to work). There then 
follows a period of 45 to 60 minutes for the child or children to carry out their 
work plan, followed by a 10 to 15 minute period for review. As the teacher or 
assistant reviews the activity with the child, the child can be encouraged to make 
their own record of the review at the same time. A particularly useful technique is 
to have a small white board at child height so that the child can make their own 
record (squiggles, pre-writing, or writing, depending on their development), while 
the teacher or assistant makes a more formal record. 

PTO 
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Activating students as instructional resources for one another 

1. Daily sign-in 
Each week, the teacher puts up a chart with the children’s names down the side, 
and the days of the week across the top. Each day the child signs in. At the end 
of the week, each child has to review the five sign-ins with a ‘buddy’ and decide 
which is the best of the five sign-ins. Once they have agreed, they underline the 
best sign-in. 

2. Swap-compare-discuss  
When children are involved in practising a skill, such as writing the letter ‘d’, they 
do it (say) ten times, and then look back over the ten letters and put a circle 
around whichever of the ten letters they think is the best. They then swap their 
work with a friend, and circle their friend’s best letter ‘d’. If they disagree about 
what makes the best letter ‘d’ they discuss their differences. 

3. I-you-we checklists  
At the end of a group task, each member of the group says something positive 
about their own contribution, the contribution of one other member, and about 
how the group worked as a whole. 

Sample



Copyright © 2013 by Hawker Brownlow Education.  9781743308899 SAT8899  All rights reserved. Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: A 

two-year professional development pack for schools and colleges: teacher learning communities in action - Year 1. Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Ed-

ucation, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this resource, the purchaser 

of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book.
110

For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handout 

1.7b.1 Formative use of summative tests using the five key strategies (two-sided) 
two-part NCR copies of  

my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

  
Plus:  

leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
your method of choosing members randomly 

 
Remember to collect in:  

bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets  

Sample
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Welcome and learning intentions 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
make some formative use of summative tests.   

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

30 seconds to ‘get things off your chest’ about anything that infuriates you about 
your job. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

Feed back on techniques attempted (aand what you are doing less of) since the last 
meeting.  

Teachers should refer to what they planned to do in the personal action plan at the 
last meeting. Teachers will need the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan.  

Two minutes per teacher with others actively listening. 

25 
minutes 

 

4 Making formative use of summative tests 

Handout 1.7b.1 Formative use of summative tests using the five key strategies for 
individual and pair work.  

20 
minutes 

5 Personal action planning 

Complete my personal action plan  choosing one or two techniques you are going to 
use during the next month and wwhat you will do lesss of. Share your plan with your 
partner, then listen to your partner’s plan.  

Arrange for your partner to observe you using one of these techniques in a class and 
give you feedback. Arrange when the observation will take place (it can be for a 
whole lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson). Handout 
NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to use and 
keep a copy each.  

Two or three teachers share with the group what their partner is planning.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 5 
minutes 

Sample
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 
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Formative 
use of 
summative 
tests using 
the five key 
strategies 

Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for 
success 

1.  Students put five answers to a test question in rank order to help them develop 
a sense of what the examiner is looking for. 
 

2.   
 
 

Engineering effective classroom discussion, questions and 
learning tasks that elicit evidence of learning 

1.  After a class has done a test, rather than marking it yourself, the students use 
mini-whiteboards to communicate answers and give you feedback on what 
revision is needed.  
 

2.   
 
 

Providing feedback that moves learners forward 

1.  Using the ‘find it and fix it’ technique (e.g. you have three answers correct out of 
five, find the wrong answers and correct them).  
 

2.   
 
 

Activating students as owners of their own learning 

1.  Students use RED, AMBER and GREEN dots at the top of each page to identify 
the level of understanding. It is important that time is allotted for students to get 
help with the things they do not understand. 
  

2.   
 
   

PTO 
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Activating students as instructional resources for one another 

1.  Following a test, the teacher selects some questions, then students pair up, 
exchange papers, and use the two stars and a wish format to give feedback to 
their partner. 
 

2.  Students revise for a test in small groups. They assist one another with 
individual areas of need. They may use concept lists or learning logs to help 
identify the areas that are weak. Often students feel freer to ask questions or 
offer answers when they are working with their peers. 
 

3.  Students go over a recent test in small groups. This gives them a chance to 
remedy some gaps in understanding before asking the teacher for help. This 
saves teacher time and improves the understanding of the student who is doing 
the explaining. Also students tend to understand something better when a peer 
explains it to them in ‘student language’. 
 

4.  Students collaboratively develop test questions to deepen their understanding 
of the content being studied. This provides information to the teacher about 
student learning and may lead to re-teaching or revising certain topics. 
 

