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NOT THIS: p ro b ab ly the  wo rst mo d e l o f te aching  and
le arning  in the  wo rld

Great teaching happens in cycles – the teaching sequence for
developing independence : June 24, 2013

Last year I wrote a post called The Anatomy of  an
Outstanding Lesson, which has become by f ar my most
viewed post with almost 10,000 page views. Clearly
teachers are hungry f or this kind of  thing. But it ’s become
increasingly obvious to me over the past f ew months that
many of  my notions about what might constitute an
outstanding lesson have been turned on their head. It ’s
not so much that I was wrong, more that my
understanding was incomplete.

If  we accept, as I’m sure we do, that as teachers we want
to accomplish dif f erent things at dif f erent points in our
schemes of  learning then it can’t possibly be right that
there is just one acceptable template f or great lessons.

I’ve always believed that great teaching and learning depends on cycles or loops, and I’ve been f uriously
honing my ideas on what I think might be the ideal teaching cycle. I think it looks something like this:

We start by explaining a new concept, its subject specif ic
vocabulary and how it connects to those things students
have already learned. When this exposition is complete
and students’ basic understanding is secure, we then
move to demonstrating, Blue Peter style, a model of  how
this concept might be applied and deconstructing how it
was put together. Once the processes are clear we can
then move to providing a scaf f old to enable students to
apply the knowledge they have learned. Then, when
students have met a minimum standard of  control over
these processes when will allow them, with clear guidance
and f eedback to practise all they have learned
independently. And f inally, when they have mastered the
skill they have practised it is t ime to connect new concepts and increased complexity; the cycle begins
again.

It should be clear that no part of  this cycle is really possible without any part. If  you have f ailed to explain
the concept you hope students to learn they will become conf used and quickly become lost. If  you don’t
explicit ly model how to apply this new knowledge then the process will remain mysterious; some will pick it
up but many won’t. Neglecting to scaf f old throws students in at the deep end bef ore they are ready to
swim. The arm bands of f ered by a competent teacher provide a much needed f eeling of  saf ety and equip
students with the ability to take risks within a saf e environment. And not allowing students to practise
means that they would never really encode the knowledge they’ve learned and will miss the opportunity to
transf er concepts f rom working to long-term memory.

This may seem obvious, but it does not ref lect the way many teachers f eel they are expected to teach. Or
perhaps it does; increasingly, it has become an expectation that each part of  this cycle should be, brief ly,
included in one 50-60 minute lesson. The madness inherent in believing that learning takes places in neat,
lesson-shaped chunks has resulted in the Four Part Lesson, the Of sted lesson and the reluctant
acceptance that if  we want to please observers we must perf orm a Monkey Dance and conceal the
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(essential) parts of  our teaching that certain people seem not to approve of . Skipping over the f undamental
need to explain, model and scaf f old in order to demonstrate the ‘pref erred’ Of sted method of  minimal
teacher-talk and independent learning f or its own sake may have done more to damage children’s education
than any other single dictat.

It is my contention that while you may not want or need to cover just one of  these elements over the
course of  single lesson, they may equally be times when it is necessary. As Nuthall tells us, “learning takes
time and is not encapsulated in the visible here-and-now of  classroom activit ies.” That being the case we
need to allow students the time they need by providing them with the rich, f ertile soil of  excellently craf ted
lessons devoted to each part of  the cycle. There must be an acceptance that any and all of  these f our
types of  teaching can be considered outstanding when done well. Currently, teachers f ear to teach lessons
described variously as didactic, teacher- lead or ‘f rom the f ront’. This must change. We need to allow
teachers to teach and, by extension, children to learn.

My intention theref ore, is to outline, over a series of  posts, what I think make be a template f or great
teaching in each of  the f our essential parts of  the teaching cycle. Hopef ully we might all benef it f rom
seeing that it ’s not only desirable but also possible to teach outstanding lessons that explain, model,
scaf f old and those in which students practise what they’ve learned.

I will post on Stage 1: Explaining later in the week.
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