
		
			[image: 9781913622565.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: The Sweet Spot. Explaining and modelling with precision. Michael Chiles with illustrations by David Goodwin. A John Catt Publication.]
			

		

	
		
			

About the Author 

			
				[image: ]
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Praise for The Sweet Spot


			The Sweet Spot illustrates collective practical wisdom alongside pedagogical theory. Chiles draws together knowledge about how classrooms and teachers can be as effective as possible. He illustrates the importance of subject knowledge combined with the benefits of clarity and simplicity, whilst also encouraging the reader to build trust through an authentic style that insists on high challenge. Highly recommended.

			Alison Peacock CEO of Chartered College of Teaching, teacher, author, professor, Hon Fellow Queen’s Cambridge, Hon Fellow UCL
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			The Sweet Spot provides a detailed examination of the elements which enable us to find the perfect balance in our classroom to optimise learning. Michael Chiles pays close attention to some of the key levers which will allow us to make some incremental, and some not so incremental, changes to our classroom practices.

			The Sweet Spot begins by considering how we can optimise the learning experience, by looking at the conditions for learning, including classroom layout and aesthetics, before moving on to the topics of subject content, curriculum, and the quality of explanation. Chiles provides reflections on his own experiences throughout and deftly weaves through the research which underpins this. There are also many opportunities provided for readers to actively reflect on their own practices and how they might adapt them. This is a practical book as well as a thought-provoking read. The case studies illustrate the topics covered from a variety of perspectives and includes Kate Jones looking at modelling, Richard Clutterbuck who explores religious studies and Emma Turner providing a primary perspective.

			The practical aspect of the book is further reinforced by the addition of resources and exemplars to support the reader to examine how they might put these ideas into action, making sure the art of teaching continues to be refined. The book is a really important resource for those new to the classroom as well as those who are still keen to get involved in the discussion around what hitting the ‘sweet spot’ in teaching really means.

			Zoe Enser, author, ex-head of department, teacher and T&L/CPD lead, English adviser and ELE, working with TDT
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			What are the key factors that influence explanation and modelling in the classroom? Michael digs into this essential ‘nuts and bolts’ issue, grapples with the evidence, and provides a range of practitioner case studies, all in a highly readable manner.

			Peps Mccrea, Dean at Ambition Institute 
and author of the High Impact Teaching series
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			In an age where teachers are becoming more aware of the cognitive science behind the likes of cognitive load theory and dual-coding, The Sweet Spot offers a timely resource on explaining and modelling in the classroom. I found the content around designing PowerPoint slides fascinating as this is such an integral (and often time-heavy) part of teaching. With many pauses along the way for self-reflection, I think anyone interested in scaffolding, explaining, modelling and supporting their students to process information will very much enjoy this book. I strongly recommend it!

			The Sweet Spot is an insightful and engaging read which should be found in CPD libraries in staffrooms everywhere. Underpinned by the latest research, Michael Chiles draws on his own wealth of expertise and experience, encouraging readers to reflect on their practice in order to provide an optimum learning experience for children and young people. Chiles champions the importance of teacher subject knowledge and curriculum content whilst encouraging educators to consider the best use of their time, from classroom set up to providing expert explanation and modelling, a careful balance of pedagogical theory and practical advice is needed in order to maximise learning opportunities and outcomes for learners. This is the book many of us will wish we had read at the start of our careers. It is an honest, thought-provoking and highly relevant read which all readers will be able to relate to and take something away from. 

			Sarah Mullin, deputy headteacher, doctoral research student and author of What They Didn’t Teach Me on My PGCE and Chronicles from the Classroom
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			This is the kind of book that every teacher needs in their life. Michael Chiles has created a blueprint for how to excel at explaining and modelling. The Sweet Spot is a fascinating yet straightforward read. It has a user-friendly structure, perfect for expert and novice alike. Chiles explores the key principles for explaining and modelling by setting each of them out in clear terms, looking at what the research says and then giving practical advice on what the reader should do. 
We particularly liked the analytical way the use of analogies was explored by Chiles, breaking them down into clear steps, complete with visuals to ensure a really grounded understanding for the reader. There were many points where we followed up on the research mentioned by Chiles in the book that have helped us to further develop our own understanding of key pedagogical concepts. In short, it is an excellent read, highly recommended.

