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1. Principles

We recognise that all pupils possess unique skills, abilities and aptitudes and all have an

entitlement to access a broad, challenging and appropriate curriculum. Every pupil is also

entitled to experience varied, engaging and personalised teaching, which enables them to

fulfil their potential as successful learners and become well-rounded future citizens. Cansfield

High School aims, through effective teaching, to create the conditions for successful learning

and to enable our pupils to make exceptional progress and become lifelong learners.

All teachers have a responsibility to plan and deliver high-quality lessons that are challenging

for all, with pupils targeted with frequent and effective feedback. Lessons should be pacey

and engaging, ensuring the learning needs of all pupils are met.

2. Aims

To ensure exceptional teaching and learning experiences for pupils of all abilities and
aptitudes.

To provide a framework for teaching and learning within which there is flexibility and
scope for creativity.

To provide coherence of approach and consistency of expectation.

To make explicit the entitlement of all pupils.

To promote the core values of Cansfield High School.

To raise attainment by increasing levels of pupil motivation, participation and
independence.

To promote reflection on, and sharing of, good practice through a variety of methods.
To promote an understanding of how learning takes place.

To make explicit a baseline for monitoring and evaluating the teaching and learning
that takes place.

To provide practical guidance and clear procedures.

To provide a focus for development.

To inform teachers, pupils, parents, Governors and the wider community about the
aims and processes of teaching and learning.

To identify specific areas of responsibility at whole school, Faculty and individual staff
level.

3. Roles and Responsibilities

3.1 Governors

To ensure the effective and rigorous implementation and monitoring of the policy.

3.2 Senior Leadership Team

To provide a vision for teaching and learning at Cansfield High School.



¢ To lead the development of a strategic plan for the implementation of the vision for
teaching and learning.

e Toprovide appropriate support, training and resources for Faculties, subject areas and
individual staff.

e To monitor and evaluate the delivery and impact of the policy.

e To modify and update the policy in the light of ongoing developments and the
changing needs of the school and its priorities.

3.3 Middle Leaders and other faculty TLR holders

e To be responsible for the coordination of long, medium and short term planning of
schemes of learning, taking into consideration the aims and objectives of the policy.

e To monitor and evaluate consistent delivery of the policy at Faculty and subject level.

e To provide appropriate support to team members by providing training materials or
advice and guidance.

e Support staff to take risks in new teaching methods.

e To plan subject specific CPD to develop expertise within the classroom.

3.4 Teaching Staff

e To ensure that their own teaching meets the Teachers' Standards.

e Toimplement this policy by planning and delivering high quality learning experiences.

e Have high expectations of pupils and be willing to take risks.

e Actively seek to reflect on their practice and engage with strategies such as teaching
and learning communities, instructional rounds, lesson study and / or other strategies
as appropriate.

o Work collaboratively with colleagues to share best practice and improve teaching.

e Be prepared to act as a role model for a lifelong love of learning.

o Exemplify high standards of written and spoken English.

e Tobe proactive in the classroom circulating to find misconceptions in a timely manner.
Staff will not be sat at their desk whilst students are in the classroom, unless, an
assessment in being conducted.

3.5 All Staff
e To be aware of the principles of the policy and how they can contribute to it.
3.6 Pupils

e To engage positively with teaching and learning to enable staff to implement the
policy effectively.

e To engage with learning experiences outside the classroom and to participate actively
in enrichment opportunities and visits.

3.7 Parents / Carers



e To support the policy of the school by providing support for pupils at home, allowing
them to continue to develop their learning effectively.

4. Definition of Teaching

The purpose of teaching is to create the conditions for learning and to raise standards of
achievement and progress. Teaching includes the whole range of activities that a teacher
employs to promote learning and progress. The characteristics of high-quality teaching at
Cansfield High School are:

e Use of expert subject knowledge, general knowledge of current affairs as well as high
standards of literacy, numeracy and pedagogical knowledge.

e Planning of individual lessons and series of lessons to ensure all learners are challenged.

e Having consistently high expectations of all pupils and challenging all to achieve their best.

¢ Implementing varied and engaging learning activities.

e Objectives must be shared with pupils in every lesson, and be embedded in assessment
throughout.

e Lessons are objective-led and outcome-driven.

e Pupils must be made aware of the outcomes they are working towards.

o All are challenged so the needs of all learners are met and that they make good progress
relative to their starting points.

e There is a structured, orderly start to the lesson with an engaging starter activity.

e The pace of the lesson allows all pupils to make progress, and that no time is wasted.

e Pupils are targeted with frequent, high-level questioning to ensure participation and to
check understanding.

¢ Provide frequent, specific marking that requires action and response.

e Ensure high standards of behaviour for learning.

e Provide intervention when underachievement is evident.

5. Definition of Learning

Learning is the process by which an individual makes sense of new experiences. Learning takes
place when the individual constructs their own knowledge and understanding of a subject,
skill or values. Learning often takes place through personal interaction, therefore we believe
that it is important to promote activities that allow the learner to work with others to solve
problems, to explore concepts and to share, discuss and articulate ideas as a means of
learning and a tool for thinking. We believe learning will most effectively take place when:

e The learning environment is safe, supportive and stimulating.

e Relationships between teachers and pupils are positive and founded on mutual respect.
e Opportunities are taken to build our pupils’ self-esteem.

e Pupils understand the purpose of the learning and see relevance to their own experience.



Pupils understand that learning happens in a variety of ways, and that they appreciate
how they learn best.

The learning builds on prior knowledge and understanding.

Outcomes are made explicit and exemplars of best practice are provided.

The learning is active and collaborative and includes targeted questioning, reflection and
discussion to extend and guide discovery.

Independent learning, creativity and problem solving is facilitated and encouraged.
Pupils can self-assess / peer assess using feedback and know what they need to do to
improve and are able to set appropriate targets.

Pupils have opportunities to transfer skills, knowledge and understanding to other
contexts.

6. Definition of Progress

To make progress in learning is to move forward towards a learning objective or an

agreed target. All pupils are expected to make clear progress in their learning over time as

follows:

7

Performance data collected and collated at assessment points shows that pupils are
making good progress towards their agreed targets, in line with their starting points.

The quality of work produced by pupils shows that they are acquiring and retaining
knowledge rapidly and that they are developing their understanding and skills at least in
line with expectations for their age group and national averages.

Pupils can apply skills in reading, writing, communication and mathematics so that they
are well prepared for the next stage in their education, training or employment.

Pupils can transfer their learning and apply this knowledge, skills and experience across a
wide range of subjects.

Where starting points are low or fall below that of all pupils nationally, the gap is closing
over time.

