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Introducing the theories of 
action for leading learning 
 

Despite having written extensively about the 
quality of teaching over the years, I have 
recently had a breakthrough in my thinking 
about the impact of teaching on learning and 
the nature of professional development. This 
has occurred as a consequence of leading a 
significant  number  of  ‘instructional  rounds’  in  
Australia and the UK which have involved the 
extensive study of classroom practice and the 
subsequent generation of hypotheses about 
the relationship between learning and 
teaching and vice versa. This handbook - 
Theories of Action for leading learning: Using 
Instructional rounds - describes this learning 
and attempts to integrate it into a more 
comprehensive schema based on my 
previous work. 
 
I have been helped to understand the nature 
of this complexity through conversations 
with Richard Elmore, and through reading 
the book he has co-authored Instructional 
Rounds in Education. In that book the 
authors contrast the individualism that too 
often characterises teaching where the 
person and the practice are intertwined, with 
professionals who are those that share a 
common practice and open it up to public 
scrutiny. Your practice is an instrument for 
expressing who you are as a professional; it is 
not who you are. How we define practice is 
therefore, critical and Elmore and his 
colleagues (City et al., 2009)1 mean 
something quite specific:  
 
‘We mean a set of protocols and processes 
for observing, analyzing, discussing and 
understanding instruction that can be used to 
improve student learning at scale. The 
practice works because it creates a common 
discipline and focus among practitioners with 
a common purpose and set of problems.’ 
 

                                                           

                                                                     

What is a theory of action? 
 

A theory of action is a link between cause 
and effect i.e. if we take a particular action, 
then we expect that behaviour to have 
specific effects. A theory of action connects 
the actions of teachers with the 
consequences of their behaviours – the 
learning and achievement of their students. 

 
In the pages that follow, each of the theories 
of action described has emerged from the 
process of ‘instructional rounds’  (for  details  
see page 4) recently conducted in schools in 
both the UK and Australia. It is important to 
stress that the ten theories of action which 
provide the guiding framework for this 
handbook have evolved directly from the 
collaborative work of participating teachers 
and school leaders, as they have sought to 
find even more powerful ways for their 
students to learn and to become successful. 
 
Constructing the theories of action: 
the instructional rounds process 
 
The potential of establishing a professional 
practice as described is the creation of a new 
culture of teaching and learning. This 
requires adopting strategies that have the 
ability to: 
 

 generate a common language of teaching 
practice  

 build the connective tissue by which the 
learning culture is propagated in and 
across schools 

 focus greater attention on the knowledge 
and skill requirements of doing the work 

Reference resources  
1 City, E. A., Elmore, R. F., Fiarman, S.E. 
and Teitel, L. (2009) Instructional Rounds 
in Education, Cambridge, Massachusetts:    
Harvard Education Press, page 3. 
 

The overarching theory of action is:  
 

When teachers explicitly and 
consistently incorporate the theories 
of actions in their own teaching then 
the learning skills, the spirit of 
enquiry, and the achievement of our 
students will be greatly enhanced. 
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The approach adopted to build such a culture 
of teaching and learning as described in this 
handbook is through the  ‘rounds’  approach  
to medical training. This approach is based 
upon involving networks of teachers and 
leaders who have agreed to schedule 
significant and systematic time to explore a 
problem and develop a practice. The process 
works like this: 
 

 The network convenes in a school for a 
rounds visit hosted by a network 
member/s. The focus is an issue of 
practice related to teaching and learning 
that the school would like feedback on. 

 The network divides into smaller groups 
to visit a rotation of six classrooms for 
approximately 20 minutes each. In each 
classroom, participants collect descriptive 
evidence related to the focus of the 
round. 

 After completing the classroom 
observations, the whole group 
assembles, working through a process of 
description, analysis and prediction. They 
analyse the evidence for patterns and 
explanations for the observable student 
performance in the school. They then 
develop a series of constructs that 
provide an analytic description of what 
they have observed. Theories of action 
for each construct are then developed 
from this. 

 Finally the network provides feedback to 
the school and teachers involved in the 
rounds visit. No comments are made 
about the behaviours of individual 
teachers; the focus is unrelentingly on 
describing the practice, how it can be 
enhanced and lead to the next level of 
professional work in the school. 

 
This approach enables the knowledge-base of 
teachers to be used to develop theories of 
action that discipline the culture of teaching and 
learning in the school and across the network. 
As the experience with instructional rounds has 
continued to deepen through experience in 
schools in the UK, Australia and elsewhere, five 
important lessons have been learned: 

 

1. Despite the phase or context of schooling the 
theories of action were in most cases very 
similar. 

2. This  is  not  a  ‘pick  and  mix’  approach  – all the 
theories of action have to be integrated into 
the  teacher’s  professional  repertoire  if  they  
are to impact in a sustained way on student 
learning. 

3. All the theories of action were characterised 
by an approach to teaching that has enquiry 
at its centre. 

4. Some of the theories of action relate to the 
school and some to the practice of individual 
teachers. 

5. All of the theories of action have a high level 
of empirical support in research literature. 
 

Through the instructional rounds process, an 
approach based on the ten theories of action 
(summarised on page 5) - has been developed 
from the practice of teachers, that if 
consistently applied, will enhance not just the 
achievement, but also the skills and confidence 
of all students. 
 

Using this handbook 
 

The handbook provides a practical guide to each 
of the ten theories of action described on the 
following page. It is designed to support their 
application and implementation by leaders at 
whole-school level and by teachers working in 
and beyond the classroom. It aims to provide 
teachers and leaders of learning with the 
components of practice, that when taken as a 
whole will strengthen their leadership and 
further enhance learning and achievement 
among their students. 
 
In the sections of the handbook that follow you 
will find: 

 

 an explanation of the theory of action 
principles 

 a specification and illustrative example of the 
teacher behaviours involved in practice  

 a practical activity that can be used to 
explore the theory of action in your school or 
classroom context  

 a self-assessment tool for use in evaluating 
current practice and planning future 
development in your school 
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The ten theories of action 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theories of action and their effect size 
 
When the individual theories of action are 
tested against the research evidence, their 
effectiveness is found to have a strong 
empirical  base.  The  concept  of  ‘effect  size’  is  
used to describe the magnitude of the gains 
in student learning to be expected from the 
use of each of the theories of action. Effect 
size refers to the impact that the ‘practice’  
has on the curve of normal distribution, 
moving it, as seen below, more to the right. 
 

 
 

In this instance the figure illustrates the 
effect size of using higher order questions 
which in this case it is 0.73. This means that 
the average student in the ‘experimental 
group’  - where the teacher used higher order 
questions - would be performing at the about 
the 65th percentile level, compared with the 
50th percentile  level  in  the  ‘control group’ 
where the teacher was using closed 
questions.   
 

John Hattie2 in his book Visible Learning has 
computed the effect size for over 800 
influences on student learning. His work will 
be used to assess the impact of the ten 
theories of action described in the following 
sections of this handbook. The effect size will 
be presented alongside illustrative references 
to each of the theories of action detailed in 
the pages that follow.          
                                                          
 

                                                                     
                                                           
                                                                                     

Theories of action for the whole school 
 

1. ‘When  schools and teachers set high 
expectations and develop authentic 
relationships, then students’  confidence 
and commitment to education increases 
and  the  school’s  ethos  and  culture  
deepens.’ 