5.   
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For each member of the group:  
TLC agenda 
handout 

1.8.1 Activating students as owners of their own learning 
two-part NCR copies of  

my personal action plan  
peer lesson observation sheet  

Plus:  
leader’s agenda  
stopwatch 
role of the challenger sheet 
your method of choosing members randomly 

Remember to collect in:  
bottom copies of NCR my personal action plan sheets  
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Item Description  Time 

1 

 

Welcome and learning intentions 

We are learning to (WALT):  
share successes and failures, and support each other 
activate students as owners of their own learning.   

5 
minutes 

 

2 Starter activity 

30 seconds to tell others about something at school that made you feel good during 
the last month. 

5 
minutes  

3 Feedback 

Feed back on techniques attempted (aand what you are doing less of) since the last 
meeting.  

Teachers should refer to what they planned to do in the personal action plan at the 
last meeting. Teachers will need the two-part NCR sheet my personal action plan.  

Two minutes per teacher with others actively listening. 

25 
minutes 

 

4 Activating students as owners of their own learning 

Handout 1.8.1 Activating students as owners of their own learning to discuss in 
pairs and feed back to the group.  

20 
minutes 

5 Personal action planning 

Complete my personal action plan  choosing one or two techniques you are going to 
use during the next month and wwhat you will do less of. Share your plan with your 
partner, then listen to your partner’s plan.  

Arrange for your partner to observe you using one of these techniques in a class and 
give you feedback. Arrange when the observation will take place (it can be for a 
whole lesson or just for 20 minutes at the start, middle or end of a lesson). Handout 
NCR peer lesson observation sheet for the teacher and the observer to use and 
keep a copy each.  

Two or three teachers share with the group what their partner is planning.  

15 
minutes  

6 Summary of learning 5 
minutes 
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 
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Activating students as owners of their own learning 

Concept list End of lesson summary 

Students ‘traffic light’ a list of concepts in terms 
of whether they understand them well, need a 
little help, or need a lot of help.  

A student provides a summary of what the whole 
class was expected to learn during a lesson.  

Question strips Evaluation with marking schemes 

Students write questions about anything they 
want more information about or that they are 
unclear about. The teacher then reads through 
the questions, answers the main themes, and 
alters future teaching if needed.   

Students check their own work against a marking 
scheme so that they can internalise the 
characteristics of good work.  

Sharing exemplars Students write the question 

The teacher uses student work from another 
class, previous year, or a teacher mock-up to 
share with current students.  

Students develop questions to deepen their own 
understanding of the topic being studied.  

Gots and needs Plus-minus-interesting charts 

Students write on a post-it note or card 
something they understood (got) about the 
lesson and/or something they still do not 
understand (need).  

Students write on a flip chart what was positive, 
negative or interesting about a lesson.  

Homework help board Parking lot 

Students identify homework questions they 
struggled with, put them on the board and solve 
them for one another.  

Students place questions that they need answered 
on a ‘parking lot’. The teacher answers them for the 
students.  

Other: 

1.  
 
 
 
2.  
 
 
 
3.  
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During the feedback session  it is your role to challenge the feedback that each 
member of the group brings to the session.  
 
In order to get everyone to think about AfL ask questions like:   

what’s formative about that? 
what did you do with the information you collected? 
how did this alter your teaching?  
how did this benefit student learning? 
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End of year review 

Self review 

AfL techniques that I am now consistently using 

1. 

2. 

3. 

What I am doing less of compared with last year 

1. 

2. 

3. 

How student learning has improved over the year 

Subject review  

An AfL technique that the subject/department/faculty teachers ALL use 

 
 
 
 

A change in marking practices by the subject/department/faculty 

Reviewing my partner’s use of AfL 

AfL techniques that I have observed my partner use effectively in class 

1.  

2.  

3.  

How student learning has improved over the year 
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The interactions between the 
deep learning gateways1

Our working definition of deep learning is this.

Deep learning is secured when, through personalisation, the conditions of student learning are transformed

In terms of our specification of the learner in a school where personalisation is embedded (see A new shape for 

schooling?), deep learning refers to the section in bold:

An articulate, autonomous but collaborative learner, with high meta-cognitive 

control and the generic skills of learning, gained through engaging educational experiences 

with enriched opportunities and challenges, and supported by various people, materials and ICT 

linked to general well-being but crucially focused on learning, in schools whose culture and 

structures sustain the continuous co-construction of education through shared leadership.

Over the past decade there has been a shift in emphasis in many schools from teaching towards learning. 

Excellent teaching must be complemented by excellent learning. This leaves the profession with the issue: how do 

we secure the move from teaching to learning? And then from learning to the deep learning that will equip students 

for the 21st century world of work?

It should be stressed at the outset that we are not seeking to establish a new theory of learning. There are 

many theories of learning available and the complexity of the issue is such that it could not be covered in a short 

pamphlet. Instead we are concentrating on the ways in which the gateways interact and overlap to change the 

conditions of learning and to create opportunities for deeper learning experiences.

