Chapter 1

Challenge
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Evie

Euvie arrives at secondary school with the label ‘less able’. She
has fallen behind during her primary years in the basics —
reading, writing and arithmetic. She is a hard-working,
conscientious child from an underprivileged background. She
recerves little support from home. On arrival at secondary
' school, Evie takes a number of baseline tests and before long
| finds herself in the bottom set for many subjects. In unstreamed
subjects, teachers differentiate by giving her easier work o
complete than her peers. Teachers rarely expect more than this
from Evie — afler all, somebody has to be the weakest in the
group. It is no wonder then that Evie herself has little expec-
tation that she can become an academic achiever. After five
years of secondary school, Evie enters the real world. She has
Jailed her GCSEs.

Emma, the English NOT

During her first year as an English teacher, Emma decides to
take a risk and teach a poem she has always loved to her Year
9 group, Robert Browning’s ‘Porphyria’s Lover’. It is a sullen
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Thursday afternoon in late November and the lesson s noth-
ing short of a disaster. The classroom is awash with cries of
T don't get it, ‘Why do we have to do poetry?” and “Mr
Brown's class next door are watching a video today.” At last
the bell rings for the end of the day, and Emma vows never
again to attempt Browning with her Year 9 groups. She will
look for an easier alternative next year.

Challenge —
What It Is And Why It Matters

Put simply, challenge in education is the provision of diffi-
cult work that causes students to think deeply and engage in
healthy struggle. It is unfortunate that all too often chal-
lenge is presented in the context of ‘challenging the most
able’. Evie's story is an extreme logical extension of this
phenomenon. Teachers were only ever expected to support
her, never challenge her. Sadly, these low expectations, con-
sciously and subconsciously, were transferred to Evie herself,
whose schooling became defined by a lack of self-belief.
Fascinating, if controversial, research from Rosenthal and
Jacobson in the 1960s, into what they dubbed ‘the Pygmalion
effect’, suggests that our expectations of students can have
a profound effect not only on how we interact with them but
also on the student’s future achievement.! They found —and
it makes for uncomfortable reading — that teachers in their
study would interact differently with those students of
whom they had higher expectations. They would be ‘warmer’
towards these children, teach them more material, give them
more time to respond to questions and provide them with
more positive praise.

1 For more on the Pygmalion effect, see Philip Zimbardo, The Pygmalion Effect
and the Power of Positive Expectations [video] (25 September 2011).
Available at: http://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=hTghEXKNj7g.
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It is bizarre, morally questionable even, that we have come
to believe that only those we describe as the ‘most able’ need
or deserve to be challenged. Some overarching principles are
needed to help us to use challenge in the classroom:

o It is not just about the ‘most able’.

¢ We should have high expectations of all students, all the
time.

o It is good for students to struggle just outside of their
comfort zone, as that is when they are likely to learn
most.

The first and last points relate to Carol Dweck’s work on
mindsets. Those students who adopt a growth mindset are
more likely to understand that hard work, effort and learn-
ing from failure are vital to their future success. Providing
them with challenging work is easy for the teacher; they are
likely to embrace it. They will enjoy the struggle and see this
as iz;tegral to their learning. It is the underachieving, fixed
mindset students that cause us most difficulty. To them,
effort feels fruitless and seems to compound their negative
self-perception. Because they want to be seen as bright at all
costs, they do not want to be considered as struggling. The
temptation, as a teacher, is to give these students ‘easy work’
for a quiet life. Because the work leads to no real effort or
deep thinking, it i1s very unlikely that they are learning.
However, it keeps them satisfied because by completing the
work they will not have to lose face through public failure.

Instead, we need to move these students from a fixed to a
growth mindset, and the only way to do this is to give them
more challenging work and to support them by helping
them to believe that they can do it. We want to shift them to
.a position where, through hard work, resilience and determi-
nation, they will eventually embrace the struggle.

Have you ever been told, following a lesson observation, that
your lesson was ‘badly pitched’ because students were strug-
gling? This is an odd statement because, within reason,
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struggle supports learning. A careful balance needs to be
struck — as in the figure below. While we want to move stu-
dents out of their comfort zone into the struggle zone, we
also need to ensure that we do not push them too far so that
they end up in the panic zone. Hattie and Yates have summa-
rised research showing that useful learning will not occur
when there is too much new material for our working mem-
ory — the part of the mind responsible for holding and
processing information — to cope with.? The skill of the
effective teacher, therefore, is to push students just far
enough so that they are in a productive struggle, but not so
far that they drown in a sea of panic.

Comfort zone Struggle zone Panic zone
' ery high
Low challenge. High Very hig
challenge. challenge.
Low stress. .
o Low stress. High stress.
Limited L. o
o Thinking Cognitive
thinking. :
Limited required. overload.
. Effective Limited
learning. . X
learning. learning.

(XA

struggle

combort

¢ John Hattie and Gregory Yates, Visible Learning and the Science of How Ite

Learn (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), pp. 149-152.
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The second scenario at the beginning of this chapter fea-
tured Emma, the NQT English teacher, grappling to teach a
difficult poem to an uncooperative class. The students were
possibly experiencing cognitive overload or perhaps feign-
ing laziness. The solution here is to reconsider how to te.'ilch
the poem, rather than to scrap it from the curriculum for-
ever. If ample time is given to teaching the poem step by
step, then teaching ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ to the full ability
range is eminently possible. The take-away here is that chal-
lenge must start at home — with us, the teachers.

