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THIS MANUAL?

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT  
AND DEDICATION
Bruce Joyce is the originator and doyen of ‘Models of 
Teaching’, referred to in this manual as Models of Practice. In 
2015 his book, Models of Teaching, entered its ninth edition, 
co-authored with Marsha Weil and Emily Calhoun. It is the 
standard text in the field and has no equal. The author of this 
manual is privileged to have been mentored by Bruce over the 
years and is proud to call him a friend. Bruce Joyce’s wisdom, 
humanity and generosity know no bounds. We gratefully 
acknowledge his support in producing these manuals and 
dedicate them to him in admiration and with affection.
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FRAMEWORKS FOR TEACHING, 
LEARNING & MODELS OF PRACTICE

Two goals are at the heart of Curiosity and Powerful Learning: 
 − lifting our students’ academic achievement 
 − extending their learning capability. 

We can accomplish both goals simultaneously if we teach our 
students how to learn at the same time as we assist them to 
acquire curriculum content. 

In Models of Learning – Tools for Teaching Joyce and 
colleagues write that teachers have the privilege of creating 
powerful contexts for learning:

Learning experiences are composed of content, process 
and social climate. As teachers we create for and with our 
children opportunities to explore and build important areas 
of knowledge, develop powerful tools for learning, and live 
in humanising social conditions.

Skilled teachers seek to integrate curriculum content, teaching 
and learning strategies, and school culture. When we bring 
together content, strategies, and culture the effect is to 
deepen and reinforce our students’ self-confidence and 
curiosity in learning. 

SPEAKING OF TEACHING
Our teaching task frequently meets a significant barrier. The 
language we use to describe and share our teaching practice 
is often imprecise. It is a reality of professional practice that 
quality teaching and learning is underpinned by explicit 
frameworks for teaching and learning. That is the purpose of 
the Models of Practice manuals.

This manual introduces models of practice by:

 − discussing the nature of powerful learning
 − describing a framework for thinking about teaching, based 

on our ‘theories of action’ approach
 − exploring the concept of models of teaching and their 

relationship to learning
 − emphasising the importance of making practice concrete 

through the use of protocols and reflection.

EXPLORING THE EVIDENCE 
ABOUT TEACHING AND 
LEARNING
The Models of Practice manuals explicitly draw on a range 
of evidence about what kinds of teaching practice power 
student learning. Consequently, at the outset it is useful to 
explore some of the evidence about effective teaching and 
learning. 

Inquiry is the key. Work with teachers, school leaders, system 
leaders and students over many years has made clear just 
how important is the willingness to inquire. That process of 
inquiry has led to this and other manuals in the Curiosity and 
Powerful Learning series. This introduction discusses aspects 
of the work on effective teaching and learning described 
in those manuals. Earlier work tells us that the evidence on 
effective teaching can help us become more innovative in 
creating powerful learning environments for our students.

But research does not offer simple solutions that we follow 
without question. Research knowledge and specifications of 
teaching can have many limitations, especially if we adopt 
them uncritically. The evidence is only useful when we 
subject it to the discipline of practice through exercising our 
professional judgement as teachers. As Lawrence Stenhouse 
observed, the evidence does not stand as

… an unqualified recommendation, but rather as a 
provisional specification claiming no more than to be 
worth putting to the test of practice. Such proposals claim 
to be intelligent rather than correct.

As teachers we accept the responsibility of continuously 
testing the evidence and adjusting our practice based on 
what we learn about what works best for our students 
in our school. This way of valuing our work is part of our 
professional identity.
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Today we have sophisticated research evidence on how 
learning occurs and on the ways we can organise learning 
experiences to make a positive difference for our students. 

The purpose of teaching is both to help students to acquire 
curriculum knowledge, and to assist them to become 
powerful learners. The trick is to find ways of raising our 
students’ attainment levels at the same time as we expand, 
and make articulate, their repertoire of learning strategies.

The most effective curricular and teaching patterns encourage 
our students to construct knowledge – to inquire intensively. 
The result of intense curiosity is to increase our students’ 
capacity to learn and work smarter. 

Powerful learning is the ability of learners to respond 
successfully to two kinds of tasks – the tasks we set them, 
and the tasks they set themselves. Powerful learning is 
marked by six observable characteristics.

POWERFUL LEARNING IS PRESENT  
WHEN OUR STUDENTS …

integrate prior and  
new knowledge

think carefully about 
successes and failures

acquire and use 
a range of 

learning skills

evaluate conflicting 
evidence and 
think critically

solve problems individually 
and 

in groups

accept that learning 
involves uncertainty 

and difficulty

Deploying this range of learning strategies is called meta-
cognition – the learner’s ability to take control over their 
own learning processes. This means that in every learning 
context our students are involved in an ‘active construction of 
meaning’. It carries implications for how we manage learning 
opportunities. Learning is interactional. It occurs only when 
the learner makes sense of particular experiences in particular 
contexts. Making sense involves connecting with a student’s 
prior knowledge and experience. 

