
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Copyright

			[image: ]

            First Published 2020
by John Catt Educational Ltd,
15 Riduna Park, Station Road, 
Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1QT

			Tel: +44 (0) 1394 389850

			  Email: enquiries@johncatt.com

		    Website: www.johncatt.com

			© 2020 Bruce Robertson

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

			Opinions expressed in this publication are those of the contributors and are not necessarily those of the publishers or the editors. We cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions.

			Cover photo by NASA on www.unsplash.com

			Set and designed by John Catt Educational Limited

		

	
		
			About the author

			[image: ]

            [image: ]

			Bruce Robertson is a senior leader of teaching and learning in the Scottish Borders. The focus of his work is on teacher and school empowerment, which he believes can be achieved through high-quality professional learning.  

			Bruce has been teaching chemistry in state comprehensive schools in the south-east of Scotland since 2003. He has seven years’ experience as a deputy headteacher in two secondary schools, through which he has built an excellent reputation. His leadership of teaching and learning improvement in Eyemouth High School led to the school being awarded the General Teaching Council for Scotland ‘Excellence in Professional Learning Award’ in June 2019.

			In recent years, Bruce has been in high demand as a consultant and conference presenter. He works closely with primary and secondary schools, keeping teaching and learning improvement at the centre of everything he does. Teachers and school leaders are consistent in their praise for Bruce’s passion, clarity and inspirational messages.   

			When not focusing on improving teaching and learning, Bruce can be found running, playing golf or enjoying beach walks in East Lothian with his husband, Jamie, and their dog, Frankie. He loves music and is mildly obsessed with David Bowie and the Pet Shop Boys.
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			“This book is indispensable for teachers and school leaders alike. It makes a passionate case for putting learning and teaching at the heart of everything that happens in a school and provides a clear and instantly practical framework for doing this. It is one of the best summaries of key educational research I have read and it has challenged me to think about the most important question in education: what makes great teaching? If you only read one educational book this year, make it this one.”

			Kelly Fairbairn, Deputy Headteacher and former Head of English and Literacy, Scottish Borders
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			“Reading ‘The Teaching Delusion’ has had an immediate, positive impact on my teaching. The practical skills I have picked up as a class teacher are already making a difference. I am seeing a marked increase in my students’ confidence, focus, and knowledge in a very short time.”

			Derek Huffman, English Teacher, Berwickshire High School, Scottish Borders
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			“I have found this book an incredibly interesting and thought provoking look at what is central to both the purpose and practice of the teaching process, and what factors can help to improve it. It challenges teachers to think in its easily readable, personal and conversational style. By bringing together and summarising key ideas from the work of contemporary educational thinkers, the book challenges the reader to explore their own thinking about what makes great teaching or, indeed, poor teaching. An enjoyable, well researched, thought provoking read.”

			Iain Hughes, Quality Improvement Manager for the South East Improvement Collaborative; former Headteacher, Waid Academy
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			“Challenging yet supportive, this book takes a clear, comprehensive and engaging look at the key question: how good, actually, is our teaching? Read it and become a better teacher.”

			David Swinney, Scottish Qualifications Authority
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			“This book helps to dispel many of the myths espoused by the fashionistas of contemporary pedagogy. It is a refreshingly candid look at much of our current and unfortunately misguided classroom and school practices; however not all is lost as Bruce compels us to imagine what real schools might look like and how they might feel if we were to genuinely adopt a critical, professional engagement with pedagogical practices informed by the latest educational research. Furthermore, Bruce extends his challenge beyond the classroom and questions whether senior leaders base strategic improvement on making the core business of learning and teaching truly excellent. It is a polemic; it is an appeal to exploit research based pedagogy and appreciate excellent teaching as a science and an art. I am positive teaching professionals will breathe a sigh of relief on reading this.”

			Scott Steele, Headteacher, Lochaber High School, Fort William
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			“This book is both challenging and thought-provoking and a must read for classroom practitioners who want to improve their practice. Bruce is a reflective practitioner who has the rare ability of being able to translate educational theory into classroom practice. This book is an excellent resource for educationalists to use in order to provide stimulating professional learning focused on classroom practice.”

			Anne-Theresa Lawrie, Feuerstein International Trainer

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			For Jamie
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			‘It is far better to grasp the Universe as it really is than to persist in delusion, however satisfying and reassuring.’ –Carl Sagan

		

	
		
			Foreword 

			by Robin Macpherson
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			Why read this book? There are four reasons.

			Firstly, it is incredibly well informed. Bruce not only has substantial experience as a teacher and school leader, he is also very well read. His skill in navigating his way through different debates, showing the range of argument and opinion that exists, makes this plain. He adds his own thinking and reflection to a solid basis of current educational thinking. There’s a touch of Hattie here, a bit of Lemov there, and a fair sprinkling of Coe. In fact, as Bruce reminds us, Rob Coe argues that learning is happening when people have to think hard. This book will certainly do that.

			Secondly, it is written with clarity and takes very little effort to get through. This is not to say it is reductive - far from it - because Bruce has the commendable skill of taking the complex and making it simple. It is also a book that doesn’t need to be read sequentially, as it depends on what your current focus is on. An important caveat is that the book will not necessarily be quick to get through. It takes time to read, because it makes you stop and think. It’s the sort of book that you settle down into an armchair to read, and at regular intervals a point is made that causes you to drift off into thought. Before you know it, 15 minutes have passed and you’re still on the same paragraph. So take your time and enjoy it; it deserves to be enjoyed.