 

2. ‘When  teacher  directed  instruction  across 
the school becomes consistently more 
enquiry focused, then the level of student 
achievement and curiosity increases.’ 

 

3. ‘By  consistently  adopting whole-school 
protocols for teaching, student behaviour, 
engagement and learning is enhanced.’ 

 

4. ‘By  consistently  adopting whole-school 
protocols for learning, student capacity to 
learn, skill level and confidence is 
enhanced.’ 
 

Theories of action for the teacher 
 

5. ‘When  teachers  set  learning intentions and 
use appropriate pace and have a clear and 
strong narrative about their teaching and 
curriculum, then students are more secure 
about their learning, and achievement and 
understanding is increased.’ 
 

6. ‘When  learning tasks are purposeful, clearly 
defined, differentiated and challenging, 
then the more powerful, progressive and 
precise the learning for all students.’ 
 

7. ‘When  teachers  systematically  use higher 
order questioning, the level of student 
understanding is deepened and their 
achievement is increased.’ 
 

8. ‘When  teachers  consistently  use  feedback 
and data on student actions and 
performance, then behaviour becomes 
more positive and progress accelerates.’ 
 

9. ‘When  peer assessment and assessment 
for learning (AfL) are consistently utilised, 
student engagement, learning and 
achievement accelerates.’ 
 

10. ‘If  teachers  use  co-operative group 
structures/techniques to mediate between 
whole class instruction and students 
carrying out tasks, then the academic 
performance of the whole class will increase 
as well as the spirit of collaboration and 
mutual responsibility.’ 

 

 

Reference resources  
2 Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning, 
Oxford, UK: Routledge. 
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Prioritising high expectations 
and authentic relationships 
Theory of action for the whole school 

In principle... 
 

A supportive, rigorous and optimistic learning 
environment is fundamental to high levels of 
student achievement, as is teachers’ ability 
to create and sustain authentic relationships 
with their students. For example, the teacher 
‘who  made  a  difference’  is  a  common  topic  
of  conversation  on  admission  that  ‘I  am  a  
teacher’.  The  influence  of  expectations  is  
often a subtle one and is felt in a myriad of 
classroom interactions. When positive, it 
implies establishing the school as a safe and 
secure learning environment in which pupils 
can expect acceptance, respect and even 
warmth from their teachers, without having 
to earn these - they are intrinsic rights that 
are extended to all pupils, without prejudice, 
simply because they are there. 
 

In practice... 
 

In Looking in Classrooms3 a model is 
proposed to explain teacher expectation 
effects: 
 

 Early in the year, the teacher forms 
differential expectations for student 
behaviour and achievement. 

 Consistent with these differential 
expectations, the teacher behaves 
differently towards different students. 
 

                                                           

                                                                                              

 This treatment tells the students how they 
are expected to behave in the classroom and 
perform in academic tasks. 

 If the teacher’s treatment is consistent over 
time,  it  will  likely  affect  the  student’s  self- 
concept, achievement motivation, levels of 
aspiration, classroom conduct and 
interactions with the teacher. 

 These effects will complement and reinforce 
the teacher’s expectation. 

 Ultimately, this will affect achievement and 
other student outcomes. High-expectation 
students will be led to achieve at or near 
their potential, but low-expectation students 
will not gain as much as they could have if 
taught differently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 

‘When  schools and teachers set high 
expectations and develop authentic 
relationships, then  students’  
confidence and commitment to 
education  increases  and  the  school’s  
ethos  and  culture  deepens.’ 
 
 
 
 

 

Reference resources  
3 Good, T. and Brophy, J. (2008) Looking in 
Classrooms (Tenth Edition), Boston, MA: 
Allyn and Bacon, page 51. 
 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can self-evaluation and monitoring data 
be used effectively to raise expectations of 
learners in your school?  
 

In school...practice example 
 

“A  particular focus of our work has been to 
provide opportunities for teachers to demonstrate 
high expectations and commitment to learners 
through participation in community-based or 
extra-curricular activities.  
 
A pre-requisite  for  success  lies  in  the  teacher’s  
ability to sustain authentic relationships with 
learners. Teachers make every effort to ensure 
that when tasks are set, or feedback given, they 
provide a model of behaviour that consistently 
conditions student behaviour. 
 
The foundation of this model is based on a 
willingness to provide praise and positive 
encouragement. This foundation creates a 
dynamic relationship that  enables  ‘hard  
conversations’ that set the tone of challenge, 
intrinsic to moving learners forward.  
 
The school has created a demanding, yet safe and 
secure learning environment that has seen a 
significant increase in levels of attendance and an 
equally significant decrease  in  rates  of  exclusion.” 
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In action... 
 

The power of teacher expectations can be 
both positive and negative. Yet if the teacher 
is to stimulate curiosity the effect must 
emphatically be in the positive direction. 
Unfortunately, it seems that many teachers 
are unaware of the cues that they are giving 
and of the cumulative impact these, often 
subtle, but over time extremely important, 
attitudes and behaviours have on their 
students. The framework below, taken from 
Looking in Classrooms4, provides a way of 
understanding the dynamics involved. 
 

 
 

Effect size: High expectations 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Reference resources  
4

 Good, T. and Brophy, J. (2008) Looking in 
Classrooms (Tenth Edition), Boston, MA: Allyn 
and Bacon, page 58. 

 

Reflection for action...Use the framework 
provided above as a stimulus for professional 
discussion on teacher expectations in your 
school. 
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Self-assessment: Expectations and relationships in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Whole school        

Expectations and 
relationships 
 
When schools and 
teachers set high 
expectations and 
develop authentic 
relationships, then 
students’  confidence and 
commitment to 
education increases and 
the  school’s  ethos  and  
culture deepens. 

 

 No systematic     Limited systematic     Some systematic         Systematic  
 whole school       whole school               whole school                whole school 
adoption                adoption                      adoption & review      adoption & review 
                     
 
  
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                       Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Emphasising enquiry focused 
teaching 
Theory of action for the whole school 

In principle... 
 

In this theory of action, enquiry focused 
teaching is seen as both an approach and a 
philosophy – developing a spirit of enquiry as 
well as a precise strategy. When schools 
adopt an approach to teaching focused on 
developing curiosity and enquiry on the part 
of their students rather than simply the 
acquisition of curriculum knowledge, they 
need to develop their own definitions of 
classroom practice to underpin this shift in 
emphasis.  
 
One definition of the practice of teaching and 
learning is presented in Models of Learning, 
Tools for Teaching5: ‘Learning experiences are 
composed of content, process and social 
climate. As teachers we create for and with 
our children, opportunities to explore and 
build important areas of knowledge, develop 
powerful tools for learning, and live in 
humanizing social conditions.’ 
 

In practice... 
 

In exploring the practice of enquiry focused 
teaching, Hattie6 provides this definition:  

                                                           

                                                                                              
 
 

‘Enquiry based teaching is the art of developing 
challenging situations in which students are 
asked to observe and question phenomena; pose 
explanations of what they observe; devise and 
conduct experiments in which data are collected 
to support or contradict their theories; analyze 
data; draw conclusions; design and build models; 
or any combination of these.’ 
 

