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Introduction	  
 

1. At the end of the academic year 2013/14 the headteachers of three Surrey 
Junior schools met with the project consultant to develop a cross-school 
project, focused on developing teachers’ engagement with pedagogy.  

 
2. Three teachers were selected from each school. Of these nine teachers, six 

were in the first three years of their teaching career and in their first post and 
three were more experienced. One was a member of a senior leadership 
team.  

 
3. All but two of the teachers had some form of individual or shared leadership 

responsibility. Five of the teachers had a degree in education or education 
combined with another area. The rest had subject degree. None had a 
research-based post-graduate qualification.  The three schools were part of a 
collaboration and had worked together for some years.  

 

Background	  
 

4. The climate for the study was set by Sir Michael Wilshaw, HMCI, and his 
assertion that ‘what works is what’s good’ and the assertion by Mike 
Cladingbowl of Ofsted that inspectors would no longer grade lessons or 
teachers.  Therefore it was felt that, if teachers are to be liberated from 
stultifying pedagogical systems, then this was an opportunity to explore just 
what it is that’s good and why it works.  

 
5. The Chief Inspector had spoken about a mismatch between theory and 

practice – and it is a casualty of the one-year teacher training programmes 
that new teachers simply do not have time to build those foundations of 
theoretical knowledge that underpin the Finnish system, where teacher 
training is a five year process. So, this project was partly about getting 
underneath the practice and exploring the theories.  

 
6. Because there was a whole year available, teachers were able to give this 

project some real quality time, develop and extend their own practice, 
develop the practice of their colleagues and learn from each other. The focus, 
then was how pedagogy raises expectations, personal satisfaction and 
outcomes for pupils. 

 

Methodology	  
 

7. Participants were set some background reading at the start of the project that 
established the background.  This included Pete Dudley’s guide to Lesson 
Study (Dudley, 2014). With three teachers from each school, it was agreed to 
adopt a lesson study approach, working in school triads.  At the outset, there 
were plans to also develop inter-school triads but this proved too complex 
and time consuming so, in the interests of efficiency, each school’s lesson 
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study triad worked independently, coming back to share outcomes at a termly 
meeting and, once, meeting virtually as a web conference. 

8. The review meetings were facilitated by the link consultant and took the form 
of a round-table discussion, often with supporting material and presentations, 
in each of the participating schools in turn. The project opened with a launch 
event at St Martin’s and concluded with a final sharing of outcomes at the 
same school.  
 

9. The lesson study triads were sometimes challenging to organise because 
participating teachers did not always teach in the same year, so this 
presented timetabling issues. However, the senior leadership of each school 
was committed to the project and this ensured that teachers had the 
necessary time and opportunity to carry out their research. 

 

Phase	  1	  –	  launch	  
10. The initial focus for research was based on Professor Robin Alexander’s 

monumental work, Culture and Pedagogy1. This research enabled 
participants to share a vocabulary with which to describe our own 
observations: 
 

a. Alexander suggests that: teaching has structure and form: it is 
situated in, and governed by, space, time and patterns of pupil 
organisation and it is undertaken for a purpose.  
 

b. An analysis of teaching, he says, should include: 
 

• Classroom organisation: Space, Resources and Grouping 
• Pupil organisation 
• Time 
• Curriculum 
• Routine, rule and ritual. 

 
11. The key ideas of classroom organisation, the use of time and routine became 

the initial focus for the project schools.  
 

The	  Earlswood	  transition	  project	  
12. Earlswood decided to explore the relative effectiveness of what had become 

a standard carpet-based introduction leading to a transition to desks 
compared with a purely desk-based lesson.  
 

13. This was a straightforward reorganisation that was modelled in one lesson 
and repeated in the others.  

 
14. There seemed to be two gains; one that time was not wasted in transition 

from carpet to desks and the second was that pupils were more quickly 
settled and ready to learn. This established a positive climate for learning and 
arguably led to improved outcomes. 

 
 

                                                
1 Alexander, Robin (2001) Culture and Pedagogy: international comparisons in primary education – 
Blackwell, Oxford 
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The	  St	  Martin’s	  horseshoe	  seating	  project	  
15. St Martin’s decided to explore the relative effectiveness of seating pupils in 

groups, which was the school’s standard practice, and seating them in a 
horseshoe. 
 

