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During the academic year 2011-12, a number of Teaching and Learning Groups each with 8-12 teachers, 
met regularly during the autumn and spring terms.  Each group was co-led by two teachers and consisted of 
teachers from a number of different departments.  There was a focus on different roots of teaching and learning 
from our Teaching and Learning Tree (see Learning Matters, Issue 2).  The aim was to provide opportunities for 
teachers to share ideas with colleagues from across the school, which would in turn help support the school’s 
collective understanding, and embedding of, high quality teaching and learning.  

The work from each Teaching and Learning Group was shared amongst the wider staff at the Teaching and 
Learning Exhibition on the March INSET Day.  Since then, departments have had additional meeting time to 
support the further development of teaching and learning and use newly developed ideas from the Teaching 
and Learning Groups where appropriate.

This issue of Learning Matters summarises some of the work that took place in some of the Teaching and 
Learning Groups earlier in this academic year.

Providing teachers the opportunity to work together to improve teaching and learning has been much 
researched in recent years, including by Wiliam (2007/2008) and Wood (2007).  Wiliam’s approach has 
centred on his notion of Teacher Learning Communities which focus specifi cally on formative assessment, 
whereas Wood (2007) explored the role of teachers’ learning communities more generally.  “Teachers …
built knowledge as they questioned their practices … [and] … refl ected on what they have learned from 
experience” (Wood 2007: 290). 
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Outstanding Teaching and Learning 

The objective of the Outstanding Teaching and 
Learning Group was to support staff and to aid them 
in their quest to become outstanding practitioners.

As a group, we looked closely at the new Ofsted 
framework and identifi ed strategies to achieve 
each strand. We gathered a range of ‘outstanding’ 
or ‘good with outstanding features’ lesson plans, 
accompanied by resources. These were from a 
range of subjects and members of staff from across 
the whole school.

Each of these lesson plans can be found on the 
school’s virtual learning environment (VLE) and 
these were also shared at the Teaching and Learning 
Exhibition on the March INSET Day. There are a 
range of different methods of presenting lesson 
plans that staff can use to support their own lesson 
planning, whether this is part of their Faculty Review 
or Professional Review.  

We are still eager to collect even more examples of 
outstanding lesson plans.  If staff have any further 
questions or are interested in sharing their ideas, 
please contact Holly Smith. 
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 So how do you teach ‘outstanding’ lessons?

Objectivist
(lesson ceiling: ‘good’)

Constructivist
(lesson ceiling: ‘outstanding’)

Teacher as all-knowing oracle Teacher as organiser, and but 
one source of information

Learning is teacher-centred, 
didactic, with carefully-guided 
activities to support learning

Learning processes are 
student-centred and involve 
group and individual activities

Teacher generated questions 
are used to elicit understanding

Students construct their own 
learning questions

Learning consists of stimulus 
- response relationship, and is 
passive in nature

Learning is an active process

Effective learning stems from 
effi cient transfers of information

Effective learning arises from 
open-ended, challenging 
problem-solving exercises

            Adams (2003)

“By working with David Hughes to deliver the 
Outstanding Teaching and Learning Group, I 
feel that I have not only been able to share 
my ideas, but develop my own skills. Working 
towards teaching an outstanding lesson is an 
aspiration of all teachers and it is important 
that we share our strategies in order to 
support one another in achieving this goal, 
and in turn, allowing our students to make 
consistent and signifi cant progress.”
Holly Smith, English Teacher and Year 
Leader

Members of the group were Holly Smith, David 
Hughes, Jackie Newell, Anne Bland, Sally Wilson, 
Judith Goodman, Paul Trumper, Rebecca Payne, 
Andrea Cobb, Jo Seed, Elaine Stroud, Emma Nichol 
and Geraldine Whitmore.

The Roots to Progress

This group set a target to explore ways that students 
show progress over time.  This was taken from the 
Teaching and Learning Tree under the ‘Learning Root’ 
which can be seen in the illustration  on page 3.  Initially 
we explored the starting points of students in terms 
of baseline assessments and discussed the accuracy 
of these.  This then led us on to discuss whether we 
should monitor students’ progress from their KS2 level 
or progress towards the KS3 target level.