Although this is both a precise and accurate 
specification of enquiry teaching, the approach 
to practice described in this handbook embraces 
a broader perspective that also includes direct 
and active teaching (as described in the next 
theory of action) as well as a high degree of 
‘scaffolding’.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘When teacher directed instruction 
across the school becomes 
consistently more enquiry focused, 
then the level of student achievement 
and  curiosity  increases.’ 
 
 
 
 

 In school...practice example 
 

“A  strong  emphasis  is  placed  on  improving  pupils’  
skills and ensuring that these skills are applied 
across the curriculum. Staff plan effectively to 
ensure that there is comprehensive coverage of 
skills and create lessons that challenge pupils and 
children are given open-ended opportunities to 
learn.  
 
The use of ‘Building Learning Power’ assists this 
approach, emphasising the importance of - 
resilience, resourcefulness, reciprocity and 
reflectiveness - the skills required for life-long 
learning. The use of ‘Pupil Skills Profiles’ empowers 
the children to assess their own progress and 
recognise the next steps in their individual 
learning.  
 
A culture of sharing best practice has been 
fostered,  in  the  form  of  ‘triad  learning’.  Providing  
staff with opportunities to observe, support and 
reflect  on  their  own  and  others’  teaching, has 
proven to be extremely beneficial and raised 
expectations towards enquiry-focused  teaching.” 
 

Reference resources  
5 Joyce, B. R., Calhoun, E. F. and Hopkins, 
D. (2009) Models of Learning – Tools for 
Teaching (Third Edition), Maidenhead, 
Berks, UK: Open University Press/ 
McGraw-Hill Education. 6 Hattie, J. (2009) 
Visible Learning, Oxford, UK: Routledge, 
page 208. 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘When teacher directed instruction 
across the school becomes 
consistently more enquiry focused, 
then the level of student achievement 
and  curiosity  increases.’ 
 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can enquiry focused teaching be 
developed to increase the level of curiosity 
and student achievement in your school? 
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In action... 
 

For the  school’s  definition  of  practice for 
enquiry focused teaching to have real effect, 
it must be reflected in a shared language and 
implemented through strategies that provide 
a guide to action both in the classroom and 
across the school. The schema below – 
developed by Rachael Smith at The Lakes P–9 
School, Northern Metropolitan Region, 
Victoria, Australia - outlines some of the 
basic elements of enquiry-based learning 
that have proven to be useful to schools in 
comparing, contrasting and constructing 
their own definitions of practice.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Effect size: Enquiry focused teaching 
 

 

 
 

 
 Reflection for action...Analyse the schema 

above and compare and contrast it with the 
approach to enquiry focused learning in your 
school. 
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Self-assessment: Enquiry focused teaching in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Whole school        

Enquiry focused 
teaching 

 
When teacher directed 
instruction across the 
school becomes 
consistently more 
enquiry focused, then 
the level of student 
achievement and 
curiosity increases. 

 
 

 

 No systematic     Limited systematic     Some systematic         Systematic  
 whole school       whole school               whole school                whole school 
adoption                adoption                      adoption & review      adoption & review 
                     
 
  
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                       Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Adopting consistent teaching 
protocols 
Theory of action for the whole school 

In principle... 
 

Convention regards teaching as an individual 
achievement. The weakness of this approach 
is that even when practice is individually 
excellent, it is implicit and often 
unarticulated.  This  means  it  can’t  be  shared  
with the whole school, making it difficult for 
a consistent learning culture or ethos to be 
created and sustained. Teaching protocols 
are guidelines for observing, analysing, 
discussing and understanding teaching that 
can be used to improve student learning. 
Taken together they create an explicit 
professional practice within a school that 
creates a common discipline and focus 
among educators with an agreed purpose 
and approach.  
 
 

In practice... 
 

In this handbook we refer to two main types 
of teaching protocols. The first are used to 
build competence in what we call teaching 
tactics or skills; these are the individual 
teacher behaviours that make up the 
individual elements of a lesson, such as 
questioning and providing feedback. 
 

The second are the protocols related to 
teaching models: a teaching model 
simultaneously defines the nature of the 
content, the learning strategies, and the 
arrangements for social interaction that 
create the learning environments of 
students. 

Each model is designed to bring about particular 
kinds of learning and to help students become 
more effective learners. The inductive teaching 
model, described overleaf, is one such example 
of a model of teaching. 
 

Models of teaching are also models of learning.  
How we teach has a large impact on our 
students’  abilities  to  educate  themselves.  A  
teaching model provides the scaffolding we can 
use to expand this ability. The most powerful 
curricular and teaching patterns induce students 
to construct knowledge – to inquire into subject 
areas intensively. The result is to increase 
student capacity to learn and work smarter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In school...practice example 
 

“Our  first  ‘instructional  round’  focused  on effective 
teaching protocols. When synthesising our findings, 
a number of common threads appeared: 
 

1. There was a consistent ‘narrative’  evident  in  the 
teaching and learning throughout the school, with 
learning intentions clearly shared, leading to learner 
engagement.  
 

2. Planning was thorough and support-staff were 
deployed to ensure that work was differentiated and 
purposeful.  
 

3. There was systematic use of effective questioning 
techniques, with examples of probing, open 
questioning stimulating learners’  curiosity.  
 

4. Feedback was effectively used in conjunction with 
Assessment for Learning strategies, leading to 
focused target-setting.  
 

5. Co-operative group structures were evident in 
lessons, fostering a spirit of mutual responsibility for 
learning, with problem-solving challenges enhancing 
the  children’s  critical  thinking  skills.” 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘By  consistently  adopting  whole-school 
protocols for teaching, student 
behaviour, engagement and learning 
is enhanced.’ 
 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can consistent teaching protocols be 
established to enhance student learning, 
engagement and behaviour in your school? 
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In action... 
 

The inductive model of teaching is a more 
precise form of inquiry teaching. The 
teaching protocols consist of a number of 
discrete phases that cannot be rushed or 
omitted. Inductive inquiries are rarely brief 
because the very nature of the inquiry 
requires students to think deeply. Put simply, 
the inductive model involves the collecting 
and sifting of information in order to 
construct categories, or labels. This process 
requires students to engage with the data 
and seek to produce categories in which to 
allocate the data. It requires students then to 
generate hypotheses based upon this 
allocation and to test out these hypotheses 
by using them to guide subsequent work. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Effect size: Inductive teaching 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference resources  
Inductive Model of Teaching: Peer Coaching Guide 
in Joyce, B. R., Calhoun, E. F. and Hopkins, D. 
(2009) Models of Learning – Tools for Teaching 
(Third Edition), Maidenhead, Berks, UK: Open 
University Press/McGraw-Hill Education. 
 

Reflection for action...Use the syntax 
schedule above as a peer coaching guide to 
explore the protocols of inductive teaching in 
your school. 
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Self-assessment: Teaching protocols in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Whole school        

Teaching 
protocols 

 
 
By consistently adopting 
whole-school protocols 
for teaching, student 
behaviour, engagement 
and learning is enhanced. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 No systematic     Limited systematic     Some systematic         Systematic  
 whole school       whole school               whole school                whole school 
adoption                adoption                      adoption & review      adoption & review 
                     
 
  
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Adopting consistent learning 
protocols 
Theory of action for the whole school 

In principle... 
 