. Expectations

This section of the policy reflects our expectation that pupils experience the highest quality

of teaching and learning at Cansfield High School. In order to achieve this aim, we need to

establish a shared understanding of what constitutes high-quality teaching. This has been

done through the creation of ‘The Cansfield Five’ and ‘The Cansfield Way’, which details our

priorities for teaching. ‘The Cansfield Five’ are our non-negotiables:

Punctuality / Greet at the Door
Entry / Starter Task

Enquiry Question

Plenary

Orderly Exit

‘The Cansfield Way’ is centred on six key aspects, which should be seen in every lesson:



e Directed Questioning

e Challenge For All

e Quality Assessment

e High Expectations

e Adaptability

e Clear Pupil Engagement

Whilst these six areas are prescriptive, beyond these we have deliberately given staff the
opportunity to be creative within this framework.

8. Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

Teachers have a responsibility to reflect on their practice, enhance and update their
professional knowledge and skills through termly INSET days and weekly CPD sessions. This is
to ensure that consistently high standards of teaching and learning are maintained and that
the Teachers’ Standards are met and exceeded. Cansfield High School’s CPD programme
provides opportunities for staff to participate in a variety of activities in order to support the
individual professional needs of staff and build whole school capacity. These CPD activities
include strategies such as using instructional rounds for self / peer reflection and sharing best
practice, presentations by current staff and outside trainers, peer observation, professional
discussions and evaluation, coaching and mentoring. In addition, using the staff audit Middle
Leaders have planned subject specific CPD to develop staff expertise.

9. Evaluation and Monitoring

Middle leaders and senior leaders will ensure that they monitor and review the quality of
teaching and learning on a regular basis and in a number of ways:

e Scrutiny of work and feedback.

e Regular learning walks.

e Staff / pupil / parent voice.

e Examination and progress reviews.

e Faculty led self-review.

e Reviews conducted by external agencies.
e Faculty Reviews

The outcomes of monitoring and reviews will be shared with staff in an open and professional
manner. Where standards of teaching and / or learning fall below expectations, appropriate
support will be given and further monitoring and evaluation will take place as appropriate.



10. Appendix: ‘The Cansfield Five’ and ‘The Cansfield Way’

Following extensive staff discussion regarding what a ‘good’ lesson is, we put together ‘The
Cansfield Way’ which is a direct product of our staff voice. This underpins everything we, as a
staff, believe about great teaching and forms the areas we challenge each other on when
discussing our practice. Posters of ‘The Cansfield Way’ are displayed in every room to
emphasise the importance of these different elements.

11. Cansfield Excellence Standards

At Cansfield High School, we are committed to delivering the highest standards of teaching
and learning to ensure that every student receives a high-quality education.

The Cansfield Excellence Standards provide a framework for exceptional classroom practice,
outlining the key principles that underpin effective teaching, high expectations, and student
success. These standards align with our core values, research-informed pedagogy, and our
unwavering dedication to ensuring all students make significant progress, regardless of their
starting point.

This section of the policy document serves as a guide for all teaching staff, reinforcing a shared
understanding of the strategies that foster a culture of academic excellence and student
engagement. Each standard is rooted in evidence-based practice and is designed to create a
structured, inclusive, and challenging learning environment where students can thrive.

The Cansfield Excellence Standards are organised into the following key areas, each of which
contributes to the delivery of high-quality teaching and learning:

Cansfield 5

The Excellence Standards Strands are:

e Greet students at the door in a 'V' shape, with one eye on the classroom and one eye on
the corridors, to ensure a calm and purposeful atmosphere, setting a positive tone for the
lesson.

e The Enquiry question is the starting point of the lesson, with the overall learning outcome
being explicit.

e Entry Activity is a retrieval task completed on whiteboards that tests prior knowledge
required to unlock the lesson.

e Plenary Activity is purposeful in addressing the intended learning outcomes or
misconceptions.

e Orderly dismissal involves all students standing behind their space, being dismissed row
by row for a calm and orderly exit.



1.1 Greet students at the door in a 'V' shape, with one eye on the classroom and one eye on
the corridors, to ensure a calm and purposeful atmosphere, setting a positive tone for the
lesson.

Why it matters:

Greet students at the door in a ‘V’ shape with one eye on the classroom and one eye on the
corridors is a simple yet highly effective routine that ties into several educational theories and
concepts. It not only sets a positive tone for the lesson but also actively influences classroom
dynamics, student engagement, and emotional climate. The “V” shape greeting ties directly
into Jacob Kounin’s theory of classroom management, particularly his concept of ‘withitness.’
‘Withitness’ refers to a teacher’s awareness of what's happening in the classroom and
beyond, ensuring they are always in control of the situation and can prevent disruptions
before they escalate. Kounin found that teachers who maintain high levels of “withitness” are
more likely to have smoother classroom management. This proactive approach signals to
students that they should enter the classroom calmly and focus on the upcoming lesson. A
greeting at the door creates a positive interaction right from the start. By greeting students
in a friendly, welcoming manner and showing attention to both the classroom and the outside
environment, you model how to balance warmth with focus. Students learn that the
classroom is a space for engagement and focus, but also for respect and positive interactions.

The consistency of this approach helps shape student behaviour over time. When students
know what’s expected as they enter the room (in terms of behaviour and attitude), they are
more likely to comply and be ready for learning. The greeting itself can serve as a “behavioural
cue” that signals the start of the lesson and the need to shift into a focused mindset

What this looks like in practice:

e This ensures that students feel welcomed and are immediately ready to learn.

e The teacher’s visible presence also reinforces behaviour expectations in both the
classroom and corridor, setting the tone for the lesson.

e A firm but positive greeting (e.g., “Good morning, make sure you have your equipment
ready”) establishes authority and focus.

1.2 Excellence Standard Strand: The Enquiry question is the starting point of the lesson, with
the overall learning outcome being explicit.

Why it matters

Using an enquiry question as the starting point of a lesson, with an explicit learning outcome,
is a powerful strategy that ties into several well-established educational theories. This
approach helps focus student attention, encourages active learning, and sets clear
expectations, which enhances both engagement and learning outcomes.



Constructivist theories emphasize that students actively construct their own understanding
based on prior knowledge and experiences. This is supported by Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky,
and Jerome Bruner, who all believed that learning occurs most effectively when students are
presented with meaningful questions that stimulate thinking, problem-solving, and
exploration. The enquiry question serves as a problem or puzzle that students need to solve
or investigate. By beginning with a question, teachers provide a context that encourages
students to connect new information with their existing knowledge, fostering deeper
learning. Constructivist learning is most effective when students are actively engaged in the
learning process. An enquiry question guides student to think critically, ask their own
guestions, and seek solutions, rather than passively receiving information. This makes
learning more relevant and meaningful to students. Vygotsky’s notion of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) is also important here, as students are encouraged to explore questions
that may be just beyond their current understanding, with the support of the teacher
(scaffolding).

Inquiry-based learning is driven by open-ended questions that require investigation, analysis,
and synthesis. By beginning the lesson with an enquiry question, students are encouraged to
think like researchers or problem-solvers right from the start. Dewey argued that learning
should be based on the student's experiences and inquiries. The enquiry question is an
authentic problem that students are motivated to solve. It taps into their intrinsic curiosity,
making learning more engaging and active. This approach also builds critical thinking skills, as
students need to evaluate evidence, consider different perspectives, and draw conclusions.

