Certificate in Advanced Educational Practice – Cognitive Acceleration: Teaching and Learning

Option One: Rationale and summary

1.0  Rationale for implementation:

I was working as an LEA Consultant to improve the practice of two Year 5 teachers in a two-form entry primary school.  The school was considered to be weak with a difficult recent history involving Special Measures.  The new Headteacher’s main aim was to raise attainment in the core subjects, which had been highlighted as a specific weakness through the school improvement plan and recent Ofsted report.  

The Head intended to focus on the development of thinking skills, as a vehicle for developing pupils’ Speaking and Listening skills, and thereby for raising attainment generally.

During my evaluation of the teaching and learning for Maths in Year 5, I noticed that:

· Teachers focused on delivery of Maths content and teaching of specific algorithms, but pupils struggled to explain these methods and lower ability pupils made many errors when using them;

· Thanks to slavish following of the National Numeracy Strategy Unit Plans, very little time was allocated to AT1 (Using and Applying), which meant that calculation methods were rarely applied to real-life problem solving contexts;

· Pupils could not explain their reasoning or justify their answers when probed – when asked how they knew they would reply: ‘I just do”;

· The pupils had little or no experience of collaborative learning –a particular issue for the many pupils with English as a second language, who did not have the opportunity to develop their understanding through talk;
· Levels of challenge were low.

This analysis confirmed my belief that teachers and pupils would benefit from experiencing the Cognitive Acceleration (CA) approach:
· CAME focuses on investigating pupils’ understanding of concepts and on the importance of Using and Applying Maths and Science skills with real-life problems.  Pupils’ longer-term attainment in Maths and Science should improve, as they develop a deeper understanding of mathematical and scientific concepts, as should their understanding of concepts across the curriculum (Shayer and Adey, 2002);
· Collaborative groupwork and the focus on verbalising and sharing understanding with the rest of the class can develop Speaking and Listening skills.  This could not only help to raise attainment in Writing, but also positively influence teacher practice in other curriculum areas (Wegerif et al, 1999);

· Currently monitoring evidence showed that most teaching involved cognitive level matching (Vygotsky, 1978), whereas CAME is designed to focus on the Zone of Proximal Development, that is to say it aims to operate within the gap between a child’s actual development and  his potential development.  Therefore it should help to raise the level of challenge.
I therefore began to team teach CAME lessons in Year 5.  The teachers enjoyed this project and gave positive feedback to the rest of the staff, which led me to believe that other teachers would be interested in finding out about the CA approach.
Towards the end of this project, the Head offered me a post at the school, in order to continue to develop the thinking skills agenda.  The Head, an experienced CA LEA Consultant and I met to consider the further development of the project.  

2.0 Priorities set:

· To ensure a long-term impact for the school:  I would only be in post for two terms, so we needed to embed the CA approach within the practice of several teachers within the school;
· To raise attainment, with a specific focus on the core subjects:  However, we all recognised that the CA approach might only impact on academic achievement in a measurable sense in the long-term (Shayer, 1999);
· To motivate teachers to embrace the CA approach as a tool for cross-curricular application:  I believed that Vygotsky’s focus on collaborative learning as a collective ZPD…pool’  (Shayer, 2003)  in the fun context of CAME lessons might encourage teachers to plan and teach according to this model in other lessons, as has happened nationally (eg Shayer and Adey Chapter 9, 2002).  
To this end, we developed a programme of Professional Development for teachers that would include:

· Team teaching led by myself and the LEA Consultant to develop ‘teacher experts’ who could lead the CA approach once we were no longer working at the school;
· A complementary INSET programme for staff, led by the LEA Consultant, which would focus on the broader ‘thinking skills’ agenda for all staff, and which included one staff meeting each half-term;
· Timetabled slots for the teaching of ‘thinking skills’, for example a weekly Investigative Maths slot;
· A school focus on re-writing the curriculum map, to include elements of the CA approach.
I worked with the two Year 3 teachers across two terms, delivering fortnightly Let’s Think Science sessions.  Throughout this programme, I gradually withdrew my support, allowing them to take control of a greater and greater portion of the lesson, until they finally taught lessons independently.  The programme finished with the opportunity to observe each other delivering the same lesson.  A similar programme operated in Year 5, led by the LEA Consultant.