The purpose of education is to help students 
acquire useful and important bodies of 
knowledge whilst at the same time, helping 
them become more powerful learners.  
Powerful learning refers to the ability of 
learners to respond successfully to the tasks 
that they are set, as well as the tasks they set 
themselves. This ability comprises the 
capacities to: 
 

 integrate prior and new knowledge 
 acquire and use a range of learning skills 
 solve problems individually and in groups 
 think carefully about their successes and 

failures 
 evaluate conflicting evidence and to think 

critically 
 accept that learning involves uncertainty 

and difficulty 
 

The deployment of such a range of learning 
strategies is commonly termed meta-
cognition, which can be regarded as the 
learner’s  ability  to  take  control  over  their  
own learning processes. 
 

In practice... 

When learning strategies and their purposes 
are clear and accessible to all students, they 
are better positioned to become powerful 
learners. Central to the achievement of this 
goal is the development of a consistent, 
whole-school approach to learning. This   
involves a number of steps:  

 
 

 Develop a policy on learning for the whole 
school through discussion with staff, school 
governors and parents/carers. 

 Then identify the key learning skills you wish 
the students in your school to acquire and 
give these skills a prominent place in 
everything the school does – see them as a 
student entitlement. 

 Promote the specific skills that students need 
to acquire, display these prominently in 
classrooms and ensure their consistent use 
across the curriculum. 

 Regularly encourage students to self-assess 
and reflect on their progress towards 
achieving mastery in this range learning skills. 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In school...practice example 
 

“By  focusing on effective learning protocols in the 
school we found that there was a strong emphasis 
on learners developing their natural curiosity, 
conducting inquiry and research, and showing 
independence in learning.  
 
Problem-solving challenges enhanced the 
children’s  critical  thinking  skills.  Groups  were  asked  
to exercise initiative while approaching quite 
complex problems (particularly in upper Key Stage 
2). Collaborative learning featured prominently, 
with children working in pairs and small groups 
able to communicate effectively and willingly 
within this structure. This also enabled learners to 
take on-board, and evaluate, a range of view-
points within the group dynamic.  
 
There was a clear and definite reflective element 
to the learning, where the children were asked to 
give thoughtful consideration to their own learning 
experience and assess strengths and limitations in 
order to support their personal development.” 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘By  consistently adopting whole-school 
protocols for learning, student capacity to 
learn, skill level and confidence is 
enhanced.’ 

 
 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can learning protocols be made 
accessible to all students in order to enhance 
their skill level, confidence and capacity to 
learn in your school? 
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In action... 
 

Dallam School in Cumbria has recently 
become  the  UK’s  first  Adventure Learning 
School and takes the learning of its student 
very seriously. Dallam is also an International 
Baccalaureate (IB) secondary school. As a 
result, they have used the IB learner profile 
as a basis of developing an approach to 
learning skills and dispositions throughout 
the school. They begin in Year Seven and 
immediately introduce students to the 
‘Adventure  Learning  Wheel’  that  reflects  the  
IB profile. The students self-assess against 
the Wheel and they and their teachers refer 
to it regularly as they reflect on progress. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Effect size: Meta-cognitive strategies 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference resources  
The Adventure Learning Schools Handbook 
(2011), Cumbria: Adventure Learning Schools - 
accessed at www.adventurelearningschools.org  
 

Reflection for action...Use the learner 
profile above to assess the strengths and 
weaknesses of the learning protocols in your 
school. 
 

 

http://www.adventurelearningschools.org/
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Self-assessment: Learning protocols in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Whole school        

Learning 
protocols 

 
 
By consistently adopting 
whole-school protocols 
for learning, student 
capacity to learn, skill 
level and confidence is 
enhanced. 
 
 
 
 

 

 No systematic     Limited systematic     Some systematic         Systematic  
 whole school       whole school               whole school                whole school 
adoption                adoption                      adoption & review      adoption & review 
                     
 
  
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Harnessing learning 
intentions, narrative and 
pace 
Theory of action for the teacher 

 
In principle... 
 
It has become very clear from the 
instructional rounds conducted in both 
Australia and Wales that when teachers are 
clear about their learning intentions then the 
students become more engaged and feel 
more secure in their learning. But it is about 
more than just setting a learning intention or 
goal; importantly it is also about linking the 
intention to the learning outcome and 
success criteria for the lesson, as well as 
ensuring curricula progression. This becomes 
the basis for the narrative of the lesson.  
Teachers with a strong sense of narrative are 
able to engage with deviation, knowing how 
to bring the discussion back on track. Pace is 
also necessary to keep the lesson lively and 
through increasing tempo, deal with 
potential low-level disruption.  
 
In practice... 
 
A learning intention for a lesson or series of 
lessons is a statement that describes clearly 
what the teacher wants the student to – 
know, understand and be able to do as a 
result of the learning and teaching activity.  
 
 

In formulating the learning intention it is 
essential to consider three components: 

 
1. An action word that identifies the 

performance to be demonstrated. 
 

2. A learning statement that specifies what 
learning will be demonstrated. 

 

3. A broad statement of the criterion or 
minimum standard for acceptable 
performance e.g.  ‘By the end of the 
lesson you will be able to describe 
foundation concepts and questions in…’ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 

‘When  teachers  set  learning 
intentions and use appropriate pace 
and have a clear and strong narrative 
about their teaching and curriculum, 
then students are more secure about 
their learning, and achievement and 
understanding  is  increased.’ 
 
 
 
 

 

In school...practice example 
 

“We  have  recognised  that when learning 
intentions are shared with learners the learning is 
enhanced and becomes more focused. The 
learning intentions are shared orally or visually in a 
language that learners understand and are 
revisited at the end of the lesson to enable the 
teacher and learners assess how the learning has 
progressed.  
 
The learning intention is closely linked to the 
learning outcome and success criteria of the 
lesson, which clarifies expectations and enables 
learners to feel more secure in their learning. 
Learners are involved in identifying the success 
criteria giving them ownership of their learning.  
 
Lessons are paced to maximise  pupils’  interest  and  
progress. A rapid, exciting and often novel start to 
a lesson grabs attention, stimulates enthusiasm, 
and promotes thinking and engagement. A lesson 
that is well-paced limits opportunities for 
disruptive behaviour.  
 
Teachers have a strong sense of narrative and are 
confident in their ability to adjust, adapt and 
amend the course of the lesson as it progresses.”   
                 
 
 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can  teachers’  planning  for  learning  
effectively embrace explicit learning 
intentions, narrative and pace in lessons in 
your school? 
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In action... 
 

The Explicit Instructional Model adopted by 
Hume Central Secondary School, Melbourne 
is based closely on the Direct Instruction 
model of teaching. This is one of the most 
widely used approaches to teaching, but in 
practice often leads to lessons that are 
dominated by teacher talk. By carefully 
specifying the phases of the model, teachers 
in Hume ensure that they achieve the correct 
balance between teacher instruction and 
student activity all within a clear set of 
learning intentions. The teacher led phases of 
the lesson reflect significant planning 
between the staff involved to give a common 
platform for teaching.  