			Thirdly, it is provocative; this much is clear from the title. Yet Bruce hasn’t done this for effect, he is very clear about what ‘delusion’ means in the context of education. It is a strong adjective, but you will be hard pushed to argue that he is using it inaccurately. There are many things about education in the early twenty-first century that are Kafkaesque and Bruce is right to identify and dissect them. My suspicion is that classroom teachers will read this and feel liberated, whereas many school leaders will find good reason to pause and reflect soberly on what they have been doing for the last few years. This is undoubtedly a good thing. Just as David Didau challenged readers to consider that everything they knew about education might be wrong, Bruce is also asking professionals to ask serious questions of themselves. As with David’s book, you need to read it with an open mind – and be wary of the Semmelweis Reflex. Orthodoxy is put under the microscope, and, to give an example, on ‘student-led learning’ Bruce is brave enough to say what many of us are thinking, but few dare say out loud. I can only hope others will feel similarly emboldened by this book.

			And finally, I think the Lesson Evaluation Toolkit alone makes this book worth purchasing. It is a great chapter and should open up discussions in schools everywhere about what the core ingredients of great teaching are. Bruce is careful to point out that this is not a check-list, but a framework that schools should produce themselves having distilled the best educational research out there. Imagine if every school did this? Far too many teachers have to wade through CPD that is irrelevant, time-consuming, and expensive. What Bruce maps out is a far better direction of travel. I can see this book being a brilliant addition to reading groups, CPD libraries, and on-line discussions. 

			I’ll admit that there is a fair bit of cognitive bias in what I say here, because Bruce and I share many core beliefs about education. When he writes that “I do not believe that the primary purpose of schools is to prepare students for future study or jobs” I have one hand on the book, and the other punching the air. Like Bruce, I also regret not reading more about the craft of teaching earlier in my teaching career, but also recognise that the literature available today is much more accessible and readily available than in the past. This book is an important addition to the canon.

			So my advice is to get a piece of paper and a pencil, and tuck them inside the book. As you go through it, make a note of all the great questions that Bruce asks. For example, what is the purpose of school? Have these questions in your mind when you are next having a discussion with a colleague and throw one or two out to them. See what happens. So much of the best professional learning comes from a simple dialogue over a coffee in the staff room (not on expensive courses in posh hotels). This book is a great conversation starter, and will bring enormous benefit to both the individual reader and to whole school communities. Keep it near to hand; you’ll find yourself revisiting it often.

			Robin Macpherson

			Teacher and author,  What Does This Look Like in the Classroom?

			

		

	
		
			Introduction
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			There is a lot of great teaching going on in our classrooms and schools.

			It is very important that we recognise this from the start. Schools are filled with teachers who are working as hard as they can to teach their students as best they can. 

			Teachers have one of the most important jobs in the world. For me, there is no question of that. Beyond parents, there are few people in a young person’s life who will have a more important influence on their learning, wellbeing and development. When students experience great teaching, not only do they learn and achieve; they never forget it. 

			Most people don’t realise just how complex and demanding the job of a teacher actually is. Because they went to school themselves, they think they do, but they don’t. Unless they have worked as a teacher, it is difficult for most people to appreciate just how much there is to it and how challenging it is to do all of it well. 

			Now, having said all of this, I would like to ask you a question: is the quality of teaching in our schools good enough? Please pause for a moment and think about this.

			I recognise you might think this is a controversial question. There is a perception among some teachers that they are always being ‘bashed’. School leaders bash them; the media bash them; sometimes, students and parents bash them. 

			I am not a teacher-basher. First and foremost, I am a teacher myself. It is true that I do a lot less teaching than I used to, but that doesn’t mean I don’t love teaching or working with teachers. A love of teaching is what drives me, and my working relationship with teachers is as important to me – if not more important – than any other working relationship I have. In my job, I work far more closely, and more often, with teachers than I do with anyone else. So, having said all of this, I hope that you will accept that my intention is not to start bashing teachers.

			Back to the question: is the quality of teaching in our schools good enough? 

			No. It isn’t. Please don’t throw this book across the room. Stick with me.

			While there is a lot of great teaching going on in our classrooms and schools, the reality is that there is also a lot of teaching going on which isn’t as good as people think it is, or as good as it needs to be. There are a lot of teachers who aren’t teaching to their potential. 

			When I say this, I am not suggesting that teaching in our schools today is poor (although, being honest, some of it is). I actually think that teaching is as good today as it has ever been. Rather, I am suggesting that it could be better. Good could be very good and great could be even greater. So why isn’t this happening?

			The answer is not because teachers aren’t working hard. Most are. It is not because teachers aren’t trying their best. Most are. Instead, a significant reason is that many teachers and school leaders (by whom I mean headteachers, deputy headteachers, heads of department, principal teachers and others with school leadership roles) don’t really understand what great teaching is. They think they do, but they don’t.

			A second significant reason is that teachers aren’t being supported by their schools to develop and improve their practice. Instead, they are left to this themselves. However, not everyone is managing. Not because they don’t want to, but because they don’t know how to or believe that they don’t have time. 

			What this means is that many of our students aren’t receiving the quality of education that they need and deserve. Too often, the quality of education they receive is determined by the luck of the draw. By this, I mean it is determined by which teachers happen to be teaching them. Usually, students don’t get to control this. Whether or not they experience great teaching, good teaching or poor teaching is usually a matter of chance. If you accept this, then I hope you will also accept that this isn’t good enough. Everyone involved in education has a duty to do something about this.

			So, what can we do? What can we do to help ensure that, regardless of the teachers they have, all students receive a high-quality education? The solution is simple: we need to improve the quality of our teaching. 

			How do we do that? I am glad you asked…

			About this book

			In this book, we will explore what great teaching is and what it isn’t. We will explore effective and ineffective ways for teachers and school leaders to lead improvements to teaching and learning in classrooms, departments and schools. In doing so, we will address ‘the teaching delusion’.

