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Th e fi rst time I saw a Fitbit it was worn by a PE teacher I was coaching. We’d 

fi nished our coaching session at the junior campus of his school and, as both 

of us were working at the senior campus that afternoon, I off ered to drive 

him. He said he would walk. Th is surprised me: It was a long walk back to 

the senior campus and he’d just fi nished telling me of a 20 km run he’d done 

before work.

“Didn’t you train already this morning?” I asked.

“Yes, but I want to get my steps up,” he said, pointing to his Fitbit. 

“Steps up?”

“Yes, it records my steps and when I get to 10,000 there’s a reward.” 

“What’s the reward?”

He looked at me, wide-eyed and earnest: “It buzzes.”

Th e contrast between his enthusiasm and the reward struck me—it was a 

small payoff  for all that eff ort. However, instant feedback can be compelling 

like that. Quick feedback loops are a powerful motivator. 

Th e more I thought about it, the more I appreciated how this loop was 

designed. I particularly appreciated the insight of concentrating on steps—it 

seemed such a clever way to get people more active. Th ere are lots of other 

potential metrics you could use to encourage a less sedentary lifestyle—total 

times exercised in a week, average km run a day—but 10,000 steps seemed 

Introduction 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



vi

such a deft little nudge; a simple shift of everyday routine that could lead to 

a cascade of other little lifestyle changes and benefi ts. It made me wonder . . . 

What would the equivalent of focusing on steps be for teachers? What little 

changes of technique would lead quickly to a host of other improvements? 

And what would a Fitbit for teachers look like? Are there tools for prompting 

these changes and measuring their impact?

In this book, I want to explore seven examples of these small but powerful 

changes of practice—the “Simple Shifts.” In the chapter titled Simple Shifts, 

I’ll introduce the Simple Shifts for teachers, and explain why each of these is 

a skill that will lead to larger change for your students and yourself. Th en we’ll 

explore in more detail the mechanics of changing practice, and what the latest 

research can tell us about how to change our teaching practice. I’ll introduce 

you to “micro-data tools”: one of the most eff ective ways I have found to 

consolidate a new skill and embed it within your routine teaching practice. 

Th e subsequent chapters will all follow a similar structure: We’ll look at one 

Simple Shift in detail; explore variations of the basic skill, troubleshooting 

options, and infl ection points; and I’ll detail the micro-data tools most eff ective 

for tracking your development of this Simple Shift. 

As teachers, we already work hard enough. We need more than just another set 

of great teaching techniques to learn—there are so many strategies you might 

adopt to improve your practice and often very little available time to identify 

which will make the biggest impact. What we need are compelling reasons 

to choose one skill over another, and a clear plan of how we are going to 

implement these skills that is simple enough to start with the very next lesson. 

Developed from extensive research and decades of teaching experience, the 

Simple Shifts meet this goal. Th ey do not require you to totally change your 

teaching but to “tilt” it. Quick to learn and easy to implement, they are minor 

adjustments of your practice that nonetheless can have a major impact on your 

students’ learning. 
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Simple Shifts 
As a teacher, I encountered lots of able learners but I also came across effi  cient 

learners—students who were able to identify the core learning in a task and 

concentrate their eff orts on that aspect of what we were doing. Often, these 

were students who took real pleasure in their strategic insight. 

I taught one Year 12 student who had transferred in and missed the fi rst two 

weeks of my classes, but came in, mastered a key essay-writing technique 

in an after-school session, and then produced an outstanding essay for the 

assessment task on the entire unit. “It was easy,” he told his classmates. “I’d 

already read the book so I just had to fi nd out what the main trick behind this 

kind of essay writing is and do that.” (Th e student sitting next to him looked 

disappointed: “So you still had to read the book?”)

Or the elementary school student who stumped his classmates in Hangman 

by learning a list of words without vowels. (I vividly recall his look of glee as 

students tried vowel after vowel, trying to guess “rhythms” or “cyst.”)

At the heart of this effi  ciency is a facility for spotting the key sub-skill in 

a particular ability. When I ask coaches, trainers, and high-level performers 

about this phenomenon they are usually quick to identify what that might be 

in their fi eld of endeavor:

• Th e “Two Card Lift” for close-up magicians

• Learning the mother sauces in French cooking

• Th e crossover dribble in basketball

• Using free indirect style for writing literary fi ction
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2 | Tilting Your Teaching

• Th e cascade pattern in juggling 

• Double clutching for driving a manual truck

• Th e back corner shot in squash

• A Gladwell-style anecdotal analogy in popular social-science nonfi ction

What links these disparate skills together is that they are infl ection points for 

achieving mastery in that particular fi eld; being able to make a habit of these 

skills opens up an array of other potential techniques and learning, whereas 

not being able to apply these skills in a routine way can signifi cantly hamper 

your development.

