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            INTRODUCTION

         

         THREE BELIEFS: THE SIMPLE, THE COMPLEX AND THE COMPLICATIONS

         This book is based on three things that I believe to be true. Firstly, that teaching is, at its heart, simple. If you want to teach someone something – whether it is how to drive, bake a cake or understand the evidence for plate tectonics – you start by reminding them of what they already know (recap), you then tell or show them something new (input), you direct them to apply and practise with the new concept (application) and then you give feedback on how they are doing. Simple.

         The second thing I hold to be true is that doing these simple things well is complex. There are many ways to remind pupils of what they know and even more ways to introduce them to something new. It is this complexity that makes the job of teaching so endlessly fascinating. It is also why it is a profession that requires a high level of training and continuous reflection and development of its members.

         My third belief is that teaching has become overcomplicated. Teachers have endured decades of competing and conflicting advice about how they should teach, and spent an inordinate amount of time trying to please outside observers. In my career to date, I have been instructed to do all of the following:

         
            [image: ] Test pupils to determine their learning style and plan different activities so pupils could choose one that matched their style.

            [image: ] Start the lesson with Brain Gym activities. Stop the lesson frequently to do more Brain Gym activities.

            [image: ] Plan every hour-long lesson as a three-part composition of starter, activity and plenary.

            [image: ] Not talk for more than 10% of the lesson in total.

            [image: ] Let pupils discover knowledge for themselves.

            [image: ] Mark work every two weeks. Use one particular colour pen. Have pupils respond in a second colour. Respond to their response in a third colour.

            [image: ] Base all learning objectives on Bloom’s taxonomy and aim for the higher-order thinking skills in each lesson. Have pupils write every objective in their books.

            [image: ] Don’t teach subject knowledge, as pupils will always be able to look that up. Instead, focus on teaching transferable skills – like evaluation or creativity.

         

         These complications have moved us a long way from the simplicity of recap, input, application and feedback, and have made teaching less effective. They have also added to our workload by making teaching less efficient.

         FADS: WHERE GOOD IDEAS GO TO DIE

         Many of these complications arise when good ideas about how to approach the simplicity of teaching well (i.e. the complexities) are turned into strategies and then passed on to teachers as policies. As I mentioned, there are many ways of delivering the input of new information. One way that became popular (certainly when I started teaching in 2003 and still frequently recommended to teachers on discussion forums today) was a carousel task in which pupils would take turns to visit a table to read the sources of information on it before moving on to the next. This was seen as preferable to simply giving them the information where they sat.

         It is entirely possible that somewhere within this strategy there was a kernel of a good idea: a rationale that helped to explain why it was being done and how it was meant to improve learning. If there ever was, it was quickly lost. It became something that teachers were told they should be doing in their classrooms. It was imposed on them, divorced of its underlying explanation. It became a fad.

         Sadly, we can see too many good ideas rapidly turn into fads:

         
            [image: ] Knowledge organisers could be a powerful tool for departmental planning and for self-quizzing, or they could be a task given to already overburdened teachers for them to create and forget about.

            [image: ] Retrieval quizzes could be a useful way to start the lesson and help pupils to make links between different parts of the subject, or they could be a random selection of questions chosen because someone has been told that lessons should begin with a quiz.

            [image: ] Growth mindset sounds like a sensible principle. We want pupils to believe that they can achieve. This could involve carefully scaffolding tasks so that they taste success and know what they are aiming for, or it could be communicated via an assembly and a poster.

            [image: ] A knowledge-rich curriculum could involve a deep understanding of what our subjects entail, with a thoughtful approach to the substantive and disciplinary thinking behind it, or it could involve making a list of what you think pupils should know for the exam.

            [image: ] Chalk and talk could once again be seen as the bedrock of the lesson, whereby an expert carefully unpicks the subject with the use of analogies, diagrams, modelling and questioning, or it could involve someone talking incoherently for 20 minutes and then saying, “Now answer the question.”

         

         All of these ideas, amongst many others, will appear in this book. What I hope to do, though, is to explore the why (the theory underpinning the practice) as well as the what (the practice itself). In this way, we can act as professionals and choose how to apply the principles of effective teaching in our own classrooms. This enables us to have the confidence to teach like nobody’s watching.

         WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO “TEACH LIKE NOBODY’S WATCHING”?

         When I talk about teaching like nobody’s watching, I mean teaching the way you would naturally if left alone to get on with it. Teaching in this way demands confidence, and this confidence comes from having a good understanding of what works. Whilst this develops with exposure and practice, we also have to remember that our own experience can sometimes be a poor guide to what is most effective.1 This is where a knowledge of educational research can prove invaluable. It acts as a guide and as a check to what we believe to be true.

         This body of research (covering everything from how pupils learn to how teachers can develop themselves) also helps us to untangle the web of misinformation and contradictory advice that many of us have been given since we first started teaching. It can show us that it isn’t the case that pupils remember only 10% of what they are told but 90% of what they teach others; that group work isn’t necessarily better than individual work; and that differentiating objectives is unlikely to be effective.