The group then decided to trial out different methods 
to see how students make best progress.  We trialled 
Post-it notes relating to lesson objectives.  

Students had to write their name on a Post-it note and 
place that on the board at the start of the lesson and 
move it at the end of the lesson to show the progress 
that had been made.  This was a very simple and 
visual way of showing students’ progress.

We also used a ‘key question’ at the start of a topic or 
unit of work.  This was a question that students would 
have to answer by the end of a series of lessons.  This 
helps to show deeper understanding and how lessons 
link together.

We also trialled thumbs up/thumbs down from students’ 
planners.  Whilst the lesson was happening, students 
opened the relevant page to show their understanding 
of the task.  This allowed the teacher to see very quickly 
who needed support.  An improvement of this may be 
to have a thumbs in the middle for students who think 
they understand but may need a little support.

“How can you be outstanding?  During lessons, 
understanding is checked systematically and 
effectively, anticipating interventions.”
Tony Thornley, Education Consultant

         Features for ‘outstanding’ lessons 
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One colleague trialled a different approach with 
some Speech and Language Centre students.  This 
was setting a life skills task and providing a checklist 
of can do activities so that students could gain an 
understanding of a life skill.  This task used appropriate 
language that students could relate to and feel positive 
about on completion.

Another approach to monitoring progress was to set 
levelled questions for the start/end of the lesson.  This 
allowed students to test their knowledge at the start of 
the lesson and at the end.  This showed the teacher 
the progress that the students had made depending 
on the type of questions that had been answered 
during the lesson.

In outstanding lessons, “almost all pupils are 
making rapid and sustained progress.”
Ofsted (2012:12)

“There is no set style for an outstanding 
lesson.  What is essential is that students 
make progress through well chosen learning 
activities that engage all students.”
Robin Newman, Deputy Headteacher

Provide the right climate for positive relationships to 
exist with students and staff (including teachers and 

other adults)

Ensure that students can make progress through learning 
activities, tasks and expectations suited to their ability 

profile

Ensure that tasks are designed to develop literacy,
learning and thinking skills

Meet the needs of individual students through effective 
differentiated learning opportunities

Learning

The card was used at the Teaching and Learning 
Exhibition on the March INSET Day, so that teachers 
could experiment with the different methods that we 
had explored and then teachers would use these 
methods in their lessons.

The group trialled a variety of these approaches 
and had varying results.  Some of these activities 
lend themselves to practical subjects rather than 
classroom based lessons.  All of the approaches 
monitored progress within a lesson and allowed 
the teacher to track learning and amend the lesson 
and planning accordingly, meeting the individual 
needs of students.  We all look forward to exploring 
new and exciting, different methods of measuring 
student progress during lessons and over time.

“I think that we have only scratched the 
surface on this area and as progress is a 
limiting factor on Ofsted observations, much 
more work is still to be done so that all 
students achieve their true potential.”
Keith Ferguson, Advanced Skills Teacher

“We do not have all the answers and I’m not 
sure we ever will have – but the ways that 
we devised were interesting and diverse, 
offering opportunities for all. Do we progress 
towards or progress from?”
Chris Newman, Faculty Leader - PE

Members of the group were Christine Readhead, Neil 
Murray, Kirsty Brown, Vicky Forster, Chris Newman 
and Keith Ferguson.  

“The fi rst thing about an outstanding lesson 
is that learning needs to be exceptionally 
good and progress needs to be good and 
sustained for all of the children. Planning 
needs to be very thorough and, in particular, 
teachers need to help pupils to have achieved 
by the end of the lesson. So it needs to be 
well-defi ned in their minds what the objective 
of the lesson is.”
Tony Thornley, Education Consultant

Progress is a critical factor for lessons to be judged 
‘outstanding’.

Key question and how it relates to the 
scheme of work  

 
  

 
    Levelled objectives  

 
  

 
    Levelled questions for the start/end of the 
lesson  

 
  

 
    Red/green planners  

 
  

 
    An overall task  

 
  

 
    Thumbs up/down  

 
  

  

Roots to Progress 
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Motivation

The aims of this Teaching and Learning Group were:

• To investigate the extent to which motivation has 
an impact on learning and attitudes to learning;

• To investigate factors which infl uence staff 
motivation and how this may impact on lessons.