John Biggs’ Constructive Alignment theory suggests that learning activities, assessments, and
learning outcomes should be aligned to ensure that students can achieve the desired
outcomes. By making the learning outcome explicit, you align the entire lesson toward
achieving a specific goal. The explicit learning outcome tells students what they will be able
to do by the end of the lesson (e.g., "By the end of this lesson, students will be able to explain
the water cycle"). The enquiry question helps set the context for achieving that goal. When
students know exactly what is expected of them, they can focus their learning efforts more
effectively. The explicit connection between the enquiry question and the learning outcome
helps students stay focused on achieving that goal, making their learning more purposeful
and goal-directed.

What this looks like in practice:

e These activities consolidate prior learning and prepare students for new content.

e The question frames the purpose of the learning which will be taking place, making
learning objectives explicit.

e |t promotes curiosity and engagement by encouraging students to think about the topic
before it is taught.

e Students should be able to answer the enquiry question confidently by the end of the
lesson.



e Teachers monitor responses to identify gaps and misconceptions that may need re-
teaching. This is essential so students are building schema (EEF blog: Working with
schemas and why it matters to teachers)

Excellence standard strand: Entry Activity is a retrieval task completed on whiteboards that
tests prior knowledge required to unlock the lesson.

Why it matters

Cognitive Load Theory (CLT), developed by John Sweller, emphasizes that the brain has a
limited amount of working memory available at any given time. If cognitive load is too high,
it can impede learning. However, activating prior knowledge through a retrieval task helps to
reduce unnecessary cognitive load and enhances learning efficiency. A retrieval task activates
prior knowledge, making it easier for students to process new information. By asking students
to recall relevant concepts or facts before introducing new material, you reduce the cognitive
load required to make sense of the lesson. This helps to free up working memory so that
students can more easily integrate new knowledge. When students retrieve prior knowledge,
they are priming their brains to link that knowledge with new concepts, making it easier for
them to learn and remember new material. Retrieval also reinforces existing knowledge,
ensuring students can build on what they already know, rather than feeling overwhelmed by
new, unfamiliar information.

Research by Roediger and Butler suggests that actively recalling information is one of the
most powerful strategies for improving retention and understanding. The entry activity
functions as a form of retrieval practice. By having students answer questions on whiteboards
(whether through individual responses or group work), they are actively engaging in retrieving
information from long-term memory, which strengthens neural connections and improves
recall over time.

Schema Theory, developed by David Ausubel and others, emphasizes that learning is more
effective when new information is linked to existing knowledge structures, or “schemas.” The
activation of prior knowledge ensures that new concepts are anchored within an existing
mental framework.

The retrieval task acts as a means to activate students’ schemas (mental frameworks of
knowledge) before introducing new content. This helps students make connections between
what they already know and what they are about to learn. According to schema theory, when
students are asked to recall what they already know, they strengthen their schemas. This
makes it easier to integrate new information because it can be linked to existing knowledge.
Additionally, the prior knowledge check helps the teacher gauge where each student is in
terms of understanding, allowing for tailored instruction.

What it looks like in practice:
e These activities consolidate prior learning and prepare students for new content.

e Retrieval practice should be low-stakes and varied (e.g., quizzes, ‘brain dumps,’ quick-fire
guestions).
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e Teachers monitor responses to identify gaps and misconceptions that may need re-
teaching. This is essential so students are building schema (EEF blog: Working with
schemas and why it matters to teachers)

Excellence Standard Strand: Plenary Activity is purposeful in addressing the intended learning
outcomes or misconceptions.

Why it matters:

A plenary activity that is purposeful in addressing the intended learning outcomes and
misconceptions is a crucial part of the lesson. The plenary is the final part of the teaching
session where teachers can consolidate learning, clarify misunderstandings, and ensure that
students have met the learning objectives. This reflective moment is not only essential for
checking comprehension but also provides an opportunity for further cognitive processing,
correction of misconceptions, and reinforcement of key concepts.

According to Black and Wiliam (1998), formative assessments should inform teaching, guide
student learning, and improve educational outcomes. The plenary is the perfect opportunity
for this. A purposeful plenary serves as a formative assessment that allows the teacher to
gauge whether students have achieved the intended learning outcomes. Through
guestioning, quick activities, or summarizing exercises, the teacher can assess whether
students have understood the key concepts. Feedback provided at the plenary stage helps
address misconceptions, reinforces correct understanding, and clarifies any uncertainties. If
students have misunderstood a concept, the teacher can adjust the delivery, provide
alternative explanations, and reinforce key ideas, ultimately guiding students toward the
correct understanding.

The plenary encourages self-assessment and reflection, prompting students to evaluate how
well they understand the material and what areas need improvement. This practice promotes
metacognitive awareness, where students can monitor their understanding and identify areas
where they need further clarification. According to Flavell, metacognition helps learners to
become more self-aware and improve their cognitive processes. By engaging in reflection
during the plenary, students learn to monitor their own understanding and recognize any
gaps in their knowledge. This boosts self-regulation and helps students take ownership of
their learning.

Hattie and Timperley emphasise the importance of feedback in the learning process. Effective
feedback leads to improvements in understanding by guiding students to correct mistakes
and refine their thinking. The plenary provides an ideal opportunity for feedback to identify
and correct misconceptions. During the plenary, teachers can provide immediate feedback
on common misconceptions, correct misunderstandings, and clarify areas of difficulty. This
ensures that all students are aligned with the learning outcomes and that no one is left with
misconceptions that could hinder future learning. According to Hattie and Timperley,
feedback is most effective when it is specific, timely, and linked to the learning goals. The
plenary provides an opportunity for real-time feedback that directly addresses the intended
learning outcomes and helps students correct their errors. This process is key for students to
build accurate mental models and deepen their understanding.
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Dylan Wiliam, argues that plenaries are a critical part of formative assessment, offering a
snapshot of student learning at the end of a lesson. By using the plenary to assess whether
the intended learning outcomes have been met, teachers can decide whether further
instruction or review is needed. This formative assessment approach allows teachers to adjust
instruction based on students’ needs.

What this looks like in practice:

e Plenaries should consolidate learning, providing students with an opportunity to reflect
and demonstrate understanding.

e Theycan be used to correct common misunderstandings or apply knowledge in a different
context.

e Examples include “One-minute summaries,” exit tickets, or asking students to answer the
Enquiry Question in full sentences.

Excellence Standard Strand: Orderly dismissal ensures all students stand behind their space
and are dismissed row by row for a calm and structured exit.

Why it matters:

Orderly dismissal is a prime example of positive reinforcement and operant conditioning in
practice. By reinforcing a structured, calm dismissal process, students learn to follow rules
and expectations, which leads to more predictable, manageable behaviour. When students
behave appropriately during dismissal (e.g., standing behind their space, waiting their turn),
they may be reinforced with positive outcomes, such as a smooth and timely departure.