			‘The teaching delusion’ is caused by three things. The first is that many teachers and school leaders think they know what great teaching is, but really, they don’t. The second is that they think they know how to improve teaching, but really, they don’t. The third is that they think teaching is good enough, but really, it isn’t. In this book, we will explore how these things can be addressed.

			By reading it, you will learn why developing a shared understanding of what makes great teaching across a school is so important and how the creation and use of a school Lesson Evaluation Toolkit can help achieve this. You will learn what a professional learning culture is, why it is so important, and how it can be developed and used to transform teaching practice. As a result, everyone’s teaching practice will get better.

			This has been the focus of the work I have led in my school and with other schools (primary and secondary) as a deputy headteacher with responsibility for teaching and learning. The significant improvements in teaching quality which have come about as a result have been achieved through a focus on the right things in the right way. In this book, we will explore what the ‘right things’ are and how, as a teacher or a school leader, you can focus on them in the ‘right way’.
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			The development of a shared understanding of what makes great teaching and a strong professional learning culture are key drivers to improving the quality of teaching in classrooms, departments and schools.

			In June 2019, a focus on the right things in the right way led to my school being nominated for a national General Teaching Council for Scotland ‘Excellence in Professional Learning Award’, which we went on to win. In preparation for the visit from the verification panel, I asked staff to write down what they thought about the teaching and learning improvement work which had been taking place over the past few years. What follows is a sample of what they said:

			
					‘I used to believe that my teaching was good enough. Now, I want to keep making it better and better.’

					‘Supportive; relentless; positive. An environment which allows you to try out new things.’

					‘Sharing good practice across the school has visibly improved whole-school pedagogy.’

					‘I’m proud that all of the members of my department have taken part in leading workshops, which has had a positive impact on the experiences of all students, as well as having focused staff on improving teaching and learning.’

					‘When asked to deliver a workshop on formative assessment, I found it really motivating to get my peers’ feedback on my approach, which in turn improved my delivery in the classroom.’

					‘My department is genuinely improving its practice week on week on the back of professional learning, e.g. through use of Show-me boards, learning intentions and success criteria.’

					‘Since joining this school, I have been surprised and impressed by the expectation, encouragement and willingness among staff to improve and develop through professional learning.’

					‘There are numerous opportunities in this school to work collaboratively with colleagues, from peer observations to Professional Reading Groups.’

					‘Current educational research is at the centre of the improvement we are making to teaching and learning as a school, as departments and as individuals.’

					‘It is refreshing to work in an environment where teaching and learning for staff and students is discussed openly and naturally.’

					‘Professional learning has now become the “norm” in our school. People regularly chat about and reference educational research. We have a shared understanding of the work of many educational researchers.’

					‘I have learned more about teaching and learning theory in the last nine months than in four years at university.’

			

			Developing a shared understanding of what makes great teaching and a strong professional learning culture have been key. In Chapter 1, we will ask, ‘What makes great teaching?’ Thereafter, we will keep returning to this question. In Chapter 7, we will explore what a professional learning culture is. Thereafter, we will discuss how such a culture can be developed and used in your school.

			During the verification visit, staff were asked to identify what had made the biggest impact on their professional learning. Time and again, they highlighted the school’s Lesson Evaluation Toolkit. As a framework to develop a shared understanding of what makes great teaching, they reported that it was hugely successful, bringing focus, support and challenge. Staff talked about how the Lesson Evaluation Toolkit had brought people, initiatives and strategy together. They felt a real sense of shared ownership and collective pride: we have developed this, everyone is using this, and, through its use, teaching and learning in our school is getting better and better. The creation and use of a Lesson Evaluation Toolkit for your school is a focus of this book from Chapter 8 onwards.
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			While I recognise that some of the messages in this introduction are challenging, I hope they haven’t put you off continuing to read this book. Instead, I hope they have motivated you to read on. This book has a singular aim: to help make teaching better, regardless of how good it is already. It has been written by a teacher for teachers and by a school leader for school leaders. 

			At times, it will be provocative. This is deliberate: by being provocative, I hope to make you think. As we will go on to discuss, thinking and learning go hand in hand. Learning and enjoyment also go hand in hand. Therefore, I hope you enjoy reading this book.
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			PART 1

			A shared understanding of what makes great teaching
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			Chapter 1

			What makes great teaching?
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			What makes great teaching?

			Ask 100 teachers: what makes great teaching? How many different answers do you think you will get? Ten? Twenty? Fifty? Is there a ‘right’ answer to this question?

			Try answering it yourself. Take two minutes to write down what you think are the essential features of great teaching. Ask a colleague to do the same, and then take a few minutes to discuss what you have written down. 

			Did they think the same as you? Did they write something that you hadn’t? Did they write something that you disagree with? 

			I put this question to teachers a lot. The most common answers are:

			
					‘Having good relationships with your students’

					‘Knowing your students well’

					‘Making the learning fun’

					‘Making the learning interesting’

					‘Engaging students’

					‘Getting students to be active (not passive)’

					‘Letting students lead their own learning’

			

			What do you think about these answers? For you, are these features of great teaching? In this book, we will explore this.

			How do we know what makes great teaching?

			Ask 100 teachers a different question: if we accept that there is such a thing as great teaching, how do we know what makes great teaching? 

			What do you think people will say? Again, try it yourself. Take two minutes to write down how you think we know what makes great teaching. Ask a colleague to do the same, and then take a few minutes to discuss what you have written.

			So, what did you write? Perhaps you said something like:

			
					From what I was taught when I trained as a teacher

					From years of experience as a teacher

					From what school leaders tell us

					From what policies and guidelines tell us

					From what students tell us

					From how well students learn

					From how well students attain

					From what research tells us

			

			Of these, which do you think is the most reliable? In this book, we will explore this too.

			How good is your teaching?

			Here are some further questions for you to think about: 

			
					What is the difference between good teaching and great teaching?

