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The journey to outstanding begins 
Dear Colleagues... Thank you for all your hard work over the last two and a 
half years as we've improved the quality of our provision, outcomes for our 
learners, and our Ofsted grade.  Last month's inspection was a really 
positive experience and the outcome - "good" with outstanding features - 
was what we had hoped it would be.   

Inspectors praised our staff throughout and were impressed by the speed 
with which we had turned our college around.  At the end of this booklet I 
have summarised the actions we took to get us to 'good' and have listed 
our current strengths as I see them. I've no doubt that without your 
continued commitment to improving teaching, learning and assessment 
we wouldn't have achieved this excellent outcome - so well done and, again, thank you.   

I can’t begin to tell you how proud I am of you all and how lucky I am to call you my team. 
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The best part of the inspection 'afterglow' is the excitement I now feel as we embark on the next 
leg of the journey.  This inspection result - long-awaited though it was - has finally given us the 
time and freedom we need to experiment and take risks in the classroom.  My promise to our 
teachers now, therefore, is that we will focus on pedagogy not paperwork.  The journey to 'good', 
as you know, was about systems and structures, policies and procedures; it was, necessarily I 
think, about consistency and compliance.  But the journey to 'outstanding' must now be about 
greater autonomy.  Allow me to explain further... 

I think colleges need to tighten up to be ‘good’ but loosen to be ‘outstanding’… 

The journey to ‘good’ is about building, often from the foundations up, a culture of high 
expectations, aspirations, and motivation. Only once a college has created this culture and is 
therefore ‘good’ can it begin to empower its staff to take risks and to become more autonomous 
and independent. In short, over the last two years we have had to create systems of collaboration 
and compliance, we have had to establish a set of common working practices and then make sure 
every teacher follows it. To quote Roy Blatchford in The Restless School, “the best [colleges]…
recognise the importance of high levels of quality control to secure good provision, evolving into 
higher levels of quality assurance. Thus a whole-[college] culture of excellence is created, within 
which teachers and students feel empowered to take measured risks.” 

We did this and it worked. So now... 

The journey to ‘outstanding’ is about empowerment. It is about giving our high-performing 
teachers – working within the culture of high expectations, aspirations, and motivation we've 
created – the freedom and authority they need in order to be willing to take risks, to try new 
things in the classroom, and to ‘go their own way’. In short, we now need to empower our staff 
with autonomy. We need, in the words of Roy Blatchford again, to liberate our teachers to be 
mavericks because the “accomplished, freed teacher, comfortable in her own knowledge of subject 
matter, who is able to master and manage high quality digression, without fear of criticism of 
being off syllabus” leads to fine learning. And I, for one, am excited by the thought of the journey 
ahead and look forward to working more closely with you all on it. Talking of which... 

Our post-inspection focus  
The areas for improvement identified in our inspection feedback are, dare I say, 'tweaks' aimed at 
getting us to 'outstanding' across the board.  Many of the suggestions made about teaching, 
learning and assessment, for example, are aimed at achieving greater levels of consistency across 
our broad provision, particularly ensuring parity between practical and theory lessons, and 
between classroom and work-based learning.  Assimilating the verbal feedback I was given during 
the week of inspection and in the draft report I've read, with what I already know about our 
college, I would say our main focus now needs to be on the follow areas for improvement: 

‣ Improving the quality of written feedback to ensure that it is more detailed and developmental  

‣ Further developing the use of questioning techniques in order to extend learners’ knowledge  
and understanding  

‣ Widening teachers’ use of differentiation strategies in classroom-based lessons, ensuring that 
existing teaching plans - which are effective - are now put into practice 
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Below, I have compiled some information on 
what I have previously referred to as our 
'Big 3' - the three teaching strategies 
(components of Assessment for Learning) 
that I believe hold the key to improving 
teaching, learning and assessment at Derby 
College. They are: feedback, questioning, 
and pitch. We have focused on these 
strategies over the course of the last two 
years and I believe we should continue to do 
so now but move onto the next stage of their 
development, step up the rungs of the 
taxonomy ladder, if you like.  

In terms of questioning, for example, we 
now need to build on the excellent progress 
that has already been made - thanks to you - 
in helping teachers to use questioning to 
check for understanding by moving all our 
teachers towards the next stage: using 
q u e s t i o n i n g t o d e v e l o p l e a r n e r s ' 
understanding. Many teachers already do 
this well but it isn't yet embedded 
consistently across our college, and to embed it is to become outstanding. Likewise, feedback. 
There are some excellent examples of teachers giving detailed, developmental feedback to 
learners but this tends to work best when done verbally and needs embedding more consistently 
in written feedback on assignments. Our excellent work scrutiny system has begun to address this 
but it now needs developing further.  

Before we focus in further on the Big 3, in the green sidebar above there is a useful reminder - in 
my view - of what Assessment for Learning actually means in practice...as you know, the focus of 
our learning walks in the summer term of 2015/16 is Assessment for Learning. Please use this and 
the Big 3 as your guide and as the framework for writing your feedback.  

The text that follows is adapted from my book, A Teacher's Guide to Assessment, [Autus Books, 2012], and a 
series of articles I wrote for SecEd magazine between 2013-15 on the subject of Assessment for Learning. They are 

reproduced for internal Derby College use only. Please seek permission before distributing. This isn't a shameless 
plug, by the way - I'm duty-bound to cite the source!! 

APRIL 2016 DERBY COLLEGE !3

WHAT IS ASSESSMENT FOR 
LEARNING? 

Assessment for learning in everyday lessons leads teachers to …


• Develop learning objectives and outcomes for their teaching.

• Share objectives and outcomes with learners.

• Make objectives explicit in their planning.

• Plan opportunities to involve learners in assessing their work.

• Plan opportunities to encourage learners to reflect on their work.

• Give positive oral and written feedback.


In ways which …


• Enable learners to see what the lesson is about.

• Learners can easily understand.

• Model success criteria.

• Help learners to see what it takes to be successful.

• Give learners clear indications of the next steps in their learning.


So that learners …


• Understand the purpose of the lesson.

• Know what they have to do to be successful.

• Can evaluate their progress against clear criteria.

• Grow in confidence from seeing the progress they have made.

• Feel good about their learning.

• Become more independent learners.

• Can see what they need to do next to improve.
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The Big 3: Feedback 
An essential part of Assessment for Learning is giving feedback to learners, both to assess their 
current achievement and to indicate what their next steps should be. 

Feedback is also ranked as the number one intervention strategy in terms of its influence on 
learning by both Professor John Hattie and the Educational Endowment Foundation: in other 
words, their wide-ranging researches show that improving the quality of the feedback that is given 
to learners has the biggest impact on learning of any classroom intervention.  Improving the 
quality of feedback can also lead to the greatest levels of progress amongst learners.   Indeed, the 
EEF suggests that quality feedback can add 8 months of extra learning. Hattie, meanwhile, says 
that feedback has an effect size of 0.73. To put that figure into perspective, the average effect size 
is 0.4 and the highest is 1.2. 

However, traditional forms of feedback – grading every piece of work, rewarding good grades 
with merits, etc. – lead to regression rather than progression in learners’ achievements. 

In 2000, The University of Bristol’s ‘LEARN’ project carried out a series of interviews with over 
200 learners from Years 3 to 13. Learners were asked about how they responded to various kinds 
of feedback. The project’s key findings were as follows: 

-learners were often confused by effort and attainment grades 

-learners occasionally felt that their effort was not recognised 
by their teachers 

-learners preferred regular, verbal feedback to written 
feedback at the end of a unit 

-learners were often unable to act on their teachers’ feedback 
effectively 

-learners felt that constructive feedback – that which was 
critical – helped them to improve their performance 

In 1998, Ruth Butler conducted a controlled study in which she gave feedback to learners in three 
groups of a similar age and ability. She gave each group a different kind of feedback: she gave the 
first group feedback in the form of marks or grades; she gave the second group comment-only 
feedback; and she gave the third group marks or grades alongside comments. It’s worth noting 
that the third method is the most common form of feedback given by teachers in England today. 

Butler’s study found that progress (in the form of improved exam results) was greater for learners 
in the comment-only group, with the other two groups showing no real progress at all. Even when 
the comments that accompanied grades were positive, discussions with learners showed they 
thought the teacher was just ‘being kind’ and that the grade was the real indicator of the quality of 
their work not the comment. 

Marking or grading every piece of learners’ work can also cause learners to become complacent or 
demoralised: learners who continually receive grades of, say, a B or higher can become 
complacent whereas learners who continually receive grades of, say, a C or lower can become 
demoralised. 
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Marks or grades lead learners to compare themselves with other learners and to focus on their 
image and status rather than be encouraged to think about their work and how they can improve 
it. Grades also focus learners’ attentions on their ability rather than on the importance of effort, 
damaging their self-esteem. Grades do not take into account how well learners have progressed 
against the learning objectives, nor do they show the progress learners have made as compared to 
their own past performance. 

By contrast, a number of studies have shown that, when feedback is given in the form of 
comments only (with marks or grades reserved for the end of a unit or module) learners’ levels of 
motivation and attainment go up. Comments which focus on how learners can improve encourage 
learners to believe that they can improve. And surely this is the kind of classroom culture we 
should be trying to create: a culture of success in which every learner can make achievements by 
building on their previous performance, rather than by being compared with others. We can 
promote such a culture by informing learners about their strengths and weaknesses and by giving 
feedback about what their next steps should be. 

This is not to suggest that ALL comment-only marking is effective or preferable to awarding 
marks and grades. The content of the comments is also central to their success… 

In Formative Assessment in the Secondary Classroom Shirley Clarke suggests that teachers tend 
to give written feedback on four main elements of a learner’s work: presentation; quantity; 
accuracy of spelling, punctuation and grammar; and effort. Although these aspects are important, 
teachers are guilty of overemphasising them to the extent that the main focus of the lesson has 
been side-lined. 

Rather than focusing on these four elements, effective feedback involves being explicit about the 
marking criteria. Suggestions for improvement should be focused on how learners can close the 
gap between their current performance and the performance they are targeted to achieve, and 
suggestions should also be relevant to the lesson or unit and refer to the learning objectives. 

It is important that teachers give learners examples of how they can close the gap. In other words, 
teachers cannot simply say “improve this sentence”; they must explain ways in which it can be 
improved. Clarke explains: 

Feedback which simply reiterates the learning objective (such as “Say more about…” / “Give more 
detail on…” / “Redo this…”) are unhelpful because they only act as a reminder of what the learner 
has already been told. Feedback which involves the teacher giving examples and ideas (such as 
“Say more about… such as ‘How much..?’, ‘When did…?’ / “Give more detail…for instance ‘What 
else..?’, ‘In what ways..?’” / “Redo this…you could use…”) are more effective because they provide 
scaffolding. Teachers could even share some models of what the learner might write. The learner 
can then be invited to choose one of these models or write their own example. 

Moving towards comment-only feedback is not without its pitfalls, of course. Teachers are often 
reluctant to do so because they fear how learners and parents, not to mention Ofsted, might react. 
However, teachers who implement comment-only marking are able to justify their practice 
because research shows that: 

– learners rarely read comments, preferring to compare marks with peers as their first reaction 

– teachers rarely give learners time in class to read comments that are written on work 

– often the comments are brief 
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– the same comments frequently recur, implying learners don’t take notice of them 

Also, those teachers who have moved to comment-only feedback report that their initial fears 
about how learners and parents might react turned out to be unjustified. Learners came to realise 
that the comments helped them in their future work. Parents came to see the comments as 
something to help them understand how to support their child with homework whereas marks 
only tended to lead to uninformed interpretations and a general sense that the learners just 
needed to work harder. 

Of course, what learners do with our comments is also important. Providing learners with 
comments about how to improve and then moving on to the next topic is clearly fruitless. Black 
and Wiliam found that “for assessment to be formative, the feedback information has to be used”. 
In other words, learners need to be afforded the time and opportunity required to act on the 
feedback. A valuable approach is to devote some lesson time to redrafting one or two pieces of 
work, so that emphasis can be placed on feedback for improvement within a supportive 
environment. This can change learners’ expectations about the purposes of class-work and home-
work, not to mention the purposes of teachers’ comments.All the research into what makes 
formative assessment effective also emphasises the importance of involving the learner in the 
process. Therefore, teachers need to model effective marking and feedback strategies so that 
learners can train to be effective self- and peer-assessors. 

