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SO … WHAT DOES AN OUTSTANDING TEACHER DO?

What distinguishes an Outstanding Teacher? A question asked in numerous interviews – and one that's much easier to ask than to answer. Many teachers will admit they don’t actually know what ‘Outstanding’ looks like. It's not about creating jazz hand lessons for a one-off observation through ‘prepping, stressing, and box-ticking.’ It isn’t something that can be achieved in a single lesson. It is a craft that needs developing like any other skill. This guide expands on previous works by discussing long-term development, the benefits of embedding skills, learner attributes, and the impact of COVID.

Influenced by John Hattie's Visible Learning research, So … What does an Outstanding Teacher Do? provides practical guidance and opportunities for self-reflection for teachers who want to maximise their positive impact on students’ learning. Areas covered include:

	Feedback


	Student voice


	Self-regulation


	Teachers working collectively


	Differentiated learning objectives


	SOLO Taxonomy


	Questioning and observation




Chowdhary provides teachers with recommendations for enhancing practice that easily apply to any classroom, regardless of their subject, speciality, or position. Whether you are a PGCE student, an ECT, or a practising teacher, this book is a practical and accessible guide for any teacher who aspires to maximise their positive impact and become truly outstanding.

Cat Chowdhary is Head of English and Media Studies. She has ten years of experience working in the education sector, following the National Curriculum both in the UK and abroad. She is also a regular blogger on teaching and learning, particularly focusing on the work and research of John Hattie.
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Tell me about a lesson that was Outstanding …



We have all had a question like this in our interviews, employers sussing out on our interpretation of what ‘Outstanding’ is – this elusive concept, which is almost like a myth.

For the first 5 years of my career, I was constantly asking the same question many teachers ask – ‘But what exactly does Outstanding look like?’ I have had many observations over the years and would get increasingly frustrated as I would often be told I was ‘very good with outstanding features’ – but what did that actually mean? I could not pinpoint what ‘outstanding’ looked like. Was it an all singing and dancing, jazz hand sort of lesson (in which case there was no way I was going to be able to do that every lesson), was it the way certain teachers spoke? Was it the structure of the lesson? There were so many factors involved that I always felt I wasn’t getting anywhere. I would receive my feedback, being told I needed less teacher talk to get into the outstanding category, so I would work on this, then in my next observation, I was told I needed to work on my pace and so on and so on. It was never a consistent area for improvement. So, how on earth did those awesome teachers manage to tick all the boxes every time? It felt like a catch 22, never really knowing or understanding what it was that I was doing wrong, and what I needed to change to achieve this elusive prize. No wonder so many teachers get stressed out when inspections and observations come around. What was even more annoying was that my results were actually good, so how could I be achieving in line with or exceeding expectations, but only a ‘very good with outstanding features’ sort of teacher?

As I was edging towards the end of my fifth year in teaching, I was genuinely afraid I had hit the commonly accepted ‘performance plateau.’ It was a well-documented argument that teachers are unable to improve their effectiveness after their first few years in the classroom (Rice, 2013). Even innovator Bill Gates proclaimed that ‘once somebody has taught for three years, their teaching quality does not change thereafter’ (2009). It was almost like my time was running out, if I was going to make a change, I had to do it then, which incidentally was when I decided to pack up my family and move to Abu Dhabi to teach in a British International School. While this myth has been debunked now, it was the push I needed to start becoming more reflective of my own teaching practices. I had already completed a Master's in Creative Media and Education, in which I was tasked with the challenge of conducting my own action research, which was the first time in my career that I actually took a step back and really thought about the impact I was having in the classroom. It is so easy to put your head down and get lost in the day-to-day routines of a teaching job, working tirelessly to get students through the content for their General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) and A-Level exams (despite what some unnamed newspaper says about us!). But by doing this, there seemed to be no time to improve my teaching and learning – there was a constant battle between wanting to be outstanding but being too stressed/busy/focused on getting students through the work in order to achieve their grades. If only someone had told me at the beginning how easy and weightlifting it is to just take a step back and reflect on my own practice. If only I knew how much more effective I could actually be if I took the time to reassess the areas of my teaching and learning that I needed to develop, and how in the long run this would develop my students more. WARNING – It's a big step, and it throws you out of your comfort zone, but it is well worth it!

