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		    To Julie, my wife, without whose constant support and endless cups of tea, ‘Talk for Teaching’ would never have been written x.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    1

		    Introduction: Talk for Teaching

				Firstly, thank you reader. You are probably already interested in the concept of Talk for Teaching, or it’s doubtful you would have bought the book, so thank you. This is an idea to steal, make yours and use to change the way your school provides for staffs’ professional development. The book sets out the idea of Talk for Teaching, its genesis, the many benefits it can bring to each member of the school community and I give suggestions for its introduction. There are anecdotes, gripes and philosophy from a life in education in various forms along the way. 

				If all this has uses for headteachers, future leaders, teachers and teaching assistants, or if my writings find, in you, a sympathetic, or interested home; great. Later on in the book, you will find examples, from headteachers and senior leaders, of how Talk for Teaching is already changing the ways that their schools work. There are also many research links throughout, for further reading, should you wish. There is no license and no patent on Talk for Teaching. This is free intellectual property. Please take the idea and run. I hope Talk for Teaching changes the way that the professional development of all staff works in your school.

				The basic concept is amazingly simple and one could be forgiven for wondering why, as a profession, we haven’t already adopted this approach widely in our schools. We’ve all been used to ‘observations and feedback’ to observe teachers with both judgements and points to improve. In Talk for Teaching, teachers visit other colleagues (known in this book as ‘sparks’) to reflect with other reflectors while the spark gets on with his/her day-to-day work and joins in with the discussions, when possible. Another good word to use for the reflectors, coined by a completely brilliant, fellow ex-FS consultant, good friend and Talk for Teaching consultant, Andy Brumby, is ‘sponges’. They absorb so much from every lesson visited. 

				Changing the language is critical and why I’ve emboldened those changes during this introduction. The changes are designed to separate Talk for Teaching from what happens in lesson observations, which have a very different, more judgmental, purpose. Formal observations can put good teachers under a great deal of unnecessary pressure. Talk for Teaching doesn’t. Ask yourself this question; ‘why do school leaders subject teachers, who deliver consistently good outcomes for their pupils/children, to three, or more, graded lesson observations per year?’ During these observations, the teacher has to show that they can perform to someone else’s ‘good’ criteria, when their results over time clearly show that teacher consistently does a fine job in the first place! In that circumstance, what’s the need for formal lesson observations for those teachers? Save those, together with extra support, for teachers who need it. 

				Talk for Teaching is a deceptively simple concept, yet it is having transformational (the good old word!) effects on teachers’ learning, as the case studies in this book show. This book will also show you how Talk for Teaching can change the way that teachers work and especially how they view their professional development. As a rather happy end product, Talk for Teaching can also save schools pots of money in sending teachers on conferences, or bringing in expensive speakers from outside school and pots of time, with senior leaders not having to spend as much time preparing INSET days. 

				It is a fact that almost all teachers love the chance to visit each other’s lessons. Having been in so many classrooms alongside so many teachers, I’m convinced of this. Teachers also love learning. That’s a basic reason why they do such a difficult job for rewards that are very limited in comparison to many of their graduate peers. What better place to learn than where the learning of children, pupils and students is actually happening? Teachers are also highly intelligent beings and are quite capable of recognising very quickly what might work for their pupils and for themselves. In addition, teachers teach and learn through verbal communication with pupils and I believe they learn best about how to improve their teaching via talking with others. Those tenets led me to develop Talk for Teaching which can improve everyone’s quality of work in school. 

				As a body, school professionals are wonderfully inventive and reflective individuals. I don’t say that lightly. My view is born of working with so many. They often understand the strengths and weaknesses in their own practice better than anyone who observes them. Indeed, on a formal observation, some teachers are quite capable of covering up weaknesses and putting on a show for observers. They also know where improvements need to be made, but telling teachers how to improve seldom works. I know that I had an inbuilt defence mechanism to feedback points. That defensiveness centred on the trust that I had in the observer/assessor/coach. Talk for Teaching removes that completely, by putting professional development in the hands of staff, who can then access what they feel they personally need to improve their own practice. 

				Another important change of language comes here. Instead of talking about traditional CPD (Continuous Professional Development), I’d rather use my new term PPD (Personal Professional Development). Again, it frees education professionals from the concept of professional development being provided – effectively owned – by someone else. 

				Talk for Teaching provides a method of moving away from systems of lesson observations to judge the quality of teaching. There are no grades. There is no feedback to the teacher following a visit. I have felt for years that it is impossible to judge the quality of a teacher’s work, in isolation, in a lesson observation. I was increasingly uncomfortable in having to do so, both on inspection and also for school leaders during school reviews. I won’t do it in my work with schools anymore, and I was so pleased when Ofsted put themselves at the forefront of lesson observation changes and abandoned the practice too.