There is an elephant in the room, too: giving feedback in the form of comments rather than marks 
or grades takes more time so teachers need to find ways of managing the extra workload. For 
example, teachers might spend more time marking certain pieces of work to ensure that they can 
provide good feedback. In order to make time for this, teachers might not mark some other 
pieces, might mark only a third of learners’ books each week or might involve learners in checking 
simpler tasks through self- and/or peer-assessment.And perhaps, to save time, most feedback can 
be given verbally rather than in writing. Giving verbal feedback is not only a time-saver, though; it 
is also very powerful… 

Research has shown that the most influential form of feedback is verbal. However, with the 
possible exception of practical subjects, teachers rarely get the opportunity to have quality one-to-
one dialogue with learners during lessons. Learner-to-learner verbal feedback, therefore, is a vital 
element of classroom feedback. Self-, paired- and group-assessment of work against set criteria – 
and against level or grade exemplars of learners’ work – enables learners to analyse work 
objectively and motivates them to take control of their own progress. To be able to self- pair- or 
group-assess work, though, learners need to know what the difference between levels or grades is. 
Without explicit knowledge of what makes, say, a Level 5 and Level 6 piece of work, learners are 
simply guessing at how to make progress. So some preparation work needs to be done before you 
can harness the power of learner-to-learner feedback. But time spent training learners to give 
feedback will pay off over the long-term. 

In addition to planning for peer-feedback, it is worth teachers planning opportunities for ongoing 
individual dialogue between teachers and learners – this is likely to take place at the end of a unit 
or module. Try to build in some time for one-to-one feedback to learners, perhaps whilst the rest 
of the class are redrafting work. 

Finally, quality comment-only marking needs to lead to a set of long-term suggestions for 
improvement. These suggestions – given at regular intervals and usually at the end of a unit – act 
as a summary for learners of where they are now in relation to the level or grade descriptors, and 
also suggest explicit ways by which the learner can make progress. 

APRIL 2016 DERBY COLLEGE !6



MATT BROMLEY @MJ_BROMLEY TEACHING, LEARNING & ASSESSMENT UPDATE

The Big 3: Questioning 
In an article written as long ago as 1985 – in the days before the National Curriculum and 
Assessment for Learning, Jos Elstweet observed a lesson and made the following comments: 

I once witnessed a marvelous science lesson virtually go to ruins. It was a class of young 
secondary school girls who, for the first time, were let free to handle batteries, bulbs and wires. 
They were busy incessantly, and there were cries of surprise and delight. Arguments were settled 
by ‘You see?’, and problems were solved with, ‘Let’s try!’ Hardly a thinkable combination of 
batteries, bulbs and wires was left untried. Then, in the midst of the hubbub, the teacher clapped 
her hands and, chalk poised at the blackboard, announced: ‘Now, girls, let us summarize what we 
have learned today. Emmy, what is a battery?’ ‘Joyce, what is the positive terminal?’ ‘Lucy, what is 
the correct way to close a circuit?’ And the ‘correct’ diagram was deftly sketched and labeled, the 
‘correct’ symbols were added, and the ‘correct’ definitions were scribbled down. And Emmy, Joyce 
and Lucy and the others deflated audibly into silence and submission, obediently copying the 
diagram and the summary. What they had done seemed of no importance. The questions were in 
no way related to their work. The rich experience with the batteries and the other equipment, 
which would have given them plenty to talk and think about and to question, was in no way used 
to bring order and system into the information they actually did gather. [This teacher was] asking 
the ‘wrong’ questions, ones which were unproductive in encouraging the children’s learning. 

From The right question at the right time by Jos Elsweet (1985) 

So what is the right question? And when is the right time to ask it? And what’s the right way to 
ask it? Let’s find out… 

In 1974, Rowe conducted research into the way in which teachers asked learners questions in the 
classroom. Her findings on ‘wait time’ – the amount of time, once a question has been asked, that 
a teacher allows to elapse before asking someone else or providing an answer themselves – was 
quite astonishing. Most teachers are – as a result of our entrenched classroom culture as well as 
the expectations placed upon us – scared of silence in our classrooms. We think silence is a sign of 
learner failure – of the fact learners haven’t learnt or haven’t understood; we think a pregnant 
pause is a sign of inactivity, that the lesson we’ve planned isn’t going as well as we’d hoped 
because it now lacks pace and because learners are not engaged or not listening. But a pregnant 
pause is just that: pregnant – incubating learners’ thoughts ahead of an answer being born. 

Most teachers, then, would accept that having asked a question they don’t leave a very long pause 
before filling the silence. Perhaps we wait as little as ten seconds before growing scared of the 
silence – ten seconds, we accept, is probably not long enough for some learners to think through 
their answer and consider how best to explain it. But the findings are even more depressing than 
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that. Rowe found that teachers didn’t leave as much as ten seconds. Not even five. Not even, 
would you believe, one whole second! Rowe found that, on average, teachers leave less than one 
second before answering their own question or before asking someone else to answer it. 

Rowe also found that wait time of less than one second prevented most learners taking part in 
classroom discussions because such a short interval did not allow enough time for learners to 
think through the question and then formulate an answer. 

Rowe’s research concluded that teachers, acknowledging their wait time was insufficient, 
compromised by asking more simple, closed questions where straightforward recall – as opposed 
to deep thinking – is enough for learners to be able to provide an answer. As a further 
consequence of this, classroom talk was superficial. 

The teachers involved in Rowe’s research were encouraged to increase the amount of time they 
gave learners to answer their questions. Teachers achieved this by allowing a period of time to 
elapse before learners were allowed to put their hands up and answer. This extra time was used 
for one of the following purposes: 

• Thinking time – allowing learners time to process the question and think through their answers 
before anyone was allowed to volunteer a response aloud; 

• Paired discussion time – allowing learners to think about the question with a partner for a 
certain amount of time before giving an answer; 

• Writing time – allowing learners to draft their thoughts on paper first before giving their 
responses. 

Most of the above involves learners working together to discuss their thoughts before sharing 
them with the whole class. In this way, effective questioning involves learners taking group 
responsibility – if learners have time to discuss the answer in pairs or groups before anyone 
responds verbally, learners are more ready to offer answers and to attempt more difficult 
thinking, because they know that others will help them. Having ‘talking partners’ as a regular 
feature of lessons is more democratic, too, because it allows every learner in the room to think, to 
articulate and therefore to extend their learning. This has two advantages: firstly, the shy, less 
confident learners get to find their voice; secondly, the garrulous, over-confident learners get to 
learn to listen to others. In short, it creates a spirit or ethos of cooperation which is at the heart of 
formative assessment. 

Once teachers had had the opportunity to get used to increasing their wait time, Rowe went back 
to look at the effect it’d had. She found: 

• learners’ answers were longer 

• learners’ failure to respond had decreased 

• responses were more confident 

• learners challenged and/or improved the answers of other learners 

• more alternative explanations were being offered 

Teachers involved in the King’s Medway Oxfordshire Formative Assessment (or KMOFA for 
short) project undertaken by Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam as part of their initial research into the 
effects of formative assessment, found that “increasing waiting time after asking questions proved 
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difficult to start with…the pause after asking the question was sometimes painful [and] 
unnatural… [but] given more thinking time, learners seemed to realise that a more thoughtful 
answer was required [and that they now] give an answer and an explanation without additional 
prompting.” 

Black and Wiliam also found that some questions had a greater potential to be ‘formative’ and 
therefore to help learners improve. Questions like “Do you agree or disagree?” – which only 
require a yes/no answer – could be changed to “What do you think?” which is more open and 
therefore engages learners in discussions aimed at improving their understanding and making 
progress. By changing the wording of questions in this way, learners are encouraged to give 
thoughtful answers rather than simply to agree or disagree. Closed questions have another 
drawback: often, after giving a yes/no answer, learners are asked to justify their decision. But 
faced with a closed question and little time to answer, learners often reach a decision without 
giving it sufficient thought as to why they feel that way so are unable to answer the supplementary 
question. 

Other formative questions which are useful in developing learner reflection and promoting 
discussion include… 

• What do you think of X’s answer? 

• What could we add to Y’s answer? 

• X said… and Y thought… but how can we bring these ideas together? 

…because, by focusing on what learners say rather than on accepting an answer and just moving 
on, teachers create a better opportunity for sustained classroom discussion. 

Increasing wait time can also lead to more learners being involved in question-and-answer 
discussions and to an increase in the length of their responses. 

Another way to increase learners’ participation in classroom discussions is to ask learners to 
brainstorm their ideas, perhaps in pairs, for a few minutes before the teacher asks for whole-class 
contributions. This allows learners to express their initial thoughts and ideas, as well as to hear 
other learners’ ideas, and gives learners an opportunity to articulate their answer in a more 
considered fashion rather than just jumping in and saying the first thing that pops into their 
heads! 

So, wait time needs to be longer and questions need to be formative. But what else makes for 
effective questioning.. 

According to Morgan and Saxton’s Asking Better Questions, a good question: 

• is an expressive demonstration of a genuine curiosity; behind every question there must be the 
intention to know 

• has an inner logic related in some way to the teacher’s focus and the learners’ experiences 

• is ordered in such a way that the thinking is clarified both for the learners and the teacher 

• is supported by intonation and non-verbal signals, and the pace matches the intent 

• can provide surprise 

• is part of an ongoing dialogue which involves relationships between speakers. 
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In other words, a good question has reason, focus, clarity and appropriate intonation, it can 
challenge and surprise; it maintains engagement, stimulates thought and evokes feelings. 

There is also an art to asking questions. Good question-and-answer sessions need: 

• active listeners: teachers and learners have to be genuinely interested in the answer and must 
be willing to let the answer change them. 

• quality thinking time: everyone has to be comfortable with silence; everyone has to be filled 
with curiosity; everyone has to be encouraged to think and feel. 

• thoughtful answers: answers need to move the lesson onto a new stage; answers need to raise 
the lesson to a higher intellectual and emotional level; answers need to show respect for the 
question; answers may appear in the form of a question. 

Morgan and Saxton set out what they believe to be important rules for asking questions. They are 
as follows: 

1.Use clear, direct language – when asking a question, use simple, clear, direct language that 
allows learners to connect with the thinking and the feeling behind the words. 

2.Elevate language – model a variety of language uses without being seen to be critical or 
correcting of learners’ language. 

3.Give an answer weight – If a learner responds in a non-public way such as an aside or 
unthinking response, pick them up and give them weight. 

4.Universalise the answer – help learners to see things in a wider context. 

5.Deal with a response which downgrades another’s contribution – if a remark is offensive, it will 
often be due to thoughtlessness or inattention; deal with it accordingly and move on 

6.Give opportunities for rethinking and restating. 

So far we have looked at the art of asking questions: at what type of question to ask and how to 
deal with the answer. But let’s think bigger than this… perhaps it is time for us, not simply to re-
word the questions we ask so that they become more formative, but to move away from the 
routine of questions-and-answers. Perhaps it is time for us to move away from asking only factual 
questions and, as well, to focus our attentions on the quality and different functions of classroom 
questions. 

Black et al, in Assessment for Learning: Putting it into Practice, advocate asking a ‘big question’ 
which could be “an open question, or a problem-solving task, which can set the scene for the 
lesson, either by evoking a broad-ranging discussion or by prompting small group discussions, so 
involving many learners.” If this ‘big question’ is to be successful, both the responses and the ways 
in which we follow them up have to be anticipated. 