While there are many teachers that do plateau and struggle to develop further, there is now new evidence that it is not inevitable – teachers can continue to develop throughout their careers, regardless of how long they have been teaching. As Papay and Kraft (2016) have found out, school leaders have reported anecdotally that there are many teachers who were able to ‘continue to refine their practice and invest in improvement well into their careers.’ If you are willing to continue to learn, then you will continue to grow. When you decide you want to step into the world of education, you must accept that learning never ends. Without staying on top of current practices, you will slowly drown in the sea of change, leaving your teaching outdated and irrelevant. Obviously, this helps if you are part of a supportive school, where your leaders value fostering a productive environment and professional growth, but collective teacher efficacy is one of the best ways of developing yourself as a teacher. Reading books like this, having a Twitter account to share best practices, and listening to podcasts – will all help you grow in your career. I have developed a number of ideas over time through seeing awesome ideas on Twitter and then adapting them to suit my students, then paying the favour forward by sharing my lesson ideas on my blog page: https://chowdharyteachingandlearning.wordpress.com/, which I have been running since 2013.

I was very fortunate as, when I moved to Abu Dhabi, I joined a school that put action research and continuous professional development (CPD) at the forefront. When I began in 2017, I was introduced to John Hattie and his Visible Learning. Like many of you, I started the year sitting in a sports hall during that first INSET meeting, but this time something resonated with me. It was the first time I was hearing about effect sizes and impact cycles; I was being told that class sizes didn’t really impact results (something I initially, adamantly disagreed with). But for the first time I was hearing about evidence-based information – up to this point INSETs were always just excuses for members of the senior leadership team (SLT) to talk at staff telling them what their ‘visions’ were for the year and what their expectations were. This time I was intrigued – there was huge amounts of data involved, case studies from around the world, and proof of how specific elements of our teaching can have both positive and negative impacts on our results. It was an eye-opener – it was the beginning of the road that led me towards being an outstanding practitioner. John Hattie's Visible Learning is about encouraging staff to focus on effective teaching practice that enables students in a positive and progressive manner. It was at this point that I realised being ‘Outstanding’ is not just one thing – it is a collective of minor tweaks that are necessary in order to have an impact. Have you ever asked yourself ‘What impact am I having in my classroom?’When was the last time you reflected on the effect you are having on your students?

Visible learning

John Hattie has been one of the most influential names in recent education pedagogy, coining the famous phrase ‘know thy impact.’ Hattie has worked with thousands of schools around the world conducting the largest research into the influences on student achievement. Using meta-analysis, Hattie was able to synthesise a range of different teaching practices and calculate an overall effect size. Taking on a ‘one size fits one’ approach, Hattie wanted to see how every aspect of a child's life could potentially affect their performance in school. He didn’t want his research to be another fad in the education society, another idea brought in as a tick box exercise. Instead, he wanted to focus on evidence-informed research and develop a new way of thinking about teaching and learning. By creating the effect size calculator (Figure 1.1), he could begin to explore what areas within the practice were going to have the biggest impact.

[image: Maths equation showing how effect sizes are calculated.]
Figure 1.1 Effect size calculation



The interesting thing with visible learning is that everything works – everything you do in the classroom has an impact. Any intervention can make a difference to the students and their learning. In order to look at this, Hattie has a ‘barometer of influence’ (Hattie, 2012) in which he determined how effective each of his meta-analyses was. Ranging from the negative −0.2 to 1.2, Hattie calculated that the hinge-point was 0.40, so anything above this would be in the zone of desired effects. While things in the negative area are likely to reverse the ability to progress, 95% of things that are usually done in the classroom environment all have a positive effect – therefore there isn’t anything that teachers are particularly ‘doing wrong.’ However, with a few tweaks, you can take your teaching from having a positive effect to having an accelerated desired effect. Here are some examples of different positive and negative effect sizes (Table 1.1) taken from the Visible Learning™ 250+ Influences on Student Achievement (2019) PDF to give you an idea.