				In addition and perhaps more controversially, there is no specific focus for any classroom visit. In my view, a lesson focus can limit what teachers take away from seeing another’s classroom. Instead, there is highly individualised learning for reflectors; ideas which can either be immediately implemented and trialled in class, or followed up by using school research champions, the Internet and social media, especially Twitter. The lack of a focus frees reflectors and the spark (and also pupils) to investigate together what all parties feel could be important.

				Talk for Teaching results in a very regular sharing of ideas and practice across a school, or more widely, across a larger collaborative structure such as a MAT. What it does is to employ the collective intelligence of the school community to drive forward innovation and improvement. The individual intelligence of teachers and support staff is high; these are well-educated, knowledgeable people, but the collective intelligence of a whole school can be immense. So why ignore it? Using the collective intelligence of your school can save time, money and effort in terms of professional development. 

				Such an enterprise requires a larger degree of trust, on all sorts of levels, than some schools have perhaps been used to in the past. However, Talk for Teaching is an excellent vehicle for generating that trust. Once a toe is dipped in the water, it is truly amazing how quickly the whole school follows. As Kim Parnell, headteacher of Balfour Junior School in Chatham (Chapter 12) says: 

				‘Most colleagues were initially very reluctant to embrace the initiative and were suspicious of what this man in a suit would bring; particularly when they were arranged into groups without their particular friends, TAs being paired with office staff and even members of the leadership team. Prior to meeting Paul there were many anxious questions in the staff room and remarks that they didn’t really see how this was going to work and what a waste of money it would be.

				‘Within half an hour of Paul’s arrival he had put most of the dissenters at their ease and as soon as the groups began to move around the school the excitement and the buzz of educational conversation was palpable. By the end of the second day no one could envisage why we had never taken this step before.’ 

				With trust, though, comes responsibility. Staff have to assume more responsibility for improving their own practice, if they are to be truly trusted to take control of their professional development. There are so many quotes about trust and responsibility, but here’s a very early one. Luke 12:48; 

				‘From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.’

				And why not? This is about empowerment, but to empower could imply that something is given away, perhaps from school leaders? I recently saw a documentary on C4HD entitled; ‘The Masters of the Pacific Coast: The Tribes of the American Northwest’ and loved with the idea of a Potlatch. 

				Potlatch is a Chinook word, from the culture of NW American indigenous tribes and it encompasses one of the most incredible economic systems I’ve ever encountered. In some ways can be compared to karma, a key concept of many eastern religions and a concept that encourages a generosity of spirit. Instead of trying to acquire wealth, as we do in western society, the potlatch host, always a chieftain, gives away a significant proportion of his wealth to his neighbours (or he ceremonially destroys it, in front of everyone). This takes place at a great ceremony – the potlatch. In effect, it is a challenge to others to return the wealth distributed to them, or to destroy even more goods at future potlatches. If the guests did not return the equivalent of all the gifts bestowed and more, they would lose face and their power would thus be diminished. The moral is clear, as it is in karma: the more you give away, the more you will gain in return. School leaders who operate in this way can gain much more than they initially appear to lose. 

				The range of ideas gleaned from Talk for Teaching can be supported by inputs from in-school TeachMeets and especially from networking via Twitter. At a TeachMeet, ideas that have worked well for someone else, rather than someone else’s expectations of what should be done, are presented. Between-school TeachMeets are also growing in popularity, allowing cross-fertilisation of newer ideas, or giving practical examples of teachers taking well-known ideas and translating them into practice. One great bonus for schools is that TeachMeets and Twitter are both sources of free professional development! Twitter is, for me, the best single source of professional development I have ever found. I’ll discuss more about TeachMeets and Twitter in Chapter 8. 

				It is worth a brief thought, at this point, about the usefulness of (often) expensive conferences to which a school can only afford to send one, or (always better) two, people. People who are then expected to ‘cascade’ to a whole school audience; an audience who may not have the quite the same enthusiasm for the topic as the ‘cascaders’! In addition, how many long-term improvements in whole-school outcomes have come from individual teachers attending courses and cascading their contents to colleagues? Conferences are certainly useful for the individuals who attend and especially if the attendees are leaders. There are advantages in being able to network and in hearing of new developments, perhaps from the ‘horse’s mouth’. Whether conferences have a future use in improving the quality of teaching for classroom teachers, is moot, for me. 