					How good is your teaching? 

					How do you know?

					How would you rate the quality of your teaching out of 10?

					How confident are you that your teaching is as good as you think it is?

			

			There is no need to write down answers to these this time, but please do take the time to think about each of these questions. Try to answer them honestly, for yourself. If you feel comfortable doing so, discuss your answers with a colleague.

			A need to get better?

			If you are a teacher, here are three final questions: 

			
					Does your teaching need to get better? 

					Do you want to make your teaching better?

					Do you know how to make your teaching better?

			

			If you aren’t a teacher (perhaps because you are a school leader without a teaching remit) or you are a teacher who has a leadership remit, I would also like you to consider the following questions:

			
					Does teaching in your department or school need to get better?

					Do you want to make teaching in your department or school better?

					Do you know how to make teaching in your department or school better?

			

			If the answer to any of these questions is yes – regardless of how good your teaching or that of your department or school already is – I would encourage you to read on. This is a book for teachers and school leaders who are interested in making teaching better in classrooms, departments and schools, no matter how good it is already.

			Finding out how good your teaching is

			I believe quite strongly that it does matter that you know how good your teaching is. If we are in the business of making the biggest difference that we can for the students that we teach, then we have to have a clear idea about where our strengths and weaknesses lie, so that we can take action to improve our weaknesses and use our strengths to support the development of our colleagues. If you aren’t clear about how good your teaching is, you can’t be clear that you are doing the best you can for your students. So how can you know how good your teaching is?

			Unlike many professions, in which the effectiveness of professionals can be evaluated relatively quickly and easily, it is far less straightforward to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching. If you are a surgeon performing open heart surgery, your patient living or dying on the operating table offers relatively quick and reliable feedback regarding how successful you were. Getting instant, reliable feedback about the quality of teaching can be trickier.

			Exam results and test scores

			You might argue that, actually, this is straightforward: you can simply look at your students’ exam results or test scores. These would let you know how good your teaching is, wouldn’t they? Perhaps they would, but perhaps not. For example, it may well have been the case that some students in your class could have gone on to get very similar exam results had they been left to study some or all of the course themselves. Perhaps some of your students were receiving private tuition and it was this which led to strong exam results. Exam results and test scores can tell you something about the effectiveness of teaching (poor exam results and ineffective teaching do often go hand in hand). However, used in isolation, they are generally an unreliable measure of teaching quality. 

			What’s more, by the time your students have sat their exams and received their results, a whole year will have passed since you first started teaching them. You might not even be their teacher anymore. While in-class test results can be obtained more quickly, there remain the same issues with reliability that we discussed for exams. 

			For all of these reasons, it just isn’t sensible for teachers or school leaders to evaluate the quality of teaching based on exam and test results alone.

			Feedback from observed lessons

			You might argue that you could ask another teacher or school leader to come into one of your lessons, watch you teach and give you feedback on that. That would let you know how good your teaching is, wouldn’t it? Well, perhaps, on the assumption that the person watching you teach has an understanding of the principles of high-quality teaching. However, as we will go on to discuss, this is far from certain. Also, it would assume that how you taught in that lesson was the same as how you teach every lesson. However, just because you taught a good (or poor) lesson with another professional watching you doesn’t mean that you are a good (or poor) teacher. It just means your teaching was good (or poor) in that particular lesson. You might have taught differently because you knew another professional was watching you, or you might have felt nervous, and this affected your teaching. The feedback from another professional isn’t necessarily a reliable indicator of teaching quality.

			Student views

			You could ask your students what they think about your teaching. That would let you know how good your teaching is, wouldn’t it? Again, perhaps, but perhaps not. The usefulness of their views would, in part, rely on them having an understanding about what makes high-quality teaching, which many of them don’t have. Their views might also be influenced by factors such as what kind of a day they are having or whether or not they like you. What kind of a day they are having probably has very little to do with you. If they like you, that doesn’t necessarily mean that you are an effective teacher; if they don’t, that doesn’t necessarily mean that you are not an effective teacher – being liked and being an effective teacher are not the same thing. Like exam and test results, and feedback from observed lessons, student views about teaching quality are an unreliable indicator on their own. 

			So, with all of this in mind, how can you find out how good your teaching is? By the end of this book, you should have a much clearer idea.

			Courage

			It is important to recognise that to question the quality of your teaching practice takes courage. It is a brave thing to do. It is also the right thing to do. The best teachers and school leaders are the ones who are always questioning what they are doing. 

			If teachers and school leaders are afraid to question teaching practices and the quality of teaching taking place in their classrooms, departments and schools, they are doing both themselves and their students a disservice. Just because teachers and school leaders are working hard doesn’t mean they are working well. Hard work and effective teaching are not the same thing. Neither are hard work and effective leadership.

			The very fact that you are reading this book says a lot about you. It suggests that you aren’t afraid to question your teaching or leadership practice and that being the best that you can be is important to you. For that, you should be commended.

			Poor teaching

			While nobody sets out to teach poorly, the reality is that there is poor teaching going on in many of our schools. Anyone who tries to argue that poor teaching doesn’t exist is deluded. Controversially, I would argue that there is more poor teaching practice taking place in our schools than many teachers and school leaders are comfortable with acknowledging. Sometimes, teachers and school leaders don’t recognise that teaching is poor. If we are going to be in any kind of a position to address this in as supportive a way as we can, then we need to understand what poor teaching practice looks like, what good teaching practice looks like and what great teaching practice looks like.

			Good teaching

			Many teachers and school leaders believe that the quality of teaching in their classroom, department or school is good, and they are satisfied with that. They believe that good teaching is good enough. But it’s not. To return to the medical analogy, I don’t want a good doctor operating on me: I want a great doctor. Why should it be any different with teaching?