			Jane Miller and Finola Wilson, Impact Wales

		

	
		
			

Dedication

			For Ralph Gilbert,
forever in my heart.
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Foreword by John Tomsett

			When a cricketer plays what looks like a forward defensive but the ball hurtles unstoppably towards the boundary, they have hit the ball out of the sweet spot – the very centre – of the bat. The shot will be perfectly timed, with the player’s every sinew aligned to deliver the bat perfectly to the ball at precisely the right moment. It looks effortless but is the fruit of endless hours of practice under the tutelage of an expert coach who knows both the theory and the practice of sweet spot batting. 

			And so it is with The Sweet Spot, a book that brims with Michael’s hard-earned teaching wisdom, underpinned by exhaustive, apposite research evidence. It is a truly accessible book that brings together, in one short tract, all you need to know about what the evidence says are the prerequisites for expert explanations and modelling. It is a book which epitomises Ben Goldacre’s maxim: ‘Being a good teacher isn’t about robotically following the numerical output of randomised trials; nor is it about ignoring the evidence, and following your hunches and personal experiences instead. We do best, by using the right combination of skills to get the best job done.’1

			The Sweet Spot is a book for our time. It complements the Early Career Framework brilliantly and yet it is a reminder for teachers of all ages and experience of the active ingredients of solidly good explanation and modelling. Nothing is left to chance. This book sweats the detail and Michael is not afraid to get stuck into the prosaic – but also essential – aspects of setting up your classroom in a way that maximises learning. Indeed, to use another metaphor, this gem of a book is like Dr Who’s Tardis – its modest physical dimensions belie the breadth and depth of evidence-informed, common sense advice between its covers.

			Without being explicit, what Michael does in this book is highlight what Dylan Wiliam considers the most important concept for all teachers: opportunity cost. When you spend time on something – anything – that is time you cannot spend on something else. The author repeatedly answers this question: What is the most time efficient, effective way of explaining and modelling your subject to your pupils? Too often we spend time preparing teaching materials that look pretty but add nothing to their impact upon pupils’ learning. Michael shows how important it is for teachers to spend their precious time preparing whatever it is that has the best chance possible of maximising pupils’ progress.

			What is endearing about Michael’s style is his reflective honesty. He has made mistakes in the past and is open enough to admit them and explain how he consequently altered his teaching. Post-pandemic the PowerPoint presentation has regained some of its credibility and Michael outlines how to make best use of this ubiquitous teaching tool, after wasting too much time in the past making his slides look aesthetically pleasing but largely impact-free when it comes to helping pupils learn. 

			This book has made me think again about my own practice. I thought I could model writing for pupils, but the chapter entitled The Classroom Toolkit has given me a comprehensive range of different techniques for modelling and explaining my subject that goes beyond anything I had practised. And therein lies another important feature of this book: Michael unpicks the relationship between pedagogy and curriculum content. Here is a man who knows that you cannot teach something so that students know and understand it, if you do not know and understand it yourself. As Lawrence Stenhouse once wrote, ‘curriculum development is teacher development’2.

			Michael concludes the book with contributions from his Sweet Spot Academy: some of the profession’s rising stars, practitioners who share his attention to detail, sense of humility and understated expertise. The Sweet Spot is worth reading just for Emma Turner’s entry alone: her advice on how to teach the fundamentals of fractions to the early years is both illuminating and delightful. 