				An irreverent view of what may goes through the minds of people who are sent on conferences is provided by the excellent cartoonist, Nik Papageorgiou. 
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				The outcome of using the collective intelligence of your school, is that teachers can take control of their Personal Professional Development (PPD), rather than have their personal development delivered to them via the old, often centralised, method of CPD (Continuous Professional Development). Talk for Teaching employs the collective intelligence of all staff in a school; a collective intelligence that is often not shared as widely as it should be. Do you really know how other teachers teach in your school, outside of your friendship group, corridor, or department? Often, any sharing of ideas is only a by-product of SLT-organised school CPD. ‘PPD not CPD!’ has become a mantra of mine. I hope it will become a mantra of yours after reading this book. 

				What Talk for Teaching does not do is to replace leadership in schools with an anarchical reliance on all staff doing their own things. In successful schools, the headteacher creates the conditions for success, through long-term vision and daily interactions. Vic Goddard, headteacher of Passmores Academy in Essex told me that he has this phrase stuck on the wall in his office to remind him of the importance that his demeanour has on other people: 

				‘The headteacher sets the weather in a school.’

				In his book; ‘The best job in the world’1, Vic recounts that the phrase came via his previous headteacher. Kevin Sadler had cleared out his office, prior to Vic’s arrival and left a single piece of paper stuck to the noticeboard across from his new desk which said: ‘Remember Vic, you make the weather’. It’s a phrase that crops up often on Twitter and it is clear that many agree with its sentiment. 

				Headteachers are also the source of the school’s vision. They bring with them their own way of working, their future for the school, derived from their own particular experience of education. If all staff subscribe to a vision, I’m a firm believer that it is possible for almost any values-led formula to work in a school. The improvement in inspection grades in such schools would support my view. From the direct instruction offered in many private schools and in some newly opened free schools, to the open, highly student-centred approach of the 34 English Steiner schools; from primary schools delivering the national curriculum in a typical 25 lesson week to Orthodox Jewish primary schools delivering the national curriculum in only 70% of a 25-lesson week (as 30% is devoted to teaching Kodesh – Jewish studies. How they fit the whole curriculum in is mind-boggling!); from a secondary comprehensive with a mainly classroom approach to a Montessori school focusing on an ‘Erdkinder’ (literally, ‘children of the earth’) approach. Good and outstanding schools can be found in all. Not that Ofsted is the main arbiter of success for many parents in these different schools, but Ofsted is the only quality assurance system that is common to all. To help improve the quality of teaching and learning, Talk for Teaching can run alongside and supplement, any overarching school vision. Teachers seeing colleagues teach is good for any school setting.

				Neither does Talk for Teaching tell teachers how to teach. There is no ‘best way’ of teaching for me. In thousands of lessons I’ve been privileged to have seen, all styles can work (and not work!) and I’ve learned that context should drive how a teacher needs to teach, not utilitarian dogma about a particular teaching style. Having said that, all teaching methods, must be based upon a foundation of excellent relationships with pupils, so they will feel confident enough to discuss their difficulties. Kindness forms the cement in those foundations. Let that first contact with a child in the week be kind. It may be the first kindness they’ve found since they left school on the previous Friday. The headteacher may set the weather in the school, but the teacher is firmly in control of the weather in their classroom. 

				Talk for Teaching allows a teacher, teaching assistant, or other member of staff, to add to the means by which they can address the completely contextual, individual needs of a pupil at a moment in time. At that point, teachers and others work their magic, drawing on what they have seen and learned, to shape learning for that individual. That’s true differentiation. That’s alchemy. That’s genius. That’s what people outside the teaching profession would struggle to do and that’s what makes teachers special. Thus, I believe that the more times teachers see others teaching, the better they will be able to teach themselves. Same for other adults in the school. The more everyone sees more of what happens in different classrooms, on a regular basis, the more a school will understand its pupils, creating more capacity for improvement. Talk for Teaching is not just for teachers! 

				Time is the main reason quoted for not being able to enable teachers to get into each other’s classrooms. As you’ll see in this book, and from examples others give, that I propose visits of no more than 15-20 minutes, with teachers leaving their classes in the hands of HLTAs, cover supervisors, or being covered by senior leaders, for the short time two people are out, but always meeting up with another colleague for their lesson visits. Taking out the post-visit reflective element, reduces the time a teacher stays out of their class. This opens up much easier cover and reduces the time a teacher is away from teaching their pupils. There is still organisation to do, but this book gives plenty of ideas as to how this can be done. 