         These discussions always raise the knotty question of whether there is a “best” way to teach. I’d suggest that there is, but only if we keep the terms very loose. If we accept that:

         
            [image: ] “teach” means to ensure that pupils know, understand and can do what we think they should know, understand and be able to do

            [image: ] “way” means an approach, and

            [image: ] “best”, in this context, means most effective and efficient

         

         then we have the question, “Is there a most effective and efficient approach to making sure pupils know, understand and can do?”

         This book has the twin pillars of effective and efficient at its heart and these two terms need some unpicking. “Effective” is perhaps less controversial. When we talk about something being effective, we simply mean that it works. Hitting a nail in with the butt of screwdriver might be just as effective as using a hammer. Both get the job done. Likewise, there are many effective ways to teach. We can, as we will discuss, make almost anything work. 

         Bringing the term “efficient” into education tends to raise more eyebrows. Efficiency tends to mean doing something with the fewest possible resources. At a time when school budgets have been slashed in real terms and everyone is trying to do more with less, it is understandable that the word efficiency causes some alarm. It gets used to justify everything from larger class sizes to firing teaching assistants (TAs).2 In this context though, I mean something slightly different. I mean efficiency in terms of our own personal resources: our time and energy as teachers.

         This book will seek to answer the question of how to teach like nobody’s watching by looking at how we can modify our practice in a way that is not only efficient in reducing workload but also effective at creating cultures of excellence from the classroom up.

         We ignore this point about efficiency at our peril. Teaching can be an immersive job and it will fill any time you allot to it; the job is never really finished. This creates two significant problems:

         
            1 Burnout. There is a serious UK-wide issue with both teacher recruitment and teacher retention, with an increasing number of teachers leaving the profession each year.3 In many cases this is driven by an unsustainable workload. If we want to keep teachers in the job, we need to make the job efficient.

            2 Opportunity cost. There are many things we could do that might make a difference to our pupils. However, time is finite. If we spend time doing one thing because we believe it is important, we have less left over to do something else that might be even more important.

         

         I would argue that one of the biggest problems in schools up and down the country isn’t a lack of effectiveness (we are good at making things work), but a lack of efficiency. We are often instructed to do things in a way that takes more time to get the same result. This wouldn’t happen if we taught like nobody was watching. Then we would find the most efficient way.

         Professor Daniel Muijs, head of research at Ofsted, likens this to being instructed to eat soup with a fork.4 If someone asked teachers to do this, we would try. Not only would we try, we would find a way to make it work. The soup would get eaten but at what cost? There would be a lot of mess, a lot of frustration and a lot of time wasted. This book suggests that teachers should instead bring along their own spoon.

         HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

         I believe that an excellent education starts with excellent individual teachers and that in recent years there has been too much of a focus on school structures as a way of driving improvement. The layout of this book reflects that approach and puts the emphasis very much on what each teacher can do to make a difference in their own classroom.

         Part I will consider the individual lesson and discuss how we can build lessons around four simple elements:

         
            1 recap

            2 input

            3 application

            4 feedback

         

         Each chapter will consider one aspect of the lesson in turn and discuss its importance – with a particular focus on how educational research can be applied to it in the classroom, how it might look in different subjects, and the potential pitfalls to avoid. 

         Part II recognises that lessons don’t happen in isolation but as part of a wider curriculum. This section will discuss:

         
            [image: ] The creation of a programme of study that takes pupils on a journey through your subject.

            [image: ] The super-curriculum of what happens outside the classroom.

            [image: ] The principles of assessment design.

            [image: ] How time in departments can be used to reduce workload and support a culture of excellence.

         

         In Part III we will look at the role of the wider school in supporting teachers to teach like nobody’s watching and how leaders can help to set them free from some of the more burdensome pressures.

         I hope that this book will be a practical, and essential, guide to effective and efficient teaching and will give you the confidence to relax into your role and teach like nobody’s watching.

         
            1 See David Didau, What If Everything You Knew About Education Was Wrong? (Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing, 2015).

            2 See for example the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Teaching and Learning Toolkit, which shows the cost and impact of any given type of intervention. TAs are listed at a high cost with only one additional month of progress and reducing class size is also expensive for only a three-month lift in progress. The toolkit is available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit.

            3 Will Hazel, Reasons to worry: 5 new facts about teacher retention, TES (27 September 2018). Available at: https://www.tes.com/news/reasons-worry-5-new-facts-about-teacher-retention.

            4 Daniel Muijs, Keynote address at the researchEd Durrington conference, Durrington High School (28 April 2018).
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            PART I

            THE LESSON

         

         INTRODUCTION TO PART I

         In most schools, it is in the lesson where the individual teacher has the most control, or at least it should be. Unfortunately, many schools have weighed teachers down with long lists of non-negotiables that they are expected to demonstrate in their classrooms. These demands are loaded with various myths about learning that have lingered from teacher training or from years of poor continuing professional development (CPD). The problem has also been driven by fear and a culture of high-stakes accountability. This has led to pedagogy in the classroom being shaped around an idea of what Ofsted are looking for.1 This, as we shall discuss throughout this book, distorts our practice by asking us to teach for outside observers and not for our pupils.