So where does this leave differentiation, which is convention-
ally thought of as the teacher providing students of different
abilities with work to match their ‘ability profile’ The figure
below demonstrates our solution to the problem of ensuring
that needs are met, yet keeping the challenge high.

Learning goals — set the bar of expectation high

Student The challenge — be
A ‘responsive’ and support
all students during the
Student lesson to aspire to the
B ~ bar ... and beyond

Student
C

Student
D

Student
E

Student

- F
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This model suggests that we should set the bar of expecta-
tion high for all students, irrespective of their starting
points. Our job, then, is to respond to and support students
during lessons, and over weeks, months and years, so that
they all strive to reach, or in some cases surpass, this com-
mon goal. In doing so, differentiation will lie in the
skilfulness of our response to the anticipated and unantici-
pated difficulties that our students will encounter along the
way. This can only work effectively if we understand the
individual students we are teaching, we have a deep knowl-
edge of subject content and we know which parts of our
subject students tend to find difficult.

For example, imagine your students are writing an essay on
Shylock from Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. They are
five minutes into the task when ...

¢ Callum puts his hand up and asks how to spell ‘trauma-
tised’, as he often does with new vocabulary. You tap the
dictionary on his desk and smile, but repeat the word for
the whole class to reinforce your expectation that stu-
dents employ challenging vocabulary.

¢ Grace’s hand shoots up. You smile and motion it down.
She smiles wryly back, sensing that, once again, you are
encouraging her to be more resilient.

¢ ‘Less able’ Katy has not written a thing. You verbalise the
first half of a sentence and she finishes it. Then she
writes it down and off she goes.

¢ You and your teaching assistant circulate for a couple of
minutes armed with highlighter pens. You randomly
zoom in on students who are likely to have misspelled
words and either highlight them or put a dot in the mar-
gin for the student to work out where the mistake is.

¢ On your rounds, you have noticed the clunky overuse of
‘this’ at the start of sentences. You stop the class and
explain how they can use ‘which’ clauses (relative clauses)
to combine sentences into fluent complex sentences.

Challenge

¢ You come to Matt, incredibly able but prone to prolixity.
He must cut out ten unnecessary words before
continuing.

¢ Graham has written a page and a half of scrawled non-
sense and is swinging back in his chair. You hand him a
piece of paper and tell him to redraft the first paragraph,
this time using the paragraph structure you have given
him. You sense potential defiance and remind him that it
is breaktime after the lesson.

In this scenario, all the students are given the same task, yet
your response to individuals is different. These responses are
decided not according to preconceived assu mptions of need,
but to genuine needs as they arise. High expectations are in
place because you set the bar high to start with. You then
Jifferentiate downwards as you experiment with the most
suitable strategy to hoist each individual child up. This 1s a
highly subtle skill that takes many years to learn. You will
never master it fully — no two,children are quite the same!

i
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We believe that much that is promoted as good differentia-
tion practice is both unmanageable and counterproductive: it
is not humanly possible to personalise planning for each and
every child, nor, as often suggested, is it possible to create
three levels of worksheet for every lesson.
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The following strategies provide you with some simple,
transferable ideas to help you challenge your students — and
yourself.

1. Make Them Single and Challenging

How can I prepare lessons
that challenge every student?

In recent years, there has been a trend to use all, most and
some learning objectives at the start of lessons to cater for
differing student entry points. Take this example from a
biology lesson on photosynthesis:

Al students will describe the factors required for
photosynthesis.

Most students will be able to write a word equation for
photosynthess. '

Some students will be able to write a balanced formula equa-
tion _for photosynthests.

What message does this give to students? As long as I can
reach the first objective, I have done enough? Why risk fail-
ure and humiliation in front of my peers by attempting the
other ones and getting them wrong? Through this method
we may well be perpetuating low expectations.

A single, challenging learning objective is a far more
aspirational:

Describe and explain the process and chemical nature of photo-
synthests.
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As a result, our expectations remain high for all, whatever
their starting point. The role of the teacher, then, is to
support all to reach, or even go beyond, this point.
Naturally, not all will always get there, so our next job will
be to work out an alternative approach for these students.
Consider the fact that many of the students we categorise
as ‘low ability’, like Evie, may never have been required to
meet a challenging learning objective over many years of
schooling. Is it any wonder that these children typically
make very little progress?

2. Scale Up

-
o

How do I gauge whether lesson
content is challenging or not?

A rule of thumb is to take into account the expected knowl-
edge, concepts and skills in your subject and teach your
classes just beyond that point. So at Key Stage 3, for exam-
ple, dip into GCSE level; at GCSE, dip into A level; at A
level, dip into undergraduate work. In doing so, the most
challenging concepts that the assessment criteria require

‘them to know will not be the most challenging topics they

will have been exposed to. In fact, we have found that stu-
dents find it very motivating to be told that they are
studying something intrinsically difficult.
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One of the most robust findings in experimental psychology
is that of the anchor effect. Our perceptions, whether we con-
sciously realise it or not, are unduly influenced by the first
piece of information we receive on a topic — the anchor, if
you like.” Imagine you are bartering for a porcelain jug at
your local car-boot fair. When you hear from the seller that
the price is 4£100, all negotiations are adjusted up and down
from that figure — £55 suddenly sounds like a bargain, even
if the jug is actually worth mere pennies.