To improve the use of classroom dialogue, our classrooms have to become more interactive. 
Learners should know that – rather than putting their hands up – they might be expected to 
answer at any time even if it is a ‘I don’t know’ response. As a result, learners should become more 
confident, not to mention more comfortable giving a wrong answer because they realise that 
wrong answers can be just as useful as right ones. But remember that moving away from rapid-
fire questions-and-answers towards more meaningful classroom dialogue has to be accompanied 
by sufficient reflection time for learners. 
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We can learn from the way Japanese teachers conduct classroom discussions. In Japan, it is an 
important part of teaching practice to summarise and repeat contributions made by learners. 
They call this practice ‘neriage’ which means ‘to polish’. They do it because to recapitulate 
learners’ answers provides an opportunity for teachers to synthesise the contributions made by 
different learners, to drip-feed technical terminology and to refine ideas or place them in a 
different context. Here’s an example of neriage in action during a discussion about the art of 
public speaking: 

Learner: You could use your hands to emphasise something 

Teacher: Yes, gesticulation is very important [writes ‘gesticulation’ on the board] 

Before we look in more detail at the types of questioning we can use, let’s take stock. If we are to 
harness the power of effective questioning as a means of formative assessment, we must: 

• increase the amount of wait time we give learners to answer our questions; 

• make more effort framing our questions to ensure they are worth asking and are formative 
rather than closed; 

• use follow-up activities that are meaningful and help learners to make progress. 

In short, we must learn that the main point of asking questions is to raise issues about which we 
need information or about which the learners need to think. This is not to suggest that closed 
questions do not have their place.  Indeed, as ‘hinge questions’ to guage understanding before 
moving from one idea/activity to the next, they serve a very useful function. Indeed, my advocacy 
of open questioning as a part of formative assessment should not be read as an indictment of any 
other teaching approaches. 

Now let us now turn our attentions to the types of questions we should be asking in our 
classrooms in order to expedite learner progress. Bloom is a good place to start… 

Bloom identified a hierarchy of questions which help teachers move beyond the literal and which 
support differentiation within the classroom. Imagine a pyramid carved into six slices. Starting 
with the bottom slice, we have knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation. Below are some question words associated with each slice: 

1.Knowledge – define, recall, describe, label, identify, match, name, state 

2.Comprehension – translate, predict, explain, summarise, describe, compare, classify 

3.Application – demonstrate how, solve, use, interpret, relate, apply 

4.Analysis – analyse, explain, infer, break down, prioritise, reason logically, draw conclusions 

5.Synthesis – design, create, compose, combine, reorganise, reflect, predict, speculate, 
hypothesise, summarise 

6.Evaluation – assess, judge, compare/contrast, evaluate 

Here are some examples of lower- and higher-order questions – using Bloom’s taxonomy – from 
Morgan and Saxton’s book Asking Better Questions: 

Lower-order questions are those that ask for knowledge, comprehension and application…they 
demand less complex thinking… 
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• Knowledge: How many different cultural groups are represented in our classroom? 

• Comprehension: What do we mean by cultural mosaic? 

• Application: What other examples of cultural policy promote social ghettoisation? 

Higher-order questions are those that ask for analysis, synthesis or evaluation…they demand 
more complex thinking: 

• Analysis: why is it important for different cultural groups in our society to maintain their 
cultural heritage? 

• Synthesis: for the end of year concert, what theme could we look at that would best express the 
wide variety of cultures in school? 

• Evaluation: What significance has the government’s decision to opt for the concept of the 
cultural mosaic over that of the melting pot for today’s society? 

You might choose to use this hierarchy as a way of building on each question you ask, starting 
with straightforward ‘recall’ questions and moving towards the more complex ‘deep thinking’ 
questions. For example, you might… 

1.Read a text to the class. 

2.Ask the class “What is the main character’s name?” or “Where is the main character at the start 
of this story?” This constitutes a ‘knowledge’ or ‘comprehension’ question. 

3.Then ask the class “Can you compare the main character to someone you know?” followed by 
“Write a paragraph about the character…” This is an ‘application’ question. 

4.Follow this up with “How does the writer make the main character likeable?” or “What do you 
think makes this story effective?” This is an ‘analysis’ question. 

5.You might then ask the class to “Write the next part of the story…” This is synthesis. 

6.And finally, you might ask the class “How do you think you would deal with a situation like the 
one in the story?” This is evaluation. 

Using Bloom’s Taxonomy as building blocks like this helps learners to develop their knowledge 
and understanding and is an effective means of differentiation. You could target the questions at 
learners of varied abilities. But the hierarchy does not always need to be followed in this 
structured way. 

In the article, The right questions at the right time, Elstgeest proposed something similar to 
Bloom’s Taxonomy. Elstgeest suggested this hierarchy of problem-solving questions: 

1.Attention-focusing questions (What can you see? What is this?) 

2.Quantifying questions (How many? How long is it?) 

3.Comparison questions (Is it longer than..? In what ways are they alike and in what ways do they 
differ?) 

4.Action questions (What happens if you…?) 

5.Problem-posing questions (Can you find a way to…?) 
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So, we have established that there are different levels of questions and that these can be used to 
differentiate. Broadly speaking, there are… 

Questions which draw upon knowledge (the powers of recall): these questions tell us what 
learners already know – either as a result of out teachings, a result of what others have taught 
them, or a result of their own perceptions and experiences. This type of question is characterised 
by key words such as ‘who?’, ‘what?’, ‘where?’, ‘when?’ and ‘how?’ 

Questions which test comprehension (understanding): these questions allow learners to 
demonstrate their understanding and are usually characterised by phrases such as ‘what is meant 
by..?’, ‘can you rephrase that..?’, ‘can you describe..?’, ‘what is the difference..?’ 

Questions which require application (problem-solving): these questions require learners to select, 
retrieve, and apply information in order to complete a task by taking what they have already 
learned and applying it to other situations. These questions are usually characterised by phrases 
such as ‘who would you choose..?’, ‘what might happen if..?’, ‘how can..?’, ‘what examples..?’ and 
‘how would you..?’ 

Questions which encourage analysis (reasoning): these questions require learners to support their 
arguments and opinions by organising their ideas into a logical order or sequence. These 
questions are usually characterised by phrases such as ‘I wonder why..?’, ‘I wonder what would 
happen..?’, ‘what if..?”, ‘should we assume that..?’ 

Questions which invite synthesis (creating): these questions require learners to fit together 
separate pieces into a whole. These questions require learners to express original and creative 
thoughts and ideas and are usually characterised by phrases such as ‘how could we..?’, ‘I wonder 
how..?”, ‘do you suppose that..?’ 

Questions which promote evaluation (judging): these questions require learners to consider the 
values and beliefs implied by their thinking by evaluating evidence. These questions are usually 
characterised by phrases such as ‘which might be better..?’, ‘does it matter..?”, ‘would you agree 
that..?’, what is your opinion..?’ 

But there is also a taxonomy of personal engagement – a hierarchy to define learners’ levels of 
involvement in classroom discussions…according to Morgan and Saxton’s Asking Better 
Questions, it goes like this: 

1.Interest – being curious about what is presented 

2.Engaging – wanting to be, and being involved in the task 

3.Committing – developing a sense of responsibility towards the task 

4.Internalising – merging objective concepts (the task) with subjective experience (what is 
already owned) resulting in understand and ownership of new ideas 

5.Interpreting – wanting and needing to communicate that understanding to others 

6.Evaluating – wanting and being willing to put that understanding to the test 

Morgan and Saxton go on to explain how teachers might use this taxonomy to help them frame 
their questions… 

1.What questions shall I ask to attract their attention (interest)? 
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2.What questions shall I ask to draw them into active involvement where their ideas become an 
important part of the process (engaging)? 

3.What questions shall I ask to invite them to take on responsibility for the inquiry (committing)? 

4.What questions shall I ask to create an environment in which they can relfect upon their 
thoughts, feelings and attitudes, points of view, experiences and values in relation to the material 
(internalising)? 

5.What questions shall I ask to invite them to express their understanding of the relatonship 
between their subjective world, the world of their peers, and the world of the subject matter? 
What opportunities shall I provide to enable them to formulate new questions which arise from 
their new understanding (interpreting)? 

6.What questions shall I ask to provide them with opportunities to test their new thinking in 
different media (evaluating)? 

From Asking Better Questions by Morgan and Saxton (1988) 

It’s also possible to classify questions by the function they perform. Broadly speaking, there are 
three categories of question: 

A.Questions to elicit information – to draw out what the learners already knows and identify the 
gaps in their knowledge/understanding 

B.Questions to shape understanding – to help teachers and learners to fill in the gaps identified 
by A and to elaborate on how learners are thinking and feeling 

C.Questions to press for reflection – to demand learners’ intellectual and emotional commitment, 
and to challenge learners to think more critically and creatively 

In Reaching for Higher Thought, Brownlie/Close/Wingren refer to these three categories as ‘on 
the line’, ‘between the lines’ and ‘beyond the lines’. Let me explain… 

On the line refers to questions which establish the rules, establish procedure, and establish or 
assist with managing behaviour and unify the class. These questions focus on the recall of facts 
and the supply of information. 

Between the lines refers to questions which reveal experience, focus on making connections, and 
press learners to rethink or restate their ideas more accurately or more specifically. These 
questions help promote learners’ expression of attitudes, biases, points of view and these 
questions demand inference and interpretation, and focus on the meanings behind textual 
content. 

Beyond the lines refers to questions which develop suppositions or hypotheses, which focus on 
personal feelings and future action. These questions help develop critical assessments and value 
judgments. 

According to Brownlie et al, these categories are non-hierarchical (unlike Bloom) and they can be 
used in any order and at any time during the lesson. Here’s an example from their book: 

• On the line: How did Hitler justify his annexation of Sudetanland in 1938? 

• Between the lines: When might you be justified in taking over another country? 
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• Beyond the lines: If you were an arms manufacturer, how would you feel about the possibility of 
war? 

But there are alternatives to the teacher asking questions. Instead, you could cast learners in the 
role of questioner or avoid questions altogether. Let’s look at each of these alternatives in turn: 

1. Learner as questioner 

Before our learners can take on the role of questioner, we need to arm them with the skills that 
are required. To do this, we need to model for learners how to ask a question. In other words, we 
need to show learners that: 

• our questions have reason, focus and curiosity 

• our questions are directed at uncovering information, building meaning and considering 
implications 

• we will, by listening and thinking along with learners, let our learners experience the 
excitement that questions can stimulate 

• we will encourage learners’ questions so that they come to understand that questions belong as 
much to them as they do to us 

We can model these things by: thinking aloud; praising a learner’s questions; encouraging a 
learner’s question; and reflecting and analysing questions. 

There are many ways we can encourage learners to ask questions. For example, we could ask 
learners to make up their own exam questions based on the exemplars we have shared with them 
and based on what we have taught them about the format and style of exam questions and on the 
assessment criteria we have discussed. We could also use the game ‘twenty questions’ whereby 
learners, inspired by a topic, have to ask twenty questions which have a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. We 
could use ‘hot-seating’ whereby a learner assumes the role of a character (say, from a book we’re 
studying or a historical figure) and the rest of the class asks them open questions designed to 
draw out the role-player’s knowledge, experiences, and feelings. Or we could use a answers-and-
questions activity whereby we give learners an answer and they have to work out what the 
question could be. 

Learners should also be encouraged to think of their own questions because to do so helps them 
to develop their questioning skills and they become more actively engaged in their learning. 
Getting learners to think up questions also helps them to develop their independence because 
they are taking responsibility for their own learning; it helps them explain and express 
themselves; and it helps them to reflect on and evaluate their own learning. 

2. Alternatives to questions 

Instead of asking questions, we could consider the following alternatives: 

Making a declarative statement: we could express a thought in order to generate a discussion 
which explores what we have stated. A declarative statement conveys information and does not 
prescribe what kind and how much response is expected, thus giving learners freedom to think 
and express themselves without constraints. Making a statement in order to generate discussion 
is also effective because it avoids the ‘guess what’s in my head’ mentality whereby learners are 
reluctant to answer because they fear their answer will be wrong. Responding to a statement – no 
matter what response is made – is not a matter of right or wrong. 
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Making a reflective statement: we could make a reflective statement in order to summarise and/
or synthesise what a learner has just said. Reflective statements encourage the learner on whom 
we’re reflecting to elaborate on their original contribution, and encourage other learners to reflect 
on what is said, too. 