Orderly dismissal can also reflect Bandura's social learning theory, which posits that people
learn behaviours through observation and imitation of others, particularly in a social context.
Students learn appropriate behaviour through seeing their peers and teacher model self-
control, patience, and respectful conduct during the dismissal process.

Maslow’s theory suggests that a person’s basic needs must be met before they can engage in
higher-order cognitive tasks. For students, a structured, calm dismissal process helps address
a sense of security and order. Knowing what to expect in terms of how and when they will
leave the classroom can reduce anxiety and allow students to feel a sense of accomplishment
and closure at the end of the school day. A predictable and orderly dismissal routine helps
satisfy the student’s need for safety and stability. It prevents chaos or confusion, contributing
to a calming, secure environment.

What this looks like in practice:
e Astructured dismissal reinforces expectations and prevents chaotic transitions.
e Dismissing students individually or row by row

e Teachers can use this time to remind students of key takeaways or homework
expectations
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e Students should leave the classroom in an orderly manner, ensuring smooth transitions
between lessons.
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The Cansfield Way

1. Directed Questioning

Why it matters

Directed questioning is a purposeful strategy used by teachers to guide, probe, and extend
student thinking. Rather than relying on hands-up approaches or vague questioning, directed
guestioning involves selecting specific students and framing questions to meet differentiated
learning needs, assess understanding, and deepen cognitive engagement. This approach is a
cornerstone of effective formative assessment and responsive teaching. It draws on a wide
range of educational theories and strategies that enhance learning through interaction and
structured dialogue.

At its core, directed questioning is supported by Socratic dialogue, a method rooted in ancient
philosophy that promotes critical thinking through structured inquiry. By carefully selecting
guestions and sequencing them logically, teachers can encourage students to explore their
reasoning, confront misconceptions, and build on prior knowledge. This aligns closely with
Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory, which emphasises the importance of interaction and
scaffolding in the learning process. Through directed questioning, the teacher acts as the
“more knowledgeable other,” guiding learners through their Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD) by prompting them to articulate ideas they might not reach independently.

John Hattie's meta-analysis of research on teaching and learning (2009) identified that
feedback, which is often facilitated through questioning, has a significant impact on student
achievement. Directed questioning allows teachers to monitor and check students'
understanding in real-time. By asking targeted questions during lessons, teachers can identify
misconceptions, clarify ideas, and offer timely feedback. This continuous feedback loop helps
ensure that no student is left behind and that learning gaps are addressed immediately.

Research by Schunk (2012) on motivation in educational settings suggests that questions that
foster a sense of autonomy and relevance can increase student motivation. Directed
questioning, when used effectively, encourages students to take ownership of their learning.
By engaging them in thought-provoking questions and challenges, teachers can create a
learning environment where students are motivated to explore ideas on their own, seek
answers, and solve problems independently.

In terms of cognitive science, questioning plays a vital role in retrieval practice, which
enhances memory and learning by forcing students to bring information to mind. As shown
in the work of Roediger and Karpicke, the act of retrieving knowledge strengthens retention
more than re-studying. Directed questioning is an efficient way to build this into every lesson,
as it ensures that all students are actively engaging with the material, not just the most
confident ones.
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Effective use of directed questioning also helps reduce the risk of cognitive overload, as
described by Sweller’s Cognitive Load Theory. By breaking complex ideas into smaller
questions and prompting students through step-by-step reasoning, teachers help students
manage working memory demands. Questioning can serve as a form of scaffolded thinking,
easing students into more demanding tasks while maintaining challenge.

Furthermore, directed questioning supports formative assessment, a principle strongly
advocated by Dylan Wiliam. Thoughtfully chosen questions allow teachers to assess what
students know in real time and adapt their teaching accordingly. Cold calling or "no hands-
up" questioning—used with consistency and care—ensures that every student is accountable
for learning and contributes to a classroom culture of high expectations and inclusion.

In terms of classroom management and equity, directed questioning helps avoid the pitfall of
only engaging vocal or confident students. Techniques such as think-pair-share, pose-pause-
pounce-bounce, or ABC questioning (agree, build, challenge) encourage wider participation
and allow for deeper responses. This is particularly important in closing attainment gaps, as
research shows that disadvantaged students often benefit most from high-quality teacher
questioning.

The EEF's guidance report on Metacognition and Self-Regulated Learning highlights the
importance of teaching pupils to plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning. Directed
guestioning plays a pivotal role in this process by prompting students to reflect on their
thinking and learning strategies. By asking targeted questions, teachers can guide students to
become more aware of their cognitive processes, thereby fostering greater independence in
learning.

What this looks like in practice:

1.1 Excellence Standard Strand: Questioning is used as a systematic tool to identify the
acquisition of knowledge, gaps, and misconceptions.

e Questions are structured to elicit a deeper understanding of the topic.

e Common errors or misconceptions are addressed through questioning rather than
waiting for assessment feedback. Contemporaneous notes are made in Messy
Markbooks to help the teacher to develop a histogram of student responses

e Ensures that all students, not just the confident ones, are accountable for their
learning.

1.2 Excellence Standard Strand: Questions are directed at specific students, with no hands
raised, ensuring that all groups of learners know and understand more.

e A ‘no hands-up’ approach ensures equitable participation.

e Encourages students to always be prepared with an answer, rather than relying on
peers to respond.

e Supportsteachersinidentifying gaps in knowledge and areas that require re-teaching.
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The use of ‘Messy Markbooks’ should be utilised to their fullest extent in order to
ensure questions are directed to the correct students

The use of appropriate thinking time is essential. "Thinking time" in a classroom refers
to a deliberate pause a teacher takes after asking a question, allowing students to
process information and formulate a response before being called upon to answer

1.3 Excellence Standard Strand: Students are guided through questioning to follow a path
toward the desired learning outcome

Scaffolds students towards complex ideas by breaking down responses into
manageable steps.

Encourages students to justify and explain their answers rather than providing simple
responses. This helps develop a deeper understanding of the topic they are studying.

1.4 Excellence Standard Strand: Students use tier three vocab and are pushed to 'say it better'
where appropriate, to build their schema.

Students should be prompted to use precise academic vocabulary rather than
informal or simplistic terms.

Techniques such as “Say it Better” encourage students to refine and develop more
sophisticated responses.

The use of ‘bouncing’ the question to other students could be used until the desired
term is arrived upon, ensuring the original students is revisited to ensure they now
have the requisite vocabulary
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2. High Expectations

Teachers maintain a culture of high expectations and aspiration, ensuring all students are
challenged and meet high standards.