 
 
 
 

Effect size: Direct instruction 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Reflection for action...Use the model matrix 
above as a template to reflect on the approach 
to planning and teaching lessons in your school. 
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Self-assessment: Learning intentions, narrative and pace in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Learning 
intentions, 
narrative & pace 

 
When teachers set 
learning intentions and 
use appropriate pace and 
have a clear and strong 
narrative about their 
teaching and curriculum, 
then students are more 
secure about their 
learning, and 
achievement and 
understanding is 
increased. 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Setting challenging learning 
tasks 
Theory of action for the teacher 

In principle... 
 

In most of the instructional rounds 
conducted in Australia and Wales, we found 
that by and large, most students did not find 
the tasks they are set very challenging. Yet it 
is the tasks that students do that predict 
their performance. It is not what teachers 
think they have asked students to do, nor 
what the prescribed curriculum says they 
should be doing, but what students are 
actually doing and the sense they make of it 
that is fundamental. This requires setting 
tasks  that  are  within  the  student’s  ‘zone  of  
proximal  development’  if  their learning is to 
progress. This requires that teachers 
differentiate the tasks that they set their 
students. Usually, this involves having 
three/four  ‘graded tasks’  available for each 
group with scaffolding around the task to 
ensure success. 
 

In practice... 
 

In Looking in Classrooms6 the following six 
components are seen to provide the 
scaffolding for supporting students in 
carrying out tasks effectively: 
 

                                                           
                                                                                    

                                                                                              

1. Develop student interest in accomplishing 
the intended goal of the task. 

2. Demonstrate an idealised version of the 
actions to be performed.  

3. Simplify the task by reducing the steps. 
4. Control frustration and risk. 
5. Provide feedback that identifies the critical 

features of discrepancies between what has 
been produced and what is required. 

6. Motivate  and  direct  the  student’s  activity  to  
maintain continuous pursuit of the goal. 
 

Closely associated with scaffolding is the gradual 
transfer of responsibility for managing learning. 
As students develop expertise they begin to 
assume responsibility for regulating their own 
learning, by asking questions and by working on 
increasingly complex tasks with increasing 
degrees of autonomy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In school...practice example 
 

“Using  the  TASC wheel as scaffolding for 
challenging tasks in Year 7 Science - pupils study 
Ecosystems.  After learning about habitats and how 
animals adapt to them, pupils are given a task to 
complete using the TASC wheel.  Each group 
receives a photograph of a habitat and is asked to 
create an animal suitable for that habitat. They 
begin by collating previous knowledge and 
researching the habitat. They then choose 
characteristics that would be suitable for animals in 
their habitat. This activity is differentiated – for the 
less able pupils, tables are provided noting 
characteristics and they are given cards for each. 
More able pupils have to select the characteristics 
they believe are important.  
 

The development of the task involves pupils in 
creating a 3D model of their animal, presenting 
these to the class, and explaining why they have 
chosen particular characteristics. Finally, they 
evaluate the skills they have developed in 
completing  the  task.” 
 
 
 

Reference resources  
6 Good, T. and Brophy, J. (2008) Looking in 
Classrooms (Tenth Edition), Boston, MA: 
Allyn and Bacon, page 343 & page 344. 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
When learning tasks are purposeful, 
clearly defined, differentiated and 
challenging then the more powerful, 
progressive and precise the learning 
for all students. 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can differentiated teaching strategies 
be used to create more challenging learning 
tasks in your school? 
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In action... 
 

The Banyule Network in the Northern 
Metropolitan Region, Victoria, has developed 
an evaluation schedule for teachers to 
evaluate the tasks they set their students. 
 The teacher has formulated a learning 

intention that includes a specific 
statement about what students are 
required to make, say, do, or write. 

 A task is set by the teacher, or negotiated 
with students, that will produce the 
specified learning intention. 

 To assist in task completion, the teacher 
lets the students know what the task will 
look like when completed i.e. students 
will know what they are expected to do, 
how they are expected to do it, and what 
knowledge and skills they need to learn. 

 
 
 

Effect size: Challenging learning tasks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Reflection for action...Use the evaluation 
schedule above for peer observation and/or for 
teacher discussion about learning tasks in your 
school. 
 

 

 

 
As Looking in Classrooms observes:  ‘Only  
limited research is available on activities 
and assignments, even though students 
often spend half or more of their time in 
school  working  independently.’   
 
Consequently, there is no effect size to 
share for this theory of action. 
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Self-assessment: Setting challenging learning tasks in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Challenging 
learning tasks  
 
When learning tasks are 
purposeful, clearly 
defined, differentiated 
and challenging, then the 
more powerful, 
progressive and precise 
the learning for all 
students. 

 
 
 
 
 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Framing higher order 
questions 
Theory of action for the teacher 

In principle... 
 

Research tells us8 that questioning is the 
second most prevalent teaching method, 
after teacher talk. Most teachers spend 
between 35% and 50% of their time in 
questioning. Questioning has a positive 
impact on student learning – but this effect is 
associated more with higher order 
questioning which promotes higher order 
thinking and curiosity. The evidence suggests 
that most teachers ask low-level questions, 
related more to knowledge acquisition and 
comprehension. Research studies9 suggest 
that 60% of teachers’  questions recall facts 
and 20% are procedural in nature.   
 

In practice... 

Bloom’s  taxonomy10 of learning objectives is 
widely used as a basis for structuring 
questions particularly higher order questions: 
 

 knowledge – recall previous material 
learned 

 comprehension – demonstrate 
understanding of facts and ideas 

 application – solve problems by applying 
knowledge, facts and skills learnt in 
different ways and situations 

 

                                                                     
 

                                                           
 
 
 

 analysis – examine information and break 
into parts, make connections and support 
ideas/arguments 

 evaluation – present judgements, 
recommendations and opinions 

 synthesis – compile information in different, 
more creative ways, choose other solutions 
 

The following sequence works well: 
 frame a question to the whole class 
 allow students time to think – ‘wait  time’ 
 only then, call on someone to respond 

 

This approach makes everyone responsible for 
generating an answer, particularly when 
combined with some of the simple co-operative 
techniques described later in this handbook. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In school...practice example 
 

“We  focused on questioning by looking at Bloom's 
taxonomy, creating example questions relating to 
learning objectives and developing success criteria 
for effective questioning. This has strengthened 
literacy, particularly when teachers are framing 
questions during guided and shared reading. Our 
next step is to improve pupils’  knowledge of the 
different types of questions, which will support 
them when posing their own questions.”   
 
 

“In  evaluating  the effectiveness of teacher 
questioning in reading group activities across six 
classes, interactions with pupils were quantified 
according to the amount of time spent listening 
and questioning readers. The frequency and level 
of questions posed to develop comprehension of 
the text were categorised as  ‘below’, ‘equal to’  or  
‘above’  the  child’s  current  reading level. 
Participating teachers found this valuable in 
ensuring the level of their questioning was 
appropriate  to  learner  needs.”         
 
 

Reference resources  
8/9Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning, Oxford, 
UK: Routledge, page 182. 
10 Anderson, L. et al. (Eds) (2001)  A 
Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and 
Assessing - A Revision of Bloom's 
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, 
Addison Wesley Longman, Inc.  
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘When  teachers  systematically  use  higher 
order questioning, the level of student 
understanding is deepened and their 
achievement  is  increased.’ 
 