         Part I takes a look at the lesson and asks, “What would the lesson look like if teachers took back control of their own classrooms?” To answer this question, we will have to take a good hard look at a number of sacred cows in teaching – for example:

         
            [image: ] Testing is neutral and doesn’t lead to learning.

            [image: ] Pupils benefit from written comments on their work.

            [image: ] We should plan engaging activities.

            

            [image: ] Noisy classrooms are a sign of learning.

            [image: ] Teachers should limit how much they talk.

            [image: ] Pupils need to discover knowledge for themselves.

         

         There is one point that we need to discuss before we get started:

         
            [image: ] Teachers need to plan lessons.

         

         As with many myths in education, this seems too self-evident to be challenged, but challenge it we must. For as long as I can remember, the hour-long lesson has been king. When we train to teach, we are required to complete plans for each of the hour-long lessons we will deliver, with clearly defined objectives that will be met at the end of this unit of time. In many schools, the requirement to create lesson plans for each hour is still there, especially for observed lessons. This hour-long lesson should invariably involve some sort of starter, then a task or series of tasks, and then a plenary to demonstrate what has been learnt. Even if we aren’t writing out individual lesson plans, this way of thinking about a lesson is still engrained from our training. But it is wrong.

         Whatever made us think that every objective can be met in exactly one hour? Or, magically, in 50 minutes if that is how long the lesson is? Some things must take more time to learn than others and yet we still think of learning as having to fit into neat blocks of time that begin when pupils enter the classroom and end when they leave.

         Before we can do anything else, we need to stop planning lessons as hour-long blocks of time and start thinking about planning learning. When I talk about a lesson comprising of four elements – recap, input, application and feedback – I don’t mean to suggest that these should be worked through in the hour. Rather, whilst meeting an objective, over however long, all four elements should be present. This might involve recap at various points, a mix of input and application, and time for feedback throughout. It might take ten minutes to meet an objective or five hours.

         
            1 See, for example, Daisy Christodoulou, Seven Myths About Education (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014).
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            CHAPTER 1

            RECAP

         

         FROM THE CHALKFACE

         When I started teaching, we had hour-long lessons, in theory. In practice we had 40-minute lessons because the start and end were devoted to starters and plenaries. We were explicitly told that the start of the lesson need not have anything to do with the topic of the rest of the lesson, and should be used to “engage the class” and get them excited. Apparently, the idea that the lesson itself could be engaging didn’t cross anyone’s mind. This led to hours of work as I tried to devise exciting and engaging little starters. Pupils would roam the classroom looking for clues about today’s objective, come in to the sounds of tropical rainforests and imagine what it would be like to sail down a river, or be given cards which each revealed one piece of information and have to search for someone with a card that related to it. It took ages, no one learnt anything, and it would take them time to settle down again afterwards.

         Now I usually start with a quiz.

         WHY DO WE START THE LESSON WITH A RECAP?

         I am lucky enough to have the opportunity to see a lot of teachers teach. I wander in and out of classrooms in my own school and sometimes get invited to do the same in other schools. Wherever I am, and whatever subject I am observing, I almost always hear the same words towards the start of a lesson: “Last lesson we …” “Last lesson we …” is the teacher equivalent of “Once upon a time” or “In a galaxy far, far away”. It indicates that the lesson is underway, that we have begun. And it isn’t only in the classroom that we find this. When I was learning to drive, I remember each lesson beginning with a quick reminder of the basics learnt last time. When learning to bake I made an apple crumble, and that lesson started with a reminder that rubbing in the fat and flour was the same method we’d used with the scones we’d made the week before. When we are teaching something, we naturally start with a recap of what went before.

         To recap is to “recapitulate” – to go through and summarise the main points of a previous meeting or document. It is literally a step backwards. So why does learning start in this way? Shouldn’t we be starting our lesson by rushing headlong into a new learning objective? Isn’t going back over something you have already done a bit boring?

         Let us look at each of those concerns in turn.

         Why does learning start with recap?

         I would suggest that there is a reason why so many lessons, in and out of the classroom, start with the magic words “Last lesson we …” It is because it works. Humans are natural teachers and intuitively know how to pass on what they know to the next generation. In Making Kids Cleverer, David Didau cites research from psychologists who looked at young children who were teaching each other to play board games and deployed the same kind of strategies as trained teachers. This leads to him concluding:
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            this is somewhat alarming as it suggests that much of what teacher training and professional development consists of are competencies possessed by the average 5-year-old!1
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         As we shall see, learning doesn’t just occur from the study of new material, but from the constant recollection of material we have studied before. If we don’t revisit something, we struggle to remember it. The adage “use it or lose it” seems to apply here. Teachers, and possibly 5-year-olds, instinctively understand this. 