This works as a useful metaphor for how we should plan for
challenge in our classrooms. By exposing students to con-
tent at a level usually considered above (or beyond) national
expectations, we anchor in challenge. Success is measured by
adjusting up and down from here. This also works for the
start of lessons. As soon as the students cross the threshold,
they should be challenged to think about the topic at hand.
For example: What does this picture tell you about ...?
Write down five things you know about ...

If the anchor is set too low so that the content of lessons is
less stretching, then, needless to say, overall success will be
adjusted up or down from this inferior position. Therefore,
if we are to genuinely challenge our students, we must take
on the guise of the unscrupulous car-boot seller. Set our
original price high and we are more likely to achieve better
results than if we set it low. So, for example, introduce
GCSE English literature students to the basics of feminist
and Marxist critical theory, or in science, when teaching
enzyme action and denaturation, explain the intermolecular
forces that hold the active site in shape and how this changes
as a result of increased temperature.

Critical to the success of this strategy is that not only do
you set high expectations, but you also make students aware
that you are doing so: “Today, Year 7 we are doing GCSE
standard work!” You are introducing challenging content

8 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow [Kindle edn?] (London: Allen Lane,
2011), loc. 1998—2180.
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because you have the highest expectations of them and the
faith that they will be successful. But you will need to couch
your language carefully — you want to inspire, not
overwhelm.

While many students may not grasp these tough concepts at
first, with time and patience they will get there. In Switch,
Chip and Dan Heath write of ‘destination postcards’: the
crystal-clear, long-term goals we must help our students to
imagine and strive towards.* It is important, however, to
remember that they will need to be guided towards these
challenging targets in simple, manageable stages, otherwise
they will quickly become lost and frustrated (this is an idea
we extend in The Long Haul on page 35).

Individual starting points we cannot change; it is the desti-
nations we need to scale up.

3. Know Thy Subject

How can | improve my subject
knowledge and ensure that students
are thinking deeply about it?

If you are going to stretch and challenge all students, be
careful not to neglect your own subject knowledge. Indeed,
research demonstrates that a deficit in teacher subject
knowledge can be a barrier to student achievement.® So, keep
up to date with subject-specific journals, websites and
research papers, and keep abreast of the latest research find-
Angs in your subject area in the media. Resolve to read five
books a year that will enhance and add extra texture to your

4 Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Switch: How To Change Things When Change Is
Hard (London: Random House, 201 1).
5 Coe et al,, What Makes Great Teaching?, p. 2.
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subject understanding. Go to the theatre, visit art galleries,
subscribe to New Scientist or National Geographic or watch
world-beating athletes in action. A history teacher could
read a new biography of Hitler before teaching a unit on the
First World War; a geography teacher could watch a series
of documentaries on the 2004 Asian tsunami before teach-
ing the topic.

As busy professionals we cannot read around every new
topic, but the cumulative effect of a little reading over the
years will have a slow but impressive impact. School leaders
and subject leaders should also consider putting in place
subject content continuing professional development (CPD),
as we have at our school. One teacher reads up on a difficult
topic, road-tests some ideas in the classroom and then shares
the findings with the rest of the department. It is particu-
larly fruitful to focus on common student misconceptions
and how to tackle them head on.

A great exercise is to regularly answer challenging exam
questions in your subject area and then ask for feedback from
a trusted colleague on your performance. Compare your
answers to the standard required for an A*. If your work
does not meet the standard, why not? What valuable teach-
ing points can you take from this? It is more than likely that
you have struggled in the places that your students will
struggle too.

Similarly, we should also challenge students to think about
subject content. In #hy Don’t Students Like School, cognitive
scientist Daniel Willingham argues that ‘memory is the res-
idue of thought’.® In other words, we remember what we
think about. Challenges should ensure that students are
primarily thinking about subject content because, if not,
they may remember something very different from that you
intended. For instance, your history students might be com-
pleting a difficult task, such as writing a rhyming poem

6 Daniel T. Willingham, #hy Don’t Students Like School?: A Cognitive Scientist
Answers Questions About How the Mind Works and What It Means for the
Classroom (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2009), p. 54.
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about life in the trenches during the First World War or
completing a presentation on the Tudors using a new high-
tech software package. However, if these ‘challenges’ mean
that students have spent most of their time thinking about
rhyming schemes or how to add animations to a slide-show,
they will not have spent time thinking about the historical
content you need them to learn and remember. Challenges
should be firmly rooted in subject content.

4. Share Excellence

How can I ensure that my classroom
and school environment promote
excellence and challenge?

Festooned with bubble writing ‘and pretty pictures, class-
room displays often consist of attractive posters which bear
little relation to the assessment mechanisms of the subject.
So, why not use the display space in your classroom to show
an enlarged version of an excellent written response to a
challenging question in your subject? This sets the standard
of expectation high and gives you something to refer to
when describing what excellence looks like in your subject.
It is hard for students to aspire to excellence if they have no
inkling of what it looks like.