 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can higher order questions be 
incorporated  into  teachers’  practice  to  
enhance  students’  understanding  and  
achievement in your school? 
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In action... 
 
It is now well established that good questions 
are – clear, purposeful, brief, natural and 
adapted to the level of the class, sequenced 
and thought provoking. The ‘Questioning  
Techniques Observation Scale’ reproduced 
below from Looking in Classrooms can be 
used to collect data about how closely the 
teacher follows good questioning principles. 
It has been shown to be helpful to teachers 
and others in learning support roles in 
classrooms, as they work in collaboration to 
refine their approach to questioning. 

 
 

 

Effect size: Questioning 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Reflection for action...Use the observation 
scale above in peer coaching triads to gather 
data for a professional discussion on the use of 
higher order questioning in your school. 
 

 

Reference resources  
Good, T. and Brophy, J. (2008) Looking in 
Classrooms (Tenth Edition), Boston, MA: 
Allyn and Bacon, page 334. 
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Self-assessment: Framing higher order questions in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Higher order 
questions 
 
When teachers 
systematically use higher 
order questioning, the 
level of student 
understanding is 
deepened and their 
achievement is 
increased. 
 
 
 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 
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Connecting feedback to data 
Theory of action for the teacher 

In principle... 
 

Feedback is one of the most powerful 
influences on student achievement. That is 
clear from both psychological theory and 
research. In Visible Learning, John Hattie11 
provides a powerful insight, as he describes 
his attempts to understand feedback:  
 
‘The mistake I was making was seeing 
feedback as something teachers provided to 
students – they typically did not, although 
they made claims that they did it all the time, 
and most of the feedback they did provide 
was social and behavioural. It was only when 
I discovered that feedback was most powerful 
when it is from the student to the teacher 
that I started to understand it better. 
 
When teachers seek, or are at least open to, 
feedback from students as to what students 
know, what they understand, where they 
make errors, when they have misconceptions, 
when they are not engaged – then teaching 
and learning can be synchronized and 
powerful. Feedback to teachers helps make 
learning visible.’ 
 

In practice... 
 

 In considering data and feedback that moves 
 beyond the purely academic, Hattie suggests 
 that a behavioural focus on student 

                                                           
                                                           

                                                                                              

performance helps students to recognise the 
linkage between effort and outcome. In 
addressing this behavioural dimension of 
student performance and achievement, it is 
recommended that the teacher should: 

 
 model beliefs 

 

 focus on mastery 
 

 portray skill development as incremental 
and domain specific 
 

 provide socialisation with feedback 
 

 portray effort as investment rather than 
risk 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 

‘When  teachers  consistently  use  
feedback and data on student actions 
and performance, then behaviour 
becomes more positive and progress 
accelerates.’ 
 
 
 

 

 
Reference resources  
11 Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning, 
Oxford, UK: Routledge, page 173. 
 

In school...practice example 
 

“The systematic use of data and feedback is 
crucial within our school, the aim being to 
combine recording and monitoring of data with 
focused activities to enhance skills development. 
We have created detailed Assessment Trackers 
into which a wealth of data is placed including 
that concerning pupil progress in relation to 
targets, standardised testing information, and 
basic skills requirements. This information, 
closely monitored, is used to inform on 
interventions and to monitor their efficacy.  
 
In addition, students are encouraged to have 
access to appropriate data, for example, progress 
made in a basic skill. One of our maths 
interventions makes progress data visually 
available to the student, ensuring a positive 
reinforcement of the link between effort and 
outcome. Pupils and parents are given detailed 
information about pupil targets, as well as 
regular reviews, and children work on the 
practical achievement of the targets during daily 
‘Basic  Skills’  sessions.”                                     
         
 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can data and feedback to learners be 
used effectively to accelerate progress and 
promote more positive student behaviour in 
your school?  
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In action... 
 

Feedback based in evidence supports 
students to develop independence as 
learners. It directs and focuses their learning. 
In this way, feedback also magnifies the 
application of teaching expertise. The main 
purpose of feedback is to reduce the 
discrepancies between a learning intention 
or goal and current understandings, 
behaviours and performance. As the flow 
chart from Visible Learning shows below, the 
feedback depends on the various levels of 
task performance, process competence and 
meta-cognition at the individual level. 

 

              
 
 

Effect size: Feedback 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Reflection for action...Use the flow chart 
above as a stimulus for discussion with staff 
about how data is used to track student 
progress and the role of ICT in increasing the 
effectiveness of feedback in your school. 
 

Reference resources  
Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning, Oxford, 
UK: Routledge, page 176. 
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Self-assessment: Connecting feedback to data in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Feedback and 
data  
 
When teachers 
consistently use 
feedback and data on 
student actions and 
performance, then 
behaviour becomes more 
positive and progress 
accelerates. 
 

 
 
 
 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Committing to assessment 
for learning 
Theory of action for the teacher 

In principle... 
 

Assessment for learning (AfL) has been 
defined12 as: ‘The process of seeking and 
interpreting evidence for use by learners and 
their teachers to decide where the learners 
are in their learning, where they need to go 
and how best to get there.’ 
 

This may be organised differently in different 
schools, but the rationale is always the same:  
 Clear evidence about how to drive up 

individual attainment. 
 Clear feedback for and from pupils, so 

there is clarity on what they need to 
improve and how best they can do so.  

 Clarity for students on what levels they 
are working at, with transparent criteria 
to enable peer coaching.  

 A clear link between student learning and 
lesson planning. 
 

In practice... 
 

The OECD project on Formative Assessment13 
concluded that formative assessment is one 
of the most useful strategies in improving 
student performance. It identified the 
following practices as ones that consistently 
emerged during their research:  
 Establishment of classroom cultures that 

encourage interaction and the use of 
assessment tools.                                                   

                                                           
                                                                                 

                                                                                                       

 Establishment of learning goals and tracking 
individual student progress. 

 Use of varied instruction methods to meet 
diverse student needs. 

 Use of varied approaches to assess student 
understanding. 

 Feedback on student performance and 
adapting instruction to meet learner needs. 

 Active involvement of students in the 
learning process. 
 

Teachers need to continue to develop their 
understanding of how students learn so they can 
help them to: reflect on how they learn; develop 
learning strategies and apply them in different 
circumstances; and engage in high quality 
dialogue with teachers, peers and others. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference resources  
12/13 Cited in - Hopkins, D. (2007) Every 
School a Great School, Maidenhead, 
Berkshire: Open University Press / 
McGraw Hill, 2007.  
 

In school...practice example 
 

“Analysis of data is vital in informing whole-school 
future developments. Pupil ownership of their 
personal and group targets plays an important role 
in them understanding their next steps in learning. 
Teachers create these targets in consultation with 
pupils and they are then shared with parents.  
 

Learning objectives are shared with pupils and the 
success criteria are agreed. Pupils are encouraged 
to formulate their own criteria and share these 
with peers. Feedback during the lesson is provided 
to the teacher  using  strategies  such  as  ‘thumb 
tools’ and ‘partner talk’.  
 