The term ‘deep learning’ first came into common usage in the 1980s when Noel Entwistle and colleagues 

published research that distinguished between deep and surface learning. Their distinction is outlined below.

Deep approach

Intention: to understand ideas for yourself

• Relating idea to previous knowledge and experience

• Looking for patterns and underlying principles

• Checking evidence and relating it to conclusions

• Examining logic and argument cautiously and critically

• Becoming actively interested in course content

Surface approach

Intention: to cope with course requirements

• Studying without reflecting on purpose or strategy
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• Treating the course as unrelated bits of knowledge

• Memorising facts and procedures routinely

• Finding difficulty in making sense of new ideas presented

• Feeling undue pressure and worry about work

The recent trend in schooling appears to have been towards surface learning. In part this is due to the current 

examination system (at key stage 3 and key stage 4 in the UK). This puts teachers under greater pressure to teach 

to the test and students to cram relevant facts that will be regurgitated – and then often promptly forgotten. The 

system and the teaching methods used to enable students to succeed foster student dependence on the teacher 

and lead to surface rather than deep learning. However, through working across the gateways in the deep learning 

cluster, schools are finding that they can rectify this issue and help students to become deeper learners.

The deep learning cluster contains student voice, assessment for learning and learning to learn (undoubtedly 

other gateways also have a role to play in the development of deep learning). These gateways are clearly focused 

on the learner and the development of learning. They require students and teachers to work in partnership, while 

placing emphasis on students taking more responsibility for their own learning and progress.

Over the last two years SSAT’s personalising learning team has encountered many schools carrying out ground-

breaking work in one or two of these three gateways. Some schools have made excellent progress through working 

in two gateways at the same time. What has been less common is to find schools working across all three gateways 

in a coherent manner. Only now are a small number of examples starting to emerge. It is clear that where schools 

are working on two or more of the deep learning gateways, the effects are more profound. Work across at least two 

of these gateways demonstrates what David Hargreaves describes as high leverage innovation: it requires teachers 

to work smarter rather than harder, removing the danger of their becoming exhausted or burnt-out. Better still, such 

work leads to a greater impact on students as it is likely to be long-term and embedded.

The deep learning gateways

Student voice is a crucial gateway. It is the means by which students articulate their needs and become 

involved in the business of schooling.
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Most schools would claim that they give opportunities for student voice, usually through student councils. 

However, many students report that such councils are largely tokenistic and ineffectual, and their voices are not 

heard. Teachers and school leaders may see councils as focussing on issues such as school uniform, toilets and 

canteen arrangements – which have little impact on the core business of schooling, that of teaching and learning. 

These factors can lead to both students and teachers becoming frustrated at the level of discussion. In fact the 

evidence suggests that until students have tangible wins on these apparently peripheral issues, which are in fact 

extremely important to them, they will not trust staff to engage with them on the important issues of teaching and 

learning.

Student voice, at its best, involves a significant number of students in the more challenging areas, such as 

students as researchers, students as lesson observers and students interviewing prospective members of staff.

An example of the impact of involving students in these areas can be seen at Greenford High School, Ealing, 

where students are lesson observers. They report that embedded student voice changes the relationships between 

students and staff in subtle ways – students feel more valued, and when they are listened to they are more likely to 

engage in co-construction. The value this school places on student voice is seen in its plans to appoint a student 

voice co-ordinator, a recent graduate who will focus solely on this area of work. Schools that incorporate such types 

of student voice believe they are developing as genuine learning communities in which students and teachers learn 

from one another.

Assessment for learning has received a lot of attention over the last decade, largely due to the work of 

Black and Wiliam. The government has produced a national strategy for assessment for learning; however 

there is concern that the strategy document largely ignores some of the key evidence on teaching and learning 

methodology and instead focuses on targets. In spite of this, assessment for learning in its true sense has captured 

the imagination of many teachers and become a common feature in many classrooms.

Assessment for learning seeks to develop learners through handing over to them areas of teaching and 

learning that have traditionally been regarded as the intellectual property of the teacher. Lymm High School has 

demonstrated that by sharing with students lesson objectives, outcomes and the criteria by which their work will be 

judged. This sharing has engaged and empowered the students. Earls High School is using assessment for learning 

to drive the whole school’s teaching and learning agenda. The use of open questioning techniques, formative 

assessment models and peer- and self-assessment all help schools to shift the emphasis from teaching to learning.

Learning to learn: increasing numbers of educators are supporting learning to learn programmes. Many schools 

now deliver learning to learn through discrete lessons, in a crosscurricular programme, and even by spending an 

entire year of schooling on developing skills and competencies, of which learning to learn is a part. For example 

at John Cabot school, Bristol, year 7 is spent on the Cabot Competency Curriculum (CCC), designed to equip all 

students with the learning skills they will need to succeed as they progress through the school. These programmes 

include elements such as learning styles, multiple intelligences, emotional intelligence, how the brain works, the 

development of confidence, study skills and often Guy Claxton’s ‘4 Rs’ (resilience, resourcefulness, reflectiveness 

and reciprocity).