Expressing our feelings and thoughts: we could make a statement sharing our current thinking 
and emotions. This encourages learners to see that we, too, are human and that we, too, 
experience the same confusions and difficulties they do. It also encourages learners to elaborate 
further on what has already been said, and to clarify about ambiguity or support any statements 
they have made. 

Inviting learners to elaborate: inviting learners to elaborate on what they have just said not only 
encourages them to think deeper about what they have said and to justify any opinions, but it also 
shows that we are interested in what they have to say. 

The Big 3: Pitch 
In September 1962, John F Kennedy promised America that they’d be a manned lunar landing 
before the end of the decade. He said: “We choose to go to the moon in this decade…not because 
[it is] easy but because [it is] hard, because that goal will serve to organise and measure the best 
of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are 
unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win”. 

Throughout history, humankind has sought challenge because it is the measure of the best of our 
energies and skills.  By challenging ourselves, we have evolved.  Even now, at the pinnacle of our 
endeavour, challenge is how we keep on getting better, it is how we keep on learning… 

Thomas Edison – the man credited with inventing the lightbulb – once said that “genius is 1% 
inspiration, 99% perspiration”. 

And so it should be in our schools and colleges.  We should ensure that our learners are 
challenged and made to work hard because through hard work they will get better, through hard 
work they will learn. 

The Russain psychologist Lev Vygotsky had a theory that teachers should only give learners work 
to do which falls within ‘the zone of proximal development’, a concept which he defined thusly: 

The zone of proximal development is “the distance between the actual developmental level as 
determined by independent problem-solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable 
peers”. (Vygotsky, 1978) 

Let’s pause a moment and reflect on that quote… 
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If you’re like me, you probably had to read Vygotsky’s definition a couple of times before you 
could make proper sense of it.  His sentence is long and complex, it is just hard enough for me to 
be challenged by it but not too hard for me to be put off by it. 

I had to read it a couple of times to make the necessary connections between words I already 
knew being combined to form meanings that were new to me – but I made sense of it eventually 
and, as a consequence, I learnt what Vygotsky meant by the term ‘zone of proximal development’. 

Because I worked hard at understanding his definition, and because I had to stop and think about 
it, I’m now much more likely to remember it. I am much more likely to have stored the definition 
in my long-term memory from where it can be retrieved at a later date. 

I’ll return to this subject shortly… 

So what did Vygotsky mean? What is the zone of proximal development? 

You probably came to the same conclusion as me that, at its simplest, what Vygotsky was really 
saying was this: we teachers should not give learners work to do which they have already 
mastered, nor work which they cannot possibly master (yet). Instead, we should give learners 
work to do which they can master if they think hard about it and if they have help from their 
teachers and peers. 

Why?  Because, if the work is too easy, learners will do it automatically and learn nothing. If the 
work is too hard, however, learners won’t be able to do it and will become demotivated. But if the 
work is just hard enough that learners are challenged by it but can achieve it, they will extend 
their learning. 

I call this notion the ‘Goldilocks bowl’: not too hot nor too cold; just right. And for me ‘just right’ 
translates as ‘hard but achievable’. 

Daniel Willingham, the cognitive scientist, echoed Vygotsky when he said that “working on 
problems that are of the right level of difficulty is rewarding, but working on problems that are 
too easy or too difficult is unpleasant”. The pleasure, you see, is in the solving of the problem. 
Working on a problem with no sense that you’re making progress, by contrast, is not pleasurable; 
it is frustrating. 

I think it’s widely understood and accepted that giving learners work to do which is too hard for 
them is poor pedagogy.  We’d never dream of giving a class of Year 6 learners Beowulf – 
unabridged and in its original Anglo-Saxon form – as independent reading material and then 
expect them to write a detailed critique of it.  It would be an impossible task; they would get 
frustrated by the unfamiliar language and quickly give up. 

So, to labour the metaphor a little further, we teachers already know that feeding our learners hot 
porridge can burn their mouths. But what possible harm can proffering a bowl of cold porridge 
do..? 

It’s less widely understood – and still less accepted – that giving learners work to do which is too 
easy for them is also poor pedagogy.  After all, it is not uncommon to ‘dumb down’ in order to 
ensure work is accessible and in order to give learners a boost by fooling them into thinking they 
have succeeded at something. 
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But easy work is just as unhelpful as hard work because we humans are essentially a lazy species 
and when we are given work to do which is too easy our thinking fails.  Why?  Because thinking is 
effortful and we do all we can to avoid it. 

When we can get away with it, rather than thinking, we rely on our memory.  We can do this 
because most of the decisions we take on a daily basis are decisions we’ve taken before so we just 
repeat them out of habit.  Old habits die hard, after all.  As Townsend and Bever pithily said, 
“Most of the time what we do is what we do most of the time” (2001). 

For example, most of our important functions – like seeing and moving – don’t require thought; 
we make sense of the world and put one foot in the front of the other without thinking it through 
and having to reason. 

So thinking is hard.  And because thinking is hard the conditions have to be right for us to think 
well.  We don’t think if the task is too easy (we rely on our memory instead) and we give up if 
thinking is too hard. 

Let’s then turn our attentions to what these ‘right’ conditions actually are in practice.  Let’s 
consider what teachers need to do in order to encourage learners to think and, by thinking, to 
learn. 

Here’s the science bit… 

Thinking relies on four factors: information from the environment, facts in long-term memory, 
procedures in long-term memory, and the amount of space in working memory.  If any one of 
these factors is inadequate, thinking will likely fail. 

So let’s look at how to get our learners’ memories working like well-oiled machines… 

There’s evidence from the world of neurochemistry that we enjoy challenging work. When we 
solve a problem, our brains reward us with a small dose of dopamine, a naturally-occurring 
chemical that is important to the brain’s pleasure system. 

The importance of producing dopamine is not just to induce pleasure, however; it’s also at the 
heart of learning. 

In order to learn, our brains must forge new connections.  These connections are created by 
chemical reactions involving the release of dopamine.  Put simply, dopamine is the chemical 
which binds the neurones together in order to create a memory.  In other words, the release of 
dopamine is essential to commit knowledge to our long-term memories. 

If we set learners tasks which are too easy, they feel no reward and therefore dopamine isn’t 
released.  If we set learners tasks which are too hard and do not give them clear guidance about 
how to achieve it, they feel no reward and therefore dopamine isn’t released.  Pitching the work 
just right – challenging but achievable – creates the conditions for dopamine to be released and 
therefore encourages learners to commit knowledge to their long-term memories which is surely 
one definition of learning. 

Robert Bjork, a cognitive psychologist at UCLA, also argued in favour of greater challenge.  He 
coined the phrases ‘storage strength’ (SS) and ‘retrieval strength’ (RS) to help our understanding 
of how we learn (which is to say, how we commit things to memory). 

Storage strength is the measure of how effectively we have learned something. Learning 
something in greater detail increases the chance of us storing it in our long-term memory. The 
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better it is learned, the higher the SS.  If it has a high SS, it is more likely to be stored in our long 
term memory (rather than remain in our working memory to be quickly forgotten) and be ready 
to be ‘retrieved’ later. 

Retrieval strength, meanwhile, is the measure of how easily we can access a memory of something 
we’ve learned. In other words, RS is our ability to recall information at a later date.  RS decreases 
over time – which is why we forget things as we get older – and the lower the SS, the faster the RS 
will decrease. 

Put simply, if we want to learn something well enough so that it will be accessible to us in the 
future (rather than quickly forgotten), then we need to learn it in greater depth, we need to over-
learn it. 

Bjork identified a number of conditions which over time increase SS and RS and which therefore 
lead to information being retained for much longer. These conditions, Bjork cautioned, “slow 
down the apparent learning, but under most circumstances help long term retention, and help 
transfer of knowledge, from what you learnt to new situations”. 

Bjork called these conditions ‘desirable difficulties’ because they are ways of teaching which are 
intentionally challenging to learners because difficulty and hard work are what assists their long 
term learning. 

Put simply, then, Bjork argued that we teachers should spend longer teaching fewer things but in 
greater detail.  Our learners should learn less content but in more depth. 

John Hattie has also expressed the belief that teachers should set challenging work and that the 
best way for learners to learn is not always pleasurable for them.  And he has also said – like Bjork 
– that it is better to spend longer learning less information but in more detail: 

“Learning is not always pleasurable and easy; it requires over-learning at certain points, spiralling 
up and down the knowledge continuum, building a working relationship with others in grappling 
with challenging tasks”. (Hattie, 2012) 

Hattie went on to say that the most “accomplished teachers set tasks that [have] a greater degree 
of challenge”. 

Once we’ve set hard work, the way for our learners to overcome the challenge and win is to 
practice, practice, practice… 

Willingham argues that learners need to engage in deliberate practice in order that low-level 
processes become automatic, leaving room for more high-level concerns, such as game strategy.  
He says, broadly speaking, that there are two reasons to practice: 

1. To gain competence, 

2. To improve. 

Continuing to practise skills once it appears you have already mastered them also yields three 
important benefits: 

– it reinforces the basic skills that are required for the learning of more advanced skills, 

– it protects against forgetting, and 

– it improves transfer. 
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A lack of space in working memory is a functional bottleneck of human cognition, Willingham 
says. “Working memory is more or less fixed – you get what you get, and practice does not change 
it… there are, however, ways to cheat this limitation”. 

The first way to cheat the limited size of your working memory, so says Willingham, is through 
factual knowledge.  The second way is to make the processes that manipulate information in 
working memory more efficient. 

Willingham uses the analogy of learning to tie our shoe laces.  At first, tying our laces requires our 
full attention and thus absorbs all of our working memory, but with practice we can tie our shoes 
automatically whilst our working memory is otherwise engaged holding a conversation, for 
example. 

I think another useful example which demonstrates the benefit of practice is that of learning to 
read… 

Once we have ‘mastered’ reading in the sense that we know the sound each letter makes and how 
letters combine to make words, we still keep practising our reading not just to get faster at 
reading but in order to get so good at recognising the letters and words and the sounds they make 
that word recognition becomes automatic… we see words and understand them and how they 
sound without having to think about it and this automaticity frees up precious space in our 
working memories which used to be used to retrieve sounds and meanings from our long-term 
memories but which we can now devote to thinking about the meanings of sentences and texts. 

Eventually, we get so good at reading that we have enough working memory to be able to 
recognise allusions and make other connections between the text we are reading and all the 
background knowledge we already possess. 

What’s true of reading is true of all the skills our learners use in all the subjects we teach. 

In conclusion, we should not be afraid to set our learners work to do which is hard, which 
challenges them and makes them think. 

We should avoid setting work which is too easy and which learners have already mastered.  And 
we should avoid setting work which is too hard and which learners cannot possibly master at the 
moment. 

Instead, we should ensure we set work that is pitched within the ‘zone of proximal development’: 
work that is hard but accessible; work that is challenging but achievable. 

We should not set work which is too easy because if learners do not have to think about it, they 
will not think about it.  They will rely on their memory instead and complete tasks out of habit 
without engaging any cognitive processes, which is to say that their brains will not have to release 
dopamine in order to forge new connections, and they will not therefore feel any sense of reward 
and will become apathetic and bored. 

Perhaps more importantly, if learners complete tasks without having to think about them, new 
connections will not be made, information will not enter their long-term memories and they will 
not, therefore, be able to recall that information at a later time. 

In short, if the work is too easy learners will not learn.   
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Nor should we set work for our learners to do which is too hard because if learners cannot access 
it, they will be unable to forge new connections in their brains, their brains will not release 
dopamine and they will become frustrated and demotivated. 

In short, if the work is too hard learners will not learn. 

And how do we make sure that the work we set falls squarely within the ‘zone of proximal 
development’?   Simply – and if you’re a regular reader, you will spot a theme developing here – 
by knowing our learners. 