The group fi rst met at the beginning of the autumn 
term.  This fi rst meeting was very much an opportunity 
for people to put forward their views on motivation and 
what they would personally want out of the research 
group.  It soon appeared that this was a far larger area 
than we had initially envisaged.  

The group split into the following areas to look more 
closely at motivation:

• Motivation through the use of technology and ICT; 
• Motivation through challenge;
• Motivation through choice.

Over the weeks the group met to discuss progress 
and one group visited Honywood Community Science 
School to observe the use of ipods in PE lessons.

There were a number of interesting fi ndings as a result 
of the group’s research.

It was clear that the use of ICT effectively can have 
an impact on motivation.  Students certainly welcome 
the opportunity to use technology such as ipods. 
There was also a clear increase in motivation within 
PE when TV monitors were used before a competitive 
activity (cross country).  

Ensure that all students exhibit excellent behaviour and 
show high levels of engagement, collaboration and 

cooperation in lessons

Ensure that all students develop excellent subject 
knowledge and understand key terminology

Provide the classroom environment that allows 
individuals to make progress and flourish

Ensure that all students are willing and able to 
participate in engaging and motivating activities

Teaching and 
environment

Motivation is identifi ed as an important factor in the 
Teaching and Learning Tree.

This is an area that students often lack motivation 
in, however after being shown a motivational video 
and then the display of personal times on a screen, 
students were markedly more motivated and their 
attitude towards learning far better.

Through the research undertaken on choice it 
was evident that students, at Notley High School &  
Braintree Sixth Form, benefi t from and appreciate the 
opportunity to make their own decisions about how 
to tackle tasks in lessons.  This clearly has an impact 
on attitudes for learning and may continue to have a 
positive impact further down the line.  

The use of challenge in order to motivate students 
was a very interesting topic.  Through conducting 
questionnaires with students, there appeared to be 
divided views on this.  On one hand students did 
not like things being too easy in class as it would get 
boring and lead to them becoming de-motivated, but 
on the other hand students indicated that they were 
not happy or comfortable with getting things wrong.  

David Calver set up a series of lessons to put students 
in the “learning pit”, an idea created by the leading 
Educational Psychologist Barry Hymer.  This made 
the idea of “struggling” in class acceptable, with the 
emphasis on how students would move forward if 
they struggled.   So he introduced some scenario 
based learning opportunities with no clear right or 
wrong answers.  Interestingly enough some students 
(not necessarily the most academically gifted) thrived 
working in this fashion, whereas others who may have 
been more accustomed to regular success and praise 
did not enjoy the experience.  

Members of the group were David Calver, Alexandra 
Shephard, Steve Callely, Helen Bruce, Lyn Gunn, 
Jonathan Burge, Kate Stubbs, Candice Everitt, Joe 
Blogg and Jen Stanley.

“This is something which I feel could be taken 
further and I will continue to develop in my own 
practice.  Overall the outcomes of the group 
have been interesting.”
David Calver, Advanced Skills Teacher

[Motivation will be high when] “activities are 
imaginative and well-judged to meet the content 
of the lesson.”
Tony Thornley, Education Consultant



Atmosphere for Learning - AfL (but not as we 
know it)
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Taking these and other similar anecdotes as a point of 
departure, the Atmosphere for Learning Group sought 
to identify some key features that contribute towards 
the creation of effective classroom atmospheres.

In addition to providing a forum for sharing of good 
practice, the regular meeting slots also provided a 
space for the members to present their fi ndings from 
the various research activities they conducted in an 
attempt to answer the question:

‘What makes a lesson fi zz?’

The culmination of this research, which included 
staff and student interviews, student tracking and 
cross-faculty lesson observations was a short 
‘Notleymentary’ – or fi ve minute fi lm - setting out 
twelve common ingredients of ‘fi zzy lessons’, with 
illustrated examples. 

Shown at the Teaching and Learning Exhibition on the 
March INSET Day, the text of the video is reproduced 
here, as an aide-mémoire for the non-visual students 
amongst us!

Our thoughts on classes that fi zz……

• Lessons need to be relevant to the student’s life.
• There needs to be engagement.
• Remembering names!  Lindsay Fouché’s method 

of using name cards for classes that she only 
sees once a week has helped her enormously. 
To help her differentiate, they are also colour-
coded, providing her with a discreet indicator of 
academic ability.