         Shouldn’t we start by moving straight on to the next objective?

         This is certainly how I was encouraged to start a lesson when I began teaching. We were told that a lesson should begin with something to excite the pupils about what they were going to learn, which would engage them in the lesson. Whilst this is well intentioned, it runs the risk of each (albeit very exciting) lesson appearing to be a distinct silo of information. This doesn’t allow complex schemas to develop (as we will explore shortly).

         Isn’t going back over something you have already done boring?

         Short answer: no.

         Having the chance to use what you have learnt is far from boring. It gives pupils a feeling of progress and a way of actually seeing what they have learnt. We also need to keep in mind that our perspective of the school day is very different to that of our pupils. When they leave our classroom, they don’t exist in a vacuum. They will have learnt new things in half a dozen or so other subjects, and will have done various other things outside of school as well. Spending a few minutes to pause and reflect on what they have already learnt can be an important break from a bombardment of new information.

         As with everything else that we do, it is important that we are clear on the function we want recap to play in our lessons. Barak Rosenshine, in his seminal paper Principles of instruction, suggests that teachers start their lesson with a review of previous learning for two reasons:2

         
            1 To practise recalling previously learnt material, thereby strengthening the ability to recall it in the future.

            2 To link new material to that which has come before.

         

         This chapter will consider how retrieval practice leads to more secure learning and the importance of developing schemas, and then explore what these two things look like in the classroom. We will finish by looking at some of the potential pitfalls to avoid.

         THE PURPOSE OF RETRIEVAL PRACTICE

         We would like to think that pupils leave our lessons having learnt something. Indeed, a huge amount of time and energy is expended by teachers in trying to demonstrate to outside observers that this has happened. One problem with trying to demonstrate learning is that the word itself is so hazily defined. Jeffrey Karpicke and Phillip Grimaldi provide the rather neat definition that “learning represents the ability to use past experiences in the service of the present.”3 To say that something is learnt means that a person can use information from one point in time in another, and in a different context. If a pupil is taught to recognise the verbs in a particular piece of writing, we would expect them to be able to recognise verbs in a different piece of writing before we could say that they have learnt to recognise verbs.

         Karpicke and Grimaldi argue that this has some important implications for teachers. They suggest that in the past, learning has been associated with study – with the acquisition, encoding or constructing of new knowledge. And so we have a culture of doing, in which the activity is king in the learning process. This has meant that the act of retrieval has been regarded as a way of testing that this learning has taken place. The retrieval itself was seen as a neutral act that had no impact on learning. Weighing the pig did not make it grow.

         Research in cognitive science, however, turns this culture of doing on its head and shows that it is not the studying of material that leads to secure learning, but the retrieval of it – recalling it back to mind. When we do this, we don’t just replay what we have learnt but instead have to reconstruct it in light of new information and in a new context. This idea is not new. It was discussed by Hermann Ebbinghaus in the late 19th century, and he noted that whilst memory of a subject faded over time, every time it was recalled the memory lasted longer.4 His work has been replicated and refined since and the principle is now widely accepted.5 

         It is the interplay between the working memory and the long-term memory that makes recap so important and so useful. Our long-term memory is almost limitless in its capacity to store information. Our working memory, however, can hold very little at any one time: this is why it is so difficult to remember a phone number someone leaves on an answerphone message and you find yourself having to chant it to yourself over and over again as you search for a pen. Once the number is in your long-term memory, though, you can access it with ease and without even noticing that you are doing it.

         This also helps to explain why a phone number like 106621 is easier to remember than 439721. The number 1066 already has a meaning in your long-term memory. Those four numbers are chunked together as one piece of information. You therefore only have to remember three things: 1066 and 2 and 1.

         When we talk about retrieval practice, we need to be very clear about what we mean. It doesn’t mean simply going back over something (recap more generally); it is about actively trying to recall something from our long-term memory. This means that retrieval practice needs to be done without access to notes on the subject. Simply revisiting a topic isn’t retrieval because we are effectively outsourcing our long-term memory to the resource that we are studying. And restudying is not as effective as retrieving.

         Henry Roediger and Jeffrey Karpicke’s research compared the effects of studying with those of retrieval.6 They created three experimental groups of pupils who read brief scientific texts under different conditions:

         
            1 The first group read and studied the text in four study periods.

            2 The second group read and studied the text in three periods and tried to recall as much as they could in the fourth period.

            3 The third group studied the text in the first period and spent the next three periods trying to recall as much as they could.