Regular assessment of our learners will inform us where each of our learners is now – what they 
can and cannot do and, therefore, where the gaps in their learning are –  and this, in turn, will 
inform us where their zone of proximal development sits currently. 

As I have argued before, assessment is a form of planning.  If you can confidently answer the 
following questions about each of your learners then you can plan for progress: 

– where are they now? 

– where do they need to be? 

– how can they get there? 

Planning for progress is at the heart of outstanding lessons and learners only make progress when 
they are challenged and engaged.  They are only challenged and engaged when the work they are 
asked to do is not too hard and not too easy but just right. 

Great teachers, therefore, are like Goldilocks: they know when the conditions are just right for 
learning to take place. Great teachers serve warm porridge every day. 

More on differentiation 
There are several practical methods for differentiating learning in terms of content, process, and 
product and I’ll explore three such methods in a moment, but first a word of caution: whichever 
method of differentiation/personalisation we use, our expectations of learners’ desired outcomes 
should remain the same. 

After all, learners with differing levels of prior knowledge and achievement can all engage in 
answering big questions and exploring hypothesises – it is the answers not the questions that are 
differentiated because, although some learners will respond in greater depth, all learners have the 
potential to deepen their understanding as a result of thinking and engaging with the discussion. 
Here are three ways of personalising the learning: 

1, Differentiated questioning 

One means of differentiating is through questioning. I have written about the ABC approach to 
questioning before. I have said that discussion usually takes the form of teacher-led question-and-
answer sessions and the most common model is IRE – Initiation, Response, Evaluation. But a 
more effective model is ABC – Agree/disagree with, Build upon, and Challenge. 

With ABC, learners pass questions around the classroom – the Japanese call this “neriage” which 
means “to polish” because learners polish each other’s answers, refining them, making them 
better by challenging each other’s thinking. I have also said that increasing the amount of time 
you wait for an answer to a question before either answering it yourself or asking someone else, 

APRIL 2016 DERBY COLLEGE !21



MATT BROMLEY @MJ_BROMLEY TEACHING, LEARNING & ASSESSMENT UPDATE

makes learners’ answers longer, more confident, and increases their ability to respond. So using 
ABC questioning and increasing wait time are great ways of personalising the learning because 
learners can engage at different levels but all can achieve. 

2, Mastery learning 

Another means of differentiating is to employ the mastery learning approach whereby teachers 
believe that all their learners are capable of learning anything if that learning is presented in the 
right way. Mastery learning works on the basis that understanding is the result of intention and 
effort, and that difficulty is enjoyable. In lessons where mastery is practised, teachers ensure that 
at least once or twice in a session learners are in awe of the teacher’s own scholarship with the 
intention that their interest is piqued and they want to be able to do it too. 

In practical terms, mastery learning is about learners demonstrating they have mastered 
something before being able to move on to the next thing. The teacher decides the level of mastery 
required – 80, 90 or 100 per cent – and learners are given opportunities to learn through a 
variety of instructional methods before taking a test. If learners do not attain the right level of 
mastery in the test, they are given additional instructional activities to complete before retaking 
the test (which is usually in a different form or uses different questions). 

One benefit of the mastery approach is that it avoids the negative effects of differentiation which 
can translate as lower expectations of what the so-called “less able” learners are able to achieve. 
With differentiation, activities can also be oversimplified. Mastery, however, allows teachers to 
genuinely challenge learners. Here’s how it works… 

In a traditional classroom, the teacher teaches to the middle and when the middle is ready, the 
teacher moves on to the next topic. This sends an important signal to the class: everyone learns in 
the same way and requires the same activities. This approach also tells learners that once the 
majority of learners have learnt something, they all move on. Many learners learn nothing but are 
compelled to move on whether ready or not. Those learners who are ready to move on faster than 
the “middle”, meanwhile, have to wait for the majority to catch up. 

But with mastery learning, the teacher sends a very different signal to their learners: that 
everyone will learn and succeed, that the teacher is not going to move on until everyone is ready 
to do so. With mastery, the teacher also makes it explicit that every learner will get a minimum of, 
say, 80 per cent in tests and that the teacher will keep working with them until they do so. 

The teacher can tell the faster learners that they can move on whenever they are ready, that they 
will not be held back. The teacher makes it clear that people learn in different ways and at 
different paces. 

So, at its heart, mastery learning is about handing over responsibility for learning to learners. In 
traditional classrooms, the teacher is responsible for deciding how learners learn and at what 
pace. But with mastery learning, learners take responsibility and this helps prepare them for life 
after school. The teacher guides makes suggestions but it is the learners who decide how to learn 
and when they are ready to take a test and move on. 

Mastery learning is not the same as independent learning or self-teaching. In fact, teachers who 
employ a mastery approach interact more with individual learners. By using a variety of resource 
materials (such as texts at different reading levels) and addressing various learning styles (by 
presenting information visually, verbally, and in writing), teachers can address differences in 
preferred learning styles and achievement levels. 
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3, A choice of outcomes 

One final means of differentiating is by giving learners choices of outcomes for assignments and 
assessments. For example, a class working on creating a display for the local museum on local life 
in the 19th century may be allowed to contribute with different products such as diary entries, 
drawings of daily life, and role-playing particular jobs. Such an approach allows all learners to 
participate according to their talents and interests. 

It is important, however, that when learners are allowed a choice of products as part of an 
assessment that the various results are evaluated using common criteria. In the example above, 
regardless of whether a learner produces a diary entry, a drawing or a role play, they would all be 
judged on their historical accuracy and the effectiveness of their depiction of local life. 

Getting to good 
When we were inspected in May 2014, Ofsted made nine recommendations. Between May 2014 
and March 2016 when we were inspected again, we all worked incredibly hard to act upon those 
recommendations. Along the way, our progress was monitored - on three occasions - by two 
Support and Challenge HMI. Below I have summarised what Ofsted recommended in May 2014, 
what actions we took in response, and what the HMI said about our progress.   

RECOMMENDATION 1 
What Ofsted said: 

Ensure that managers are able to monitor the progress of learners and apprentices fully 
effectively so that they have a clear and accurate overview of a their progress. Take urgent action 
to resolve concerns where learners are behind with their assessments and are at risk of 
underachieving.  

What the College did: 

The College introduced ProMonitor as a mandatory system for hosting ILPs for all College-based 
learners on programmes of 280 guided learning hours or more.  ProMonitor captured prior 
attainment data, the results of screening and diagnostic tests in English and maths, and initial 
target grades.  ProMonitor Markbook was used to capture assessments against target at least once 
every four weeks.  This system enabled leaders and managers to monitor in-year progress and 
flagged ‘at risk’ learners so that timely interventions could be put in place to help all learners to 
achieve.  Compliance was audited monthly and the results appeared in the teacher scorecard to 
ensure teachers and their managers were held to account for setting targets, and assessing and 
giving feedback to learners.  As a result of this, the proportion of learners using their ILP 
increased and learners said they received more regular feedback that helped them to make 
progress.  The impact of this was increased retention rates and improved achievement (including 
high grade achievement) and success.  Although apprentices and learners on programmes of 
fewer than 280 guided learning hours continued to use paper-based ILPs rather than ProMonitor, 
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compliance with the College’s expectations regarding target-setting, assessment and feedback 
were audited in the same way and learner progress was closely monitored as part of the Quality 
and Performance Review (QPR) process.  

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Managers at all levels use data much more, and to better effect, than at the time of the previous 
inspection. Improvements have been made to the accuracy, availability, analysis and acceptance 
of data. Consequently staff are more accountable for the data that relate to their areas. Their 
scorecards provide them and their managers with monthly information to evaluate their key 
performance indicators. These frequent checks highlight any learners who are at risk of non-
completion and ensure that managers are fully aware of what they need to address to improve 
provision or to sustain it at high levels. The impact of closer scrutiny of data and the resulting 
interventions are evidenced by: increased retention, very high proportions of learners having 
target grades and much higher proportions indicating satisfaction with their course compared 
with the same time last year. Managers have an improved understanding of data relating to the 
progress learners make at the College, compared with their attainment on entry. 

RECOMMENDATION 2 
What Ofsted said: 

Provide strong leadership and clear direction in the use of target setting and monitoring of 
progress to ensure a consistent and highly effective approach across all subjects in order to 
maximise learners’ chances of achieving their full potential.  

What the College did: 

In addition to the actions outlined under recommendations one, the in-year progress of all 
learners and apprentices was monitored as part of the monthly QPR process and the proportion 
of learners making good progress was reported to managers, heads and the College Executive 
Team via the scorecard.  In-year progress, as well as compliance with target-setting and 
assessment protocols, were reported to the Corporation’s Curriculum and Quality Committee on a 
monthly basis and leaders were held to account for ensuring all learners made good progress.  

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Group profiles draw together data held on each learner that is used to set programme, unit and 
personal aspirational targets. Staff and learners have a better awareness of the types of target they 
need to set and when they need to set them using the ProMonitor electronic system. Staff and 
learners have an improved understanding of the progress they make through regular monitoring 
of targets contained within individual learning plans. Managers and Teaching and Learning 
Coaches (TLCs) monitor targets in ProMonitor to ensure they are completed and are specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant and time-bound (SMART), and aspirational. Learners who are 
on non-accredited courses have highly individualised personal targets that they can aspire to that 
are also recorded in ProMonitor. Staff record assessments in the electronic Markbook system at 
least once every four weeks and this is used to track learner progress and to identify learners at 
risk of not achieving or those learners capable of achieving higher grades. Managers analyse all 
relevant data more frequently and take swift action to support learners who are flagged in 
ProMonitor as at risk of not achieving through the production of a rapid improvement support 
plan. Targets and assessments are audited for compliance and reported in teacher scorecards. 
College data indicates that ProMonitor and Markbook are being used well by teachers to track 
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learner progress. The vast majority of teachers have created group profiles and a significant 
majority have profiles that meet all the College’s expected standards. 

RECOMMENDATION 3 
What Ofsted said: 

Support teachers to match their work closely to learners’ capabilities and to ensure that they 
challenge learners to gain the highest level of achievement they are capable of, particularly more 
able learners.  

What the College did: 

The College introduced a set of standard expectations for teachers that included the mandatory 
use of assessment plans, group profiles and schemes of work.   

These pro forma were regularly audited for both compliance and quality and were measures in the 
teacher scorecard.  Teachers wrote group profiles for every cohort of learners they taught and 
these contained data on learners’ starting points – including qualifications on entry and the 
results of screening and diagnostic tests in English and maths – as well as individual learning 
needs.  Teachers wrote half-termly schemes of work that demonstrated how they used data to 
inform their lesson planning and teaching in order to meet the needs of every learner.  Weekly 
timetabled continuous professional development (CPD) sessions were used to support and 
develop teachers’ ability to stretch and challenge all learners.  As a result of this, learner 
satisfaction with teaching, learning and assessment strategies and approaches improved and high 
grade achievement improved on a majority of programmes. 

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

All teachers work to standard expectations that are reflected in the teacher scorecard. Continuous 
professional development sessions focused on target setting, assessment practice and 
differentiation in learning have supported the introduction of the scorecard. Teachers have a 
clearer understanding of the purpose of the scorecard and its value in monitoring a wide range of 
measures, both inside and outside the classroom, that focus on best practice to improve outcomes 
for learners and identify underperformance and concerns. The teacher scorecard receives updates 
from ProMonitor to track learner progress and ensure that all targets set by teachers are SMART 
and aspirational and updates from Markbook to ensure that all learners are assessed regularly. 
Managers have scorecards that aggregate the data for all the teachers they line manage. A more 
comprehensive, holistic approach to managing performance and identifying individual 
development needs has been introduced through the use of manager scorecards. They are used 
weekly to analyse key measures and the performance at every level of the organisation and have 
improved overall communications between teachers and programme managers. Analysis of key 
measures in scorecards has identified improvements in learner progress and that the majority of 
learners have achieved or exceeded their targets. 