Why it matters

Carol Dweck’s research on growth mindset has shown that when students believe that their
abilities can develop through effort, perseverance, and effective strategies, they are more
likely to embrace challenges and overcome obstacles. Teachers who hold high expectations
reinforce the idea that intelligence and abilities are not fixed but can be developed. This
mindset leads to increased resilience, motivation, and academic success. Teachers who
maintain high expectations send the message to their students that they believe in their
ability to grow and succeed. This helps students see challenges as opportunities for growth
rather than as obstacles. High expectations create an environment where students are
encouraged to take risks and embrace challenges, knowing that failure is part of the learning
process. This resilience is central to the growth mindset.

Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes that learning occurs most effectively when students are
provided with tasks that are slightly beyond their current abilities but can be accomplished
with the help of a more knowledgeable other (teacher, peer, mentor). This concept is known
as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Teachers can maintain high expectations by
providing scaffolding—support structures that help students meet challenging tasks. As
students’ progress, the teacher gradually reduces the support, allowing students to become
more independent in their learning. By setting high expectations, teachers are encouraging
students to work within their ZPD. This ensures that the material is neither too easy (leading
to boredom) nor too difficult (leading to frustration), but just the right level of challenge to
stimulate growth and achievement.

The Expectancy-Value Theory focuses on how students’ motivation is influenced by their
expectations of success and the value they place on the task. According to this theory,
students are more likely to engage in tasks when they believe they can succeed (expectancy)
and when they see the task as valuable or meaningful. Teachers who maintain high
expectations for all students communicate a belief in their abilities, which increases the
students’ own expectations for success. When students feel they can succeed and that the
work is valuable, they are more motivated to meet these high standards. Teachers can
connect the learning to students' personal interests, future goals, and real-world applications,
making the academic challenges not just high in difficulty, but also in relevance. This
combination of high expectations and meaningful learning tasks leads to greater student
engagement.

Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory suggests that learning occurs in a social context and
emphasizes the role of observational learning, self-efficacy, and the belief in one’s own
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capabilities. Teachers who maintain high expectations help students develop a sense of self-
efficacy, which is the belief in their ability to achieve specific goals. Students who believe they
can meet high standards are more likely to try harder and persist through challenges.
Teachers serve as role models for how to approach challenges, demonstrating persistence,
problem-solving, and resilience. When students see teachers maintaining high standards and
succeeding, they are more likely to believe that they, too, can meet similar challenges.

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) emphasizes maintaining high expectations for all
students while being aware of their cultural backgrounds, learning styles, and individual
needs. Teachers who incorporate CRT into their practice set high expectations for academic
success while recognizing and validating students' cultural identities. Culturally responsive
teachers do not lower expectations based on a student’s background or perceived ability.
Instead, they provide differentiated support that helps all students meet those high
standards, while ensuring cultural relevance and inclusion. By ensuring that high expectations
are aligned with students' experiences and identities, teachers can inspire students to meet
challenges with confidence and pride in who they are.

B.F. Skinner’s theory of effective conditioning, positive reinforcement is a powerful strategy
for shaping behaviour. Before resorting to sanctions, teachers should first use techniques like
praise, encouragement, and recognition to reinforce desired behaviours.

The National Reading Panel (NRP), conducted a comprehensive review of research on reading
instruction. In its 2000 report, the NRP identified five critical components of effective reading
instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension.
Among these, vocabulary instruction was highlighted as essential for reading comprehension.
In addition, it stated “providing all students with access to challenging texts that introduce
new and sophisticated vocabulary, encouraging students to engage with complex words and
concepts, fostering deeper understanding and critical thinking and exposing students to
participate in vocabulary-rich discussions and activities, educators can support all students in
developing the language skills necessary for academic achievement.”

What this looks like in practice:

2.1 Excellence Standard Strand: Narrating the positive is the norm in establishing a classroom
culture of recognition and success. This should be recorded via Class Charts.

e Recognises and reinforces expected behaviour and effort.

e Encourages a classroom culture where success is celebrated.

e Positively reinforces student engagement and participation.

e Actively praising and acknowledging positive student behaviour should be the norm.

e Class Charts is used to record positive behaviours in addition to positive phone calls home

2.3 Excellence Standard Strand: Students have the correct equipment, and this is utilised to
meet the desired learning outcome. If equipment is missing, it will be provided and logged on
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Class Charts.

Ensures students take responsibility for being prepared for learning.
Helps teachers identify patterns of missing equipment to provide support if needed.

2.4 Excellence Standard Strand: Sanctions are applied in line with the behaviour process and
policy once you have tried several other techniques before a C1. Students must be given take-
up time between escalations in the C system to provide an opportunity to correct their
behaviour.

Students are given the opportunity to rectify behaviour before a sanction is applied. A
quiet resolution conversation may work well to facilitate this and deescalate the situation
Consistency ensures that expectations are the same across all classrooms. Consistency in
the classroom" refers to a teacher consistently applying the same rules, expectations, and
procedures day-to-day, creating a predictable environment where students know what to
expect, which is crucial for effective learning and behaviour management; essentially, it
means doing things the same way every time to establish a stable classroom routine.

2.5 Excellence Standard Strand: The expected learning standards and behaviours are

modelled for students, building respectful and positive relationships.

Teachers explicitly show students what excellence looks like through exemplars.
Students compare their own work with high-quality models to self-assess progress.
Students should be completing tasks appropriate to the subject and their academic level.
High level tasks should be selected which reflect the academic rigour of the subject which
enhance both the substantive subject knowledge in the subject but also develop
disciplinary skills. Tasks of low challenge, such as gap-fill exercises, wordsearches,
crosswords, note-taking from the board, teacher dictation and mindless practice of
activities should not be used under any circumstances

Faculties should develop what the ‘pillars’ of their subject are. These should be
established as part of Faculty discussions and form the cornerstone of every planning
phase of new content.

2.6 Excellence Standard Strand: Through the deliberate teaching of subject-specific language,

students show increased fluency and confidence in its use, both in writing and orally.

Intended learning outcomes are demonstrated by seeing that students can do more and
know more throughout the lesson.
Students are encouraged to use academic language in both written and verbal responses.

To encourage this, students should be exposed to as much scholarly work as possible,
either in the form of Guided Reading or scholarly articles, to both improve literacy but
also increase the academic rigour of a subject.

Misconceptions or incorrect use of vocabulary are addressed and refined. (National
Reading Panel (2000) found that vocabulary instruction, including Tier 2 and Tier 3 words,
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is one of the most effective ways to improve reading comprehension and overall academic
achievement)
e The correct use of English is modelled and corrected in the classroom.

2.7 Excellence Standard Strand: Students understand the importance of every lesson,
ensuring that there is no lost learning time. Students may only leave the classroom with a
teacher lanyard if a credible pass is presented.

e Students remain in lessons unless absolutely necessary.
e Encourages a culture where every lesson matters.
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3. Adaptability
The Adaptive Teaching Cycle

Adaptive teaching at Cansfield High School follows a triangulation cycle that ensures all
students receive the right support at the right time. Each element reinforces the others,
creating a continuous loop of assessment, adjustment, and planning to maximise student
progress. This approach ensures that teaching is not static but responsive, evidence-based,
and constantly evolving to meet student needs. This model is built on three interdependent
elements:

Using recorded misconceptions and Feedback Adapting instruction based on live
progress tracking to refine questioning. student resnonses.
Adaptive
Teaching
Messy Markbook _
v Task Design

Ensuring knowledge retention and reducing
cognitive load.