         

         Despite receiving no feedback on the accuracy of their recall, the third group of pupils who focused on retrieval far outperformed the ones who focused on repeated study. This point about feedback is picked up in a paper by Butler and Roediger, who found that although retrieval without feedback still produced positive effects, tests with feedback were even more effective.7 Perhaps more surprising was their finding that this positive effect was even greater when the feedback was delayed. It is possible that this is because it takes advantage of the spacing effect – a gap in time between study and restudy or retrieval – and that the feedback provides a second chance for the information to be brought out of the long-term memory and considered. Researcher Robert Bjork lists this effect as an example of a desirable difficulty.8 This is something that may impede performance in the short term (pupils are more likely to do well initially if they study everything in a block without any gap at all), but will lead to benefits in the long term as what pupils learn will be more secure: they will be able to access it for longer.

         I occasionally hear concerns that retrieval practice is simply encouraging the learning of individual facts by rote and that although it may help you to remember that specific piece of information, it doesn’t help you do anything with it. Research by Elizabeth Bjork et al., however, suggests that not only do pupils remember the facts they are quizzed on, but they actually do better on questions that are only related to these facts, which they weren’t directly quizzed on.9 Retrieval really does promote meaningful learning.

         However it works, asking pupils to retrieve things they learnt previously is an effective way to start a lesson and helps to explain why recap plays an important role in the classroom.

         

         DEVELOPING SCHEMAS

         The second reason to build recap into your lessons is to help pupils develop schemas in your subject. David Didau and Nick Rose say that “a schema can be thought of as an organising framework representing some aspect of the world and a system of organising that information”.10 A schema could be thought of as a web that connects different pieces of information together and allows this information to be brought to mind and used.

         For example, an English teacher will probably have a well-developed schema around the character of Lady Macbeth. Just seeing the character’s name will bring up a range of associations: the play she is in, her relationship to the other characters, key quotes and key scenes. It will also be attached to a lot of secondary information: the portrayal of women in literature, similarities and differences to how other characters are presented in Shakespeare, and performances of this character in the theatre.

         Ask this teacher, “Was Lady Macbeth mad at the beginning of the play?” and their schema will come into operation. Even if they haven’t considered this question before, they will be able to use what they know to provide a thoughtful answer without recourse to the text or to additional research. Their working memory will not need to hold a lot of additional information, as what they need will already be available in their long-term memory. This matters because the amount of new information we can hold in our working memory is very limited, but the amount we can store in our long-term memory is, to all extents and purposes, limitless.11

         It is this ability to draw on an existing schema that separates an expert in a subject from a novice.12 If a novice were to try to answer the same question, they would need to go back to the text, pick out relevant information and hold this in their working memory, then research portrayals of madness in Elizabethan theatre – and hold onto this – and then consider the form their answer should take. This is likely to overload their working memory and lead to them being unable to complete the task without scaffolding and support (see Chapter 3). Without this, they will fall back on more familiar knowledge and use this to answer the question. Consequently, their answer will lack depth and sophistication. 

         This helps to explain why the development of schemas is important, but what does that have to do with recapping previous learning? Recapping allows pupils to consider new information in terms of what they already know. As Daniel Willingham explains, “students come to understand new ideas by relating them to old ideas.”13 It might seem obvious to us, as experts, that their previous lessons on development should help them to understand the causes of deforestation in Brazil, or their work on the development of Manet’s work should help them to understand the techniques used by the Impressionists, but if we don’t make it explicit, these links will be lost to a novice.

         Recapping, then, can be seen as a way of drawing previous learning out of a pupil’s long-term memory so that they can link it to what they are about to learn. “Last lesson we looked at the level of development in Brazil” becomes “Last lesson we looked at the level of development in Brazil; you can now understand why deforestation has taken place.” The more explicit we can make these links between lessons, the better we are able to help pupils develop secure schemas.

         USING RETRIEVAL

         As we have discussed, the effectiveness of asking pupils to retrieve information from their long-term memories is well established. The start of the lesson is often the perfect time to do this as you can review what they learnt previously without breaking the flow of the lesson by referring back to things that may not currently be relevant and thus reintroducing too much additional information. This unnecessary detail adds what John Sweller terms extraneous load.14 This idea comes from his cognitive load theory, a model which suggests that we can, if we are not careful, overload a person’s limited working memory and so create a barrier to learning. A pupil can’t think about everything presented to them and so they can’t create long-term memories of the content. 

         The most common way of retrieving information at the start of a lesson is probably through questioning. “Last lesson we …” quickly becomes “Who can remember what we looked at last lesson?” This is then followed up with further questions to drill down into the main points in the topic of study. A potential problem with this approach is one that is common to questioning more generally: you run the risk that only some pupils are actively trying to recollect the last lesson from memory, whilst the others are listening to their recap and are therefore restudying instead.15

         A second, increasingly common, way for teachers to take advantage of retrieval practice at the start of the lesson is through the use of low-stakes quizzes. Starting the lesson with a quiz is a highly effective and efficient way to begin. Efficient because quizzes are very quick to produce and can be used with several classes – and even for several years – and effective because they mean all pupils are engaged in trying to recall the information from their long-term memories.