Every learner’s starting point and initial assessment data is held within the group profile and this 
information is used in developing schemes of work. Schemes of work require teachers to consider 
strategies that engage learners, plan for differentiation and challenge, consider assessment 
practices, and promote themes such as English and mathematics, and equality and diversity in 
learning sessions. These are also standard expectations included in the teacher scorecard 
measures that are reviewed regularly by managers.  
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RECOMMENDATION 4 
What Ofsted said: 

Improve assessment practice including increasing the quality of feedback to learners to a 
consistently high standard and ensuring that teachers make frequent and effective checks on 
learners’ understanding and skill development so that they make good or better progress.  

What the College did: 

Teachers assessed learners at least once every four weeks and entered the results of these 
assessments into ProMonitor Markbook.  Learners had access to this information via ProPortal 
and were able to set their own SMART targets to help them improve.   

Teachers and Personal Coaches monitored learner progress against these targets – and the extent 
to which they were responding to assessment feedback – during lessons, tutorials and one-to-one 
meetings.  Learners were also given aspirational targets and - through effective stretch and 
challenge in learning sessions and the use of SMART targets in ILPs - were encouraged to achieve 
more highly.   Learner voice shows improved satisfaction with feedback: a significant majority of 
learners said they were assessed and given regular feedback that helped them make good 
progress.  As a result of improved assessment and feedback practices, outcomes for learners 
improved.  As part of the internal quality audit and lesson observations in work-based learning 
provision, the quality of assessment, marking and feedback was frequently reviewed to ensure 
apprentices received appropriate and challenging feedback which led to improved timely success.   

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Managers have worked with teachers to enable them to provide more constructive and 
personalised feedback to learners on their assessed work. Work scrutiny has provided 
personalised support to teachers to help them improve the quality of feedback to learners. The 
proportion of learners who understand SMART targets and who use their individual learning 
plans to review progress and to motivate them to improve their work has increased significantly 
in the last year. Managers monitor the quality of feedback and target setting and take action to 
improve their effectiveness where necessary. Teaching teams frequently consider how best to give 
feedback and how best to agree targets with learners that will motivate them to make good 
progress. Although feedback from learners indicates that a very high proportion feel that support 
is helpful and the feedback they receive on assessed work makes it clear how they can improve, 
the quality of English and mathematics feedback is not yet meeting the College standard. 
However, the College has taken significant steps to address this, including implementing a new 
marking policy, running training by literacy and numeracy experts, ensuring all Teaching and 
Learning Coaches (TLC) have completed diagnostic tests in English and mathematics, and 
increasing the focus of English and mathematics in the work scrutiny process. Teachers who are 
identified by managers as requiring improvement in their English and mathematics skills are 
provided with training and support. New classroom materials have been developed which focus 
on spelling, punctuation and grammar. 

RECOMMENDATION 5 
What Ofsted said: 

Increase the extent to which governors hold leaders and managers to account for the quality of 
teaching and learning and its impact on learners’ outcomes.  
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What the College did: 

A number of new appointments were made to the College’s governing body including the 
Headteacher of a secondary school with a sixth form and an experienced College leader.  This 
increased the rigour with which governors challenged senior leaders on performance.  A 
Curriculum and Quality Committee was formed to allow a more detailed scrutiny of College 
performance and governors received KPI dashboards, scorecard data, and College-level QPR 
summaries to enable them to hold leaders to account for their actions and impact.  

This included a close scrutiny of in-year learner progress, attendance and retention, and teaching, 
learning and assessment quality audits (including lesson observations and work scrutiny).   In 
addition, Link Governors were established, enabling governors to undertake learning walks and 
engage directly with teachers and learners.  This also enabled governors to assess first-hand the 
impact of changes in teaching, learning and assessment and to see how College-wide policies and 
systems had been translated into practice.  

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Very competent governors bring many talents and skills to the corporation meetings, including 
governors with an understanding of education and training issues. They are very determined to 
oversee improvements in the College’s provision and to the experiences of its learners. They 
understand data and know which questions to ask managers. They support and challenge their 
senior and middle managers strongly. Link governors attend meetings at different campuses and 
increase their understanding and awareness of the key strengths and main areas of concern in 
different sector subject areas. They request that reports follow a consistent style and are by 
exception, so that they can use their time effectively to address the most pertinent issues. 
Governors have overseen significant improvements in College finances in the last few years and 
have ensured that the financial strategy is aligned closely with the College’s education and 
training strategies. They work closely with middle and senior managers to ensure that the 
curriculum offer meets learners’ needs as well as local and regional employment and skills needs. 

RECOMMENDATION 6 
What Ofsted said:  

Take action to ensure that managers are able to evaluate the quality of teaching, learning and 
assessment accurately by using a wide range of indicators of the impact of teachers’ work on 
learners’ outcomes and progress.  

What the College did: 

The College introduced a teacher scorecard which collated and graded a range of data including: 
‘in year’ measures such as learner attendance, punctuality and retention, marked registers, lesson 
observation grades, lesson planning grades, work scrutiny grades, and learner targets and 
assessments; and ‘end of year’ measures such as achievement, high grade achievement, value 
added and success.  These data were aggregated to produce an overall grade that was used to 
judge an individual teacher’s effectiveness (as part of the appraisal process) and to judge the 
overall quality of teaching in the College (as part of the quality assurance and improvement 
process).  ‘Live’ scorecard data was available to all teachers and managers and this ensured that 
‘at risk’ learners were identified and supported in a timely manner.  The scorecard also ensured 
that learner outcomes were used to judge the quality of teaching rather than relying solely on 
lesson observations.  The rigour of lesson observations was improved by using a smaller team of 
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well-trained and frequently-moderated observers who included learner voice and work scrutiny in 
their judgments. As a result, underperformance was identified, challenged and addressed rapidly 
with a majority of teachers improving their performance and by those who did not, leaving the 
College.  Learner voice feedback attests to the improved quality of teaching, learning and 
assessment.  

Improved outcomes – including retention, achievement and high grade achievement - 
demonstrate the impact of this.  The College further developed the criteria against which work-
based staff were observed and judged to include work scrutiny.  This enabled feedback to be 
assessed to ensure staff gave regular formative feedback and helped apprentices to improve 
English and maths skills.  

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Lesson observations are carried out by a small, dedicated team and observation grades are 
recorded in individual scorecards. Teachers who receive a low teaching grade are allocated a TLC 
to support their development needs. TLCs that support learners to meet their target grades have 
attended sessions to help them promote higher expectations of learners to support the key 
measure of adding value to learners’ knowledge and skills. The College has identified a significant 
improvement in lessons observed as good or better since October 2014 and the vast majority of 
teachers graded less than good have improved to good or better. Regular team meetings are used 
to discuss data in the teacher and manager scorecards. Firm action is taken to ensure learners 
make good progress. Scorecard data includes lesson observations, work scrutiny, learner targets 
and assessments.  

Teachers have a good understanding of the standard expectations in the scorecard and how they 
are used to ensure that all learners are challenged, engaged and making at least the progress 
expected of them. At an additional team meeting, teaching, learning and assessment issues 
identified in scorecards are discussed to identify improvements. Work scrutiny provides staff with 
a better understanding of how they can improve their practice and improve feedback to learners 
to maximise the impact on progress. Learner voice forums, conducted by TLCs, have found that 
all learners who attended had been given feedback, based on a recent assessment, either weekly, 
fortnightly or monthly. The vast majority of attendees could quote their target grade and had 
recently accessed their ILP and found it useful in reviewing their performance.  

RECOMMENDATION 7 
What Ofsted said: 

Increase the rigour of self-assessment to ensure that judgments across all subject areas and for 
cross-College aspects are accurate in order to provide a sound basis for improvement actions. 

 What the College did: 

The College improved its self-assessment process (Quality and Performance Review - QPR) to 
provide rich data that enabled team managers and faculty heads to effectively and consistently 
report on the progress of all groups of learners. The draft self-assessment report was revised and 
re-written following the release of the New Common Inspection Framework (CIF) and enabled 
the College to form robust judgments about its provision which informed areas for further 
development; the self-assessment process was fully inclusive with evaluation at team, team 
manager, academy, College and governor level.  
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The use of a standardised action-planning tool (MELD) enabled managers to monitor and report 
on their progress towards achieving the targets in their Quality Improvement Plans (QIP).  
Governors participated in self-assessment with College leaders and in July 2015 the Chair of the 
Corporation’s Curriculum and Quality Committee attended SAR validation meetings and acted as 
a ‘critical friend’.  

To support the self-assessment and QPR process, Special Measures Boards were further enhanced 
to monitor and hold to account those academies, programmes or curricula that caused concern 
(as determined by completion of the annual curriculum review/radar chart [part of the 
curriculum planning process], SAR, or QPR).   The Special Measures Board – which consisted of 
members of the College Executive - enabled swift action to be taken and support plans to be 
discussed and agreed. The teacher scorecard enhanced the College’s self-assessment of the quality 
of teaching. Team managers discussed the scorecard with their teams at least monthly and with 
individuals at least quarterly but immediately when an aspect of performance was graded less 
than good.  As a result of these actions, outcomes for learners were improved, and all the 
academies in Special Measures improved their outcomes. 

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

The most recent draft interim self-assessment (SAR) report indicates many improvements during 
this academic year. Clear evidence indicates that in-year retention and attendance have increased 
and in certain cases have risen significantly compared with the previous year. Managers predict 
that much higher proportions of learners will complete their GCSE and Functional Skills English 
and Mathematics qualifications than did last year. Managers have concerns, however, about the 
progress learners make compared with their prior attainment and about the proportions of 
learners gaining high grades. The self-assessment includes evidence of the scale and effectiveness 
of the 16-19 study programme and the productive relations with employers through many 
channels including the Employer Skills Boards. The self-assessment draft report contains 
descriptions of the many actions taken by staff at all levels to improve the quality of provision 
during this academic year. 

In a few cases, it provides clear evidence of the impact of these actions. In other areas the 
evaluation of the effectiveness of such actions is insufficient. The SAR includes a useful section on 
learners’ personal development, behaviour and welfare and relates these aspects to a decline in 
the number of complaints about such matters. Internal lesson observations indicate which lessons 
are good or better and this proportion is judged to have increased significantly following 
intervention, support and guidance from TLCs. Coaching is sustained, even when a lesson is 
judged good or better, especially if the scorecard shows concerns or if the teacher’s lessons were 
previously graded as less than good.  

RECOMMENDATION 8 
What Ofsted said: 

Strengthen teachers’ and assessors’ skills in promoting equality and diversity in their lessons so 
that learners and apprentices develop a good and secure understanding of these areas.  

What the College did: 

The College supported the development of learners’ understanding of equality and diversity 
through extensive group tutorial workshops delivered by Personal Coaches.  Teachers made good 
use of current affairs in order to foster a good understanding of the different cultures and issues 
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that they encountered.  Teachers and managers used a range of positive community outreach 
activities to expand collaborative and people skills for learners and participants.   

Schemes of work were amended to include key themes that were used effectively by teachers in 
order to promote equality and diversity in lessons as well as enabling good opportunities for 
teachers to promote safeguarding, and English and maths in lessons.  A Moodle site was further 
developed in order to support staff with embedding equality and diversity by providing guidance 
on strategies to support learners with specific learning difficulties and disabilities, and effective 
resources and guidance which enable teachers to meet the needs of individual learners effectively. 

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

Weekly team meetings are used to address a range of issues identified through teacher and 
manager scorecards. Regular checks of schemes of work identify further support required by 
TLCs to engage with teams or individuals to promote equality and diversity, safeguarding and 
English and mathematics in learning sessions. A Moodle site provides support and guidance for 
staff and learners with learning difficulties and disabilities. Learning walks have identified a 
number of strengths, particularly in the use of correct technical language when speaking and 
writing, and inconsistencies in the development of English and mathematics skills and the need to 
develop naturally occurring equality and diversity themes in classes that are shared with teachers. 
As a result, staff are more confident in developing these themes in learning sessions and learners 
have a better understanding of these areas. 

RECOMMENDATION 9 
What Ofsted said: 

Develop further the analysis of learners’ progression between levels of study and their 
destinations on completion of their courses so that managers can accurately evaluate these 
outcomes.  