Charles Duhigg (2014) calls these subtle but infl uential changes of practice 

“keystone habits.” He argues that you don’t have to focus on changing every 

aspect of what you do to bring about personal and organizational change, but 

rather, concentrate on “identifying a few key priorities and fashioning them 

into powerful levers” (p. 101). Duhigg suggests we should target “the habits 

that matter most . . . the ones that, when they start to shift, dislodge and remake 

other patterns” (p. 101). Another researcher in the fi eld of habit acquisition, 

James Clear (2018), makes a similar case for focusing on what he calls “atomic 

habits”—“little habits that are part of a larger system . . . [they are] not only 

small and easy to do, but also the source of incredible power” (p. 27).

Th ere are routines and techniques in teaching that function like these keystone 

or atomic habits in being small changes that can make a powerful diff erence—

they are “tipping points” for signifi cant change. Th e Simple Shifts outlined 

here—these “tipping points”—both represent the threshold point for entry 

into a new system of practice (they are small changes that are quick to adopt), 

and act as the catalyst for further change (they represent a change in mind 

frame). 

Th ere is a wealth of information on best practice for teachers, with new studies 

and the changing needs of schools and students guaranteeing that teachers will 

never be short on advice for how to optimize their practice. But how much of 

that can teachers actually take on? How does anyone manage to navigate the 

plethora of recommended techniques, habits, skills, and practices that teachers 

are presented with? By focusing on the few skills that matter.

Th e Simple Shifts that I describe in this book are relatively easy to implement, 

but are skills that “have the power to start a chain reaction” (Duhigg, 2014, p. 

100). Th ey are emblematic of deeper perspective shifts, and thus, when you start 
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to use them, they begin to change not just how your students respond in your 

classes, but how you view your role as a teacher. A small change like increasing 

your wait time when asking questions—the Simple Shift we explore in Shift 4: 

Wait Time—not only has an immediate eff ect on the response your students 

give, but begins to focus your practice on eliciting feedback from students, 

exploring what they are thinking, and encouraging a culture of “thinking out 

loud” in the classroom rather than getting the answer right.

Research on implementing a change in practice or behavior confi rms that 

choosing a few pivotal skills to work on—skills that are discrete, manageable, 

and measurable—is the best way to bring about major change. But the further 

benefi ts of this approach are obvious within the teaching context—with such a 

time-intensive, demanding job, you need the most eff ective use of your limited 

time to gain the greatest eff ect. Simple Shifts can off er you that.

So what are the Simple Shifts for teachers?

•  Low-Key Interventions—“Nudging” students back to their work when 

they are exhibiting off -task behavior

•  Pivoting and Reframing—Pivoting around students’ argumentative 

responses, defusing confl ict, and steering them back to their learning

•  Instructional Clarity—Securing complete student attention before 

issuing instructions or making transitions

•  Wait Time—Extending the amount of thinking time you give your 

students before expecting them to respond to questions 

•  Pause and Elaboration Time—Extending the length of time you pause 

after your students answer to encourage them to elaborate

•  Snapshot Feedback—Using fast, formative feedback from your students 

to assess the immediate impact of your teaching

•  Refl ection Time—Giving students an opportunity to quickly demonstrate 

that they have taken on your advice

Of course, there are many other foundational skills that have the potential 

to eff ect a similarly signifi cant change, but these were chosen for their ease 

of implementation. No matter how transformative a new teaching technique 

might be, if it is diffi  cult or time-consuming to implement, the chances are 

that you will never see its eff ect. Being “small and easy to do” is a crucial part 

of what makes Simple Shifts so eff ective.

Simple Shifts | 3 
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Micro-data tools
In the Introduction, I asked what a Fitbit for teachers would look like. My 

answer to this question is: micro-data tools. Micro-data tools can be an 

essential part of the “how” of changing teaching practice.