         The simplest way to begin a lesson with a quiz is to list ten questions on a slide. These questions need to elicit short answers that are either right or wrong, and pupils can respond in the back of their exercise books. Answers can be placed on the next slide and pupils can mark their own work and get immediate feedback, enhancing the testing effect. It ensures that the quiz is low stakes (as pupils are not worried about you knowing what they got right or wrong) and it keeps your marking down.

         The questions can be drawn from a previous lesson or from further back in the course, or a mixture of the two. You can also have a look in the back of pupils’ books to see which questions they got wrong and revisit those again in the future. Education researcher Graham Nuthall suggests that pupils need to encounter the same information three times before they truly learn it.16 Recap which systematically returns to previously taught topics helps to ensure that this reencountering occurs.

         Although these kinds of low-stakes quizzes are a great way to start a lesson, they are not the only way to take advantage of retrieval practice.

         

         Think back, plan forward

         You might want to adapt the way in which you create quizzes. Usually teachers choose questions from previous topics that have no relation to the current lesson. This is missing a trick. Instead, pick questions from previous topics that help pupils to recall the information that they will be applying in this lesson. For example, before teaching a lesson on the impact of deforestation, I might pick questions that link to the nutrient cycle, the water cycle and development. This will help the pupils to see how this lesson connects to what they have learnt before (thereby building their schema on this topic), and it still takes advantage of retrieval practice.

         Analyse this

         Show pupils an image of something that relates to a previous topic. Give them some prompt questions to consider, which rely on them thinking back to what they have previously been taught. These could include questions about chronology (“When would this picture have been taken? Before or after X?”) or about processes (“How many things might have shaped this landscape?”). These more open-ended questions require pupils to recall and use a wider range of their accrued knowledge and understanding.

         Just a minute

         This is a firm favourite of mine, which is based on the long-running BBC Radio 4 game. Place pupils in pairs and ask one of them to speak for a minute on a previously studied topic without hesitation, repetition or deviation. Their partner jumps in and takes over the topic if they make a mistake. This is also a useful opportunity for formative assessment. As pupils are engaged in this task, circulate the room and observe what they are able to recall, and listen out for any misconceptions that are being shared. These can then be addressed whilst they are still fresh in everyone’s minds.

         Connect four

         Give pupils pictures that relate to four seemingly disparate topics and ask them to find as many links between the pictures as they can. To use my deforestation example, you could have a picture of deforestation in the Amazon, one of overcrowding in Rio de Janeiro, another of ships loaded with timber and, finally, a climate graph for the region. Again, the aim is to have them think hard about what they know about these topics to find the links. It also has the advantage of helping them to think like an expert in your subject, and to develop the complex web of links that the discipline depends upon.

         RECAP THROUGHOUT

         Although Barak Rosenshine talks about effective teachers using the start of the lesson to review previously learnt material, it is not the only time when these links will be made. Most subjects are highly synoptic: one topic builds on another and what we learn today is based on what we already know. As a result, we often need to refer back to previous lessons whilst we are teaching. Although this happens quite naturally at times, it is worth actively seeking out opportunities to do so.

         Use of images

         One way in which these revisits can be achieved is to use the same images in subsequent lessons. For example, when we are looking at Lagos, I will use different photos of the city to highlight various opportunities and challenges faced by its inhabitants. When looking at London, I can use those same images of Lagos to remind the class of the challenges that they are aware of in other cities before they explore the similarities and differences. I can use the same graph when illustrating growing demands for water in the UK as when looking at the need for water transfer schemes.

         Questioning

         Retrieval also comes up through questioning. You might ask pupils to reflect back on the message they took from The Crucible when studying Animal Farm or to think back to their work on photosynthesis when considering carbon fertilisation. As mentioned before, a potential issue with using questioning as a form of retrieval practice is that only the pupil you ask is attempting to recall the answer. Whilst the rest of the class wait to have it delivered from this person’s long-term memory, theirs is untroubled. A solution is to get into the habit of asking the question, pausing a few seconds whilst everyone thinks, and then selecting a pupil to answer it. Everyone soon realises that it might be them who is called on and so they had better get thinking!

         Cornell notes

         Another way to build in retrieval throughout the lesson is to use what is called the Cornell note system. This simple approach just involves pupils setting out their exercise book slightly differently at the start of the lesson. They need a slightly larger left-hand margin than normal and a box at the bottom of the page. They complete their classwork in the main space as normal.17

         The magic happens at the end of the lesson. In those last few minutes (the time you would spend doing a plenary if you were teaching like somebody was watching – see Chapter 4) pupils write a few quiz questions based on their work in the left-hand column and a summary of what they have learnt in the box at the bottom of the page. They can use these questions to quiz themselves when they come to revise. And all without you having to lift a finger.

         

         RETRIEVAL AT HOME

         When teaching like somebody was watching, I would feel under pressure to set a wide variety of homework tasks. There was even a time when we were told that we should set homework that gave pupils a choice of activities that they could select from based on their learning styles. At other times we were expected to set long projects which meant that pupils could learn “independently”18 whilst making volcano models or composing a rap about eruptions (I really wish I were making this up). Homework was expected to be creative (without teaching pupils the skills to be creative with) and engaging (without a thought to what they should be engaged in). There is certainly a place for teachers to help with learning outside the classroom, so that a learner’s understanding is taken beyond what happens in the classroom (see Chapter 6), but I would suggest it isn’t here.