All staff adhere to a very structured marking code 
and provide children with meaningful feedback. 
Time is set aside to allow children the opportunity 
to reflect upon the feedback they have received 
and respond to it appropriately. All pupils are 
encouraged to demonstrate their understanding of 
the lesson and self/peer-assess their performance 
using ‘traffic lights’ and written comments.” 
             
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 

‘When  peer assessment and 
assessment for learning (AfL) are 
consistently utilised, student 
engagement, learning and 
achievement  accelerates.’ 
 
 
 

 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can peer assessment and assessment 
for learning (AfL) be used to accelerate 
student learning, achievement and 
engagement in your school?  
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In action... 
 

Assessment for learning (AfL) offers the 
opportunity for a radical redefinition of the 
culture of classroom practice. AfL strategies 
have been found to be particularly powerful 
in building ownership of the teaching and 
learning process amongst both students and 
teachers alike. Michael Fullan and colleagues 
illustrate this in their book entitled 
Breakthrough, where they explore the 
principles and practices of AfL. This work 
provides the basis for the reflection template 
presented below. 

 
 

 

Effect size: Formative evaluation 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Reference resources  
Fullan, M., Hill, P. and Creola, C. (2006) 
Breakthrough, London: SAGE Publications. 
 

 

Reflection for action...Use the reflective 
template above to assess the current approach 
to assessment for learning in your school.  
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Self-assessment: Committing to assessment for learning in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Assessment for 
learning  
 
When peer assessment 
and assessment for 
learning are consistently 
utilised, student 
engagement, learning 
and achievement 
accelerates. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Implementing co-operative 
groups 
Theory of action for the teacher 

In principle... 
 

Co-operative group work has a powerful 
effect in raising pupil achievement because it 
combines the dynamics of democratic 
processes with the discipline of academic 
enquiry. It encourages active participation in 
learning and collaborative behaviour by 
developing social as well as academic skills. 
The approach is highly flexible and draws on 
a wide range of methods - individual 
research, collaborative enquiry and plenary 
activities - and allows the integration of them 
all into a powerful teaching tool. It is most 
commonly used as part of the direct 
instruction model, both as part of teacher 
instruction and the structuring of group 
activities, although at times the teacher will 
use the approach to structure a whole lesson 
or series of lessons. 
 

In practice... 
 

All co-operative groups are underpinned by 
the following principles: 
 

 Positive interdependence - all individuals 
must succeed for the group to succeed. 

 Individual accountability - holding every 
member of the group responsible to 
demonstrate the accomplishment of the 
learning.  

 Face-to-face interaction - when group 
members are in close proximity to each other 
and enter into a dialogue in ways that 
promote continued progress. 

 Social skills - such skills enhance 
communication, trust, leadership, decision-
making, and conflict management. 

 Processing - when group members assess 
their collaborative efforts and target 
improvements. 
 

Co-operative group work requires pupils to 
practise and refine their negotiating, organising 
and communication skills, define issues and 
problems and develop ways of solving them. This 
includes, collecting and interpreting evidence, 
hypothesising, testing and re-evaluating. 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theory of action principle 
 
‘If  teachers  use  co-operative group 
structures/techniques to mediate 
between whole class instruction and 
students carrying out tasks, then the 
academic performance of the whole 
class will increase as well as the spirit 
of collaboration and mutual 
responsibility.’ 
 
 
 

 In school...practice example 
 
“When my classes are involved in group work, I 
find it thoroughly rewarding as it engages them in 
their own learning and gives them a sense of 
purpose that they may otherwise not get.  
 
I am careful to ensure that each pupil is given a 
role that they have to fulfil in order to avoid the 
situation  whereby  a  pupil  can  ‘sit  back’  and  watch  
others do all the work. 
 

Group work, in my classroom, can also prove to be 
an effective differentiation tool, as it allows the 
more able to support/teach the lesser able pupils 
and,  in  turn,  enhance  each  other’s  learning.   
 

Finally, the enjoyment garnered from group work 
is plain to see in pupils and it creates a positive 
working environment wherein each pupil feels 
valued.” 
  
  
 
 

On reflection...                                                            
 

How can co-operative groups be utilised to 
provide more engaging contexts for 
collaboration and mutual responsibility 
amongst students in your school?  
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In action... 
 

For co-operative methods of learning to be 
effective, they have to be planned, 
implemented and monitored very carefully.  
An ideological commitment to the idea is not 
enough and, indeed, can result in poorly 
conceived group activities that may quickly 
become a shambles. Whilst co-operative 
methods have an enormous potential for 
encouraging success in the classroom, this is 
unlikely unless they are introduced in a 
systematic and co-ordinated way. This means 
that teachers need to actively use the 
guidelines associated with each co-operative 
group strategy, in a precise and consistent 
way, as illustrated in the examples below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Effect size: Co-operative learning 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Reflection for action...Use the strategy 
examples above to stimulate discussion with 
staff about how co-operative group work can 
be used most effectively in your school.  
 

Reference resources  
Co-operative group work strategies in Joyce, B. 
R., Calhoun, E. F. and Hopkins, D. (2009) Models 
of Learning – Tools for Teaching (Third Edition), 
Maidenhead, Berks, UK: Open University Press/ 
McGraw-Hill Education. 
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Self assessment: Implementing co-operative groups in your school... 
 

 
Theory of action 

                                                                                   
 Self-assessment: Teachers 

Co-operative 
groups 
 
If teachers use  
co-operative group 
structures/techniques to 
mediate between whole 
class instruction and 
students carrying out 
tasks, then the academic 
performance of the 
whole class will increase 
as well as the spirit of 
collaboration and mutual 
responsibility. 
 

 Few teachers              Some teachers            Most teachers             All teachers 
 know, use and            know, use and            know, use and            know, use and 
review this practice   review this practice   review this practice   review this practice  
                     
 
    
 

What is the evidence to support your self-assessment?   
                                                                        Record your response here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the space provided        
to tick the box that applies to you 

Future focus for action... 

In view of your self-assessment above what are your top three priorities for action?  

1.  

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

3.  

 

                                                                                                                              
 
 

Use the space provided to record  
                                                                                                                                    your thoughts and ideas 
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Implementing the theories of 
action: Making it happen 
 

The potential contained in the ten theories of 
action described in this handbook is to create 
a new teaching culture within the school that 
promotes both enquiry and achievement. 
This requires adopting staff development 
strategies that have the ability to build a 
common language of instructional practice 
within and across schools. 
 

Deepening professional learning 
 

The strategy most suited to the acquisition of 
the theories of action is the now established 
approach  to  ‘coaching’  developed  by  Bruce  
Joyce and his colleagues. Their research on 
staff development has identified a number of 
key training components which, when used 
in combination, have much greater power 
than when they are used alone. The major 
components of training are: 
 
 Presentation of theory or description of 

skill or strategy. 
 Modelling or demonstration of skills or 

models of teaching. 
 Practise in simulated and classroom 

settings. 
 Structured and open-ended feedback 

(provision of information about 
performance). 

 Coaching for application (hands-on, in-
classroom assistance with the transfer of 
skills and strategies to the classroom). 