			There is a lot of good teaching taking place in our schools. Some of it is better than teachers and school leaders think – it is great teaching practice and needs to be recognised and shared. However, there is also a lot of teaching taking place which teachers and school leaders think is good, but actually it isn’t. We need to do something about that.

			Barriers to great teaching

			If we accept that the quality of teaching does indeed vary quite widely in our schools, we can ask why this is the case. Why aren’t we seeing great teaching in every classroom in every school, when teachers are working so hard? There are a number of reasons for this, including that many teachers and school leaders:

			
					Don’t really understand what great teaching is

					Think they understand what great teaching is and that it is being practised, but they don’t, and it isn’t

					Believe that ‘good’ teaching is good enough

					Have an idea about what great teaching is, but don’t know how to put theory into practice, or aren’t supported to do so

					Don’t do anything to share the great teaching practice which is taking place in pockets of the school, allowing it to remain trapped in individual classrooms

			

			So, what can we do to address such barriers? In this book, we will explore this.

			A shared understanding?

			A few years ago, the local authority which governed the school I was working in carried out a ‘school review’, the purpose of which was to evaluate the quality of teaching across the school. The review team was made up of six senior members of the local authority, including headteachers, deputy headteachers and quality improvement officers. Over two days, the team observed around 50 lessons. Following each observed lesson, they completed a pro forma to record ‘strengths’ and ‘areas for improvement’, along with a rating for the lesson: ‘excellent’, ‘very good’, ‘good’, ‘satisfactory’, ‘weak’ or ‘unsatisfactory’. Most teachers were observed teaching twice, with one member of the review team observing each lesson, but not necessarily the same person observing different lessons taught by the same teacher.

			As the deputy headteacher with responsibility for teaching and learning in my school, I felt that I had a good idea about what the review team would report back. I was confident that I knew where teaching practice was typically strong and where it was less so. For me, the review process offered a useful opportunity for this to be validated by an external team. 

			It therefore came as something of a surprise when, during the feedback process at the end of the review, members of the review team reported that they had observed ‘satisfactory’ or ‘weak’ teaching practice in classrooms where I would have told them it was typically ‘good’ or ‘very good’. They also reported ‘very good’ practice in classrooms in which I would have reported it as ‘satisfactory’ at best. Not only was this disparity surprising, it was concerning: did this mean that I didn’t know my school as well as I thought I did?

			As I read through completed pro formas in the days that followed, it became apparent that there were multiple instances in which a particular teacher’s observed lesson was rated ‘very good’ by one observer, but ‘good’, ‘satisfactory’ or ‘weak’ by another observer, from a different lesson. While this might have been because the two lessons did, in fact, vary in quality (lesson by lesson, there will always be variations in the quality of any teacher’s practice), it was interesting just how many instances of this scenario there were. For me, this begged questions such as: 

			
					What was happening in a ‘very good’ lesson that led to it being rated ‘very good’, and in a ‘weak’ lesson that led to it being rated ‘weak’?

					Was there a shared understanding across the review team regarding the criteria for each rating? In other words, was there a shared understanding of what makes great teaching?

					Was the understanding of what members of the review team thought makes great teaching the same as my understanding or the understanding of teachers in my school? In other words, did we all have a shared understanding of what makes great teaching?

			

			Here are two examples of completed pro formas:
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			Pause for a moment to consider what you think about this feedback.

			Collated ‘Strengths’ and ‘Areas for improvement’ included the following written comments:

			Strengths

			
					‘Students were on task and motivated’

					‘Students were very well behaved’

					‘Students had lots of opportunities to work co-operatively’

					‘The teacher was enthusiastic’

					‘All responses were valued’

					‘The learning intention was on the board’

					‘The teacher smiled a lot’

					‘Students were clear about what they were being asked to do’

					‘Students were helping each other’

					‘The teacher interacted well with the students’

					‘The teacher acted as the facilitator’

					‘A nice, calm manner’

			

			Areas for improvement

			
					‘Students need to be allowed to find out things more for themselves’

					‘The lesson was too teacher-led. Reduce the amount of teacher talk’

					‘The lesson wasn’t differentiated’

					‘Develop student confidence’

					‘Focus on developing skills’

					‘Be more creative in delivery, e.g. use games’

					‘Students need to be given more choice’

					‘Improve teacher presence’

					‘Improve student engagement’

					‘Make clear how the skills being developed can be applied in other subjects’

					‘Focus on developing soft skills such as teamwork and communication’

					‘Improve the pace of the lesson’

					‘No evidence of learning intentions or success criteria written in jotters’

					‘The learning could have been deepened’

					‘Contextualise learning’

			

			Take a moment to consider this collated feedback and ask yourself:

			
					For each strength, do I think that this is a feature of great teaching? 

					For the areas for improvement, do I think that, in the pursuit of great teaching, these are things on which a teacher should focus?

					How useful do I find the comments as feedback?

			

			One final question: do you think there was a shared understanding of what makes great teaching across this review team?

			Now that you have had the opportunity to consider this, I will share some of my thoughts:

			
					The quality of feedback varied wildly from observer to observer

					Very few of the identified strengths chime with my understanding of what makes great teaching

					Many of the areas identified for improvement are at odds with my understanding of what makes great teaching

			

			In raising these points, I am not trying to argue that ‘I am right’ and ‘they are wrong’. I am not trying to say that I know what makes great teaching and the members of the review team didn’t. What I am saying is that my understanding of what makes great teaching was not the same as that of members of the review team. This is an issue. Such a disparity means that any ‘rating’ I assigned to a lesson would be different from that of members of the review team and, more importantly – in fact, much more importantly, because I don’t believe that assigning ratings to lessons is important, necessary or productive – the feedback I would give to teachers would be very different.