Art departments tend to be fantastic at this. To walk into the
classroom of a great art teacher is to be surrounded by
examples of excellent student work. Everywhere. What a
hugely encouraging message this gives to students.

¢ This is what excellence looks like.
¢ This is the standard I expect you to replicate.
¢ Study it closely and you will see why it’s excellent.

25




Making every lesson count

Why, then, is this not replicated in other subjects? There is
every reason to display an excellent history essay on your
wall, annotated to highlight how it meets and surpasses the
success criteria, a write-up of a scientific experiment or a
particularly complicated mathematical problem.

This can be replicated at a department or whole-school level.
Take an area of your school and transform it into a Gallery
of Excellence like the one below. (This idea was inspired by
Pete Jones of Les Quennevais School, Jersey, who has written
a case study for Chapter 7.)

By mounting the work in frames and displaying it in a prom-
inent place, you are making a statement about your values:

¢ You have high expectations of what students can achieve
and expect them to be inspired by the success of others.

¢ You accept that hard work and effort are needed to master
new ideas and achieve excellence.

¢ You accept that students need to be resilient and keep
going when things get tough.

¢ You promote the idea of excellence as the status quo.

Once established, there are a number of ways in which a
gallery like this can be used:

¢ Subject exhibitions. Over the course of a year, each sub-
ject is allocated a time slot when they are expected to
display examples of excellent work from their
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curriculum area. This also facilitates gallery critique (see
Open a Gallery in Chapter 5). Classes are taken on a trip
to the gallery for a lesson to admire, analyse and critique
the work. The visit then inspires subsequent student
work.

¢ Aiding transition. Before students join our school, we ask

their primary schools for examples of excellent work. By
displaying these in the gallery in September, when they
start with us, they are immediately made to feel a part of
the school community and reminded of the standard we
expect them to build on.

¢ Public viewings. Invite school governors and parents to

viewings of the gallery after school. This gives parents a
concrete example of the standard of excellence to aim for
so they know what to expect of their children and can
discuss this with them at home.

5. Unstick Them

How do I support students when they are
struggling with challenging tasks?

Skilled teachers know how long to let their students strug-
gle for before intervening. It becomes like a sixth sense and
develops with practice and experience. There are many
instances when, if your students cannot do something, they
will require your help. Having let them struggle for a while,
it is time to give them the answer and teach them the strat-
egy they need to get there. Next time, they will have an idea
about what to do when they don’t know what to do.
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This relates to the idea of surface and deep learning, as
advocated by John Hattie.” Simply speaking, surface learning
refers to knowing the ‘facts’ about a topic, whereas deep
learning refers to how we are able to relate, link and extend
this knowledge. The most skilled teachers are able to judge
perfectly how much time to spend on surface learning before
moving on to deep learning. Problems may arise when too
much time (or not enough time) is spent on surface learning
before moving on to deep learning.
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For example, a history class might be writing an essay
exploring and evaluating the events that led up to the
Reformation. It might become clear to the teacher that stu-
dent knowledge about the chronology of the main events is
not as secure as it needs to be in order to write the essay
well. In this instance, the teaching skill is to stop and unstick
them by explaining the events again, or reminding them
where to find the information, before returning to the eval-
uation work.

A contrasting situation might occur in an English lesson
when students are studying a novel and looking at the
author’s use of characterisation. Students may have spent so
long finding relevant facts and quotations that the teacher
has not moved them on to considering more interesting

7 John Hattie, The Science of Learning, keynote speech presented at OSIRIS
World-Class Schools Convention, London, 2014. There is a write-up of the
event at: http://classteaching.wordpress.
com/2014/05/19/a-grand-day-out-with-hattie-waters/.
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ways of interpreting the character’s motivations and role in
the story. As a result of alack of extension, students’ under-
standing remains at a simplistic level lacking in depth.

Maintaining a high level of challenge, therefore, is not sim-
ply about ploughing on with difficult content regardless. It
is about making subtle adjustment after subtle adjustment so
that students are not only exposed to new content but they
also learn it securely and, with time, extend on it too.

6. Layer Their Writing

What simple, practical strategies can
be put in place to challenge students
to produce better writing?

Too often we ask students to produce a piece of writing and
we accept their first attempt. In fact, we should insist that
through effort and determination students produce work
that they are rightly proud of. Truly high quality work
requires thought, reflection and redrafting. This redrafting
process needs careful structure and support. Both of us have
really taken to redrafting in our lessons over recent years
and have seen the quick, positive effects it can have. However,
without clear guidance a redrafted piece of work can become
little more than a painstakingly tidy version of the
original.

. Layered writing, déyeloped by our former colleague, English
- teacher Gavin McCusker, provides a useful structure for

redrafting in any subject area. The inspiration comes from
‘the great artists who develop masterpieces by building their
work up in layers. Each layer slowly increases the subtlety
and texture of the painting. The same approach can be
applied to writing. Having written the first draft of an
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analytical essay, a ‘writer’s palette’ can be introduced to scaf-
fold and extend students’ ideas, as in the English example on
pages 31-32.