         Some schools also like to use a homework timetable to govern when staff should set homework in each subject. The intention here is often good – to ensure that pupils aren’t overloaded with homework on any given day – but all too often they are really used as a way of ensuring that teachers are setting homework. This leads to the ridiculous situation in which teachers quickly set something just because they have to, rather than because they need to. If we were to set homework like nobody was watching, we would set tasks because we feel that they have a real benefit for our pupils, without leading to an increase in workload for us. They would be simple tasks that maximise learning in the minimum amount of time, and they would use retrieval. As a result, I am now much more likely to set homework which involves pupils doing retrieval practice. It might not be glamorous, but it works. Revision, to be effective, needs to be an ongoing process. So the kinds of activities you might do closer to exams really need to become part of their regular homework.

         Rather than setting homework tasks based on the work pupils are currently doing, set homework on topics they covered previously. Try to make these tasks things that they can complete from memory (taking advantage of the testing effect), rather than expecting them to use notes or study guides. This might include producing concept maps of previous topics, answering short quiz questions or longer exam-style questions, drawing diagrams or summarising chapters. The key is that the task is done from memory. This is a very efficient way of using homework to make sure that revision becomes the responsibility of the pupils, and it can remove the need for you to run revision sessions. It becomes even more efficient as they should be able to check their own work – as, in many cases, they will have the answers in their notes. 

         The Cornell note system is even more efficient as you don’t even need to set the questions: the pupils have done that themselves. You can simply ask them to answer their own review questions on a given topic and then give them a short quiz on it at the start of the next lesson.

         DEVELOPING SCHEMAS

         Many of the techniques used for retrieval practice that we’ve explored so far will also help pupils to develop schemas about the topic (making them not only effective but efficient too!). However, there are things that we can do specifically with the aim of encouraging pupils to make mental links between their lessons. As with retrieval practice, it is a mistake to see this as something that only happens at the start of the lesson during some kind of starter. Instead, we need to see it as an integral part of the teaching process.

         Hook it

         The term “hook”, as used in education, has evolved in meaning over the years. When I started teaching – when I taught like everybody was watching – we were encouraged to use something to hook pupils’ interest, to engage them in the learning process. I remember being told that I should use icebreaker activities at the start of a lesson to get a class up, moving around and talking so that they would be hooked into the learning. They would do things like finding someone else in the room with the same type of pet as them, or someone who liked the same flavour ice cream. The hook, such as it was, was utterly divorced from what was being learnt and the idea, I believe, was simply to lull them into a false sense of security so that they didn’t see the learning sneaking up on them. It felt as though there was a dominant belief that education was being imposed on children, and so we needed to do all we could to mitigate against this through planning fun little activities and distractions.

         Now when we talk about “hooks” it is in the context of pupils connecting what they are about to learn with what they already know. The days of tricking kids into learning are behind us and we can instead just let our subjects shine. As discussed, Willingham shows us how pupils understand new ideas in relation to what they already know. It is therefore important to create a hook for new information so that it is anchored to their existing schemas. If this doesn’t happen, then not only is any new information going to be pretty useless – how will it be applied if it doesn’t connect to anything else? – but it is going to be difficult to retrieve as well, as little will prompt the recall of it.19 For example, if you knew nothing about rivers and I told you that helicoidal flow is a contributing factor in the creation of slip-off slopes and river cliffs on a meander, it is unlikely that you would remember this tomorrow or be able to make use of the information.

         Instead, I would need to link this information to something you already know, to a part of your schema attached to rivers. I could ask you to picture a local river you have visited or show you an image of a river. I could remind you of the lessons we have done on rivers and how water acts in a meander and add a reminder of what happens when you are in a car that drives around a corner too fast. I could also remind you of the root of the word “helicoidal”, meaning “to spin”. A reminder of what you already know about rivers has created a hook for this new information and so allowed it to be attached to the existing schema.

         We can create these hooks by making the links between topics explicit. One way to achieve this is to show the connections between lessons by calling up the resources used in previous lessons or having pupils review their work from relevant previous lessons (this is especially easy to do if you are using the Cornell note system). These kinds of activities can replace some of those flashy “engaging” starter tasks that we were once encouraged to deploy. Instead of spending hours trying to create some sort of event in the first five minutes of the lesson, we can let pupils know that when they come into the classroom, they will be directed to look back at their notes from a particular lesson and complete some review questions. They are then good to go.

