[image: image1.bmp]
[image: image2.png]Qualifications
and Curriculum
Development
Agency



[image: image3.png]curee






Introduction
CUREE was commissioned by QCDA to explore some of the emerging findings from the Challenge Research Review (2009) and from the annual survey on constructing challenge in the curriculum. For this study challenge is defined as: 

Irrespective of ability, challenging young people in curriculum terms means designing teaching and learning to elicit from learners their best efforts (i.e. challenge needs to be motivating) and to enable them to think and act in ways that are transferable and/or discipline-specific; and which are progressively more complex, critical, creative and independent.

Six focus groups (three primary and three secondary, one for each of the core subjects of English, mathematics and science) were used to investigate three key issues.
1. What makes diagnosing what students know and can do already difficult and how can teachers overcome the problems?
The challenges

Overall, our focus group participants considered that two of the biggest challenges to diagnosing what learners know and can do already were lack of time to:

· listen to learners’ explanations in depth, and

· observe learners carrying out activities.

They lacked time mostly because they felt that they had too many learners in their classes. 
Other reasons given for not being able to listen to learners’ explanations in depth included: 
· a concern to be seen to be ‘teaching’ (i.e. imparting information, which resulted in them doing much of the talking)
· having to prepare learners frequently for exams, and 
· forgetting to ask open or probing questions or not having a ready repertoire of such questions to ask. 
When it came to observing learners carrying out activities, participants again felt the main problem was too many learners to observe. They also commented on how problems were caused by learners’ lack of independent working skills.

A key challenge reported by the English and science teachers (both primary and secondary) in particular was learners’ limited ability to communicate their thinking fully. This was particularly pertinent for those working in special schools and with children for whom English is an Additional Language. The challenge of structuring tasks in ways that reveal learners’ prior knowledge was highlighted as a problem area by the secondary mathematics teachers.
Overcoming the challenges

The participants identified a range of ways of overcoming the challenge of finding time to listen to their learners’ explanations in order to diagnose their starting points. These included resource based solutions such as smaller classes and more teaching assistants. They also included remembering to refrain from doing most of the talking and asking probing questions. Some (the primary English specialists) believed that teachers could be supported in developing a repertoire of such probing questions which they could use when planning for the enactment of the curriculum in the classroom. The teachers also suggested using written approaches for diagnosing what learners know and can do already and structuring their learners’ thinking by requiring them to record, for example, ‘What I already know’. 

The secondary mathematics teachers approached the challenge of diagnosing individual learners’ starting points within large classes by gathering monitoring data (e.g. simply asking learners ‘Can you do this?’) and gauging where the whole class was by assessing a few key learners (their 'barometers')  through deep and extended questioning.

When it came to time to observe their learners carrying out activities to diagnose their starting points, the participants again felt that smaller classes and more teaching assistants would help. But some (the primary English specialists in particular) suggested developing learners’ independence as EYFS staff do. They found it 'odd' that 'we have a tendency of taking more control as the children get older rather than less'.
In terms of overcoming learners’ poor communication skills, the teachers felt the way forward involved teaching learners to think about their learning and articulate their thoughts from the very start of school.  They thought that staff could be trained to expect extended explanations, to challenge monosyllabic answers and not to fill the silence but wait for a more extended explanation. Several teachers mentioned the value of using a ‘think-pair-share’ approach whereby learners are given 30 seconds to think independently, then time to discuss with a partner. One of the pair then verbalises their joint response, but can fall back on the partner for help.
Ways of overcoming the challenge of structuring tasks in ways that reveal learners’ prior knowledge included identifying the prior knowledge learners might need for a particular task and identifying key questions designed to reveal prior learning whilst planning. 
2. There is some evidence that teachers choose to avoid the risk of over-challenging learners. What are the risk assessments that teachers make and how do teachers set about managing the risks?

Each group of teachers reacted strongly to the evidence that teachers choose to avoid the risk of over-challenging learners. They put forward a wide range of views. The science teachers expressed concern about over-challenging because they were worried about the risk of misconceptions arising. The mathematics teachers 'were not afraid to challenge' whilst the primary English specialists felt that there was 'no such thing as over-challenge'. Thus there appeared to be some differences between the different subject specialists with teachers seemingly more confident about challenging learners in English and mathematics than in science. But it may be the case that working in areas of deprivation (as was the case for many of the secondary science teachers we spoke to) and being 'leaders in the field of challenge' (as was the case for our primary English specialists) also had a bearing on their view.

All of the participants considered that the risks associated with over-challenge included learners losing confidence, self-esteem, interest and enjoyment in the subject and becoming demoralised, disengaged and disaffected. The clearest risk was generally felt to be disruptive behaviour, occurring when learners could not do a particular task. But the science teachers felt there was also the risk of misconceptions arising.

As a means of guarding against the risks of over challenge, the key strategy the teachers seemed to be establishing was an ethos where being 'stuck' or initially failing at a task was 'Okay' (suggested by the primary English specialists). This was regarded as an important part of the learning process. The strategies suggested by the other focus group participants consisted of building up faith and trust in the teacher (by, for example, being upfront about the challenge) and stepping the challenge (by, for example, starting learners off on an easier task that they can succeed at before offering a higher challenge). Often, these teachers seemed to use a combination of the two.

3. Knowing when to step back and let learners work things out for themselves. What are the main problems and how can they be overcome?

Most of our focus group participants (but particularly the mathematics specialists and the secondary science teachers) felt that stepping back and letting learners work things out for themselves was problematic. The exceptions were some of the secondary English teachers who said it was easy and some of the primary English specialists who said it was both easy and problematic. These teachers said they knew when they should step back and adopt a more facilitative role, but they sometimes found stepping back hard to do in practice.  Although most teachers found stepping back hard, they recognised that doing so was important because it enables learning. 

The main problem the focus group practitioners had with stepping back was that they simply found it hard to let go – they couldn’t resist directive support. A number also felt that time (by which they often meant curriculum constraints) was an issue – rather than taking time to develop independent learning they stepped in to try to help learners progress more quickly. Again, the science specialists seemed particularly concerned about misconceptions creeping in if they let learners try to work things out for themselves. Some of the teachers suggested that didactic teaching was easier than adopting a facilitative approach because they felt more in control. A few felt that their learners, particularly boys, were not able to work independently enough for them to let go.

For those teachers who did feel able to step back, the key seemed to lie in training the learners to become independent. They helped to make learners more independent by conveying expectations that learners would have time and space to figure things out for themselves. They made tasks 'safe enough to let go' by putting strategies in place to scaffold or structure the learning – in other words, they did not leave learners completely to their own devices. 
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