Key to the effectiveness of learning to learn programmes is the development of meta-cognitive skills, in other 

words thinking about and reflecting on one’s own learning. Through the development of meta-cognition students 

are encouraged to monitor, evaluate, control and reflect on their own learning, thus making a powerful contribution 

towards their development as confident and independent learners.
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Interactions between the gateways

The overlaps and interactions between the three gateways are complex. The three gateways in isolation can 

have positive impacts on students and on the relationships between students and teachers. However, when schools 

explore the interactions between the gateways, they move towards deep learning. For example, student voice 

has clear links to both learning to learn and to assessment for learning. If a school is to implement assessment for 

learning successfully, it is essential that students and teachers develop successful working relationships. They also 

need a shared language of learning (developed through learning to learn), which enables students to engage with 

the process. Such relationships and the confidence to speak with teachers about learning issues can be developed 

through student voice.

The links between learning to learn and assessment for learning require the development of meta-cognitive 

skills. Both gateways encourage students to think about their learning and the ways in which it is developing. Both 

concentrate on the learner as an individual and seek to explore the key questions: Where are you now? Where 

do you need to be? How are you going to get there? Through the dynamic dialogue of assessment for learning 

(in part developed through student voice), and through the insights and understandings gained through learning 

to learn, students gradually gain the meta-cognitive control that helps them articulate their needs and develop as 

responsible, confident, independent learners.

So, what do these interactions look like in practice? A school making extensive progress towards deep learning 

through working on both learning to learn and student voice is Villiers High School, Ealing. The school began to 

focus on learning to learn three years ago. Since then it has committed 75% of all Inset time to developing staff 

in this area. Outside consultants have helped train staff and establish their ASK (attitudes, skills and knowledge) 

curriculum. As a result all teachers explicitly teach learning skills and knowledge in their key stage 3 lessons. In this 

way students are taught a variety of generic learning skills and have a vast amount of knowledge about the ways in 

which learning takes place. Through this work staff and students have developed a shared language of learning and 

begun to take steps towards co-construction. This work provided a springboard for the school to make progress on 

a second deep learning gateway, student voice.

The headteacher felt that the shared language of learning the school had created was being underutilised; the 

students’ voice had to be harnessed for the school to emerge as a genuine learning community. With this in mind 

the school took the decision to train 24 students from year 7 as lesson observers. The rigorous training programme 

concentrated on lesson observation criteria and techniques; delivering constructive feedback; formulating lesson 

observation schedules; ethics; confidentiality and the development of a code of conduct for lesson observers. 

Although student lesson observers can be controversial, the thoroughness of the training combined with the 

school’s coaching culture meant that there was no shortage of teachers volunteering to take part in the programme. 

One year on, the programme has been very successful. A joint staff/student teaching and learning forum has been 

established and the student observers have become expert in their field, regularly delivering presentations to senior 

leaders from visiting schools, and to groups of school leaders and LA officials at SSAT conferences. The decision to 

attend to more than one of the deep learning gateways has had great returns for the school, its students and staff.

The work on learning to learn and student voice has led students to become more involved and engaged in their 

learning and it has empowered them to become more independent:

• Through learning to learn, a shared language of learning developed between students and staff

•  Through student voice they created positive working relationships and joint commitment to the 

creation of a genuine learning community, which has formed the foundation for co-construction 

within the school
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Villiers now proposes to maximise the benefits of the deep learning gateways by further developing and 

embedding this through the use of assessment for learning strategies.

The three gateways that are clustered to form deep learning interact in highly complex ways. Critically, all 

three gateways create conditions and opportunities for staff and students to engage in co-construction. Student 

voice research projects can quickly lead to student suggestions for improvement to systems and structures. 

In assessment for learning, close partnerships between students and staff can lead to the co-construction 

of assessment criteria and lesson planning. In learning to learn students are encouraged to reflect on their 

own learning; at its best this enables them to develop individual learning plans with staff with a high degree of 

confidence. Working on any one of these three gateways makes it easier to progress on one or both of the others. 

In chapter 3 we will examine the progress made by a Northamptonshire school in all three gateways.

 Clearly the interactions between these gateways are fundamental to the development of deep learning. All three 

help to develop specific learning needs, and place engagement at the heart of the process. Together they help to 

develop confidence, independence and responsibility along with meta-cognitive control. In turn these are indicators 

of the student for whom learning has been successfully personalised. They contribute to the capacity for co-

constructed approaches to teaching and learning. The three emphasise that learning is not something that is done 

to you, it is an active process in which you participate with your teachers. More crucially, when put together all three 

help to develop what we are calling ‘the conditions for learning’. This is summarised in figure 2.