Adaptability in teaching is the capacity of educators to modify their instructional approaches,
resources, and classroom strategies in response to students’ varying needs, backgrounds, and
levels of understanding. It is a core characteristic of effective teaching and is underpinned by
several key educational theories. One of the foundational frameworks is Vygotsky’s Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD), which suggests that learners make the most progress when
working on tasks that are just beyond their current independent capabilities but achievable
with the right support. This means that teachers must continuously assess and adapt the level
of scaffolding they provide, gradually removing it as the student gains confidence and
competence.

Constructivist theories—championed by thinkers like Jean Piaget and Jerome Bruner—also
emphasize the importance of tailoring instruction to the learner’s current level of
understanding. Piaget stressed the role of developmental stages in learning, while Bruner
introduced the idea of the “spiral curriculum,” where concepts are revisited with increasing
complexity. In both views, adaptability is critical: teachers must assess what students already
know and design experiences that build meaningfully from there.
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Another important lens is the framework of Differentiated Instruction, as developed by Carol
Ann Tomlinson, and the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles. These advocate for
proactive planning to meet the diverse needs of all learners by offering multiple means of
engagement, representation, and expression. Adaptability in this context means offering
flexible tasks, using varied teaching materials (visuals, texts, technology), and allowing
students to demonstrate learning in different ways, such as through presentations, writing,
or discussion.

From a behaviorist perspective, adaptability involves adjusting reinforcement and feedback
based on student behavior. According to B.F. Skinner’s operant conditioning theory, learning
is shaped by consequences. Effective teachers use this by adapting rewards, praise, or
corrective feedback depending on what motivates and engages each student, creating a
responsive learning environment.

Furthermore, Donald Schon’s theory of reflective practice highlights how adaptability is linked
to professional growth. Teachers who engage in reflection in action (making real-time
adjustments) and on action (evaluating what worked and what didn’t after a lesson) are
better able to respond to the dynamic nature of classroom teaching. This might involve
shifting from whole-class instruction to small group work mid-lesson if students appear
disengaged, or re-teaching a concept using a different method after identifying
misconceptions through formative assessment.

What this looks like in practice

3.1 Excellence Standard Strand: Appropriate choices of what to revisit are made, with a clear
rationale for why and when. This process must occur in each lesson and be ongoing, ensuring
that students both know more and can do more.

e Teachers use formative assessment data to identify key areas that need revisiting.

e Retrieval tasks at the start of lessons ensure that students retain and consolidate prior
learning.

e Lessons are adjusted based on student needs while maintaining high levels of challenge.

e Entry retrieval tasks: Lessons must begin with a structured Do Now retrieval activity on
whiteboards to activate prior knowledge and ensure students have the necessary
foundation for new learning.

e Explicit links to prior learning: Teachers must reference past topics to help students build
knowledge schema and see connections.

e Messy Mark Books inform retrieval choices: Teachers must use notes from previous
lessons to select which knowledge to revisit in starter tasks. This allows misconceptions
or issues from prior lessons to be revisited/checked.

3.2 Excellence Standard Strand: Meaningful activities and resources are carefully selected to
meet the learning needs of all students.
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Activities are not simply differentiated by task, but rather scaffolded to ensure all
students work towards the same high expectations.

Resources, such as dual coding and sentence stems, are used to support students who
need additional guidance while still encouraging independent thought.

Scaffolds for learning, not differentiation by task: All students must work towards the
same learning goal, but structured support (sentence starters, dual coding, tiered
vocabulary) should be used where needed.

Gradual removal of scaffolds: Support should be phased out as students gain confidence
and competence.

‘Thinking Hard’ for all: Teachers must use questioning techniques to deepen student
thinking beyond the initial response.

3.3 Excellence Standard Strand: Knowledge acquisition is intentionally planned and explicitly

defined in both substantive and disciplinary terms. Adaptation and re-teaching occur

immediately if understanding is not fully embedded.

Directed Questioning: Teachers must use techniques to ensure all students are
accountable for answering, not just volunteers.

Mini Whiteboards: Frequent “Show Me” must be used to check understanding across the
whole class and decide whether to move on or reteach

Live Marking and Feedback: Teachers must circulate the room, ‘Hunting, not fishing’ for
misconceptions by checking student work. Misconceptions are corrected immediately
rather than waiting until after the lesson.

3.4 Excellence Standard Strand: Misconceptions and common errors are made explicit and

used as teaching points to clarify understanding.

Teachers proactively plan for likely misconceptions, using hinge questions to check for
misunderstandings.

Students are encouraged to explain their thinking, providing evidence for their answers.
Teachers anticipate common misconceptions: Teachers use messy markbook to plan and
expose likely errors proactively and before moving on.

Guided Practice & Modelling as a teaching tool: Instead of simply correcting mistakes,
teachers must use discussion and modelling to show why errors occur and how to fix
them.

No Opt Out: If a student answers incorrectly, they must be guided towards the correct
answer rather than skipped.

3.5 Excellence Standard Strand: Targeted re-teaching lessons are strategically implemented
when students have not fully grasped key concepts.
Why it matters:

Adaptive teaching should not just respond to misunderstandings but plan structured
opportunities to close learning gaps (DfE, 2019).
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Re-teaching is planned based on student needs: Formative assessment must inform
adjustments to future lessons.

Spaced retrieval ensures knowledge is embedded: Teachers must deliberately plan for
previously struggling students to revisit key content at later intervals.

Intervention is built into teaching, not left for revision sessions: Gaps should be addressed
within lessons rather than relying solely on additional interventions such as revision
sessions.
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4. Clear Student Engagement

Why it matters:

The idea that lessons should be structured to ensure all students are active participants in
their learning is grounded in several key educational theories and principles. Minimizing
passive engagement and encouraging active, thoughtful participation aligns with theories of
constructivism, social learning, active learning, and self-regulation, among others. These
approaches are integral for fostering a learning environment where students are not only
engaged but are also motivated, resilient, and independent learners.

Constructivism is a key theory in understanding how active learning works. It emphasizes that
learners construct knowledge actively, rather than passively receiving it. Piaget's theory of
cognitive development and Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) suggest that
active engagement is critical for meaningful learning. Piaget argued that learners actively
build their understanding of the world through their interactions with it. In the classroom,
this means that students should be given opportunities to explore, problem-solve, and engage
with content rather than simply listen to lectures. The more they engage with ideas and
concepts, the more deeply they internalize them. Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding suggests
that learners need support to achieve tasks that are just beyond their current level of ability
(within their ZPD). Teachers can encourage active participation by providing students with
challenges that stretch their thinking, while offering guidance as needed. This process allows
students to gradually take on more responsibility for their learning, moving toward
independence.