         

         Thread it through

         Of course, we don’t only see teachers recapping at the start of lessons. Excellent teachers are forever referring back to previous learning. They know that this will slow the pace of the lesson but that it will make that learning all the more meaningful. We can thread the development of schemas through a lesson by deliberately interweaving relevant previous topics into the current one (see Chapter 5). We can create tasks that require pupils to use what they have studied in the past in the present. For example, you might:

         
            [image: ] Ask pupils to reflect on the feudal system, which they studied at the start of the year, when considering the impact of the Black Death.

            [image: ] Expect pupils to include their knowledge of relief rainfall patterns when evaluating the proposed site of a new reservoir.

            [image: ] Require pupils to draw on the presentation of communism in Animal Farm when answering questions on The Crucible.

         

         This will hopefully lead to pupils considering what they have learnt in the light of new information and making meaningful connections between topics, of the sort that experts deploy.

         We can also thread the development of schemas through the learning by flagging up what pupils still don’t know and linking it to topics to come, thus preparing the way for new information. We can end a lesson by asking, “What more do we need to know to make sense of this?” As such, we look both ways and think about when we might recap this current lesson in the future.

         Reveal the picture

         The development of schemas is all about creating a big picture of our subject from the threads of individual lessons or snippets of information. We are completing a jigsaw puzzle and it helps to show pupils what they are working towards: they need to see the front of the box.

         One way to do this is to create knowledge organisers for each topic, which incorporate an outline of the big picture. Knowledge organisers are summary sheets that highlight the key knowledge that a pupil is expected to remember and, as such, they are an intrinsically useful way to help make a schema explicit. They can go further, though, by including details on how this topic links to previous studies or to things that will come later.

         We can also make the big picture explicit in a much more literal sense by including a display in our classrooms or in departmental corridors. These displays can show the topics that pupils will study and the links between them. In geography, for example, we might place the study of Haiti in the centre of the board and then show how the topics relating to plate tectonics, weather hazards, development studies and international trade will all be used in this unit.

         For us to make the big picture explicit to pupils we need to have a very clear image of it ourselves. It is important that we see the links between topics and lessons, and are able to identify natural opportunities for interweaving. This is why considerations about the curriculum will play such a big role in Part II.

         AVOIDING RECAP PITFALLS

         Recapping previous learning is such a natural part of teaching that there should be very few pitfalls. Unfortunately, the overcomplications that are a constant enemy of those teaching like nobody’s watching are insidious and can be found even here. These are a few potential difficulties to watch out for.

         There is a pressure in teaching to show that lessons have “good pace”. No one seems to be able to define exactly what this means, but feedback from lesson observations seems to imply it means “getting through things quickly”. Recap, by its very nature, involves slowing things down and taking some time to look back at what has come before, instead of hurtling towards the future. Sometimes it can feel like there isn’t time to build recap into a lesson as there is too much content to cover. However, this is part of a “culture of doing” that puts covering material ahead of learning it. We need to be willing to slow down.

         Pupils will often prefer restudy to retrieval. Remembering things that we have looked at in the past is difficult; this is exactly why we are practising it. If recall were easy, we wouldn’t need to spend time on it. This difficulty can lead to pupils wanting to use notes to help them remember, and teachers capitulating. It is hard to leave a pupil struggling, especially if we are worried about an outside observer wondering why we aren’t stepping in to help them. However, the aim of retrieval practice is to exert the effort of recall. If we look back at our notes, we are restudying – and not recalling – and we won’t be taking advantage of the testing effect. We can overcome this by teaching pupils why these methods will be less effective.

         Humans have an insatiable desire for novelty. Studies show that people will eat more sweets if they are in a range of colours than if they are all of the same appearance.20 We seek out difference. This can lead to teachers worrying that if they start every lesson with a recap of previous learning, as suggested by Barak Rosenshine, pupils will be bored and disengaged. It is worth remembering, however, that, firstly, pupils are only in your lessons for a couple of hours a week. They get plenty of novelty in their day. Secondly, there are many ways of recapping previous learning, as we have discussed. There is no reason why the start of the lesson always has to be the same, but nor is there a reason why it shouldn’t be.

         KEY POINTS

         
            [image: ] Recapping previously learnt material is a natural part of the learning process.

            [image: ] We recap both to take advantage of the testing effect and to help develop our learners’ schemas.

            [image: ] The testing effect states that retrieving knowledge from our long-term memory makes it easier to recall in the future.

            [image: ] This testing effect can be achieved not only through testing but through any activity that requires pupils to recall what they have previously learnt.

            [image: ] Schemas are the web of knowledge we have about a topic. The schema of an expert is more developed than that of a novice.

            [image: ] When we teach like nobody’s watching, we can use the start of a lesson for recap rather than engagement.

         

         

         REFLECTIONS

         
            [image: ] Think back to your last lesson. How much of it was based on something pupils had learnt in the past?

            [image: ] How can you connect pupils’ previous learning to what you are about to teach them?

            [image: ] Create a mind map on the knowledge used in your next lesson. How many connections can you find to other topics in two minutes?

            [image: ] Think about your next lesson. What recap questions could you ask to check what pupils have learnt and allow them to practise recall?
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