			I have been a member of school review teams myself. On one occasion, I carried out a lesson observation with a headteacher from another school whom I hadn’t met before. I remember thinking what a good lesson we had just observed and feeling very positive about it as we left the room – watching good lessons tends to give me a bit of a buzz. It was therefore somewhat disheartening and deflating when, shortly after we had left the classroom, the headteacher said to me: ‘Well, that wasn’t very good, was it?’ Before I’d had a chance to say anything, they continued: ‘Poor David. He tries his best, but he just doesn’t really have it, does he?’

			There is much that we could discuss about this. For example, we could discuss the fact that two senior school leaders, who had been observing the same lesson, came out of it with very different views regarding the quality of teaching. We could discuss the fact that this headteacher seemed to believe that a teacher could ‘have it’ or ‘not have it’. In other words, they seemed to be suggesting that some people are able to teach and others aren’t. While I do believe that some people have a more natural disposition to teaching than others, I do not believe that some are born to teach and others aren’t. I believe that, through a focus on the right things, most people who set their sights on becoming a great teacher have the potential to become one. It may come more easily to some than others, and it will take longer for some than others, but it can be done. However, whether or not someone achieves this will, in part, depend on their understanding of what makes great teaching.

			We could also discuss the fact that this headteacher appeared to have used one lesson observation to arrive at an overarching judgement about the quality of this teacher’s teaching in more general terms. Or worse, they may have had a preconceived notion and come in having already decided. I do not believe that you can use a single lesson observation to reach a judgement about the quality of a teacher’s teaching. However, I do believe that you can use a lesson observation to arrive at a judgement about the quality of teaching in that lesson, and that to do so with any sort of reliability would require you to understand what makes great teaching. That is, it would rely on you knowing what you are looking for. This ‘what you are looking for’ would relate to particular elements of teaching practice. Rather than being about particular things happening, it would be about their quality.

			Being able to arrive at a judgement about the quality of particular elements of teaching practice is far more useful than being able to reach a judgement about the overall quality of a lesson. Where elements of teaching practice are strong, they can be shared and used to support improvements in the practice of others; where they are weaker, they can be improved through feedback and support. Teachers are unlikely to improve particular elements of their teaching practice unless attention is drawn to the fact that they could be improved or need to improve.

			Thinking back to the completed pro formas from the school review we discussed, the feedback did relate to particular elements of teaching practice. How useful this feedback was, however, depended on what was written, which depended on the understanding of the person who had written it of what makes great teaching.

			The importance of a shared understanding

			A clear and shared understanding of what makes great teaching is essential to improving the quality of teaching in classrooms and schools. Without this, different teachers will teach in different ways – some effectively and some less so. In other words, the quality of teaching across a school will vary widely – some of it great, some poor and most somewhere in between. Different people observing lessons will have different ideas about what they are looking for, and so will give different feedback – some useful and some not. Different people in charge of co-ordinating professional learning will have different ideas about what is important to focus on and what is not, sometimes spending time on things which are worthwhile and sometimes spending time on things which are not. In short: without a shared understanding of what makes great teaching, you might know what you are trying to achieve – great teaching – but you won’t know how to achieve it.
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			So, what makes great teaching? We will go on to discuss this in some detail. Before we do, we will turn our attention to the purpose of school.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The purpose of school
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			As a teacher or school leader, you will spend most of your professional life working in a school. But have you ever paused to ask yourself: why do we send young people to school? In other words: what is the purpose of school?

			Think about that question for a moment and then write down your answer. It is important that you do write it down, otherwise there is a risk that you will pretend to yourself that you have thought of an answer, but really, you haven’t. Maybe you have thought of a partial answer, but not a complete one. If you were asked to tell someone your answer, you wouldn’t be able to do so articulately, because really, you don’t have one fully formed.

			When you ask students you teach questions, some of them (perhaps many of them) will only think of partial answers, and some will not think of any answers at all. It is important that you recognise this and get the students you teach to put their thoughts in writing (but not necessarily on paper, as we will discuss later) or to say them out loud, and to do this as often as you can. Doing so has two big advantages:

			
					It encourages students to think (they have to, otherwise they won’t write or say anything)

					It allows you to see or hear what they are thinking


			

			The capital of Australia

			Imagine you are teaching 30 students and you ask the question: ‘What is the capital of Australia?’

			Imagine, first, that you ask this question and allow the shouting out of answers. A student shouts: ‘Sydney’, to which you respond, ‘No, it’s actually Canberra.’ 

			What did that tell you? Very little, other than the fact that one student in the class didn’t know the correct answer (and you hope that they now do, because you just told them it – and everyone else, too, because they all listened to you telling that student the correct answer. Didn’t they?) 

			Did any other student in the class know the correct answer? If so, how many? Or did nobody in the class know the correct answer? If they didn’t, was everyone’s wrong answer the same – did they all think that the correct answer was Sydney? Or did some students think it was Melbourne? It would be useful for you, as the teacher of this class, to have answers to all of these questions. However, doing what you did – letting students shout out and then taking the first incorrect answer and correcting it for the student – didn’t let you find out any of that.

			You asked the question, ‘What is the capital of Australia?’ because you thought it was an important or worthwhile question to ask. If you didn’t, you probably wouldn’t have asked it. But what was the purpose of asking it? 

			Were you about to start a topic on Australia and wanted to find out what students already knew about the country? Or had you taught a lesson about Australia the day before, which included teaching students the capital of Australia, and you wanted to check that this had been remembered the next day? Or had you taught a lesson about Australia six months ago and wanted to check that, six months on, students remembered the capital? All of these would be good reasons to ask the question, ‘What is the capital of Australia?’ 