Students then check through their work crossing off' the
analytical words and phrases they have used. Following this,
they redraft their work, using more of the words and
phrases as necessary to add depth and complexity to their
writing.

This type of grid can be easily adapted to suit the needs of
any subject. This is just one strategy we have seen that suc-
cessfully supports redrafting, but there are plenty of others
(see Chapter 5). Redrafting strategies like this one are useful
because:

¢ They challenge students to strive for excellence — if 1t’s
not excellent, it’s not finished!

¢ They encourage students to carefully reread and critique
their own work.

¢ They build students’ pride in their excellent work which
they are then more likely to want to share with their
peers. '

Some teachers are rightly concerned that redrafting takes
away vital time from teaching subject content. However, one
of the reasons that bad writing habits become engrained and
seemingly intractable is that students are rarely given the
time to work on their mistakes. Redrafting allows for this.
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The following sequence provides a useful framework for
students to produce a benchmark of brilliance in your
subject.

] Think about the task you are going to give the students
to do. It needs to be something that will result in an end
product, such as a piece of poetry or fictional writing, a
write-up of a science experiment, a mathematical prob-
lem, a painting, a historical essay and so on. A rule of
thumb should be that you expect students to complete a
piece at GCSE level, as we suggested in the Scale Up
strategy.

9 Show students examples of excellent finished pieces of
work — if possible, more than one.

3 Deconstruct this work together. What are the features
that make it so good? How would they start a piece of
work like this? What key terms and phrases have been
used? What thought processes and stages might they
have gone through to get here? Naturally, the emphasis
will be different depending on your subject, but be sure
to take time with this — it is the most crucial stage.
Having a large version of the work available that you
can annotate as a class is a great idea. (See Chapter 3 for
more ideas on the modelling and deconstruction
process.)

4 Before they embark on their own piece of work, make
sure that structures and scaffolds are available, such as
key words, sentence starters, paragraph headings, sec-
tion titles and worked examples.

5 As they are working, identify some of the strongest
pieces, take a photograph and share it with the class.
This will give you the opportunity to engage the class
with some peer critique. The following questions are
useful: What is good about the piece of work? How does
it compare to the example that we deconstructed at the
start of the lesson/sequence of work? How could it be
improved? What would you add to it? How will you
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improve your own piece on the basis of our critique of
this example?

6 Ensure that students proofread and hand in their first

draft to you for some personalised, written feedback to
act on in the next lesson.

7 Ask them to carefully redraft in the next lesson.

Andy used the above sequence with Year 8 students to chal-
lenge them to ‘write like Jack London’. Using extracts from
WWhite Fang as models, his students looked closely at London’s
descriptive style. Slowly and carefully, with suggested vocab-
ulary and sentence structures, the students wrote their own
pieces. They redrafted following feedback and each student
produced one or two sides of vivid, atmospheric descriptive
writing, The last part of the process was to celebrate the
work. Each final piece was attached to the student’s folder as
a reminder of what they should expect from themselves in
the future. The hard work, diligence and final products were
astonishing.

8. The Long Haul

How do I embed challenge in the long term?

It is a misunderstanding to consider challenge just in terms
of individual lessons. In reality these are only stepping
stones to longer term goals, which is where the true chal-
lenge must lie. The long-term goals of elite sportsmen and
women provide a useful comparison — for instance, winning
a gold medal at the Olympics or playing in the Champions
Peague. Training schedules will involve a slow and method-
lcall build-up towards these aspirations, based around refining
their skills bit by bit after regular and precise feedback.
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Lessons should be considered in a similar way — as building
blocks towards medium and long-term aims. Often lesson
plans will need to be torn up and different routes will need
to be forged. As long as we keep the destination in mind (e.g.
to be able to solve quadratic equations, to serve a tennis ball
successtully, to write a formal speech), how they get there
and how quickly they get there become of less importance.
Regular, rigorous and built-in assessment plays a crucial role
in providing the structure for these goals.

Too easily, we can become obsessed with the details of indi-
vidual lessons when in fact they are only parts of a greater
whole. Challenge, therefore, is about having a clear but real-
istic vision about where our students need to go —along with
helping them to share that vision with us. To make this
happen, we need to be forward-thinking and unrelenting.

So what can we do to support this?

Simply telling students to aim for a ‘grade A is all but use-
less. They need concrete examples. So, as soon as they enter
the classroom, immerse them in examples of excellence (as
we suggested in Share Excellence). Textiles teacher Steve
Bloomer does this brilliantly in his room. Examples of
excellence are hanging from the ceiling so that students,
when they might be struggling to simply stitch together two
pieces of fabric, cannot help but see the overall goal they are
eventually aiming for.
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Here are some ways to implement The Long Haul:

1 At the start of the course, get students to write a letter
to themselves from the perspective of their future self,
looking back having finished the course. Why were they
so successful? What did they do every lesson that ena-
bled them to achieve their overall goal?

9 Keep referring forward. Duringllessons, when students
successfully master a particular skill or area of’ knowl-
edge, tell them how that will help them to achieve their
long-term goal. In science you might say: It’s great that
you can now describe the steps involved in the process
of genetic engineering as this will enable you to answer
the six mark extended writing question in your exam.
In English this might be: ‘Now that you can vary sen-
tence lengths and structures to create tension, next you
can combine these skills in the opening paragraph of
your Gothic horror story.