				Consultants may be necessary to kick-start the process in a school, as staff may be wary that this is just another way of judging their lesson, but a recurring theme of this book is that you can do this for yourselves. Headteachers testify to the usefulness of having someone to settle nerves, introduce protocols, explain and model the process and facilitate the first reflection conversations. SLT/HTs may also be wary that the lack of focus and lack of judgements/feedback may mean that it will not have the desired effect upon teacher performance. Schools can soon move beyond the need for consultant help and this is a process that I want to be sustainable, without myself, or consultants being present at all. Schools have introduced Talk for Teaching in their way and on their own, free of any influence from me, except for the idea. I hope this book helps you to do exactly that!

				Beyond simply improving the professional practice of individuals, Talk for Teaching acts as a vehicle for sharing ideas that go further than simply teaching. When you walk into a room with colleagues, to do a Talk for Teaching visit, relationships and trust are naturally fostered, very effectively embedding social and emotional aspects of working for all staff. Staff really enjoy talking about teaching and learning with a wide range of different colleagues. In consequence, headteachers testify to the way that conversations have subtly changed in the staffroom to being more about learning and how learning problems can be solved, rather than expecting someone else, especially senior leaders, to solve them. Eddie Cottle, headteacher at Our Lady of Lourdes primary in Wanstead, says this about how his teachers have responded to Talk for Teaching:

				‘Whilst the process took some refining, the net result for teachers was a greater confidence in their own knowledge as teachers, matched with a willingness to share experiences with colleagues. Conversations in the staff room now tended more towards ‘it could be improved if’, ‘perhaps if you tried this’, ‘I will come along and model this for you if you like’.’

				School leaders can boost student progress by concentrating on supporting teacher development. Supporting teacher’s professional development is very likely to affect pupil outcomes positively. Viviane Robinson showed this in her meta analysis; Student-Centered Leadership’ (2011, Jossey-Bass Leadership Library in Education):
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				Talk for Teaching can have spin-off effects in all sorts of ways, many quite unexpected. 

				The wider benefits of Talk for Teaching include:

				
						Relationships between professionals within the school improve as they develop more respect for the quality of each other’s work.

						The kudos of senior leaders improves, as does the trust staff have in them. Staff see their leaders participating in Talk for Teaching with them and they can appreciate, first hand, the depth of experience possessed by their SLT and middle leaders in leading teaching and learning in their school.

						TAs status is increased. The relationship between teachers and TAs in different phases and classrooms is strengthened when they reflect together.

						Governors can gain useful insights into the working of the school in a non-threatening way. Working in tandem with staff, in reflection groups, also helps them to be seen and helps staff to understand their role better. 

						Pupils see their teachers and TAs talking about how to teach better. If schools explain the process to pupils, it can be a great way of modelling what teachers are telling them about the benefits of collaboration in learning. 

						Trust develops between teachers in different Key Stages, as the transferability of skills between EYFS/KS1/KS2 or KS3/KS4/KS5 (or, say, EYFS and KS5!) is seen to be clear and useful.

						In a wider collaborative arrangement, relationships between schools improve when staff from member schools travel to other schools to take part in Talk for Teaching. Many new inter-school friendships and professional links at all levels are forged – not least between headteachers, as they plan the process together. Extensive benefits can accrue for all schools in a Learning Community/Co-operative Trust/MAT/Teaching School Alliance.

						Transition and Literacy/Numeracy links can be fostered if Primary and Secondary school staff engage in Talk for Teaching. Distrust between the primary and secondary phases collapses when teachers see practice in each other’s classrooms and schools.

						Teachers and TAs learn hand over fist from being in each other’s classrooms and talking about the teaching and learning as it happens. 

						Staff can then take control of their own PPD, as they have seen ideas in practice and they will naturally select what may be useful in their own classrooms. They will research these ideas and put them into practice more readily, as they have ownership of the process.

						Staff’s capacity for e-learning improves as they see benefits in using social media – Twitter especially – to research and then develop ideas they have seen in a spark’s classroom. 

						Talk for Teaching helps individuals to highlight the importance and limitations of educational research by promoting PPD in preference to CPD. The ‘filter’ of cascade via a colleague’s perceptions of their CPD and their research is removed. E-learning becomes a bigger part of their professional dialogue, as a result.

				

				Each of these areas is explored in more detail throughout the book. Talk for Teaching can truly revolutionise the approach to everyone’s professional development in your school.