Questions

1.  How could you work across the gateways in a more systematic way to ensure they complement 

each other to secure deep learning? 

2. What can you learn from the example of Villiers school?

Sample



SAT8899 • 9781743308899 • © 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education136

‘How do I know what I think until I have heard what I said.’ 

              W H Auden

Conversations between students and teachers take place every day. However, it is critical that more of these 

conversations have a deeper focus on learning so that they can drive the personalisation of student learning. The 

most striking feature of the deep learning gateways is that they encourage teachers and students to enter into 

conversations that are crucially focussed on learning. All teacher-initiated talk should be an invitation to student 

voice. We should actively encourage students to talk to us about teaching and learning issues, involving them as 

active participants in the learning process. Personalising learning depends heavily on this.

More understanding is needed on how to structure these conversations (both inside and outside the classroom). 

How do we know we are having a learning conversation? How do we ensure that the focus is on the development 

of a child as a learner? There is clear overlap here between the work of the personalising learning team at the 

Trust and the extensive research of professor Robin Alexander (University of Cambridge) around dialogic teaching. 

Alexander’s research points to the fact that the most commonly used types of classroom talk (rote, recitation and 

instruction/exposition) often fail to provide the cognitive challenge that will help to develop students as learners.

What is needed instead is dialogue, which can be between teacher and class or group, teacher and individual 

or student and student. As Alexander says, ‘it is aimed at achieving common understanding through structured, 

cumulative questioning and discussion which guide and prompt, reduce choices, minimise error, and expedite 

handover of concepts and principles.’

 The difficulty is that although dialogue may be one of the best ways to develop a student’s cognitive ability, it 

is also the most demanding in terms of teacher skills. The work of Alexander is helpful here as he has developed 

five indicators of dialogic teaching. These indicators state that dialogic teaching is collective, reciprocal, supportive, 

cumulative and purposeful.

Criteria for learning conversations

Three of these indicators are helpful in describing the criteria for a successful learning conversation:

• Reciprocal

• Supportive

• Cumulative

Reciprocal

Learning conversations must first be reciprocal if there is any chance of progressing towards deep learning and 

personalised learning. Traditional teacher-student relationships (particularly those within the context of a lesson) are 

based on the teacher transmitting information and the student reciting it back. This is most commonly seen where 

a teacher asks a question, a student answers, and the teacher evaluates the answer. In this scenario the teacher is 

The conditions for deep 
learning: Learning conversations2
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clearly in the position of power and the questions seek to check recall of prior knowledge. This does not represent 

the reciprocity that is critical to a successful learning conversation. Alexander defines a reciprocal conversation as:

Teachers and children listen to each other, share ideas and consider alternative viewpoints.

The teacher’s role is more complicated than the recitation model described above. Instead it is about creating 

opportunities for the student and teacher together to work out the way forward. Such partnerships require a change 

in the nature of the talk. In practice this means that classroom talk will be based on the premise that learning occurs 

when students discuss ideas, not when they recite answers. One way in which this can be achieved is when the 

focus of a lesson is an enquiry. This encourages debate and pushes students to formulate opinions, then test 

them by expressing them to the teacher and their peers. It also provides ample opportunity for the teacher to ask 

students questions that take the thinking further forward, for example: Why do you think that? How similar/different 

is your view to that of ‘x’ student? Do we all agree with what ‘x’ has just said? If so, why? If not, why not? It is in the 

explanation of the views held that deeper learning takes place.

The teacher’s role in a reciprocal conversation is more challenging than it is in the traditional classroom. In 

Opening dialogue, Nystrand picks up on the new role that the teacher should adopt and its benefits for students:

‘The terms of discourse contracts in these classrooms significantly involve the teacher grappling on the spot with 

new problems, including some the teacher may not have considered yet. Students may be sources of knowledge. 

Knowledge is something that is generated, constructed, indeed co-constructed in collaboration with others... The 

teacher’s role is to moderate, direct discussion, probe, foresee, and analyse the implications of student responses. 

Whereas knowledge in recitation is pre-scripted, knowledge during discussion unfolds a process that values 

personal knowledge and accordingly promotes student ownership.’

Such conversations help student learning to develop because it is the students’ responses as well as the 

teachers’ questions that determine the direction of the learning conversation. Reciprocal conversations also help 

create the conditions in which co-construction (critical to engagement and therefore crucial to personalisation) is 

possible. Finally, they allow students to take greater ownership of the learning process, which in turn promotes their 

autonomy – an issue to which we will return in section 4.

Supportive

Learning conversations must be supportive in three ways: opening up, building confidence, and facilitating the 

development of meta-cognitive control.