Table 1.1 Example of effect sizes


	Boredom


	–0.47


	Negative impact





	Corporal punishment at home


	–0.33


	Negative impact





	Retention (holding students back)


	–0.32


	Negative impact





	Summer holidays


	0.02


	Small positive impact





	Distance education


	0.14


	Small positive impact





	Reducing class sizes


	0.15


	Small positive impact





	Extra-curricular programmes


	0.20


	Positive impact





	Average teacher effects


	0.32


	Positive impact





	Classroom management


	0.35


	Positive impact





	Clear goal intentions


	0.51


	Potential to accelerate





	Self-regulation strategies


	0.52


	Potential to accelerate





	Feedback


	0.66


	Potential to accelerate





	Setting standards for self-judgement


	0.75


	Considerable acceleration





	Cognitive task analysis


	1.29


	Considerable acceleration





	Collective teacher efficacy


	1.39


	Considerable acceleration







When I was first introduced to visible learning, I was fairly surprised at how much or little value some of the things I was doing in my lessons actually were. Throughout this book I will refer to effect sizes, and I will be looking at strategies that help move you from having a small positive impact into potentially accelerating student performance in your class.

The question is, are you ready to make those tweaks and changes to your lessons and pull yourself out of the plateau if you have reached it? It is believed that when teachers become aware of their own personal attitudes towards how students learn best, and open to new research and pedagogy, they are more likely to change their practices for the better (Levin, 2015).

Over the last decade, I have worked with and collected a range of shared ideas and techniques that have helped me develop my teaching practice, and I am in a position now where I feel confident with my lessons. I want to pass on some of my tricks of the trade to you guys – maybe they can help you tweak some of your lessons, or better yet, give you an idea that you can then adapt to suit you and your students. I am not here to tell you ‘Do this, this and this’ to become outstanding – it is not as simple as that. You don’t become outstanding by using a tick list (regardless of how many lesson observation proformas make it seem that way). Outstanding isn’t achieved by overnight success – it is achieved through grit, reflection, and evaluation.

When I started to investigate the power of evidence-based practice and action research, I quickly realised that information is constantly changing, even John Hattie's effect sizes need regular updating – they may have even changed by the time this book is published. There will always be contradicting evidence as well, people will disagree with different approaches to teaching and learning just as much as they agree. As Wolfe and Brandt point out, it is imperative that teachers read and evaluate research in order to determine the good from the bad (Wolfe & Brandt, 1998). Research changes, new information often rebuffs the old – so it is so important to stay on top of these changes and be evidence-based driven. Don’t be suckered by those myths in education – question them, evaluate them, and change them!

The purpose of this book is to break down some of the things I have learnt over the last few years, based on my action research and evidence-based approach to learning. Often, we do things in lessons without really thinking about how and why we are doing them. Sometimes, just fully understanding the purpose of certain activities allow them to become more effective because it is not being done on a whim, but instead as part of a well-thought-through approach to teaching. I do believe that having an awareness of these approaches will help make you a better, well-rounded teacher, reflecting on your practice and, therefore, making you an outstanding practitioner.

Over the next few chapters I will be referring to the research I have conducted and how I have implemented this knowledge into my classroom practices and hope you will find it useful.


Chapter 2: Differentiated learning objectives and SOLO Taxonomy

Learning objectives (LO) have always seemed so ambiguous in teaching, you can walk into five different classrooms, all with slight variations of what an LO should be. I’ve seen lesson outcomes, lessons objectives, success criteria, or just simply lesson titles. Each telling the students what they will be doing in a roundabout way, but not necessarily really showing what the ‘objective’ of their learning is going to be – What are they learning specifically? What is the crucial skill you want your student to take away at the end of the lesson/topic? And how, with a class of 30 students, can you ensure ALL are making progress?

Chapter 2 explores Biggs and Collis’ Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes (1982), better known as SOLO Taxonomy. This chapter breaks down the different levels of SOLO from pre-structural, uni-structural, multi-structural, relational, and extended abstract. Each level is differentiated to provide students with the skills needed to succeed and signpost how to improve. Each stage shows the cognitive complexity while also encouraging self-regulation to encourage students to engage with their own learning.

As I mentioned before, when observing lessons, it is surprising how many teachers still struggle with setting LO, often confusing them with outcomes. While most lessons now have an LO written on the board as students are entering the classroom, there are still many teachers who either do not refer to it at all or never return to it. It is surprising that something so important could be considered so low down on teachers’ agendas in their lessons. Again, this comes down to the immense pressure teachers are under to get through such heavy content, they don’t want to ‘waste’ any valuable time. This always surprises me when I go into a lesson where teachers are spending five minutes getting students to copy down the LO. It is either not using it at all, or not using it effectively.