Rather than relying on our feedback, regularly ask stu-
dents to reflect on their perceptions of their own
.performance. For example: ‘Do you think that this piece
of work is as good as you can make it? Is it going to
allow you to meet your own goals? If not, what else do
you need to do in order to improve it? Of course, if we
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notice that a student has low expectations we will need
to intervene to help to raise them.

4 Use a sticker like the one below on the front of exercise
books and folders so that students can keep a running
record of their progress.

In this subject I am aiming for a grade ___.

In order to achieve this, I will need to ensure that I:

Challenge

Level of SOLO What it
learning taxonomy means?
Extended
Abstract ian ei{tégd
and apply ideas.
Excellence Extended
thinking.

| Deep

Can link and

Relational relate ideas.

This can be added to as the course progresses, but they have
ownership of it. It will help them to visualise how every
lesson builds towards their overall goal, which in this case is
a successful GCSE grade.

9. Plan for Progression

How do we ensure that we systematically build
up student knowledge and skill?

Our planning should ensure that we think about how we will
scale up the learning over a period of time. This will vary
from subject to subject, but SOLO (Structure of Observed
Learning Outcomes) taxonomy provides a good framework
for planning for increased complexity in learning.”

8 Sce John Biggs and Kevin Collis, Evaluating the Quality of Learning: The SOLO
Tuzonomy (New York: Academic Press, 1982).
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Secure @ Strategies for
thinking and

reasoning.

Multistructural | Many ideas.

Developing DDU Basic skills and
concepts.
Surface
' Unistructural | Single idea.
Foundation D Recall and

reproduction.

L

To initially secure surface learning, students need to go from
knowing a single fact about a topic to knowing multiple facts
— that is, going from unistructural to multistructural. In
biology, for example, they may start by knowing that plants
need light to live (unistructural). This idea can then be
developed with more facts (multistructural): plants need
light, water and carbon dioxide to thrive. In order to move
this towards deep learning, they will need to be able to link
these ideas together (relational) — in this case, they will need
to understand that light provides the energy to convert
‘water and carbon dioxide into glucose and oxygen.
Developing this idea further (extended abstract), will require
them to consider the interplay between photosynthesis and

other chemical reactions, such as factors affecting the rate of
photosynthesis.
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While there is much discussion about the suitability of
SOLO as a tool for students, it can provide a useful frame-
work for planning lessons in a number of subjects. However,
it is not necessarily applicable to every subject area. It is just
another way to conceptualise the transition between surface
and deep learning. We provide an explanation of how SOLO
can be used to support assessment without levels in the
Durrington High School case study in Chapter 7.

So, how can we plan for the transition between surface learn-
ing and deep learning?

¢ Use hinge questions to ascertain whether students have
the key knowledge before progressing to the deeper
learning (see Chapter 6 on questioning).

¢ Always have some planned ‘extender’ tasks for students
to deepen their learning. These could be based on the
principles of SOLO taxonomy, but they don’t have to be.
The expectation should be that anyone, irrespective of
ability, can go on to the extender task. Here is a science
example:

Dissolving it
NaCl crystal structure NaCl in water

e&@a%

Sodium (Na) Chlorine (Cl) &9 6:9

What is happening here?
Why would this then conduct electricity?

Extenders
What are the similarities and differences between melting
ionic compounds to conduct electricity and dissolving them?
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¢ Andy ensures that every task has some kind of extension
question or activity available for those who finish quickly.
So that students know instantly where to find this task,
he always highlights it in red on his slide-show. Over
time, rather than asking “‘What do I do next?’, they get
into the habit of ‘looking for the red task’. Be wary
though: you do not want students to embed bad habits
because they rush to be the first to reach the extension!

¢ Give students a series of questions that move them incre-
mentally from the factual to the inferential. For instance:
What three items is the character wearing? What word
does the writer use to describe his mood? Find two exam-
ples that demonstrate the character is feeling anxiety.
What overall impression do you think the writer was
attempting to create through these descriptions?

10. Direct’Challenge

How do [ account for the fact that students will
need to be challenged at an individual level?

As we discussed at the start of this chapter, the most effec-
tive form of challenge is personalised and specific to
individual students. The diagram below neatly sums up the
interplay between the three factors that allows us to chal-
lenge our students.
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Knowledge
of students

Subject
knowledge

Challenge

High
expectations

Your aim is to ensure that individuals are working at the
optimal place — just outside their comfort zone. This is
tougher than it sounds: for instance, Graham Nuthall’s
research suggests that, on average, 50% of what a child is
learning about they already know.” Directed challenge is a
simple but highly effective way of countering this problem,
and it needs little preparation. It does, however, require a
clear understanding from you about what the students need
to know, or be able to do, next to progress. Once you are
clear about this and the students are working on a task, sim-
ply move around the classroom and closely observe the work
they are producing. Ask them specific questions that will
move them on or provide them with the extra knowledge
needed to approach the task in a more sophisticated way. The
phrase Now try ..." is especially useful.