The clear implication is that new learning must relate to, 
and ultimately fit with, what a student already understands. 
Learning is a process, and that process produces end results. 
This interactive view of learning is mirrored on page 5 of this 
introduction which notes that a teaching strategy can also be 
a model of learning.

TEACHING AND ACQUIRING 
SKILLS OF LEARNING
Powerful learning is concerned with teaching and acquiring 
skills of learning. If we are serious about personalised 
learning then we need a clear typology of the skills we 
want our students to master as they develop their personal 
effectiveness and employability. These skills fall into three 
categories.

Functional skills

These skills support 
our students to be 
active, confident 
citizens and 
workers

In most countries, literacy, numeracy, 
and ICT skills are regarded as 
priorities. 

They are frequently taught and 
assessed in the core subjects of 
language, mathematics, and ICT.

Thinking and 
learning skills

These skills enable 
our students to 
become effective 
learners

Mastery of thinking and learning 
skills equips our students to raise 
their achievement by developing 
their abilities to: 
 − improve achievement by applying 

a wide range of learning 
approaches in different subjects

 − learn how to learn, with the 
capability to monitor, evaluate, 
and change the ways in which 
they think and learn

 − become independent learners, 
knowing how to generate their 
own ideas, acquire knowledge 
and transfer their learning to 
different contexts

Personal skills 

These skills 
enhance our 
students’ personal 
effectiveness

Mastery of personal skills equips our 
students to manage themselves and 
to develop and maintain effective 
social and workplace relationships

This framework clarifies what skills students should gain. As 
educators we are responsible for clarifying how our students 
gain those skills. We need to agree on two things in particular 
– how we:
 − embed these skills in teaching and learning  – we must 

teach them well and avoid the too common experience 
that students' skill development is patchy across schools 
and the system as a whole

 − develop these skills coherently across the curriculum – 
we must specify them, develop them systematically, and 
explicitly track their development.

The skills framework is consistent with trends in many 
countries. For example, the OECD’s (2005) Definition and 
Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo) Project classified into 
three broad categories the key competencies an individual 
needs for a successful life.

Interactively use physical and socio-cultural tools

 − Use language, symbols, and texts interactively
 − Use knowledge and information interactively 
 − Use technology interactively

Interacting in heterogeneous groups

 − Relate well to others
 − Co-operate, work in teams
 − Manage and resolve conflicts

Acting autonomously

 − Act within the big picture
 − Form and conduct life plans and personal projects
 − Defend and assert rights, interests, limits, and needs

To summarise, greater coherence across the curriculum is 
created by:
 − the clarity of a single skills framework 
 − better guidance and training on pedagogy.

These are the necessary foundations for ensuring that 
the essence of personalised learning is available for 
every student.  

POWERFUL LEARNING
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A FRAMEWORK FOR THINKING ABOUT TEACHING – 
THE THEORIES OF ACTION

The central characteristic of effective teachers is their ability 
to develop students who are both powerful learners and 
knowledgeable. The framework for teaching proposed below is 
to suggest a way in which all teachers can do just that.

The framework for thinking about teaching is described in detail 
in Curiosity and Powerful Learning, one of the manuals in the 
Curiosity and Powerful Learning series. The framework was 
developed during a system-wide school improvement effort 
in the Northern Metropolitan Region of Melbourne, Australia 
(Hopkins, Craig and Munro 2011). The overall approach is 
described in The System and Powerful Learning, another of the 
Curiosity and Powerful Learning manuals.

THEORIES OF ACTION
The aim was to create a new culture of teaching and 
learning within our schools, and to raise standards of 
student attainment and learning. This required devising and 
implementing strategies that built a common language of 
instructional practice within the Region. To do this we refined 
the instructional rounds leadership strategy being adopted 
at that time across the state of Victoria (City et al. 2009). 
We worked iteratively, and systematically, from the existing 
knowledge base of individual teachers to develop Theories of 
Action for teaching and learning. Those Theories of Action, 
validated by classroom teachers, formed a precise approach 
that disciplined and deepened the culture of teaching and 
learning of all teachers in schools throughout the Region.

A Theory of Action is a link between cause and effect: 
WHEN we take a particular action
THEN we expect that action to have specific effects. 

A Theory of Action connects the actions of teachers with the 
consequences of their actions – the learning and achievement 
of their students. The overarching Theory of Action is: 

WHEN teachers, strongly supported by their schools, 
explicitly and consistently incorporate the Theories of 
Action in their teaching 
THEN our students’ curiosity enriches their learning skills 
and their spirit of inquiry.