Active learning is rooted in the idea that students learn best when they are directly involved
in the learning process, as opposed to being passive recipients of information. The
experiential learning cycle proposed by David Kolb and the progressive education philosophy
of John Dewey both stress the importance of hands-on, student-centered learning.

Kolb’s model suggests that learning is a process involving four stages: concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Lessons
should incorporate these stages by encouraging students to interact with the material, reflect
on their experiences, form theories, and apply their learning in new contexts. This cycle
promotes deeper understanding and retention.

Dewey argued that education should focus on real-world problems and active inquiry. He
believed that students should be encouraged to ask questions, explore ideas, and engage in
meaningful discussion. Active participation, therefore, is not just a pedagogical choice, but a
means of fostering curiosity and intellectual growth.

What this looks like in practice:

4.1 Excellence Standard Strand: Students produce quality responses to appropriate tasks.
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o Activities are carefully designed to help students produce detailed and well-structured
responses. Tasks are rigorously quality assured by middle leaders to ensure they are
purposeful and aligned with learning objectives.

e Teachers provide models and scaffolds, including literacy strategies and model responses,
to clearly demonstrate high expectations and guide students in producing quality work.
These tools help students understand the standards required and develop the necessary
skills to meet them.

4.2 Excellence Standard Strand: Students are challenged to think critically.

e Teachers use higher-order questioning techniques (e.g., “What if?” “How do you know?”
“Can you justify your answer?”).

e Lessons are structured so that studentsanalyse, evaluate, and synthesise
information rather than simply recalling facts.

4.3 Excellence Standard Strand: Independent work is planned to allow students to
demonstrate the quality of their responses, both written and oral.

e Tasks promote depth of thought rather than completion of simple, repetitive tasks.
e Students are expected to refine and improve their responses, engaging in redrafting
where appropriate.

4.4 Excellence Standard Strand: Teacher talk is kept to a minimum, and subject knowledge is
chunked to reduce cognitive load on students. (Sweller, 2010: Minimising cognitive load
improves retention.)

e Explanations are broken into smaller steps to ensure clarity.
e Interactive strategies such as think-pair-share and mini whiteboard responses ensure
student participation.

4.5 Excellence Standard Strand: All students are actively participating and engaged in all
lessons. Where this is not the case, it is addressed appropriately, and catch-up work is
completed if necessary.

e Students who are off task are quickly re-engaged through questioning and classroom
routines.
e Catch-up work is provided where gaps emerge, ensuring that no student falls behind.

4.6 Excellence Standard Strand: Teachers provide meaningful homework that reinforces
classroom learning, encourages independent thinking, and helps students apply their
knowledge effectively
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Learning experiences are tailored to accommodate a wide range of abilities and aptitudes.
Students are equipped with the essential skills for independent learning.

Homework is designed to reinforce core knowledge and develop key disciplinary skills.
Opportunities are provided for students to extend their learning beyond the curriculum.
Parents are given the chance to engage with and support their child's education.
Students cultivate strong routines and habits that foster effective independent learning.
At KS3, pupils are expected to complete homework for core subjects. Homework is set via
an online learning platform (Sparx) fortnightly. Lunchtime interventions will be put in
place where required to ensure that students do access this provision and communication
with parents/carers will be ongoing to encourage engagement.

At Key Stage 4, faculties and subject areas provide, as a minimum, as fortnightly task for
students to complete. The tasks are not standardised across school and will be designed
around the needs of each subject. These tasks might include directed revision with a
specific focus, exam practice questions, the use of revision tools, accessing media sources
such as podcasts / documentaries. Lunchtime and afterschool interventions will be put in
place where required to ensure that students do access this provision and communication
with parents/carers will be ongoing to encourage engagement.
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5. Quality Assessment

Why it matters

A robust assessment system ensures that both formative and summative assessments are
used to track progress and inform next steps. Providing feedback and responding to pupils’
work is an essential element in the assessment of the performance, progress, and the raising
of standards throughout our school. It informs and enables staff, pupils and parents/carers in
this process. Faculty-specific assessment information is explained in greater detail in the
faculty handbooks, providing clear guidelines and expectations tailored to each subject area.
These handbooks serve as a valuable resource for ensuring consistency and clarity in
assessment practices across departments.

Employing a variety of assessment techniques—such as questioning, quizzes, and
discussions—aligns with Bloom's Taxonomy, which categorizes cognitive skills from basic
recall to higher-order thinking like analysis and creation. This approach ensures that
assessments address different levels of cognition, thereby promoting a more holistic
understanding of the material. Bloom's framework emphasizes the progression from simple
to complex cognitive tasks, facilitating deeper learning and critical thinking.

Identifying and correcting student misconceptions promptly is crucial. Lev Vygotsky's concept
of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) highlights the importance of providing support
within a learner's ZPD to facilitate progression from current understanding to potential
development. By addressing misconceptions in a timely manner, educators can scaffold
learning effectively, enabling students to build upon their existing knowledge and achieve
higher levels of comprehension.

Providing students with explicit success criteria, especially during Review and Progress (RAP)
activities, is essential for effective learning. Robert Gagné's Conditions of Learning theory
emphasizes the importance of clear objectives and expectations in instructional design. By
articulating success criteria, teachers help students understand the desired outcomes,
enabling them to self-assess and take ownership of their learning journey.

Balancing formative (ongoing) and summative (conclusive) assessments allows educators to
monitor student progress continuously and make informed instructional decisions. Formative
assessments provide immediate feedback and guide daily teaching strategies, while
summative assessments evaluate cumulative learning outcomes. This dual approach aligns
with constructivist theories, such as those proposed by Jean Piaget, which advocate for active
learning and continuous adaptation based on student needs.

Implementing live marking strategies during lessons offers real-time feedback, enabling
students to correct errors and refine their work instantly. This practice aligns with the
principles of instructional scaffolding, where timely support is provided to bridge learning
gaps and promote autonomy. Vygotsky's sociocultural theory underscores the significance of
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social interaction and immediate feedback in cognitive development, reinforcing the
effectiveness of live marking in the classroom.

5.1 Excellence Standards

e Please refer to Marking and Assessment Policy: Section 2 (page 2) for a comprehensive
review of the Excellence Standards for Marking and Assessments.

5.2 Cansfield Assessment Excellence Framework

The Cansfield Assessment Excellence Framework is designed to provide students with timely
feedback, identify and address misconceptions, and effectively track their performance,
progress, and attainment. It includes a range of strategies to ensure that pupils are
continuously monitored, and their progress regularly reviewed.