			When you hit the cricket ball out of the sweet spot, batting feels like the easiest thing to do in the world. Now, the complexity of teaching 32 pupils in a cramped classroom on a wet and windy Thursday afternoon in late November is way beyond what it takes to send a ball to the boundary. That said, if you approach this book with the openness and humility of its author, I am sure the professional learning that you glean will help you find your own pedagogic sweet spot. 

			

			
				
					1.	Goldacre, B. (2013) ‘Building evidence into education’. Retrieved from: www.bit.ly/3gs7yK7

				

				
					2.	Stenhouse, L. (1975) An introduction to curriculum research and development. Pearson Education.

				

			

		

	
		
			
Introduction The Art of Teaching


			‘If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.’ – Albert Einstein

			Dominic Walliman once said, ‘you can pretty much explain anything to anybody, as long as you go about it the right way’.1 Right from the early dawn of time, humanity has been finding ways to communicate. Every day we are discovering new products and resources and then looking to explain these new discoveries. How these explanations are crafted will determine the recipient’s understanding and, in turn, how this understanding mutates. 

			Picture this, a friend asks you about something you are knowledgeable about, you’ve been waiting for years for them to be interested. This is your moment to share what you know but you get carried away with your enthusiasm and you end up losing them in the conversation. In early childhood, children want to know ‘stuff’: ‘Why is the sky blue?’, ‘How easy is it to drive?’ As they start to speak, they want to know all about their surroundings, asking lots of whys and hows. There might be times where we decide to not fully explain the truth to one of those questions that a child asks. This inevitably leads to a point in time when we have to clarify and undo what we had previously told them. Whether we are explaining and modelling to children from an early age, or to our friends who show an interest in something we are knowledgeable about, the quality of our explanations is crucial. 

			Returning to our own classrooms, I’m sure we have all been there before when pupils have that light bulb moment, ‘Ah, I get it now!’ Or, on the other side of the spectrum, ‘I don’t get it!’ Where pupils respond on this spectrum all depends on explanation and modelling forms a key pedagogy principle in our classroom. It’s something we do every lesson, every day. When we explain in the classroom, we do so to enable pupils to acquire new knowledge and skills. Whilst when we model, we shine a light on how to apply the newly acquired knowledge and skills. Therefore, investing time into how we craft our explanations and models in our subject disciplines will influence the learning process.

			In the chapters that follow, I will set out a series of key principles for explaining and modelling with precision and sharing a range of strategies on how we can do this in our classrooms. 

			In chapter 1, I will outline the role streamlining our classrooms can have in creating the foundations for our explanations. We will look at the research that underpins the core principles for setting up our pitch and then a series of recommendations. Chapter 2 will focus on preparing our explanations and models to ensure they are precise, unpicking the role of subject knowledge in crafting your explanations and we can ensure this part of our teacher armoury remains at the forefront of everything we do throughout our career. 

			In chapter 3, the focus shifts to how we deliver our explanations and models – the most pinnacle part of the key principles I outline in this book. This can be the make or break for a pupil’s understanding and for teachers maximising the time we have with our pupils. Chapter 4 provides a classroom toolkit you can use to try out new approaches to explaining and modelling in your classroom, considering them from different subject lenses and how they might work to aid your teaching. In the final chapter, I’m joined by a fabulous group of colleagues who have taken the time to share how they explain and model a concept in their subject. 

			I hope you find this book helpful for your own classroom practice, as well as supporting others in developing their pedagogy. Ultimately, this is by no means a one size fits all approach to how we can explain and model with precision. But, based on reading the research, talking to teachers and reflecting on my own practice, I’ve shared a set of principles that I believe will support any teacher to find the sweet spot for two important components of teaching. 

			
Introducing Sam 

			
				[image: An illustration of a man who is supposed to represent Sam in a suit standing on a platform ]
			

			Sam, a teacher of fourteen years, is always reflecting on his teaching and still considers how to improve the learning experience his pupils receive. In this book, after taking into account the research, he will provide a series of recommendations for how you can put into practice the key principles and to find the ‘sweet spot’ to delivering explanations and models with precision.  