			It is unlikely that you asked the question because you wanted to check if just one student knew the correct answer. Rather, I imagine you wanted to get a feel for how many students knew the correct answer, and if one or more didn’t know it, what they thought it was, and to offer feedback designed to address their mistake. Ideally, I imagine that you wanted to check what everyone in the class thought the correct answer was.

			When you asked the question, ‘What is the capital of Australia?’ to your class of 30 students, how many, do you believe, were thinking about an answer? Thirty? Fifteen? One? And how could you know that?

			Let’s imagine that all 30 students were thinking about an answer, perhaps because, after posing the question, you gave the instruction: ‘I want everyone to think about an answer. I’ll give you 10 seconds.’ And then you stayed silent for 10 seconds, counting down in your head, while holding an assertive stance, casting your gaze around the room to convey to the students that you are watching and expecting everyone to be thinking. You then selected a student and asked: ‘Marnie, what did you think?’ Marnie said: ‘Melbourne’, to which you said, ‘No, it’s actually Canberra.’

			Had everyone in the class thought about an answer to your question this time? I suspect more students would have tried to – and had time to – than if you had simply asked the question and then responded to the first answer that was shouted out. You built in ‘thinking time’ and you didn’t allow shouting out – you chose a student to answer the question. But how could you check that everyone had thought about an answer or what it was? This is where getting all students to write down an answer becomes very powerful.

			Students don’t have to write down much – just a few words – but doing so gets them to think about their answer. It minimises the chance of students disengaging to think about something they watched on YouTube last night while they rely on a few of their keener peers to do the thinking instead. It also makes them commit to their answer – what they have written down will be what they were thinking. Putting it in writing removes the ambiguity – they’ve committed to what they wanted to say. Powerfully, it also lets you, as their teacher, check that they had thought of an answer, including whether or not it was the correct one. ‘I don’t know’ would be an appropriate answer, because this gives you information about what they do or don’t know.

			If you get students to write down their answer on a piece of paper (perhaps in their jotter), this is better than not getting them to write something down at all. However, it poses challenges for you, as a teacher, to see what everyone has written, because the chances are that some of their handwriting will be quite small and, logistically, it is difficult for you to move around a room of 30 students to see what is written down on a piece of paper on every desk, particularly if you have given everyone a clear instruction that they have just 10 seconds to do this. 

			The solution to such challenges is the Show-me board (or mini whiteboard). If every student had been asked to write their answer on a Show-me board and hold it up for you to see, not only would everyone have been expected to think about the question you had asked, but you would also be able to see what everyone was thinking. If 20 students thought that the answer was Melbourne, 5 thought it was Canberra and 5 thought it was Sydney, the use of Show-me boards will let you know all of that relatively quickly, which is incredibly powerful.

			Teaching in this way not only makes students’ thinking visible to you, but potentially to every other student in the room. If students wrote their answer on a Show-me board and held it up, you could start to discuss the range of answers you were seeing, using some of these to make points such as: ‘Oh, that’s a really interesting answer – please tell us more about that’, or ‘Ruben, do you mind me reading yours out? Thanks… Who agrees with Ruben? Does anyone disagree? Why?’ You might walk around the class and borrow a few Show-me boards with different answers on them and then hold these up one at a time, inviting comments from other students. For example, you might say, ‘I saw that a few of you wrote this…’ while holding up and reading out what was written. ‘What do we think about that?’ After some whole-class discussion, you might hold up the next board and repeat the process. Teaching in this way would help generate discussion, help students learn from one another, and help you give specific feedback, including the addressing of misconceptions and misunderstandings. You might conclude by saying something like, ‘Okay, well only five of you have got that right today – this is something that, as a class, we will need to come back to.’

			But we digress. We will come back to explore pedagogy in later chapters. Back to the question we posed at the start of this chapter: what is the purpose of school? 

			The purpose of school

			As with so many questions, there is no definitive answer. It is not a ‘right or wrong’ question. Rather, it is a question designed to make you think. As we have alluded to when discussing the capital of Australia, getting students to think is important. Robert Coe suggests that ‘learning happens when people have to think hard’1. Getting students to think is therefore very important if we are going to help them to learn. And, of course, the same is true of adults: adults also learn when they have to think hard. I have asked you to think about what you believe the purpose of school to be and, hopefully, you have now had enough time to think of an answer.

			Priorities

			Schools are incredibly busy places. Day by day and week by week, teachers and school leaders are expected to manage a vast number of competing priorities. These might come from local and national government or be priorities which schools set themselves. Establishing clarity regarding the purpose of school is important to help determine what the core business of your school is, which should help add perspective and balance to the relative importance of all of these ‘priorities’. Doing so should help to prioritise the priorities. I often talk about this as ‘making the thing the thing’.

			Core business

			This principle can be scaled down from whole-school level to departmental and classroom levels. When considering how important something is to do, ask yourself: is doing this going to support our core business? If the answer is yes, it is likely to be worth investing time in it; if the answer is no, it may not merit any time being spent on it at all. 

			Purpose

			So, what is the purpose of school? Perhaps you answered this question along the lines of one or more of the following:

			
					For students to get qualifications

					To help students achieve the very best they can

					To teach students the knowledge and skills they will need to be successful in the future

					To develop the character, attributes and beliefs of students, so that they will be informed citizens

					To develop students so that they can contribute to society

			

			Arguments can be made for all of these purposes. However, I would argue that each of these is better thought of as a result of school – not the reason for school. They are indirect outcomes of schooling which can be achieved through a more direct focus on the core business of learning. Schools are, first and foremost, about supporting, challenging and inspiring young people to learn. 

			The importance of learning

			If students learn, they will get qualifications, they will achieve, they will develop knowledge and skills, they will develop their character, attributes and beliefs, they will become informed and, as a result, they will be able to contribute to society. All of these outcomes are products of learning. The quality of their qualifications, achievements, knowledge, skills and attributes will depend on the quality of their learning. What students are learning and how well they are learning should be the principal focus of everyone who works in a school. 