For example, a student may be answering an extended ques-
tion in geography on the impact of tourism on local
communities. You notice that they have not supported their

9 Nuthall, The Hidden Lives of Learners, p. 35.
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points with data. You then direct them to a table on employ-
ment figures in a textbook and say, Now try incorporating
this new information into your answer.’ You return later in
the lesson to check that the improvement has been com-
pleted to a satisfactory standard. If it has you might say,
‘Now try answering this question: what effect do you think
unseasonable adverse weather conditions would have on
these figures?”’

While this is possibly one of the purest forms of differenti-
ation, it is important to make it manageable.

¢ Focus on a set number of students each lesson. This is
realistic and will ensure that, over time, all will receive
this individual attention at a focused and in-depth level.

o Plan tasks that all students can be getting on with that
will allow you to spend your time giving some students
individual attention.

¢ To start with, plan some questions and Now try
examples that you can use. Over time, and as you grow
more confident with the topic, you will probably not need
to plan these in advance.

This strategy highlights how a complex teaching problem
does not always require a complex solution.

11. Read for Breadth

How do we challenge students to pursue our
subjects beyond the classroom?

Recently, an incredibly successful science teacher, Pam
McCulloch, retired from our school. Her teaching laboratory
had a huge selection of scientific journals and A level text-
books in it (bear in mind that Pam taught in a school without
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a sixth form). Her students were encouraged to read these
books and journals to encourage a greater breadth to their
knowledge. By immersing young people in scientific thought,
Pam wanted to raise their expectations of what they could
read, assimilate and enjoy both in and out of school.
Eventually, such reading became the expectation in her
classroom. It added a great richness and breadth to student
knowledge, preparing them brilliantly for higher education.

However, we need to be realistic and accept that the reading
ability of some students might preclude the effectiveness of
this strategy. Nevertheless, our experiences in the classroom
have shown us that, given the chance, young people never
cease to confound expectations. Even though it might not be
possible to fill every room with A level or degree-standard
textbooks, modern technology allows us to implement this
strategy with relative ease.

Here are a few ideas to consider:

¢ Introduce students to subject-specific websites such as
BBC Science or National Geographic. Some teachers post
QR codes around their classrooms and subject areas so
students can access these quickly on their smartphones.

¢ Encourage your students to borrow subject-specific aca-
demic books from the library.

¢ Place books and reading material in students’ hands your-
self and ask them to regularly update you on their
reading. The personal touch can go a long way.

¢ Send home subject-specific reading lists at the beginning
of term for parents to purchase.

¢ Set up a subject-specific Twitter or Facebook account and
use this to send students links to useful pages.

¢ Use the brilliant online tool https://padlet.com/ to post
links to useful websites and encourage students to do
likewise.
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¢ Set up a class blog (there are many free blogging plat-

forms to choose from, but WordPress is very easy to use
and reliable). Students can then be given the responsibil-
ity of writing articles for the blog that relate to the topic
being studied. The great thing about this is that it can be
easily viewed and used by all students.

Extended reading is often regarded as the responsibility of
English teachers. We feel, however, that more subjects could
and should make this a priority. There is limited curriculum
time available for teachers to develop the breadth of their
students’ knowledge, so all schools should be promoting
wider reading, not just through fiction, but also through
newspapers and other media.

12. Frame the Challenge

How do I embed a challenging classroom ethos
through the language I use with students?

The language we use communicates our expectations of, and
beliefs about, students’ potential. Below are some phrases
that we and other teachers have found successful. They take
a bit of practice to get used to, but very soon they become
second nature.

¢ Carol Dweck claims that ‘yet’ is one of the most powerful

words we could use. So when a student says ‘I can’t do it,’
we should end their sentence with ‘yetl’

¢ ‘If it's not excellent, it’s not finished’ is a great mantra for
‘reinforcing the idea of continuous improvement and
redrafting.

¢ Carol Dweck has coined the phrase, ‘Working harder
makes you smarter.’
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¢ When a student is stuck, rather than giving them the
answer straight away, use the response, ‘Keep thinking
about it. I'll come over in five minutes if you're still
stuck.’

Reflecting on Challenge

What matters most: the content

¢ ‘There is no such thing as clever.” This is a useful phrase itself or how I teach it?

to open a discussion with students about growth and
fixed mindsets. Rather than compounding the myth that
intelligence is fixed and static, discuss the fact that intel- The simple answer is both. A rich, challenging subject cur-
ligence can be developed by hard work and effort. riculum is a good starting point. This communicates high
expectations to your students: whatever your academic
starting point, whatever your socio-economic background, I
aim to teach you knowledge and skills that matter in this
world. If education is to be a great social equaliser, our stu-
dents must leave us furnished with ‘cultural capital’ — the
stuck and why they were not. This can sometimes spur ideas and knowledge that can be drawn on to participate

them on to overcome the obstacle they are currently fac- successfully in the intellectual, social and economic life of
ing: ‘I know you can do it because I remember ...’ the land.

¢ If you believe that with extra time and thinking the stu-
dent can realistically cope with the task, you could ask the
question, ‘What would you do if you weren’t stuck?’

¢ When stuck, remind them of a time when they were not

¢ ‘If you're not struggling, you're not learning.” We need to
remind students that struggle is a good thing and not a
sign of weakness.