LO should be considered non-negotiable in teaching, it should be the start and finish of a student's learning journey – a way for teachers to monitor the impact they have had. Students should know right from the start where they are headed and what they need to do to succeed (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). By using SOLO Taxonomy in conjunction with LO, you will ensure that students can always bring their learning back to that goal and assess whether or not they have achieved it.

This chapter breaks down the language used in SOLO to help clarify to students the different skills needed to achieve. This is why having a tiered LO at the start allows students to find their baseline – they know what they need to do to achieve, but they can also see what comes next. SOLO can then be used throughout the lesson, for tasks and plenaries to help make learning visible and keep students actively aware of how they are achieving the LO.

SOLO can be used well when breaking down different stages of a task, as well as differentiating for the range of abilities in your class. As I show in this chapter, students can pick a task they want to achieve and build themselves up to the harder tasks. Using SOLO allows them to see specifically what the next steps are and how to achieve the next goal. This helps to create a growth mindset because they can see learning is continuously building, step after step.

SOLO can then also be included into their reflection time. Where on SOLO were they at the start? Where are they now? What do they need to do next?

With a range of scenarios and examples, I hope you are able to take away some ideas to help inform your own teaching and encourage you to use these techniques in your classroom.


Chapter 3: Questioning the smart way

This chapter focuses on the importance of asking questions, but not just any questions – the right questions. John Hattie gave the practice of questioning an effect size of 0.48, however, it's a fairly average effect size, meaning on their own they are not necessarily going to significantly improve students’ learning. But, if you want to develop questioning so that they are more impactful, then you should be encouraging students to use self-questioning techniques (0.59) and classroom dialogue (0.82).

With effective questioning being used right back in the ancient Greek days, with Socrates’ Socratic Questioning, it has always been acknowledged that by using this approach you can develop your students beyond merely showing what they know and understand, to actually being able to think critically and encourage reflection. On the surface level I think we all question as a form of clarification, but what we really want to do more of is challenge assumptions, question implications and consequences, and start evaluating evidence. This chapter will provide examples of how you can hold Socratic Seminars with your classes to help encourage these deeper forms of questioning.

There are many different styles of questioning, and each will have an impact on student learning, but the trick is to know what type of questions to ask, and when. Closed questions are a useful tool for rapid-fire, finding out when your students know on a surface level, but they also shut down discussion. As Martin Renton points out, ‘What really matters in questioning is what you do after you have that answer. It is your response to the answer that will close a dialogue down or open up a process of learning’ (2020, p. 1). What we want to build is a student's ability to internally question their learning. Questioning the processes teaches students to review their answers and understand how they came to those conclusions. It also allows them to re-evaluate their process when they get the answers wrong.

If you want to build outstanding questioning into your lessons, then you want to start thinking about this before the lesson has begun. While some teachers are skilled enough to think on the spot and develop dialogue out of students mid-lesson, this takes practice. To begin with, you want to think about the following:


	Know your intent – What is the purpose of your question? Are you merely just checking your students’ understanding? Or can you use this as an opportunity to break down the thought process? Challenge students to reflect on why they think the way they do. Encourage mistakes and rectify them together through questioning. Questions can have a range of purposes, so it is important that you are clear on what exactly you are expecting. Your questions could be broken down into knowledge, understanding, skills-based, attitudes, and high expectations. The more we model these types of questions, the more students are likely to internalise them.


	Plan your responses – Like a game of chess, knowing and having a question sequence is so important, to ensure you are thinking through how you are going to challenge your students and encourage a tailored discussion.


	Stay silent (and listen) – You want to give your students the opportunity to allow thoughts to grow. Asking a question and expecting a response straight away is unrealistic. You need to allow them time to get those clogs ticking, and while some students are naturally faster than others, you want to make sure they have taken the time to think through the process – if you jump in too quickly then you interrupt this process.




This chapter will break these techniques down to show you how you can begin to incorporate these into your lessons with examples. It will also provide examples of specific tasks designed to build and improve questioning such as incorporating Socratic questions and debating in order to encourage more critical thinking.

Again, this is not something new, most teachers ask questions in their lessons, but the difference is understanding the science behind asking questions, to ensure you are asking the correct types of questions to have the biggest impact.


Chapter 4: Piagetian programmes and metacognition – How children learn

I always found it interesting that we covered Piaget and Vygotsky during our training, even writing essays on their findings and their importance to learning, yet never did I touch upon these guys again.
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