				 

				Endnotes

				1. Goddard, V (2014) The Best Job In The World. Carmarthen, UK: Independent Thinking Press.
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				Prologue

				‘Genius’

				How many moments of inspiration do you get in a lifetime? Real inspiration? Something new? For most people, the answer may be ‘seldom, if ever’, but teaching is different. I think everyone in education knows Thomas Alva Edison’s famous line, written around 1902 (but first published 30 years later) “Genius is one per cent inspiration, ninety-nine per cent perspiration”. It’s one of those maxims often referred to, but in teaching, I don’t agree that Edison’s judgement applies and what I write next might surprise you. 

			   

				I feel that, in teaching, genius happens on a *daily* basis.

			   

				The production of ideas that change the thinking of many is different. The Comte de Buffon (George-Louis Leclerc) had said earlier, in 1803, that: “Genius is only a greater aptitude for patience”. I waited a long time for Talk for Teaching though the idea sprang surprisingly into life one day, after gestating for years. However, Talk for Teaching isn’t genius. It’s not the same as the magic that teachers manage to enact on a daily basis. It’s just a combination of common sense and experience that took form for me one day. It’s a simple idea that arrived for all sorts of reasons and has, hopefully, found its time.

				Zoë Elder, in her excellent blog1, talks about marginal learning gains (MLG)2. She says: “MLG is just one attempt to make sense of the complexities of learning. MLG seeks to drill down into the micro-aspects of teaching to see what tiny changes might be made to make a big difference. We all acknowledge that there is no one single effective teaching method that will work for all at all times in all contexts”. 

				Brilliant advice. Teaching is terrifically complex and I agree entirely with Zoë’s point of view and that of many others, that there is no ‘best way’. But how do you know how other teachers are managing to actualise those marginal learning gains successfully in their classrooms? And then, how do you know best which ideas you could magpie to improve your own practice, unless you see them in action?

				For me, it is the realisation of those marginal gains for pupils that is the genius of teaching. Teachers are amazingly talented, resourceful people, who pull genius out of a bag many times each day. The genius is in those instances that spark learning. The genius is in preparing a topic to teach and then improvising in class to deliver something in a way that you hadn’t planned, so that one particular pupil manages to understand, whereas they were struggling before. These moments of genius happen in hundreds of lessons per week across a primary school; thousands in a secondary school, or tertiary college. And you know what? Usually, only the pupils see that genius. 

				Thomas Gray wrote; “Elegy written in a country churchyard” in 1750. For me, one verse echoes in the genius moments found in all classrooms today, genius only on view in that classroom in that lesson. And yes, rote learning and memorisation can work. Any teaching method can, in the right context and I’m proud that I can type this without looking for the quote!

			   

			  “Full many a gem of purest ray serene,
The dark, unfathomed caves of ocean bear. 
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air”

			   

				An idea that flourishes in one classroom, but other teachers may never see. What a waste. 

				As a teacher, you know though. You know when something special has happened in your classroom. You see it in the look of delight on a reception child’s face when they master a new skill, following determined observation and planning by staff. You know it when you walk out of teaching a class and think; ‘that was great! I really enjoyed that!’. You also know that the pupils leaving your room are feeling exactly the same way as you via the positive bubble and gaggle as they walk out. What happens at those times will usually not have been easily measurable – and in my opinion, should certainly never be graded. I’ll wager that you didn’t think it was genius, though. Teachers being teachers, I’d wager that you just thought it was just good teaching. From my point of view and after seeing well over 5,000 lessons in a range of incredibly diverse settings, I can truly say that teaching is daily genius. To encourage those marginal gains requires that genius happens. The alchemy of learning, facilitated by the hard graft of teachers and support staff teacher, is truly genius. 

				Inspiration in teaching isn’t a once in a lifetime event, or even a ‘1% inspiration’ thing; it is something for which teachers have a special gift and give to their pupils every day of their teaching lives. It’s genius: but in the most part, no other teacher sees it. Talk for Teaching is a way to change that.

			   

				Endnotes

				1. fullonlearning.com

				2. marginallearninggains.com
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				Lawnmower Moments 

				Bizarre, is the only way I can describe this next sentence! The idea for Talk for Teaching was born while I was cutting the grass in the back garden.

				I don’t remember exactly when, but it was sometime in the summer of 2008. Many things gelled in a moment and an idea that could refashion professional development in schools announced its presence. Oddly, I can remember exactly where I was on the lawn when the concept set and found a voice. It gives me goosebumps to think about it, as Talk for Teaching is now beginning to shape my professional existence, as the idea spreads. Talk for Teaching didn’t arrive out of nothing, however. Many previous experiences led to that lawnmower moment. I’ll speak of those more fully in the next chapter. 
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