We are not arguing that schools should mindlessly reinforce
the dominant power structures of society; rather that all
young people are entitled to what educationalists Michael

¢ Education consultant Chris Moyse has developed a series Young and David Lambert refer to as ‘powerful knowl-
of posters to be fixed to walls and doors that say, ‘In this edge’." This is not ‘fixed knowledge’; it is more flexible
classroom we talk like ...’ scientists, writers and so on.' knowledge that should be open to critique, evolution and
The purpose is to encourage the use of subject-specific change. In simple terms, teach your English students Great
academic language. Ezpectations, but be mindful that they do not take Dickens’

slant on the world as gospel. Ask your students to critique
the author’s beliefs and attitudes to, say, women and
religion.

Of course, a challenging curriculum must be offset by good
teaching. Quite simply, hard content is harder to teach.
Teaching Great Expectations to a class of Year 9s will require
great finesse and patience. Students must be guided in care-
ful steps, and ample time will need to be forged from a
saturated curriculum. Breadth will have to be sacrificed for
depth. You, as the teacher, will struggle too.

11 Michflel Young and David Lambert, Knowledge and the Future School:
Curriculum and Social Justice (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014).

10 Chris Mayse's blog is available at: http://chrismoyse.wordpress.com/.
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Our day-to-day classroom experiences have repeatedly
shown us that students appreciate being told, “This is hard,
but in time I believe you can get there” That is why this
chapter on challenge comes first in this book, and why we
believe it sets in motion all that follows.

Must every lesson be challenging?

No. This would be a mistake. Perhaps the most crucial strat-
egy in this chapter is The Long Haul. As we have discussed,
challenge is about taking students on a long journey via
small, solid steps. Sometimes you will have to go backwards
to go forwards. This is where challenge can become easily
misunderstood. New learning needs to be presented in a
coherent order that builds on the previous topic. If a child is
not secure in a concept, and they are moved on too swiftly,
they will carry their knowledge gaps and misconceptions
through to the next topic. Over time they will form habits
that are increasingly difficult to budge and gaps that are
difficult to fill.

One of the criticisms made of the now-discarded national
curriculum levels is that they encouraged teachers to move
students on too quickly'? Rather than being given the
chance to extend and master understanding of a topic — say,
long division in maths — students were swiftly moved on to
a more difficult topic before they were secure in the first
area. This would then take on the guise of ‘progress’ up the
artificial numerical grading system, even if the topic needed
to be re-taught in its entirety next year because it had not
been fully mastered in the first place.

Our simple suggestion is this: if students clearly do not
know, or cannot do, something — even if by their age and key

12 See Tim Oates, Assessment Without Levels in Depth Tyvideo] (nud.). Availuble
at: httpe// www.cambridgeassessment.orguk/ insights/
:ls:;cssmcm-\\'itlmut-lcvein-exten(icd—\-'t:rsinn-tim-natus—lnsig]usx".
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stage they really should — then teach it until they do,
whether your teaching would seem to meet the ‘official’ defi-
pition of challenging or not.

Be careful that you do not conflate challenge with ‘task diffi-
culty’, which are two different things. Let’s say your English
class need to learn the meaning of two challenging terms,
‘poignancy’ and ‘ambiguity’. You might be tempted to make
this task more difficult by asking them to search for defini-
tions in the dictionary. However, this makes learning the
words harder, not easier. The child has to (a) find the word,
(b) comprehend its meaning and (c) consider how this mean-
ing might apply to a range of written and real-world
scenarios. A more efficient use of your time would be to
teach the students the meaning of the two words, and then
focus your attention on giving them relevant examples and
time to practise the words correctly in a range of contexts.

The take-away is this: always look for the easiest path to
learning challenging material, not the hardest.

How do I motivate my students
to accept tough challenges?

When we hear and read entreaties that we ‘challenge stu-
dents’ as much as we possibly can, we tend to nod in
agreement. [t seems a no-brainer for the first few seconds ...
Then the insidious thoughts creep in. Vivid and uninvited
images of our most inert and recalcitrant students slumped
and dribbling over their desks reveal themselves in all their
glory. We wonder, 'How am [ going to motivate this lot to
fembrace the challenge? Keeping them engaged is a challenge
in itself? And so the doubts set in.

There are two counters to this. First, on the psychological
?TOnt, we need to replace the ‘dribbling Joe’ images with
those of our keenest, most focused students — who usually
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make up the majority. Can we deny the majority in favour of
the minority? Should we be making excuses for our subjects
by teaching inferior material in the hope that children will
enjoy it more?

Second, it is worth reflecting on the findings from educa-
tional research. The Sutton Trust's What Makes Great
Teaching? report is clear that the best way to motivate stu-
dents is fhrough the content we teach them. Attempts to
motivate students before we teach them content tend to be
unsuccessful. Motivation usually comes from understanding,
not before it. The report also highlights that great teaching
constantly asks for more from students, yet does not forget
about the importance of their self~worth.’

Which teaching strategies will allow challenge
to come to life in my classroom?

This is the focus of the rest of this book. Once a challenging
ethos has been set, it is time to match it with great teaching.
The starting point lies in how we explain new and difficult
material in a way that students will both understand and
remember.

18 Coe et al., What Makes Great Teaching?, p. 23.
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