Micro-data tools allow you to record data on specifi c aspects of your classroom 

practice. Th ese tools can take many forms—tally chart, checklist, annotated 

student roll, classroom map, timesheet—but essentially they focus on one or 

two teaching techniques or student behaviors and provide you with a way to 

monitor your progress as you adopt new teaching routines. 

Th e reason these tools are labeled as micro-data is to distinguish them from 

all the other data we collect as schools and teachers. Much of this data—

diagnostic literacy and numeracy testing, end-of-year exams, system-level 

assessments—is collected annually or over term and semester cycles. Even 

in schools where I work that have a keen interest in gathering data to help 

refi ne teacher practice, much of the data they collect—pre- and post-topic test 

results and monthly student surveys, for example—is taken every few weeks. 

Th is information is essential for reviewing student growth and school and 

district performance, but it is not as useful for a teacher trying to establish a 

new teaching routine or skill. For that, what is required is a habit tracker—a 

tool for monitoring your progress with a much shorter feedback loop. Th is 

kind of tool allows you to take daily or lesson-by-lesson data about the new 

practice you are trying to establish.

Each of the seven Simple Shifts in this book has been paired with a number 

of micro-data tools. Th ese tools measure some aspect of teacher or student 

behavior that is associated with using that Simple Shift successfully. Th e tools 

give you quick, indicative measures of performance that both remind you to 

employ this strategy and give you fast feedback about its eff ect.

4 | Tilting Your Teaching

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Have a look at this example from the chapter on Instructional Clarity:

Verbal reminders
What do you say to the group 
and individual students to keep 
them on task?

Nonverbal reminders
How do you remind students to
maintain their attention without 
having to interrupt what you are 
saying?

TOTAL: TOTAL:

Verbal vs. Nonverbal Interventions Tally

MICRO-DATA TOOL

Th is tool records the number of times the teacher had to speak to get their 

students back on task. It also records the total number of instances where the 

teacher was able to steer their students back to the task using a nonverbal 

technique such as a hand signal or facial expression.

Th e golden rule of addressing low-level off -task behavior is fi nding the lowest 

level of intervention that works (we explore this in Shift One: Low-Key 

Interventions). Being aware of how you use verbal and nonverbal interventions 

is a good way then to ensure that you are looking at the breadth of options 

available in these situations, and employing this tally helps you do that. 

Moreover, if you are working on using more nonverbal interventions—using 

more proximity reminders, for example—then this data tool can be used to 

prompt you to both employ this strategy and record the frequency with which 

you use it. 

Simple Shifts | 5
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What makes micro-data tools eff ective?
Changing practice is not easy. From our own experience as teachers, and 

from research into behavior change and habit acquisition, we know that 

wanting to change and enacting that change are two very diff erent things. 

In fact, the research is very clear that in many fi elds of endeavor, resolving to 

do something does not result in a person exhibiting that behavior in even 30 

percent of cases (Sheerhan, 2002). What we think of as “willpower” and “self-

discipline” are vastly overrated. Making small changes, becoming conscious 

of our habits, getting regular feedback, and tracking success are all far better 

indicators of successful routine development. I think this is a seminal point: 

Skill development and routine behavior change is not a question of character or 

will, but knowing and planning precisely how you will bring about the change 

you seek.

And this is sometimes what books about teaching don’t foreground (or even 

acknowledge)—it takes eff ort to carry a new learning into action. As with 

students, when I’m coaching teachers I want to give them not just the reasons 

to adopt new practice, but the mechanism by which they can do that. Th is 

book is an eff ort to give teachers not just the why of new teaching practice, 

but the how.

In Atomic Habits, Clear argues that to reach our objectives, focusing on goals 

is less eff ective than focusing on systems. Th is is another way of understanding 

how important the “how” of practice change is—knowing where you want to 

go is ultimately not as important as having a specifi c plan of how you are going 

to get there. “Systems are about the processes that lead to [those] results. . . . 

You do not rise to the level of your goals. You fall to the level of your systems” 

(pp. 23, 27).

Micro-data tools off er a simple system for managing practice change. Th ey 

enable you to be conscious of your existing habits, they demand a small, specifi c 

change rather than an amorphous intention, they monitor your progress 

toward your goal, and they provide nonattributive feedback (feedback without 

judgment). Let’s look at each of these in more detail.

Making habits conscious 
Like driving a car, much of what we do when teaching becomes automatic. 

While lesson and curriculum planning, correcting written work, and other 

elements of teaching require higher-order skills that engage the conscious 

6 | Tilting Your Teaching
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