What the College did: 

Learners’ progression towards a positive destination was embedded as one of the College’s key 
performance indicators.  Data regarding internal progression and external destinations was 
analysed by managers and teams during the QPR and SAR process and was also reviewed by 
leaders and governors via KPIs.  This information was then used to inform future curriculum 
plans during the Curriculum Business Planning Process. The curriculum business planning cycle 
included an evaluation of progression and destinations data to determine the extent to which the 
College’s current provision was meeting the needs of learners and employers. The progression 
and destinations data was triangulated with labour market intelligence and competitor 
information, along with data gathered via the College’s Employment and Skills Boards to inform 
its future curriculum offer.  The College collected intended destinations during the IAG and 
continuing careers guidance process, and Personal Coaches collated intended destinations during 
Coaching for Success tutorial sessions.   

When learners completed their programmes and left College, actual destinations data was 
captured by curriculum teams (where they had managed learners into positive destinations, 
particularly into work) and via the UCAS system for learners applying for/accepting HE places.  
Additionally, a destination questionnaire was issued to learners who returned to College to collect 
their certificates on results days.  Personal Coaches managed this information, via ProMonitor, 
and continued to track leavers’ actual destinations until the end of the academic year.  Following 
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the HEI model, the College used learners to contact leavers to confirm/ascertain their sustained 
destinations.  This improved rapport between caller and leaver ensured more destinations data 
could be collected whilst also providing learners with valuable work experience. Data collection 
continued until the end of the academic year, following the year of exit.  As a result of these 
actions, the response rate for destinations data increased to 86% for 16-18 leavers and 97% for 
19+ leavers.  The impact was: 97% of 16-18 leavers went into a positive destination; 95% of 19+ 
leavers went into a positive destination. 

What the College’s Support and Challenge HMI said: 

The proportion of learners aged 16 to 18 who leave the College and find a positive destination is 
high, and the proportion categorised as not in education, employment or training (NEET) 
decreased slightly in 2014, compared with previous years.  

IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS... 
We now know, of course, that our actions were successful and that we got to 'good' - 
indeed, some of our provision was judged to be 'outstanding'. Here's a summary of 
what Ofsted said in the inspection report of March 2016: 

The inspection report for the college in March 2016 said "Leaders have rapidly improved the 
provision [and] teaching and learning are good [whilst] provision for high-needs learners is 
outstanding. The college provides high-quality facilities for teaching and learning. Learners enjoy 
their time at the college and more of them are choosing to study here and [are] succeeding."  
Inspectors said that leadership and management was good and that leaders' "actions for 
improvement rapidly improved outcomes, quality systems, and teaching, learning and 
assessment, which are all now good". They went on to say that "Teaching staff are well qualified 
and benefit from good-quality training and development. Managers closely monitor performance 
and rapidly implement actions to improve teaching, learning and assessment where necessary, 
[and as a result they] have eradicated the most significant achievement gaps. Teachers promote 
equality and diversity well. Provision for learners with high needs is outstanding."  

Inspectors said that the quality of teaching, learning and assessment was good. "Managers have 
successfully implemented a range of measures since the last inspection to improve the quality of 
provision. Teachers are well qualified and passionate about their work. They set high expectations 
for themselves and for their learners [and] are positive role models. Teachers’ support for learners 
is individualised and challenges learners to achieve their qualification. They ensure that learners 
remain fully engaged and enjoy their learning. Teachers integrate English and mathematics well 
[and] many teachers use technology well to promote learning. Learning outside the classroom is 
good...and learners participate in a wide range of enrichment activities which contribute to 
learners’ progress and their personal development. Assessment is accurate and teachers make 
good use of learners’ self-reflection and peer assessment to drive improvement and prepare 
learners for success in higher education or future work. Progress monitoring and tracking of 
learners’ progress is good. Teachers have a wide repertoire of teaching methods and many are 
confident to adapt tasks and activities to better engage and motivate learners."  

Inspectors said that personal development, behaviour and welfare were good and that the college 
"provides a positive learning environment that supports and nurtures learners. Learners across 
all provision types and age groups behave very well. They show respect for each other and for 
their teachers in class and during practical activities. Teachers use a very effective range of 
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strategies to help learners with high needs manage their emotions and behaviour. As a result, 
these learners feel well supported and more able to contribute to the life of the college. Overall 
attendance and punctuality are good. Managers monitor attendance rigorously and, as a 
consequence, attendance has improved over the last two years. College managers have established 
a very extensive and well-attended enrichment curriculum for learners, which helps them to 
develop valuable personal, social and employability skills."  

Finally, inspectors said that outcomes for learners were good. "Learners enjoy their time at the 
college and more of them are choosing to study at Derby College and succeeding. Leaders’ 
analysis of destination data for learners on study programmes shows that the large majority 
progress into employment, further education or training and that apprentices remain in work and 
often benefit from promotion and enhanced responsibilities. Apprenticeship staff regularly 
monitor the progress of learners to ensure that they do not fall behind with their studies. The 
tracking and monitoring of learners’ progress on study programmes and on part-time adult 
learning programmes is very good. An electronic individual learning plan very accurately 
monitors progress for each learner, and managers scrutinise this to identify learners at risk of not 
achieving and to arrange prompt intervention. The monitoring of the progress and achievement 
of high-needs learners is outstanding. College managers regularly scrutinise retention and 
achievement data to identify and eradicate differences in achievement between groups of 
learners. As a result, differences in performance among the majority of groups of learners on most 
programmes have disappeared. Overall success rates for learners aged 16 to 19 on study 
programmes rose markedly in 2014/15 and are now good. Achievement of GCSE English and 
mathematics at grades A* to C also improved significantly and is now above the sector average. 
Current learners make good progress on all aspects of their study programme.  Learners on full-
time level 3 vocational courses achieve well in relation to their starting points. Overall outcomes 
for adult learners have improved significantly over the last two years and are now good. Learners 
with high needs on mainstream programmes make excellent progress. Outcomes for learners on 
the college’s substantial AS- and A-level programmes improved in 2014/15 and are now in line 
with those of similar colleges. Overall outcomes for apprentices in 2014/15 were slightly above 
national rates, including in subcontracted provision. The proportion who completed within the 
planned timescales was very good, especially for apprentices aged 19 and over." 

2015/16 - year to 
date 
Having achieved so much last year, it would 
have been tempting to become complacent but 
we haven't rested on our laurels. At the time of 
writing, just past the mid-point of 2015/16, we 
have much of which to be proud... 

Quality assurance and improvement - the scorecard  
As you know, in 2014, following a wide-scale consultation with stakeholders, the College 
communicated a new vision and strategy for Teaching, Learning and Assessment which placed 
learners at the heart of its business and insisted on excellence for every learner, every day.  The 
strategy led to the development of a teacher scorecard, piloted in the summer term of 2013/14 
and launched for all teachers in September 2014. The strategy also heralded changes to the way 
lessons were observed (as well as introducing new quality assurance methods such as work 
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scrutiny) and to the way in which teachers were supported to improve through professional 
development and coaching. The strategy contained a set of key performance indicators that were 
used to report on quality assurance and improvement activity to the Corporation and Executive 
Boards and a development plan which was fully embedded in the work of the TLA team and was 
used to hold leaders and managers to account for their actions. 

As a result of this strategy, the quality of teaching is now evaluated holistically through the 
teacher scorecard, which provides teachers with crucial live data one-click from login and which 
encourages proactive, learner-centric behaviours.  Measures in the scorecard include: attendance, 
punctuality, marked registers, retention, work scrutiny grade, percentage of learners with targets, 
percentage of learners being assessed against target, percentage of learners on or above target, 
compliance with lesson planning requirements, achievement, high grade achievement, value 
added scores, and number of CPD hours accrued. Each measure draws data from College systems 
and the data is graded against College targets.  An aggregate grade is calculated based on 
weightings that reflect College priorities.  This aggregate grade is used in appraisals as a measure 
of an individual teacher’s effectiveness and is also used to help the College evaluate the quality of 
teaching, learning and assessment.  Team Managers discuss their scorecards with their teams at 
least monthly and with individual teachers at least quarterly and immediately when an aspect of 
performance is graded less than good.  

As of 28 February 2016, the overall College scorecard data was as follows: 

In September 2015, scorecards were introduced for Personal Coaches and College-Based Trainer/
Assessors.  A scorecard for Work-Based Assessors has also been developed and is now in pilot 
form. The average score on the Personal Coaches’ scorecard is currently 2.03 (good) with 96% 
showing an aggregated grade good or better (29% outstanding and 67% good).  The average score 
on the Trainer/Assessors’ scorecard is currently 1.63 (good) with 100% showing an aggregated 
grade good or better (37% outstanding and 63% good). 

Non-graded lesson observations 
As the natural next stage of enactment for the strategy, in September 2015 a new system of non-
graded developmental observations was introduced as part of the college’s journey from good to 
outstanding, the intention of removing grades being to ensure that every teacher is set an action 
plan containing SMART targets and works to improve their delivery. Observations are now 
carried out by a specialist team during a 5-day window with 2 days’ notice and conducted one 
curriculum team at a time.  Teachers receive individual feedback and each team receives a grade 
to help inform their Quality Improvement Plan and SAR. Observations began on 5 October 2015.  
A schedule of teams was produced based on a risk assessment of 2014/15 quality assurance data 
and learner outcomes.  As at 28 February 2016, 29 subject areas have been observed 
and 86% of subject areas have been graded good or better.   

Aggregate score % good or better

In year 1.62 98

End of year 1.56 81

Overall 1.59 90
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40 observations of work-based learning provision have taken place to date with 100% graded 
good or better.  22 observations of sub-contracted provision have taken place to date with 95% 
graded good or better:  

All action plans and coaching activity that result from observations are now held centrally on 
ProObserve following the development of that system by Compass (who built a new function 
based on our specifications now being used by other colleges).   

Lesson planning and work scrutiny  
In September 2014, the College embedded a consistent approach to lesson planning through the 
introduction of group profiles, schemes of work, and assessment plans. In September 2015, this 
was improved further when group profiles were automated in ProMonitor.  Group profiles 
contain pen portraits of every learner in a cohort and detail how assessment data will be used to 
inform lesson planning and delivery with the objective that learning is personalised to meet the 
needs of every learner.  Schemes of work pro forma are pre-populated with hyperlinks to a range 
of equality and diversity materials to help teachers to raise awareness of E&D issues.  The pro-
forma also contain information on how to plan to meet learners’ support and additional learning 
needs.  

Teachers’ compliance with lesson planning procedures is audited termly and forms part of the 
teacher scorecard. The latest audit took place in February 2016. 92% of teachers were fully 
compliant with the scheme of work audit, meeting all expectations, an increase of 3% on 
December.  85% of teachers were fully compliant with the group profile audit, meeting all 
expectations, an increase of 6% on December.  100% of teachers were fully compliant with the 
assessment plan audit, meeting all expectations, an increase of 16% on December.  

251 work scrutiny checks have taken place to date in 2015/16 across all subject areas.  96% of 
work scrutiny checks have been graded good or better.   

CPD and induction 
In September 2014, the College implemented a new expansive model of continuous professional 
development in the form of Team Time, a weekly timetabled session for every curriculum team to 
access training and share best practice. Since September 2015, Team Time has taken place on 
Wednesday afternoons.  

As of February 2016, 3755 hours of CPD has been recorded on Subject/Curriculum Knowledge, 
1602 hours on Target Setting, Assessment & Feedback, 1075 hours on Pedagogy & Practice, and 
708 hours on Lesson Planning & Preparation, equating to a total of 7140 hours of CPD or an 
average of just over 20 hours of CPD per teacher. NB These figures are based solely on 
Team Time sessions and are yet to take into account additional CPD captured on CPD portfolios 
and collated at the end of the academic year.  Last year, teachers accrued an average of 48 hours 
of CPD via Team Time but the figure rose to 65 hours once portfolios were added. 