As is noted in Curiosity and Powerful Learning (page 4), we 
learned five important lessons from our deepening experience 
with instructional rounds and the development of Theories of 
Action.  

FIVE LESSONS FROM INSTRUCTIONAL 
ROUNDS THAT GUIDE OUR POWERFUL 
LEARNING WORK

1 Similar Theories of Action are defined and 
implemented in most schools, despite differences in 
schooling phases and contexts. 

2 To impact on student learning in a sustained way, it’s 
necessary to integrate all Theories of Action into a 
teacher’s professional repertoire. It is not a 'pick and 
mix' approach.

3 All Theories of Action are characterised by teaching 
approaches with inquiry at their centre. 

4 Some Theories of Action are about the whole 
school, and some are about the individual practice of 
teachers.

5 All Theories of Action have a high level of empirical 
support in the research literature. 
(We used John Hattie’s 2009 book, Visible Learning, 
as our key source and ‘effect size’ as the metric for 
evaluation.)
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FOUR WHOLE SCHOOL  
THEORIES OF ACTION
Four Whole School Theories of Action support 
teaching for curiosity and achievement. They are 
fundamental in every school and for all teaching 
practice. They create a reliable, consistent, supportive 
environment for implementing the six Theories of 
Action for Teachers.

PRIORITISE HIGH EXPECTATIONS &  
AUTHENTIC RELATIONSHIPS
WHEN schools and teachers prioritise high 
expectations and authentic relationships
THEN curiosity will flourish.

EMPHASISE INQUIRY FOCUSED 
TEACHING
WHEN inquiry is a defining characteristic of a school’s 
culture 
THEN the level of student achievement and curiosity 
will increase.

ADOPT CONSISTENT TEACHING 
PROTOCOLS
WHEN we adopt consistent teaching protocols
THEN student behaviour, engagement, learning, and 
curiosity will be enhanced.

ADOPT CONSISTENT LEARNING 
PROTOCOLS
WHEN we adopt consistent learning protocols  
in all classes
THEN all students will experience an enhanced 
capacity to learn, and to develop skills, confidence, 
and curiosity.

SIX THEORIES OF ACTION 
FOR TEACHERS
These Theories of Action are about teaching. They 
form the core teaching protocols for the whole school.

HARNESS LEARNING INTENTIONS, 
NARRATIVE & PACE
WHEN we harness learning intentions, narrative, and 
pace so students are more secure about their learning, 
and more willing to take risks
THEN achievement and understanding will increase 
and curiosity will be enhanced.

SET CHALLENGING LEARNING TASKS
WHEN learning tasks are purposeful, clearly defined, 
differentiated, and challenging
THEN all students will experience powerful, 
progressive, and precise learning.

FRAME HIGHER ORDER QUESTIONS
WHEN we systematically employ higher order 
questioning
THEN levels of student understanding will deepen and 
levels of achievement will increase.

CONNECT FEEDBACK TO DATA
WHEN we connect feedback to data about student 
actions and performances
THEN behaviour will be more positive, progress will 
accelerate, and curiosity will be enhanced.

COMMIT TO ASSESSMENT FOR 
LEARNING
WHEN we commit to peer assessment, and 
assessment for learning
THEN student engagement, learning, and 
achievement will accelerate.

IMPLEMENT COOPERATIVE GROUPS
WHEN we implement cooperative group structures 
and techniques to mediate between whole class 
instruction and students carrying out tasks
THEN the academic performance of the whole class 
will increase.

The collaborative work of participating teachers and school 
leaders provided the substance for ten Theories of Action. 
That collaborative endeavour was driven by their desire to find 
even more powerful ways for their students to learn and to 
become successful. Our ten Theories of Action are described 
in detail in Curiosity and Powerful Learning. In summary they 
are as follows.

LINKING THEORIES OF ACTION WITH 
MODELS OF PRACTICE
There is an important distinction between teaching tactics and 
teaching strategies. 

In many ways the Theories of Action for Teachers are 
tactics – teacher behaviours that have a direct and precise 
impact on student learning. They are actions that respond 
to specific classroom circumstances. For example, framing a 
learning intention sets the context for learning, questioning 
encourages reflection and problem solving, group work 
establishes the social conditions for inquiry. Tactics are the 
core repertoire of teaching skills. 

The term 'models of practice' is used for teaching strategies 
that describe the approach for an entire lesson or curriculum 
unit. Whole Class Teaching is the best known model of 
practice. 

The good news is that in different combinations the six 
Theories of Action for Teachers comprise the essential 
building blocks for the Whole Class Teaching model and other 
models of practice. This introduction lays a foundation for 
the six models of practice described in the Models of Practice 
manuals.
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