16. Again, this was a simple reorganisation, this time of the space. The teachers 
questioned the reason for arranging desks in groups and agreed that there 
was frequently no better reason that that it lacked the formality of rows. It 
was, however, justified by claiming that it enabled pupils to be placed in 
attainment-based groups. 

 
17. Teachers were surprised at the increased engagement of pupils when seated 

in a double horseshoe.  They found that Ps paid closer attention, were less 
distracted and that they were now siting within easy reach of the teacher. 

 
18. There are clearly benefits to a horseshoe configuration and the Y6 teacher in 

this triad has remained with this arrangement. 
 

The	  Yattendon	  GPS	  project	  
19. Yattendon explored whether moving from having a slot for developing pupils’ 

grammar, punctuation and spelling skills (GPS) within an English lesson to 
holding discrete SPAG lessons would improved pupil engagement and lead 
to improved application of GPS in pupils’ writing.   

 
20. This required changes to timetables in order to accommodate the trial. 

 
21. Teachers found that the new arrangement improved the engagement of some 

pupils in GPS but results were inconclusive as to whether there was much 
difference from teaching GPS within a writing lesson. 

 

Phase	  2	  –	  exploration	  
 

22. The project reported back during the second term when the three schools 
agreed to now look at a common area. This was to compare the relative 
effectiveness of enquiry-based learning and teacher-led instruction. This line 
of enquiry ran counter to some of the themes emerging from the discussion 
around the implementation of the new curriculum, for example Daisy 
Christodoulou in ‘Seven Myths about Education” raised the point that pupils 
cannot simply learn on their own – they need the specific guidance of a 
teacher.  

 
23. As part of the preparation for this phase of the research, teachers were 

pointed to the Education Endowment Find study by Coe et al, What Makes 
Great Teaching? This summary of recent research identifies ‘allowing 
students to find out information for themselves’ as one of the least effective 
strategies for teaching. They also looked at Rosenshine’s ten principals, 
which are outlined in the report, as a guide to effective practice.  

 
24. This phase of the project, then was common to each school and so gave a 

measure of comparison when findings were reported. This took place at a 
final meeting at which the experiences of each research team were shared 
and common threads identified. 
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The	  Earlswood	  enquiry	  
 

25. Earlswood teachers asked, does more effective learning take place when 
children are allowed discover facts for themselves (constructivist) or when 
they are given partial support (class input)? 

 
26. Pupils were tasked to discover why objects with similar mass/gravity force 

can fall more slowly than others, from a fixed distance. and the planned 
learning was that they would understand that surface area will affect the 
amount of  air resistance force.  Having already learnt about mass/gravity as 
a force, the children were given the same materials (bin-liner, string, plastic 
cubes) to build parachutes and drop them from a staff room window. 

 
27. This was a comparison of two lessons. In the first lesson, prior to building 

their parachutes, the children were given an input that explained the 
relationship between mass/gravity force and air resistance – no mention was 
made of surface area.  

 
28. In the second lesson no input was given and therefore the children were not 

informed of air resistance as an opposing force to mass/gravity. Also, as with 
Lesson A, surface air was not mentioned.  

 
29. Lesson 1: Some children made the link between the increased surface area 

of the parachute and its effect on air resistance. Most children realised that 
the wind slowed down the parachutes, but not necessarily that it was also 
dependent on the surface area of the parachutes.   

 
30. Lesson 2: Some children made the link between the increased surface area 

of the parachute and its ability to ‘catch the wind’, so slowing the parachute. 
Most children realised that the ‘wind’ was a dominant factor in slowing 
descent.  

 
31. None of the children cited air resistance as a force that was increased as a 

result of greater surface area. 
 

The	  St	  Martin’s	  enquiry	  
32. St Martin’s teachers explored the relative effectiveness of child-led vs 

teacher-led instruction through a science lesson on the topic of teeth. Three 
lessons were planned , two in Y4 and one in Y6. 

33. The Y6 lesson was mainly child-led. Pupils were tasked with producing an 
information leaflet or report about teeth. They were provided with some visual 
stimuli and key vocabulary. Learnpads were available to support the work. 
The room was set out in a horseshoe which promoted engagement and good 
behaviour. 