A recent survey of Team Time sessions found that 79% of the 300 respondents strongly agreed or 
agreed that Team Time had had a positive impact on their teaching and 80% strongly agreed 
or agreed that Team Time had helped them in their delivery role compared with 67% 
the previous year.   

All Derby College teachers are either qualified or working towards a teaching 
qualification. In addition to this, all newly appointed Derby College teachers must now engage 
in the yearlong coaching and induction programme, which was launched in August 2015. All new 
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teachers are assigned a coach/mentor and are given regular access to tailored CPD. The new 
induction programme has three strands: 1. New to teaching (unqualified/min L3 subject 
specialism/degree/professional exp); 2. New to teaching in FE (QTS, PGCE, CertEd), 3. New to 
teaching a Derby College (QTS, PGCE, QTLS, CertEd). All new teachers receive 3 formal 
performance reviews during their first year as well as two probationary observations and a formal 
observation. The most evaluation of the NT/RT programme has returned an overall 
satisfaction rating of 1.8 (good). 

In September 2013, coaching was made an entitlement for all teaching staff and, from September 
2014, was formalised in the form of Lesson Study. The College has also made a substantial 
investment in the long-term study programme by providing teaching staff with the opportunity to 
study an MA in Education at Derby College in partnership with the University of Derby. Time was 
also allocated for peer-to-peer support such as peer observations and work scrutiny.  This year, 
39 staff have signed up to take part in the work shadowing scheme aimed at 
developing dual professionals and 124 staff have already carried out peer 
observations to date in 2015/16.  Staff involved in the long study programme completed an 
evaluation in February 2016 from which the following comments derive: “More links with employers. 
Higher levels of academic rigor. Stretch and challenge in lessons - learners really pushed by additional knowledge 
gained. / My confidence has developed and I have developed rapport with my learners. I feel that my understanding of 
behaviour management is improving and this is reflected in the classroom. / My teaching skills have improved and I 
have gained knowledge and insight into various teaching and learning theories. / I have been able to investigate/trial/ 
implement and share new ideas which have had a positive impact on learners. / My value added has been impacted and 
is higher now. Better student grades, achievement and retention. / Having had greater insight into the psychology of 
learning I feel activities involved in lesson planning are more succinctly linked and inform one another more directly. 
As a result, I can be more confident students possess knowledge from prior learning that can then inform more 
challenging aspects of content and delivery. / Participating has made me a more reflective teacher both in the classroom 
and with my planning. The module on motivation reminded me of the importance of mood and of creating a suitable 
learning environment in the classroom.” 

In December 2015, the College held an INSET day focused on Teaching, Learning and 
Assessment.  The evaluation survey asked teachers ‘Do you feel that participating in this INSET 
day will have a direct impact on your learners? If so please explain the potential impacts? which 
garnered the following responses: “They will understand they need to know British values and PREVENT. / They will 
understand the importance of [all elements of their] study programme. / Yes, gained some behaviour management techniques for my 
learners. / Yes, will impact my planning and consequently have an impact on learner achievement. / Yes, this will help them prepare 
for a difficult part of the exam. / Yes - it will help them to achieve maximum marks on the paper. / Yes. Autistic learners will transition 
from school to college more easily and therefore be able to engage in lessons earlier. / Learners with Tourette’s will benefit from staff 
that understand them and help to build strategies into their day to day life at college that will help their learning journey. / Yes, I am 
more confident in what I need to teach, which will impact the learners' performance. / [Learners] should get a much more interactive 
approach and this should allow them to remember things better and enjoy their learning experiences. / Yes, my learners will develop 
from the improved resources. / Yes, we are better able to direct learners, work to improve our service and understanding of need. / 
Strategies to work with students with Tourette’s. / Resources available to aid communication difficulties. / Embedding technology into 
tutorials and finding what works for each learner. / Yes - it is always good to share and improve practice with others.” 

A bespoke, online ICT development programme called All Aboard IT was created and introduced 
by the ILT team in 2014 in order to ensure staff developed their ICT skills and used ICT more 
effectively in lessons. Training modules included College software such as ProMonitor and 
resources for Blended Learning. Platform 1 of this course was mandatory for new staff.  To date, 
49% of staff have completed Platform 1 despite it being voluntary for existing staff, thus signalling 
the usefulness of the materials. 

Target-setting, assessment and feedback 
In September 2014, the College made the learner tracking system, ProMonitor, mandatory for all 
teachers with learners on classroom-based learning programmes of more than 280GLH. All 
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learners were set initial target grades and aspirational targets during induction and subject 
targets/unit targets during the first four weeks of their programmes.  These targets formed the 
basis of student ILPs.  Progress against these targets was then reviewed every four weeks with 
formative feedback given to learners to help them make progress.  Compliance with target-setting 
procedures was audited every four weeks and formed part of the teacher scorecard.   

In September 2015, the College introduced Student Target and Achievement Review (STAR) 
weeks at the end of every half term during which every learners’ Progress Log is updated in 
ProMonitor to show whether they are above, on, or below target, or not predicted to achieve their 
qualification.  The use of Progress Logs has enabled Markbook to be used more freely as befits 
each qualification type.  STAR week reviews are also used to update learners’ Passports to 
Progression. For example, learners have the elements of their study programmes checked and 
signed off to ensure they are fulfilling the full range of the requirements.  Learners’ attendance is 
also monitored and discussed.  With the support of their tutor or Personal Coach, learners set 
targets to work towards for the next STAR Week.  Learners will also begin to discuss their career 
pathways and progression.   

All those learners identified as being ‘at risk’ of not achieving or of under-achieving are flagged 
and discussed at Academy QPR meetings and team meetings and intervention strategies are put 
in place.  Vulnerable learners are also ‘flagged’ and assigned a Personal Coach. Learners in care 
and care leavers are closely monitored and their attendance, retention, achievement and success 
are reported upon monthly as part of the QPR process.   

At the end of the third STAR week in February 2016, 3% of ‘in scope’ learners were deemed to be 
‘at risk’ of not achieving if they did not begin to engage with the intervention strategies in place.  
This 3% were the focus of all Academy QPR meetings in February.  75% of learners are 
already on or above their initial target grade which is 3% above this point last year 
[see March 2015 report to Exec] indicating that the College will once again have 
achievement rates and value added scores above the provider rate.   

The comments system on ProMonitor is still used extensively for communication between 
teachers and learners and is used as the central recording system for absence, behaviour, 'good 
news', intervention referrals, and disciplinary issues. For example, since September 2015 there 
have been 54516 learner comments overall, 348 Intervention Support comments, and 1580  ‘Good 
News’ comments.  Since September 2015, there have been 31224 SMART targets set on 
ProMonitor.  Of the targets set, 41% have been achieved with 59% ongoing.     

Work scrutiny activity quality assures teacher assessments and helps teachers to improve the 
frequency and quality of their marking and feedback.  Team Time sessions are used to enable 
teachers to share assessed work with colleagues and this allows good assessment practice to be 
shared amongst teams. The Teaching and Learning Coaches moderate schemes of work and 
feedback is given to teams.  This is used in Team Time sessions to help share good practice. 

In 2014, the College further enhanced its processes for reviewing the timely completion of 
apprenticeships.  It implemented a centralised reporting process whereby Team Managers were 
given monthly reminders of the reviews due for completion.  The College also added a data set to 
the QPR template that showed the number of overdue reviews per assessor and these were 
discussed at the monthly QPR meetings.   In September 2015, all new apprentice learners were 
moved onto the online ILP system, OneFile, whilst all existing apprentices were tracked using a 
centralised spreadsheet termed Pat-Track to which all leaders and managers have access.  This 
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allows the same level of scrutiny of apprentice learners as ProMonitor allows for CBL learners.  
Apprentice progress is discussed at least monthly at the WBL meetings. 

The Inclusion and Support Team use SWAN (Strengths, Weaknesses And Next Week) feedback to 
teachers.  This enables in-class support workers to communicate more effectively with teachers on 
ways to support learners with additional learning needs.  

In 2014, ProPortal was made available to learners, parents and employers and provided 
attendance and behaviour information as well as progress tracking. This ensured parents/carers 
and employers were engaged in planning learners’ development and, because reports were timed 
to coincide with parents’ information evenings, helped inform discussions.  In September 2015, 
this was further improved when live access to learner reports was granted to parents and 
employers.  Parents and employers can now access learner progress data and any academic 
achievement comments and targets inputted by teachers. Between 1 September 2015 and 23 
February 2016, 5579 learners logged in to ProPortal to access their ILP and 638 parents logged to 
view their son/daughter’s reports. Regular account management meetings are held with 
employers and representatives from the College to discuss apprentices’ progress.  

Equality and diversity, and narrowing the gap  
There is a clear focus on narrowing achievement gaps in the College QPR process. Actions to 
narrow gaps are recorded on MELD and reviewed monthly.  

The College continues to utilise its effective partnerships with a number of organisations 
including Derby City Council, the University of Derby, and leaders of the Roma Community in 
order to support learners and address achievement gaps.  For example, a ‘human library’ was 
piloted in September 2015 in partnership with an external organisation.  The University of Derby 
showcased their E&D practices during an Equality and Diversity Steering Group meeting, 
explaining their strategy for closing achievements gaps for BME learners. The Lexis team 
developed strategies to engage the Roma population to support and tackle retention rates.  
Coaching and training sessions are made available to cross-College staff in order to support their 
development and application of differentiation strategies for learners with specific needs. 220 
teaching and support staff have attended a tailored-made training programme that enables them 
to gain an understanding of Fundamental British Values.   

A range of high quality resources are available on Moodle to support teaching, delivery and 
support teams in making suitable adjustments to their working practices for a range of different 
learners.  For example, a guide has been produced for teachers to educate staff on various 
religions and beliefs that enables self-reflection and increases their understanding of multiple 
cultures within classroom settings.  The standard College scheme of work includes key themes 
taken from the College Equality and Diversity Calendar, a tool used to enable staff to promote 
different events throughout the year. This is supported by hyperlinks to a range of materials 
available to staff. The College’s scheme of work also includes opportunities for teachers to plan for 
the promotion of British values. 
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A reminder of our vision: 
At Derby College, we want all our learners to be challenged, engaged, and make 
progress every day.   We encourage this by regularly assessing progress and giving 
formative feedback, and by creating a safe learning environment in which risk-taking is 
encouraged and learning is rooted in the real world of work. We do this to help our 
learners achieve their true potential and to provide a gateway to future success. 

A reminder of our positive climate for learning: 
‣ Learners can trust each other and all staff to treat them with fairness and respect 
‣ Learners understand that they are a team and that success depends on working 

together 
‣ Learners take responsibility for their own learning 
‣ Mistakes are a welcome part of learning 
‣ Boundaries are clear and respected by all 
‣ Learners expect to work hard and develop good learning habits 
‣ Learners can clearly see the relevance and importance of what they are learning 
‣ Learners believe that, regardless of starting points, everyone can get better with hard 

work and practice 

A reminder of our great learning habits: 
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‣ Have high expectations of all learners and plan for 
every learner to make great progress every lesson 

‣ Explicitly teach all the core skills and habits that 
learners need in order to succeed now and in their 
future lives 

‣ Where possible, plan to include a significant 
amount of highly active, collaborative and 
independent learning 

‣ Engage and excite learners by making strong 
connections between what they already know, 
what they are learning now, and their future jobs, 
learning and careers 

‣ Continually monitor learners’ progress so that you 
can provide support and challenge where 
necessary 

‣ Create opportunities to provide specific and 
formative feedback to all learners 

‣ Create a climate of respect where learners can 
develop great habits

‣ Arrive on time to lessons 
‣ Are organised and ready to start work straight 

away 
‣ Treat each other and all staff with consideration 

and respect 
‣ Work hard and expect tasks to be difficult and 

challenging 
‣ Take responsibility for your own and each 

others’ learning 
‣ Work independently 
‣ Actively seek feedback on your work 
‣ Ask good questions and seek help whenever 

you're stuck 
‣ Make mistakes and learn from them 
‣ Actively evaluate and improve the quality of your 

work

TEACHERSLEARNERS
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