• Although there should be shared objectives 
sometimes at the beginning of a lesson it 
sometimes helps to have a sense of mystery. This 
helps make the students curious and there is a 
desire to fi nd out more.

• There needs to be pace. A range of activities helps 
this. Practical activities that reinforce learning often 
help.

• Competition usually helps create fi zz. Boys in 
particular enjoy this aspect, sixth form included.

• Challenge - too low leads to misbehaviour and 
boredom; too high to disengagement and apparent 
apathy.

• Anecdotes usually work. 
• Positive comments and compliments go a long 

way. Build student self-esteem and involvement in 
class usually occurs.

• Relationships!!!
• Good classroom management allows all students 

to benefi t from the lesson. A cornerstone of 
classroom management is ...

• Personality which often means having a sense of 
humour and enjoying the students that you teach. 
If you don’t like a student, try even harder with 
them, fi nd out something about them that you can 
talk to them about which might help to see them in 
a different light. 

Obstacles:
• Double lessons have made it diffi cult to maintain 

fi zz.
• A need to conform sometimes dampens creativity.

A common misconception of ‘fi zzy lessons’ is of 
learning experiences where students engage in a 
range of frenzied, kinaesthetic activities. While such 
activities often serve as useful ‘hooks’ or routes into a 
subject, the group noted that there is often a correlation 
between popular kinaesthetic activities and low level 
outcomes. The group reached the conclusion that the 
very fi zziest of lesson atmospheres are those where 
exciting activities enable students to eventually make 
progress beyond their own expectations.

“The most important action an effective teacher 
takes at the beginning of the year is creating a 
climate for learning.”  
Mary Beth Blegan, former U.S. Department of 
Education teacher-in-residence

“As an NQT I had a terrible class and was 
struggling to manage them. On one occasion 
a boy accidently smashed the glass panel in 
the classroom door as he entered the room. I 
should have been horrifi ed, but to my surprise, 
I laughed. And so did the students. I realised 
then the value of humour and strong teacher-
student relationships in the classroom.”  
Jim Waring, Former History Teacher, Leaving 
Speech, December 2011

“The most widespread management technique 
at home and in the classroom is nag, nag, nag. 
It is also probably the least effective.” 
Jones (1987) 
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On a more simple and immediate level, literacy 
enables students to have access to the subjects that 
they learn at school, to read for information and for 
pleasure, and to communicate in a way that enables 
them to express their thoughts, feelings, attitudes and 
ideas. 

This idea that literacy can benefi t students and the 
knowledge that weak literacy skills can have a negative 
impact on what students can do and how they view 
themselves, was shared by the nine staff who were 
part of the Literacy Teaching and Learning Group. 

One of the fi rst activities that the group completed was 
to consider what defi nes literacy and how literacy is 
addressed in their subject specialism. 

As a result of the Literacy 
Across the Curriculum 
Group, images of staff 
posing with a range of 
fi ction and non-fi ction 
texts with the slogan 
‘Literacy for Life’ have 
been displayed outside 
of the Library. From 
September 2012, fi fteen 
shots of staff will be hung 
across the school with a 
short statement on why 
good literacy skills should 
be valued. 

Other results from this Teaching and Learning Group 
include staff trialling marking for literacy in their 
subjects by giving students specifi c literacy targets, 
key words wall displays in technology and PE and the 
purchase of a set of music dictionaries to be used by 
the whole Music Department as a teaching resource. 

“In recent years I have had the privilege of 
observing a number of colleagues, both at 
Notley High School & Braintree Sixth Form 
and elsewhere, including some in France. 
This process has enabled me to recognise 
that effective teaching and learning is diffi cult 
to straightjacket: successful lessons would 
not be so were they the product of a single, 
uniform approach. One factor contrives 
to undermine this statement, however, all 
effective lessons have excellent student-
teacher relationships at their core. These 
relationships create a classroom atmosphere 
that is conducive to learning and progress. 
The sense of security that students derive 
from these relationships affords them the 
confi dence to take risks, developing learning 
further still. The atmosphere of a classroom 
can be seen as a potent catalyst for student 
progress, enthusiasm and engagement.”
Tom Baster, Advanced Skills Teacher

For this reason, sometimes lessons need to be 
traditional hard work, in order to provide students, 
particularly the more able, with the opportunity and 
thinking space to produce work that demonstrates 
the progress they have made as a result of their 
engagement with thought-provoking and inspiring 
lesson activities.  As such, a blend of learning 
activities over a lesson - or series of lessons -  can be 
considered the most effective approach.