34. One Y4 lesson began with an open task, on Learnpads, to find out about 
teeth. Pupils were interested, but did not arrive at any conclusions. This was 
followed by teacher-instruction and teacher-guidance about a focus for study. 
Pupils were provided with appropriate equipment and resources and then 
allowed to plan and organise their investigation. It was noted that higher 
attaining pupils lost direction because they had too much freedom and 
attempted to do too much. In contrast, lower attaining pupils were comfortable 
and focused when working under the teacher’s guidance but required high 
levels of support. As a result, they were more methodical in their approach 
than the HA group. 
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35. The second Y4 lesson was strongly teacher led. Initial teacher input enabled 
Pupils to generate their questions for enquiry, which the teacher then 
reviewed and prioritised.  Pupils were divided into research teams by the 
teacher but had freedom to agree their own roles. Pre-planned sheets helped 
to guide the investigations, carried out under adult guidance although pupils 
could decide how and what ti record. It was a successful lesson, which led to 
good learning. 

 

The	  Yattendon	  Enquiry	  
36. Yattendon teachers also planned two lessons, one with greater teacher 

support than the other. This was an investigation of triangles with Year 3 
pupils. 

37. In the pupil-led lesson, pupils were asked open questions about what shapes 
they saw in a triangle pattern.  In this lesson it was noted that pupils often 
came up with vocabulary that the teacher had not thought of. When pupils 
had explored the patterns, the teacher asked focusing questions with an 
assessment focus on whether pupils could label the triangles accurately and 
discuss their properties. This putting pupils ‘in the learning pit’ resulted in 
some good learning outcomes, with pupils making discoveries they ‘owned’ 
because they had the control. Pupils reported tht they thought the lesson was 
‘excellent’ for enjoyment and that it was ‘hard’ for the learning. 

38. The second lesson was instructional. Pupils were given the learning objective 
and success criteria at the outset, given time to name each shape and the 
skill of measuring clearly modelled before pupils measured. The sorting 
activity was explained quickly. It was noted that pupils were quickly focused 
on the task and understood the teacher’s expectations that they would be 
engaged with it. The teacher engaged less in questioning to direct the activity. 
Pupils recorded measurements more than in the first lesson and spent much 
greater time on sorting. At the end, pupils reported an average level of 
enjoyment and an average level of difficulty. 

 

Conclusions	  
39. There is a benefit in starting lessons at desks rather than on the carpet when 

it is important that pupils are quickly focused and ready to work. (Earlswood) 
40. There is a clear benefit to organising classroom seating in a horseshoe, 

especially for older pupils. It promoted good behaviour, helps focus and 
enables the teacher to move around the room effectively. (St Martin’s) 

 
41. It may not make much difference to outcomes whether GPS is taught 

discretely, or as part of a wider lesson on writing. (Yattendon) 
 
42. Children gain a deeper understanding of scientific concepts when they have 

an understanding of relating notions prior to conducting a scientific 
experiment. Due to this, when teaching all lessons that require a climate of 
enquiry the children need to be equipped with the basic understanding to help 
them to reach the optimum level of understanding. These findings support the 
view of John Dewey (1987) who believes children learn through doing. 
However, we now know children must have a basic level of understanding 
prior to conducting their own learning, in order to see a benefit. (Earlswood) 
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43. In learner vs teacher-led learning these are the elements leading to success 
(St Martin’s): 

 
i. Engage 

1. Connect pupils with the theme. 
2. Form a bridge between learning and real life. 

ii. Enquire and Explore 
1. Encourage pupils to ask questions. 
2. Investigate idea/concepts. 
3. Mix of teacher and pupil-led activities. 

iii. Express 
1. Express ideas and insights/ responses to learning. 
2. Make cross curricular links. 

iv. Evaluate 
1. Reflect on the learning. 
2. Personal reflection. 

 
44. In a child-led investigation these are health-warnings: (Yattendon) 

i.  teacher needs to have secure subject knowledge in order to direct 
the lesson to the desired learning.  

ii. Be prepared for the unexpected.  
iii. Be flexible enough to pursue interesting lines of enquiry generated 

by pupils. 
iv. An activity must engage pupils’ curiosity. It should not be too 

unstructured. Key questions have to be planned to provide a 
direction. 

v. The lesson may not give pupils the specific skills or knowledge 
they need. Modelling or other input may be required, 

vi. The teacher needs to be flexible enough to pull together pupils; 
ideas and articulate learning. New teachers may be uncomfortable 
with this open-style lesson at first, 

45. Where the lesson is teacher-directed: 
i. There is a danger that opportunities for learning are missed as 

they teacher may jot have thought of possible links. 
ii. Pitch and expectation could put a ceiling on pupils’ learning. 
iii. Not all pupils need detailed modelling. 
iv. AfL opportunities are less open 
v. The teacher may make inaccurate assumptions about what pupils 

need. 
vi. The lesson can become a unit in its own right rather than a chance 

for deeper learning. 
 