Opening up: the teacher provides the first element of the support by opening up the conversation. Much teacher 

initiated talk has the opposite effect, closing down a conversation. This is done in a variety of ways. Often teachers 

make injudicious use of praise: using terms such as ‘good’, ‘excellent’, ‘well done’ can become verbal ticks as 

opposed to the start of a meaningful conversation about learning. More commonly, conversations are closed down 

by negative feedback that often leads students to feel defensive and angry, conditions that are detrimental to a 

successful learning conversation. To open up conversations, teachers need to ask open-ended and non-threatening 

questions. Perhaps most importantly they must be genuinely open to the reciprocal nature of the talk. In addition to 

closing down conversations teachers can also inhibit learning conversations by asking questions that are open, but 

are insufficiently ‘scaffolded’ and thus too difficult for students to engage with in a meaningful manner. The classic 

example would be ‘how are you going to improve?’ (Answer: ‘I am going to work harder.’) Such questions are 

too hard for most students to answer meaningfully, so they tend to answer in simplistic ways. Part of the support 
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that teachers give to students must be in ‘scaffolding’ these learning conversations, so that the student is able to 

engage fully in the process and reap the benefits in terms of developing their learning.

The concept of scaffolding has been written about in depth by Vygotsky, Wood and Bruner. However the role of 

scaffolding in learning conversations is something that has received less attention. In the first instance, to engage 

fully in learning conversations students need to share with the teacher a common language of learning. Only when 

students and staff literally ‘talk the same language’ can real progress be made. Once again we are brought back to 

the progress that can be achieved through a successful assessment for learning programme and a learning to learn 

curriculum.

The teacher has a huge role to play in properly scaffolding conversations such that they are structured and 

sequenced to enable students to gradually reduce their dependency on the teacher. Teachers can make subtle 

use of guides and prompts to help students to do this. In many cases the task at hand or the questions asked may 

need to be changed to allow the student to engage fully. The teacher also needs to know the student well enough 

to make judgements about what that student knows and understands at any given point, for the level of support 

needed will vary greatly from one conversation to the next. The key to success is providing enough support for 

the student to achieve with the teacher (or other adult/student/parent) that which they could not have achieved by 

themselves. However, such scaffolded dialogue is highly sophisticated and demanding for teachers. It is an area 

that is neglected in teacher training programmes and indeed in CPD for existing teachers. There is much work to be 

done in training staff to facilitate learning conversations.

Building confidence: secondly, learning conversations require teachers to provide students with the support 

to help them develop their confidence and articulate their ideas freely without worrying about getting the wrong 

answer or saying the wrong thing. This support is important in helping both parties to the conversation to reach a 

shared understanding, and can perhaps best be developed through mentoring and coaching. It can be fostered 

through developing the right conditions for learning conversations. Many schools have made good progress in this 

area through the adoption of Mercer’s ‘Talk lessons programme’, which concentrates on the development of a more 

supportive classroom climate. It includes rules such as: sharing ideas; talking one at a time; respecting the opinions 

of others; and giving reasons for answers. Mercer’s rules for talking have been adopted by some of the schools 

working with Alexander in his North Yorkshire ‘Talk for learning’ project, to great benefit.

At Fallibroome High School, Macclesfield, progress in structuring classroom talk and in changing the conditions 

for talk within the classroom has been made through the adoption of Kagan’s ‘co-operative learning strategies’. 

The school, in conjunction with Campaign for Learning, has undertaken extensive research into these strategies 

and shown that they enable more students to participate actively in more lessons. This is because structured 

classroom talk allows students to have their say more often and to have what they say listened and responded to. 

This has empowered students at all levels of ability and all levels of social confidence and maturity. Students also 

acquire valuable skills through involvement in student voice activities, through exposure to assessment for learning 

strategies and through the development of a shared language of learning.

Facilitating the development of meta-cognitive control: in this third element of support, conversations 

between the parties should be aimed at helping students to be more reflective about the learning process and the 

next steps they must take to develop their learning. Much of this can be achieved through feedback, both oral 

and written, that teachers give to students and that students give to one another through peer assessment. Such 

reflection enables the student to become more independent. This has been demonstrated by many schools that 

have made progress on assessment for learning and learning to learn. Over time this support can be gradually 

withdrawn as students become more confident in and take greater control over their learning. (See the next chapter 

for more on meta-cognition.)
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Cumulative

Each learning conversation should build on the knowledge and understanding reached in the last. The parties 

to the conversation will develop their joint ideas and understanding. This will enable students to move towards 

autonomy in their own learning. Learning conversations are effective when the task of developing the learning is 

broken down into small achievable steps. Over time these small steps are put together to achieve larger advances in 

a student’s learning.