The short fi lm mentioned in this article is available 
from Tom Baster and has been added to the VLE.

Members of the group were Tom Baster, Lindsay 
Fouche, Craig Ewing, Jonathan Fuller, Rachel Hall, 
Kate Moffat, Mellaz Rabhi, Joe Swain and Amanda 
Box

Literacy Across the Curriculum 

Ask not what you can do for literacy but what literacy 
can do for you...

Reading, writing, speaking, listening and critical 
thinking skills can all be considered part of literacy. 
Literacy allows people to use language to increase 
their ability to question what they see, hear and read 
on a day to day basis. This then enables us to view 
things differently and on a richer and more meaningful 
basis. 

“Literacy skills are important in all areas of 
life, not just in school. After school, you will 
need to be able to fi ll in forms, write letters or 
emails and other essential things.  In science, 
we need to write up what we have found out 
and understand what reports are telling us so 
we can decide if we trust them or not!”
Samantha Wallace, Science Teacher and 
KS3 Science Co-ordinator

Members of the group were Fiona Lane, Marian 
Williams, Natalie Short, Deborah Hanna, Melanie 
Townsend, Samantha Wallace, Hazel Park, Maria 
Chadwick, Samantha Tadman, Nikki Segura 
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A new Whole School Literacy Development Group is 
also going to be launched in September 2012 with 
representation from all faculties.

Please contact Fiona Lane, Literacy Co-ordinator, for 
further information.

Samantha Wallace trialled marking for literacy in this 
piece of Science home learning:- “I really enjoyed working closely with staff 

from a wide range of other subjects. I found 
their approach to literacy and their passion for 
sharing their knowledge and understanding 
of literacy to be really encouraging.”
Fiona Lane, English & Media Assistant 
Faculty Leader and Literacy Co-ordinator  

“It was very helpful to be able to get 
together and discuss literacy across the 
school.  I was marking for literacy at times 
with particular work and it was useful to 
discuss methods of improving literacy and 
how other people approached it.  It helped 
us to focus our ideas and raise the profi le in 
our own lessons and subject areas.  I really 
enjoyed our sessions and will continue 
to use the ideas we discussed in future 
lessons, particularly as scientifi c literacy is 
an area we have highlighted as needing 
improvement with the new style exam.”
Samantha Wallace, Science Teacher and 
KS3 Science Co-ordinator

Copy of music 
dictionary 
purchased by the 
Music Department

Key words wall 
display in PE
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What has been the impact of our Teaching and Learning Groups?

“Providing opportunities for teachers to work with colleagues from other departments has 
helped us all to share ideas and improve the quality of teaching in the school.”
Martin Higgon, Assistant Headteacher

Our recent Ofsted inspection highlighted the high quality of teaching and learning in school 
– “In the best lessons, teachers have high expectations, plan lessons thoroughly and ensure 
learning outcomes are explicit and clearly linked to National Curriculum levels, or public 
examination grades.” 
(Ofsted Report, May 2012)  

What next?

Our next step is to embed cross-department Teaching and Learning Groups further in 
the coming academic year, using  them specifi cally as a key tool to develop the quality of 
marking and assessment.  Marking and assessment was a key area identifi ed for us to 
focus on following our Ofsted inspection in May 2012, and an area the school had already 
highlighted to closely focus on during 2012-13.

[The school should ensure that] …marking is regular and that students follow the advice 
provided” 
(Ofsted Report, May 2012)

A future issue of Learning Matters will focus on this work as it develops next year.  The 
school is no longer going to use Effort Grades to mark work at Key Stage 3 and 4, but 
instead there is going to be a much greater focus on formative feedback and advice 
(feedforward), alongside providing students with the opportunities to respond to the 
marking carried out by teachers.