For full details, please refer to the Marking and Assessment Policy: Section 4 (p. 5).

e Live Marking: Evidence of live marking will be present in student books at least once
every half term, providing immediate, formative feedback.

e Regular Check-Ins: Lessons will feature frequent “check-ins” through quick quizzes and
retrieval practice, helping to reinforce learning and inform instruction.

e Disciplinary Mastery: Summative data will be supported by structured “Disciplinary
Mastery” assessments. These are embedded in the curriculum to ensure pupils develop
and master subject-specific disciplinary skills.

e Formal Assessments: Students will complete two formal assessments annually, aligned
with the school’s assessment calendar. These cumulative assessments are designed to
evaluate both substantive knowledge and disciplinary skills, ensuring long term
retention and progression.

5.3 Assessment Window

Teachers and students are provided with two assessment windows, allowing for effective
planning and workload management.

e Assessment window A 26 Jan — 6% Feb

e Assessment window B 11" May — 22" May

e Year 11 PPE WC 1% Dec

5.4 Feedback
At Key Stage 3 and 4, student’s work is marked and feedback provided according to the
frequency and nature of the subject, for further information please refer to Marking and

Feedback Policy: Section 3 (page 4).

e Core Subjects: Students’ work is formally marked nine times per academic year, including
two formal summative assessments and additional Disciplinary Mastery Assessments.
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e Non-Core Subjects: Work is marked six times per year (once per half term), also

incorporating two formal summative assessments alongside Disciplinary Mastery
Assessments.

e Subjects Taught Bi-Weekly or on a Carousel: These subjects follow a reduced marking

schedule, with two formal summative assessments marked per academic year.
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7. Challenge for All

Research consistently demonstrates that students make the greatest progress when they are
exposed to high expectations alongside structured support (EEF, 2021). At Cansfield, we
recognise thata lack of ambition can act as a barrier to student success. Many of our
students do not always see the full extent of their potential or the opportunities available to
them beyond school. Therefore, it is our responsibility to create a learning culture that raises
aspirations, fosters resilience, and instils a belief that every student can achieve excellence.

Willingham (2006) emphasises that students flourish in environments that balance
accessibility with ambition—where challenge is embedded in learning, but the right
scaffolding is in place to ensure all students can succeed. Furthermore, cognitive science
research highlights that deep engagement with challenging content is essential for long-term
knowledge retention and the development of critical thinking and problem-solving skills.

By embedding challenge in every lesson, we equip our students with the mindset and skills
needed for academic success and future pathways—whether in further education,
apprenticeships, or careers. Using research-informed strategies, we will push every student
to think more critically, engage more deeply, and develop the resilience and ambition needed
to achieve their full potential.

Vygotsky posited that learning is most effective when students work within their ZPD—the
space between what they can do independently and what they can do with guidance.
Academic challenge sits in this space, supported by scaffolding that is gradually removed as
learners gain confidence and competence. “Challenge should not feel impossible; it should
feel just out of reach but attainable with effort and support.”

The theory of Desirable Difficulties, developed by Bjork and Bjork, suggests that learning
experiences that are effortful—but not overwhelming—lead to stronger retention and
understanding. This means that challenge often involves struggle, and that struggle is not only
acceptable but desirable. Techniques such as retrieval practice, interleaving topics, and
encouraging students to generate solutions before instruction all increase cognitive effort and
improve memory. These strategies can make learning less comfortable in the short term but
significantly more effective in the long term.

Carol Dweck’s Growth Mindset theory complements this by emphasising the importance of
students’ beliefs about their ability to grow through effort and persistence. When challenge
is introduced, students with a fixed mindset may shy away, believing that struggle signifies a
lack of ability. Teachers play a critical role in fostering a growth mindset by framing mistakes
as learning opportunities, praising effort and strategy rather than innate talent, and modelling
resilience. This helps students embrace academic challenge as a normal and valuable part of
learning.

Mastery Learning, championed by Bloom, also reinforces the value of academic challenge by
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asserting that all students can achieve high levels of understanding if given enough time and
appropriate support. Challenge in this context means ensuring that students do not move on
until they have demonstrated mastery of essential content. This can be achieved through
targeted feedback, re-teaching, and structured extension activities for those who grasp
concepts quickly. Rather than accelerating through content, the emphasis is placed on depth,
accuracy, and application.

Finally, Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller) highlights the importance of balancing challenge with
cognitive capacity. If a task is too complex or poorly structured, it can overload working
memory and hinder learning. Effective challenge requires the management of three types of
cognitive load: intrinsic (the difficulty of the content itself), extraneous (unnecessary
distractions or confusion), and germane (the mental effort required to make meaning).
Teachers can manage cognitive load by breaking tasks into smaller parts, using dual coding
(combining visuals and text), and providing worked examples before expecting independent
application.

What this looks like in practice:

7.1 Excellence Standard Strand: Ensuring All Groups of Learners Are Planned for and Catered
To

e Teachers must design lessons and tasks that stretch all students, including those identified
as SEND, AMA, EAL and disadvantaged students.

e Challenge is inclusive, not exclusive—all students must engage with high-level concepts
and discussions.

e Adaptive teaching strategies ensure that no student is left behind or unchallenged.

e Pre-planned challenge strategies ensuring that all learners are challenged to think hard.

o Scaffolding to support access to complex content rather than differentiation by task.

o Deliberate questioning techniques that involve all students in high-level thinking.

7.2 Excellence Standard: Extending Answers Through Questioning to Promote Critical
Thinking

e Teachers must ask high-quality, probing questions to deepen student thinking.

e Students must be challenged to justify, refine, and extend their responses.

e Questioning should be structured to encourage higher-order thinking skills.

¢ ‘No Opt-Out’ questioning, where students must ‘Say It better’ and refine and improve
their responses.

e Socratic dialogue and extended discussion tasks.

e Use of academic vocabulary and structured debate.

7.3 Excellence Standard: Tasks are selected to ensure all students are motivated to progress
further and become curious about their learning.
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e Tasks must be engaging, intellectually stimulating, and promote deep learning.

e Lessons must spark student curiosity and encourage independent thought.

e Work should be challenging and aspirational, never ‘time filling” work.

e Tasks that require problem-solving, analysis, and synthesis of information.

¢ Minimal low-level tasks—less copying, more critical engagement e.g. gap fills.

¢ Student-led learning, where students take ownership of their work — minimal teacher talk

7.4 Excellence Standard: Students can articulate their arguments and think critically about the
subject matter.

e Students must be explicitly taught how to construct, articulate, and defend their
arguments.

¢ Extended writing and discussion tasks should be embedded in all subjects.

e Academic vocabulary should be explicitly taught and reinforced.

e Debate and structured discussion embedded across subjects.

e Extended writing tasks that encourage students to develop reasoned arguments.

e Modelling of high-quality responses using sentence stems and exemplars.

7.5 Excellence Standard: Students are exposed to a wide range of aspirational careers and
pathways that motivate and inspire them to achieve.

e Teachers must integrate real-world applications of learning into lessons.

e Aspirational careers and pathways should be discussed across all subjects.

e Students should be encouraged to think about future opportunities and next steps.
e Explicit links to careers and further study.

e Guest speakers, employer engagement, and real-world projects.

e Subject-based discussions about future opportunities.
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