			Learning opens doors and transforms lives2. If we accept that schools are, first and foremost, places of learning, then schools are places which transform lives. As a result of going to school, every student’s life should become better than if they had not gone to school.

			The importance of school

			Students come to school from all different kinds of background. Some will have had access to rich learning opportunities at home; some will not. Regardless of students’ circumstances, schools have the power to teach students about things they would never have learned, in ways which could never have happened. As a result of going to school, students’ lives can go in directions they would never otherwise have gone.

			At primary school, I was taught very little science. Any I was taught, I can barely remember today. However, I do remember my first lesson on my first day of secondary school vividly. It was a science lesson, and Mrs Craig was our teacher. About halfway through the lesson, she took a funny-shaped flask with something in it that looked like water and mixed it with the contents of another funny-shaped flask, which also looked like water. I wasn’t expecting much. But then: wow! The stuff that had initially looked like water turned bright yellow the moment it was poured into the other stuff! I will never forget how exciting and amazing I thought that was. I believe that it is this moment which made me fall in love with science, and more specifically, with chemistry. This single school experience had a massive impact on my life. I would never have had this learning experience at home.

			In his excellent book A Short History of Nearly Everything,3 Bill Bryson describes the sense of wonder that he experienced on discovering a diagram in a science textbook which showed the Earth’s interior as it would look if a large knife were used to cut out and remove a chunk of it. It showed that there were different layers (the crust, the upper and lower mantles, the liquid outer core and the inner core) and that the centre of the Earth was a ball of glowing iron and nickel, as hot as the Sun. He goes on to describe the disappointment he felt when this book (and presumably his teacher) failed to explain how people knew all of this, instead going on to present a lot of information which he found rather dull and which only served to switch him off science. It wasn’t until many years later that he came back to science and wrote his book. Schools have the power to impact negatively on learning, too.

			Recently, a parent told me that their child was unhappy in their science class because they were ‘finding science really boring’. As anyone who has been taught science by a great teacher (or who has read Bill Bryson’s A Short History of Nearly Everything) knows, science should never be boring. Nor should English literature, maths, history, geography, music, drama, modern studies, languages or any other subject for that matter. In every subject, the student experience should be summed up by ‘3Es’: exciting, engaging and enjoyable. The extent to which this holds true will be determined by the quality of teaching.

			Learning for the sake of learning

			Despite his poor experience at school, Bill Bryson has an interest in learning about science. He had this interest when he was at school, it’s just that his negative experience of science at school quashed that for many years. I use this example to make the point that learning in schools,  in its widest sense, is important. We need to be careful about tailoring and specifying learning too early, especially in relation to future jobs and careers. I do not believe that the primary purpose of schools is to prepare students for future study or jobs. If it were, an argument could be made that students should only learn the things that are going to help them do whatever it is they want to do when they leave school. But that would be a misguided argument, not least because what a student wants to do could change before they leave, or five years after they have left. I was once quite angry to hear about a student and their parent being given advice about which subjects the child should study in their fourth year of secondary school. They were told that they shouldn’t study history – even though they loved it – because they ‘didn’t need it’ for the career path they wanted to follow when they left school. 

			I can think of countless examples of students who have gone through school and told me about different subjects they love or which are their favourites, yet they had not gone on to study them in further or higher education, or to take jobs which required that they had studied them. Shakespeare has been of absolutely no use to me in my university studies, through my teacher training, or in my jobs as a teacher and school leader. However, I love Shakespeare’s play Richard III. I am not even sure why I love it: I just do and it has undoubtedly – though perhaps unquantifiably – enriched my life. To subscribe to a view that learning at school is principally about preparing students for employment is to gloss over the excitement, wonder and enthusiasm which can come from learning for learning’s sake.

			What should schools be teaching?

			Different people have different beliefs about the purpose of school, which means they have different beliefs about what schools should be teaching students. As we will go on to discuss, this is relevant to our exploration of what makes great teaching, because the best way to teach students depends on what we are trying to teach them. The what influences the how.

			Opinion is divided as to whether schools should be focusing on teaching students knowledge or skills. In broad terms, people who believe that schools should focus on teaching students skills (‘skills people’) tend to argue that there is little point in teaching students knowledge, because we live in a technological age where students can just look things up for themselves. Instead, schools should focus on teaching skills (sometimes referred to as ‘21st century skills’, ‘soft skills’ or ‘transferable skills’), such as creativity, critical thinking and problem-solving. On the other side of the debate, people who believe that schools should focus on teaching students knowledge (‘knowledge people’) argue that, while they agree the development of skills is important, knowledge is a prerequisite to skills development, so teaching needs to focus on this in the first instance. 

			What would you classify yourself as: a ‘skills person’ or a ‘knowledge person’? Deep down, I think I have always been a ‘knowledge person’, although, until recently, I wouldn’t have been able to explain why I thought that teaching knowledge was so important. If someone had challenged me on this and argued a case for the importance of teaching skills, I probably wouldn’t have argued too hard with them and might have been convinced by their arguments. Because I believe that skills such as creativity, critical thinking and problem-solving are all important skills to develop, I probably could have been convinced that we should focus teaching in schools on the development of such skills. However, I don’t think that anymore. The main reason for this is because I have started to read.

			The importance of reading

			My beliefs regarding the purpose of school, what should be taught and what makes great teaching have evolved over time. They are quite different today from what they were when I first started teaching, or indeed, even from just a few years ago. The catalyst for my changing views has been my engagement with up-to-date educational literature and research. Professional reading has transformed my understanding of what makes great teaching.

			As a teacher at the start of my career, my beliefs were principally informed by:
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