Recommendations	  
46. Schools should provide teachers with opportunities to observe and learn from 

each other and to develop pedagogy through joint practice. 
47. Older pupils may benefit from more flexible seating arrangements so that the 

configuration of the classroom space is appropriate to the lesson. 
48. There is value in starting some lessons for younger pupils at the desks rather 

than on the carpet if it means that they engage with the learning more quickly 
and teachers do not waste time managing transitions. 

49. When pupils have opportunities to plan their own learning they can bring a 
wider sense of enquiry than teachers may plan for. However, this cannot be 
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open-ended activity and needs a skilled teacher to provide guidance and 
direction. 

50. Higher attaining pupils should have more opportunities for self-directed 
learning but require clear and specific teacher guidance if they are to reach 
valuable conclusions that advance their learning. 

51. A mix of teacher and pupil-led learning may be more effective in engaging 
pupils than teacher-directed sessions alone. 
 

 

Appendix	  1	  –	  Summary	  diagram	  
 
The 2014 national curriculum for mathematics is rooted in the principles of fluency, 
problem-solving and reasoning. This model is not limited to mathematics and works 
across all subjects.  Applying it to the project, described above, enables the following 
diagram to be a useful visual summary of the outcomes. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

	  
 	  

!

Teacher'directed'
Child'directed'

Instruction!!!

Modelling!

Demonstrating!

Questioning!

Immersion!

!

!

Exploring!!!!!

Investigating!

Comparing!

Questioning!

!

!

Idea!forming!

Discovery!

Meaning!–!
making!

Understanding!

Generalising!

!

!

Conceptual'Understanding'



 9 

Appendix	  2	  –	  theoretical	  underpinning.	  
 
Several pedagogical works and ideas were used to inform this study. This appendix 
sets out some key points. 
 
Prof Robin Alexander (Culture and Pedagogy) 

• Lessons are constructed within timeframes, with some schools having greater 
flexibility than others. 

• Lessons usually have three or four main stages. These are Introduction, 
development (sometimes sub-divided) and conclusion. The central stage(s) is 
usually the longest. 

• Introductory stages are usually procedural, instructional or 
procedural/instructional. 

• Lesson conclusions may also be procedural, instructional or 
procedural/instructional. 

• The central stages of lessons consist of a single task (unitary) or sequence of 
several tasks (episodic). 

• Unitary stages can be closed, where the task must be completed or open-
ended, where the next stage can be reached when the teacher decides. 

• Episodic stages characteristically consist of a sequence of tasks that are 
either self-contained or linked. 

• Where episodic tasks are self-contained they may be either reiterative or 
cumulative. 

• Where episodic tasks are linked, they me cumulative or developmental. Some 
may be both. 

 
In the study, unitary central stages mostly involved seatwork – usually reading and/or 
writing and, much less frequently, collaboration between pupils. Episodic stages 
were largely expository, dominated by direct instruction and sometimes punctuated 
by short periods of reading and/or writing. 

 
Teaching Methods, Alexander suggests, combine tasks, activities, interactions and 
judgements. He indicates four further questions to help the analysis:- 

i. What learning tasks do pupils encounter? 
ii. What activities do they undertake in order to address these tasks? 
iii. Through what interactions does the teacher present, organise and 

structure the tasks and activities? 
iv. On the basis of what criteria does the teacher reach judgements 

about the nature and level of the tasks and activities which each 
pupil undertakes (differentiation), and the kinds of learning which 
they achieve (assessment)? 

 
Rosenshine’s Ten Principles 

1. Begin a lesson with a short review of previous learning   
2. Present new material in small steps, with student practice after each step   
3. Ask a large number of questions and check the responses  of all students   
4. Provide models for problem solving and worked examples   
5. Guide student practice   
6. Check for student understanding   
7. Obtain a high success rate   
8. Provide scaffolds for difficult tasks   
9. Require and monitor independent practice   
10. Engage students in weekly and monthly review   

 