The INSET programme was successfully delivered and the curriculum map redrafted, during this term.  The new timetabling was introduced concurrently.

3.0 Evaluation of outcomes:

Due to the short timeframe for this project, and the fact that  the CA effect on pupils’ learning is more long-term (Shayer’s 1999 research indicated the major effect was noticeable after three years), it will be difficult to fully evaluate the impact of the project.  I will therefore rely heavily on a qualitative analysis of the success of the interventions, in terms of the priorities set for the school.

3.1) Long term impact for the school:

As anticipated, one of the Year 3 teachers has taken the CA approach on board enthusiastically and with success.  Her pupils now use ‘thinking partners’ and ‘thinking groups’ across the curriculum.  Her classroom is a model of successful collaborative learning or sociocultural approach (Vygotsky, 1986) – teacher as facilitator of small groupwork, where pupils’ interactions contribute to the production of new learning (internalisation).  She has identified some ‘low ability’ pupils as ‘good thinkers’, reversing her expectations of them and enabling her to maximise their potential in other areas of the curriculum.   She could certainly team teach with other members of staff next academic year. 

The second Year 3 teacher has certainly developed in her understanding of the approach.  In January, she voiced several concerns about the Let’s Think lessons.  She was worried that pupils could not learn effectively without a Learning Intention, which clarified the outcome of the lesson.  She was concerned that pupils were left without definitive answers to the problems they were asked to tackle, as she felt this could be confusing.  She was also worried that she would not manage to deliver the Science curriculum content she had planned. Final observations reveal that she is managing collaborative groupwork with much greater success than at the start of the project.  Interview evidence reveals that she is beginning to consider initiating this style of teaching very early on with her new class and to talk more constructively about its potential. 
Both Year 3 and 5 teachers have asked for sets of resources for their new class and intend to teach CA lessons next academic year.  In addition, two further members of staff have been selected for a year long CA training course.  For me, this indicates the school’s long term commitment to the CA approach.  

3.2) Raising attainment in Maths, Science and Speaking and Listening:

Although pupil tracking does not yet show evidence of impact (one academic year would be insufficient for this) evidence from myself and the LEA Consultant would indicate that the impact of the CA approach has been positive.  Pupils have responded enthusiastically and particular mention has been made of their growing ability to explain and justify their reasoning.  As mentioned above, many of the stronger pupils in these lessons have been identified as ‘good thinkers’, where they were previously classified as ‘low ability’ (especially EAL pupils).  This means there is potential for a greater proportion of pupils to achieve at higher levels.  Lesson observations indicate that teacher questioning skills have developed, with an increased focus on ‘why?’ and ‘how do you know?’.  This should also lead to a raising of standards as the learning is deepened and developed.

3.3) Motivating teachers to embrace the CA approach as a tool for cross-curricular application:  

As mentioned above, the teachers saw Let’s Think and CAME as an important part of their teaching repertoire.  Although there is no quantitative evidence as to the impact of the CA approach across the curriculum, anecdotal and monitoring evidence indicates that this support has had an impact on the way teachers will tackle the teaching and learning of their classes in the coming academic year. Trained teachers have discussed the potential for collaborative groupwork and for open-ended problem solving activities both in informal forums and in performance management interviews.  Teachers have also shared anecdotal edidence that pupils can ‘surprise’ them in CA lessons, by exhibiting a level of understanding that they have not exhibited elsewhere in the curriculum.  They have stated that they feel that this will better enable them to target the learning to develop the potential of all pupils as individuals.  However, until schemes of work are rewritten in line with the new curriculum map, I do not feel that the CA approach will have the wide-reaching impact across the curriculum that it could.  As long as teachers continue to rely on standard schemes of work (for example QCA schemes), the CA approach will continue to have a limited impact.  
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