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WHAT IS TEACHING BACKWARDS?

The most effective teachers teach backwards. At the heart of teaching backwards is a think-
ing process that enables teachers to plan and teach backwards from a clear and 
well-defined destination. This destination could be a model of a high-quality piece of work 
that shows learners exactly what standard they are expected to have achieved by the end 
of a learning module or it could be a clear and compelling description of the attitudes, skills 
and habits that the class are expected to be demonstrating by the end of the school year.

Teaching backwards is a journey that starts with the end very clearly in mind. It is the 
destination that gives the teaching backwards process its shape, direction and structure. 
The journey is supported at all times by the high expectations in which the teacher holds 
the learners, and his or her ability to engender and encourage the same high expecta-
tions in the learners themselves. From the destination and the high expectations 
everything else follows.

First, the teacher needs to establish the learners’ true starting points and then to demystify 
and clearly explain to them how each destination will be achieved. The next step requires 
the teacher to plan in advance how he or she will regularly elicit proof that learning is tak-
ing place, not generally but for each student, so that the whole class can move forward 
together. The planning and teaching must then take account of the appropriate levels of 
challenge that are required to motivate learners to address and overcome the obstacles 
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they will undoubtedly face, and develop a real and felt sense of satisfaction from achieving 
results they might have previously thought difficult or impossible. Finally, the teacher needs 
to employ strategies that give the students quality, real-time feedback that develops their 
Knowledge, Attitudes, Skills and Habits (KASH), while also training them to give quality 
feedback to themselves and each other.

At the heart of teaching backwards is our philosophy that great teaching and learning rely 
on four key ingredients. We call them the Big Four: feedback, autonomy, challenge and 
engagement (for more information see the Appendix).

The structure of this book follows the sequence of the teaching backwards steps and we 
strongly recommend that you read it in that order. Each step is crucially important in ensur-
ing that learners achieve their full potential, topic by topic, as well as over time. Miss out a 
step and we guarantee that your learning journey will end in a cul-de-sac. We’ve seen 
many a teacher experience a ‘Hindenburg moment’ after missing out a step. They learned 
the hard way as they watched their lesson crash and burn – or worse, their classes under-
perform over time. They realised to their cost that teaching backwards isn’t a pick-and-mix 
approach. It’s one that needs to be embraced wholeheartedly.© H
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WHY WE USE LEVELS

The levels we use in this book provide clarity for busy teachers. We’ve lost count of the 
times that teachers have told us how helpful they find clear, well-defined success criteria, 
both for themselves and for their learners. These levels enable teachers to better assess 
their current stage of expertise and practice, helping them to understand what they need 
to do to get to the next level. Only when teachers realise the gap between where they 
currently are and where they need to be can they implement the strategies required to 
close those gaps. Our own experience over the last 10 years of working with thousands of 
teachers is that using levels really helps them to rapidly improve the quality and expertise 
of their teaching.

The same is true for learners. As they understand their current level of expertise in terms of 
the knowledge, attitudes, skills and habits required, they begin to see what they must do 
to ‘level up’. Once they are aware of the gaps in their learning, supported by their teacher, 
they can begin to work with strategies that will enable them to close those gaps. Feedback 
from countless teachers we’ve worked with on our Outstanding Teaching Interventions 
(OTI) programmes tells us this process works.

The levels we use are:

Level 1a = Outstanding Secure

Level 1b = Outstanding Unsecure

Level 2a = Good Secure

Level 2b = Good Unsecure
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LEVEL 1A
All learners have clarity on their current position and the quality of KASH they need to 
develop further in order to achieve their goal. Teachers and learners are highly skilled in 
giving and receiving feedback on how to improve. All learners routinely reflect and act 
on feedback. Teachers use feedback to adapt learning within lessons and in planning for 
future lessons. Both teacher and learners demonstrate excellent questioning of them-

selves and others. Collaboration adds greatly to learning and to learners’ ability to 
overcome challenges. The teacher and learners demonstrate high expectations in rela-

tion to quality of work and progress.

LEVEL 1B
Feedback is used to ensure that planning, both within and between lessons, accurately 
meets the needs of all learners. High levels of challenge predominate due to skilful ques-
tioning from both learners and teachers. All learners have clarity on their own gaps and are 
motivated to close them. As a consequence learners make rapid progress. The teacher uses 
effective strategies to develop the KASH of learners. Well-developed routines ensure learn-
ers have time to read and act on the high-quality feedback given. Peer and self-assessment 
are developing. Learners can now identify specific ways in which to improve, and target-
setting is becoming owned by them. The teacher and nearly all learners have high 
expectations of progress and quality.

LEVEL 2A
Feedback from and about learners enables the teacher to adapt learning, both within and 
between lessons. This ensures that learning is challenging for all. Support is given for learn-
ers who are struggling to progress or who require higher levels of challenge. A feature of 
the level of challenge is the quality of teacher and learner questions. Effective written and 
verbal feedback from the teacher ensures all learners are clear on their next steps to 
improvement. The teacher is training learners to identify these steps themselves. The 
teacher demonstrates high expectations of learners in terms of progress and quality of 
work, and this is beginning to be adopted by the class. Learners make good progress.

LEVEL 2B
The teacher plans and provides learning using evidence from some aspects of the available 
assessment data and other feedback. Within the lesson, the teacher reshapes tasks based 
on feedback in order to improve learning. Most learners understand how well they are 
doing and the next steps they need to take in order to make progress using the teacher’s 
feedback. Teacher questioning helps to both extend learners and get feedback on their 
progress. The teacher is working to develop the KASH of learners so they can work at higher 
levels. The teacher has high expectations for the class.
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