			

			
				
					11.	Tedx Talks (2016, 24 May) Quantum Physics for 7 Year Olds | Dominic Walliman | TEDxEastVan. [Video] YouTube. Retrieved from: www.bit.ly/3xtY3zN

				

			

		

	
		
			
1: 
The streamlined classroom

			‘Everything should be made as simple 
as possible, but not simpler.’ – Albert Einstein

			It’s September and the start of a new academic year. Sam is now in his third year of teaching and always enjoys the first few days of INSET because he knows there will be some time to get prepared for the first weeks back. On his to-do list is preparing his classroom for the new school year, including updating his displays, organising and re-labelling the boxes with his new teaching groups for their exercise books, and contemplating whether he should rearrange the table layout. For the third year in a row, he ponders whether it would be more beneficial to change from his tables of rows to a horseshoe arrangement or groups of tables. 

			
1.1 The classroom layout

			In the first few years of teaching, I remember being a lot like Sam and spending several hours during INSET days contemplating how to arrange my table layout. My consideration about the classroom layout was not influenced by my thought on how the arrangement would have an implication on learning, it was, in all honesty, just my desire for a change. My belief that the start of the new year symbolised a ‘fresh start’ and part of this required a change in the layout of the room. Equally, changing the layout would keep any previous pupils I taught last academic year on their toes when they arrived for the start of the new school year. One year I decided to go for the groups of tables. It seemed like a good idea, everyone else was doing it and, of course, the dominance of discovery-based learning prompted this arrangement. In my mind, I believed this layout would be beneficial to engage the card sorts, carousels, and lots of discovery through talking to their peers. I quickly realised after a few weeks that this layout was not conducive for learning. When I was addressing the class, I would have to ask certain pupils to twist themselves around so they were facing me. On reflection, this was not an effective way of arranging the classroom to support learning for my classroom shape. There are, of course, situations where the arrangements of tables in groups work, for example, in science classrooms. In the context of my classroom layout, the ordering of the tables in groups just didn’t work and I reverted to the more traditional layout of rows.

			Take a moment to pause and think about your current classroom layout. Draw a quick sketch of your classroom and include your board(s) and teacher desk positioning.

			I suspect it’s one of the three layouts: rows, groups of tables or a horseshoe. A study conducted by Gremmen, Van den Berg, Segers and Cillessen (2016) found that 40% of teachers opted for rows, 48% chose to use groups of tables, and 12% decided to use another layout. Thinking back to your own current classroom layout, why did you choose this layout? Have you made changes to your layout over the course of your career? Did something prompt the change? If you did make changes, have you noticed any impact on pupil attention?

			
				[image: An illustration of three different classroom with the chairs and tables laid out differently. First classroom has desks and chairs in groups so that a table is shared by 6 chairs. Second classroom has tables and chairs in traditional rows. Third classroom has the tables and chairs in a U shape.]
			

			When considering how we can create the conditions to hit the ‘sweet spot’ for our explanations and models, one of the first steps is to set up the main arena – your classroom. Cast your mind back to an event you have attended, a meeting, a concert, the cinema. One of the first thoughts as you enter the room is where to sit. Do you sit at the front? Do you hide at the back? This is often dependent upon the event you’re attending. We take time to consider our positioning in the room to be in the best spot to ensure we can see and listen to the presenter. We want to feel comfortable. When we feel comfortable and have a good view of the presenter this will contribute towards maintaining our attention. There have been times when I have been late to a meeting or an event and have ended up being situated at the back of the room with a more obscured view. I’ve often left the meeting or the event less satisfied compared to when I’ve been able to find my desired seat. Equally, how many times have you been at an event listening to the presenter that has not engaged you? It is harder for us to pay attention to something that doesn’t interest us. 
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