Such conversations rely on a long-term relationship between the parties. Without this the conversations are 

likely to be less fruitful and less likely to help foster personalisation. The established relationship built up over time 

is critical to development of the learners’ understanding of their own progress and areas for improvement. Such 

relationships are also essential in making sure that the conversations are co-constructed experiences. Gradually 

students will grow in confidence and be able to play a larger part in directing the conversations.

Any school seeking to make progress in this area will have to consider how often these conversations 

currently take place, and how often they are needed. The more pressing issue however might be, when do these 

conversations take place? Two other important issues here are: how these conversations should be recorded, 

and how the time is found for them to take place. Some schools are resolving these by making greater use of new 

technologies; and by employing a greater range of adults other than teachers to engage in these conversations with 

students.

Question

How could you create more opportunities for learning conversations in your school?
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The ultimate goal of learning conversations is the development of meta-cognitive control. All students must 

acquire the ability to think about their own thinking in order to develop the capacity to select from the learning tools 

they have at their disposal, and to monitor and evaluate their progress.

The deep learning gateways help to develop such control. Through them, students are enabled to direct their 

energies towards developing the learning skills and knowledge that they have jointly identified with the teacher 

through learning conversations. For deep learning to occur, students need to internalise the standards set by their 

teachers so they can identify for themselves what they need to do in order to improve. Their meta-cognitive control 

must be developed to such a degree that they know when they need help from others and when they can go it 

alone.

One school’s journey into meta-cognition

A school that has made substantial progress in this area is Prince William School, Oundle, Northamptonshire. Six 

years ago, the new headteacher and the senior leadership team decided that personalising learning would be used 

as the framework for continuous improvement. The school began by working on the learning to learn gateway and 

teaching students the generic skills of learning, focusing on learning styles and strategies that students could use in 

the classroom or for revision purposes.

Learning to learn was taught through discrete blocks in PSHE time. Through these lessons, students could 

better understand their learning and their own progress as learners. It was a useful tool to help students understand 

their preferred learning styles, and the learning skills and styles that they needed to develop (teachers had been 

given training in these areas). Students and staff came to share a common language of learning in classroom 

conversations. Members of staff were asked to demonstrate in their planning that they were providing opportunities 

for students to practise and develop different learning styles. Learning to learn became embedded across the 

curriculum. Furthermore, through discussing the learning with their teachers students were encouraged to think 

about their learning and this was an important step in moving towards the development of meta-cognitive control.

The next phase in the school’s journey began three years later when the leadership team decided to focus on 

assessment for learning, because, they believed:

• Assessment for learning would empower students and have a high impact on their learning

•  It was high leverage (a lot of impact for relatively little input) and as such, energy efficient for staff

• A link with self-evaluation made assessment for learning an effective tool to raise standards

Two development co-ordinators (fast track NQTs) were tasked with implementing an assessment for learning 

strategy. Support for their work came from the SLT, with a deputy head teacher working with them, supporting their 

suggestions at management and whole school level, and helping to train staff through Inset. The key strategies 

centred on oral and written feedback using traffic lights, and establishing a culture of questioning that moved the 

learning forward.

The conditions for deep 
learning: Meta-cognitive control3
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There was great emphasis on staff being explicit with students about the learning objectives and expected 

learning outcomes. In this way students were much clearer about expectations and what they needed to do in 

order to meet those expectations. For example, students were asked to mark their own work and to add comments 

that would improve their work. They wrote their own mark schemes and engaged in peer- and self-assessment. 

In this way the students began to demonstrate that they had internalised the standards expected by staff. This, 

combined with the work they had done on learning to learn and the rich learning conversations that took place in 

the classroom, helped to ensure that students worked towards greater meta-cognitive control.

The final stage in the development of deep learning at Prince William began this year with the decision to focus 

on student voice – in particular, student views on teaching and learning. The school set up a group of students as 

researchers to find out whether assessment for learning strategies were being used in homework.

The maturity of the students’ approach and the usefulness of the their results suggested to SLT that there was 

huge scope for greater involvement of students in the development of teaching and learning at the school. It is 

now planned that student voice will be interwoven into the work the school has done on the other two gateways in 

deep learning. From September 2006, students will join the staff teaching and learning development group and will 

be involved in curriculum development. In this way the development of the students’ meta-cognitive control will be 

enhanced, as they are encouraged to further reflect on teaching and learning and the standards that teachers set. 

This could well be a major step towards co-constructing teaching and learning at the school.

Clearly, work in the three gateways is helping students to develop skills of meta-cognitive control. They are 

empowered to understand the ways in which they learn through learning to learn and further encouraged to develop 

this through conversations with subject teachers and through independent work both in school and at home. When 

students understand lesson objectives and outcomes they can, over time, internalise the standards expected 

of them by staff and work independently, controlling their own learning, in order to reach these standards. By 

combining the gateways in this way students are becoming ever more autonomous – and effective – learners.