 
It is also helpful to distinguish between the 
locations in which these various forms of 
staff development are best located – either 
in the ‘workshop’  or  the  ‘workplace’.  The 
workshop, which is equivalent to the best 
practice on the traditional professional 
development course, is where teachers gain 
understanding, see demonstrations of the 
teaching strategy they may wish to acquire,  
 

 

and have the opportunity to practise them in 
a non-threatening environment. If the aim is 
to transfer those skills back into the 
workplace - the classroom and school - then 
merely attending the workshop is 
insufficient. This implies changes to the 
workplace and the way in which staff 
development is organised. In particular this 
means the opportunity for immediate and 
sustained practice, collaboration and peer 
coaching, and studying development and 
implementation.  
 
The paradox is that changes to the workplace 
cannot be achieved without, in most cases, 
drastic alterations in the ways in which 
schools are organised. Yet the transfer of 
teaching skills from professional 
development sessions to classrooms settings 
will not occur without them. 
 
A key element in all of this is the provision of 
in classroom support or triads  and  ‘peer  
coaching’.  It is the facilitation of peer 
coaching that enables teachers to extend 
their repertoire of teaching skills and to 
transfer them from different classroom 
settings to others. When incorporated into a 
school improvement design, peer coaching 
can  virtually  assure  ‘transfer  of  training’  for  
everyone:   
 
 Peer coaching teams of two or three are 

much more effective than larger groups. 
 These groups are more effective when all 

members of staff are engaged in school 
improvement. 

 Peer coaching works better when Heads 
and Deputies participate in training and 
practice. 

 The effects are greater when formative 
study of student learning is embedded in 
the process. 

 
The question now is – ‘how  do  we  make  all  
this  happen?’ 
 
 
 
 

Reference resources  
For further detail see: Joyce, B. R. and Showers, B. 
(1995) Student Achievement through Staff 
Development (Second Edition), NY: Longman and 
Joyce, B. R., Calhoun, E. F. and Hopkins, D. (1999) The 
New Structure of School Improvement, Buckingham: 
Open University Press. 
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Framing the challenge 
 

In  discussing  ‘making  it  happen’  with  Heads  
and teachers the following diagram has 
proved to be helpful in framing the 
challenge. The creation of a new culture of 
teaching and learning in school - requires the 
integration of three distinct but 
complementary aspects of the organisation 
of the school. 

 
1. Vision and values  
These are the explicit commitments that the 
school makes to the approach to learning it 
wants for its students and the expectations 
that it has for their success. In terms of this 
handbook it is a reflection of the four 
theories of action that relate to the whole 
school.  
 
2. Theories of action  
These are the precise specifications of 
practice that when incorporated into the 
repertoires of teachers will accelerate 
student learning, skills development and 
achievement, and result in them becoming 
more successful learners.  
 
3. Professional learning structures  
This refers to the culture of professional 
learning created in the school, the scheduled 
time it makes available for the learning of 
staff and the forms of activity involved. 
Without regular timetabled opportunities for 
professional collaboration such as peer 
coaching or triads that are non-judgemental, 
it is unlikely that the teaching and learning 
culture of the school will change.  

Throughout this handbook,  the  ‘In  action...’  
activities presented for each theory of action 
have been designed to provide a stimulus for 
collaborative professional learning through 
shared reflection, analysis, self-assessment and 
forward action planning.  
 
How the amalgamation of vision, structured 
professional learning opportunities and 
specifications of practice play out in practice, 
however, will also reflect the particular stage of 
development of the school. As confidence and 
competence increases so the professional 
enquiry becomes deeper and more learner or 
curiosity focused. 
 
In the spirit of collaborative working, putting this 
framework into practice requires actions from 
teachers, the school and the local authority. 

 
 Teachers – will need to be prepared to 

expand  their  ‘circles  of  competence’  by  
embracing the theories of action and 
incorporating them into their professional 
repertoires. The real insight here is that 
teachers can maintain all their personal 
values and commitments, whilst at the same 
time seeing their practice as an instrument 
for expressing who they are as a professional. 
 

 Schools – will need to become increasingly 
self-conscious and specific about the 
expectations and entitlements of their 
students as learners. Simultaneously they will 
need to allocate time to allow for powerful 
professional learning opportunities among 
their staff.  
 

 Local authority – will need to develop the 
narrative around learning as well as carefully 
balancing challenge and support for schools 
as they progress on their journeys of school 
improvement.  
 
 
 

                                                           
 Note: The  term  ‘local  authority’  is  used  here  as  a  
synonym for region, school district, academy chain or 
any other middle tier organisation 
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Expanding repertoire: models of 
teaching 
 

In the pursuit of the promotion of enquiry in 
learning, the theories of action present a 
formidable agenda. They are, however, an 
important, but still first step on a journey.  
Once the theories of action have been 
mastered and incorporated into a personal 
style the horizon becomes flooded with 
opportunities to create even more powerful 
learning contexts for our students. In 
contemplating the next phase of the work, 
the real prize is to realise that how teaching 
is  conducted  has  a  large  impact  on  students’  
abilities to educate themselves. As students 
acquire information, ideas, skills, values, 
ways of thinking, and means of expressing 
themselves, they are also learning how to 
learn. In fact, the most important long-term 
outcome  of  teaching  may  be  the  students’  
increased capabilities to learn more easily 
and effectively in the future both because of 
the knowledge and skill they have acquired, 
and because they have mastered learning 
processes. 
 

Thus imagine a classroom where the learning 
environment contains a variety of models of 
teaching14 that are not only intended to 
accomplish a range of curriculum goals, but 
are also designed to help students increase 
their competence as learners. Models of 
teaching are also models of learning.15 Each 
model is designed to bring about particular 
kinds of learning and to help students 
become more effective learners. It is in this 
way that the use of teaching models form 
part of an overall strategy for enhancing 
teacher professionalism, enhancing student 
learning and provide the key strategy for 
personalising learning and promoting 
enquiry. Some examples of the relationship 
between teaching and learning strategy are 
illustrated in the following table. 

                                                                                                       

                                                           
 
 

 
 
As  students’  master  information  and  skills,  
the result of each learning experience is not 
only the content they learn, but also the 
greater ability they acquire to approach 
future learning tasks with confidence and to 
create increasingly effective learning 
environments for themselves. 
 

End note 
 

In concluding, we must remind ourselves that 
in making it happen, the theories of action 
are simply tools that teachers can use to 
enhance  students’  learning,  skills  
development and achievement. There are no 
ceilings to the performance of quality 
teachers. 
 
Outstanding teachers take individual and 
collective responsibility to base their 
teaching on the best knowledge and practice 
available. But they also then take those ideas 
and strategies and critically reflect on them 
through practice in their own and each 
other’s  classrooms.  
 
It is through reflection that teachers are able 
to harmonise, integrate and transcend the 
necessary classroom management skills, the 
acquisition of a repertoire of models of 
teaching, and the personal aspects of their 
teaching, and turn these into a powerful 
strategy for effectively leading learning in a 
way  which  has  a  positive  impact  on  students’  
success. 

Reference resources  
14 Joyce, B.R. and Weil, M. (2008) Models of 
Teaching (8th edition), Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall.  
15 Joyce, B. R., Calhoun, E. F. and Hopkins, D. 
(2009) Models of Learning – Tools for Teaching 
(Third Edition), Maidenhead, Berks, UK: Open 
University Press / McGraw-Hill Education. 
 
 
15 
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Notes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Use the space provided to record your thoughts and ideas 
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