Question

What can you learn from the example of Prince William School?Sample
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The final condition for deep learning is that students are enabled to develop autonomy as learners. Learner 

autonomy would seem to be the goal of personalising learning, for it is at this point that students are able to make 

decisions about their own learning, decisions that will be entirely personal to them.

The question of autonomy in learning has been raised sporadically over the last 20 years. It is often an area 

of controversy as the very term autonomy suggests an attack on the traditional power relationships in schools 

and classrooms. However, learner autonomy does not mean that the teacher becomes redundant – indeed, the 

teacher’s role is fundamental to its development. Candy, in Self-direction for lifelong learning, argues that this 

is because the process of growing autonomy is dynamic and relies on the intervention of teachers. In practice, 

for students to take greater control over their learning they have to be aware of the tools and strategies at their 

disposal; and these skills and strategies must be taught. Hence the development of learner autonomy relies on the 

input and guidance of skilled teachers. What is clear however is that as learner autonomy grows, the role of the 

teacher must change. Learners who have grown in autonomy will want to have more control over what they learn, 

how they learn and when they learn. The potential for co-construction in such a climate is huge.

The rich literature on learner autonomy fails to provide us with any single agreed definition. A useful start perhaps 

is: the autonomous learner is a self-directed learner who has the freedom to act independently. The attributes of 

learner autonomy are outlined in figure 3.

Autonomous learners are self-directed. They have an understanding of what they need to do to successfully 

complete a task and are able to undertake that task independently. Typically they are aware of their own strengths 

and weaknesses and this empowers them to make decisions, including when to ask for help. They are aware 

of which tasks they should complete alone, and which require collaboration with others. They are aware of the 

appropriate processes and behaviours to use in different contexts. They have highly developed skills of critical 

analysis and reflection. This reflection will centre on the processes of learning as well as its content and outcomes. 

Finally, they are highly self-motivated to apply the clear goals and success criteria established at the outset of tasks.

4 The conditions for deep 
learning: Growing learner autonomy
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These attributes can in part be developed through the deep learning gateways, and they are critical to 

personalising learning. However the way in which the curriculum is taught in schools also has a pivotal role to 

play. Here deep learning is influenced by the experiences that students have in schools. Autonomy can be co-

constructed between the teacher and the students through project and enquiry-based learning. This often takes 

place over longer periods of time, and can allow students to take risks of failure in a way that an ordinary lesson 

would not. Pushing the boundaries and taking risks in a secure and scaffolded environment provide opportunities to 

grow in autonomy.

Question

1. Is your school working towards growing learner autonomy?

2. What work is there still to do?
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We began with the premise that deep learning is secured when, through personalisation, the conditions of 

student learning are transformed. Schools are already making progress towards this through their work in one or 

more of the gateways in the deep learning cluster.

It is clear that there are significant overlaps between these gateways; similarly there are overlaps and 

interactions between the conditions for deep learning. For example, meta-cognition is developed through learning 

conversations.

However, in order for learning conversations to be effective, students must already have some meta-cognitive 

skills, most likely developed through the successful use of assessment for learning strategies and a learning to 

learn curriculum. Similarly, students who are growing in autonomy may do so through either of the other conditions; 

it is not necessarily a sequential pattern. So the conditions are perhaps best displayed as a cycle. Students 

will at different times focus on different conditions; and the conditions themselves are as much outcomes as 

they are processes of deep learning. What is clear is that all three conditions will, in the school working towards 

personalisation, be co-constructed.

If we accept the conditions of deep learning, this has implications for the traditional structures of schools. There 

is an issue here around the training of student and existing teachers to develop in their students the skills they will 

need to be successful learners. As a precondition for this work teachers must be trained more in the facilitation of 

learning; equipped as experts in assessment for learning strategies and be much more familiar with the learning to 

learn approaches that help to develop their students’ meta-cognitive control. If conversations are to be successful 

then they must be a genuine invitation to student voice. In this area there is room for many more schools to involve 

their students directly in the business of schooling as well as the organisational issues of uniform and canteen 

arrangements.

Many questions remain. There will always be some students whose socioeconomic backgrounds and family 

circumstances constitute a barrier to deep learning. Some of these issues can be tackled in school through pastoral 

5 Conclusion
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intervention and work on the Every child matters agenda. However some of these problems are so large that they 

cannot be addressed by one school alone; a wider group of agencies is needed to support students.

Mentoring and coaching are central to supporting students in becoming deeper learners. There are also practical 

issues to be addressed, such as: How to create the time needed for detailed conversations? Can this be done 

through the traditional lesson structures of most schools? If not, what implications does this have for other areas 

of the personalising learning agenda? Similarly, can schools use traditional pastoral and reporting structures in their 

work towards deep learning? Some of these concepts are explored in the other pamphlets in the series. The ways 

in which students’ experiences can support and facilitate deep learning is the topic of the next pamphlet in this 

series.
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