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Setting the scene

Effective educational leaders are continuously open to new learning because the
(leadership for learning) journey keeps changing. (Stoll et al., 2003, p. 103)

This chapter describes the rationale for the ‘Learning to Learn’ project and gives an
outline of how the project was designed. It also provides background information
about the outer London borough in which the five schools were located, and a pen
portrait of each of the schools involved. It ends by describing the reason for our
guiding mantra, ‘we can if … ’.

The ‘Learning to Learn’ project

The project grew out of a learning partnership between a group of primary schools,
their local education authority (LEA), the outer London Borough of Redbridge and
a higher education institution (HEI), the Institute of Education, University of Lon-
don. The overall purpose of the project was to support, promote and share good
practice in learning and teaching, so as to improve the quality of the learning expe-
rience for all young people and raise their levels of achievement. The emphasis on
all the children was important because an inclusive approach to education for all
was a guiding principle for the project. The project was underpinned by two fun-
damentals. First, that developing, changing and improving learning and teaching
in the classroom is at the heart of school improvement. Secondly, that to do this
children and teachers, along with the headteacher and other school staff and those
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who support them from outside, including parents, need to learn with and from
one another. This belief was premised on our view that a focus on learning rather
than on performance will enhance children’s progress and achievement.

After much heart searching and debate, we decided to use the following question
as our initial starting point:

Does the development of teachers’ and children’s metacognitive skills signifi-
cantly enhance children’s achievement in learning?

We began with this question because we were very aware that there is a growing
amount of research evidence to show that, if children are taught to develop and
understand their thinking strategies, then this can make a real difference to their
learning in school and beyond. We knew that, as Stoll and colleagues (2003) argue:

Becoming skilled at metacognition requires focused teaching, lots of examples
and a great deal of practice. When pupils have developed proficiency with
monitoring their own learning and identifying what they need next, they are
more able to transfer their learning to new settings and events, to have deeper
understanding and to build the habits of mind that make them lifelong
learners (p. 70).

We also knew that, to enable this to happen, teachers need to have a good under-
standing of how children learn, so as to be able to use this knowledge to try out and
develop a broad repertoire of teaching strategies.

As will become clear in the chapters that follow, this question about metacogni-
tion, in other words – thinking about thinking – was the beginning of a long jour-
ney that led us along an exciting, challenging route with many different pathways
and some dead ends! Very soon into the journey, we recognized that there was
much more to learning than metacognition. Therefore, we broadened our horizons
and focused on metalearning – learning about learning. In concentrating on the
learning process, and the factors that can contribute to effective learning, we found
ourselves exploring social, emotional, cognitive, neurological, psychological and
physiological aspects of learning, and the practical implications of these in the
classroom and across the school as a whole. The children had a central role to play
in this process. Listening to children’s views about themselves as learners, about
their learning and about the things that teachers do that best supports their learn-
ing, was of fundamental importance to the project. So much so, that throughout
the book, we have ensured that the children’s story is described and told. We
believed, as Jean Rudduck and colleagues (1996, p. 1) do, that:

what pupils say about teaching, learning and schooling is not only worth lis-
tening to, but provides an important – perhaps the most important – founda-
tion for thinking about ways of improving schools.
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In recognition of the fact that learning is a complex process, the project drew on a
wide range of research and practice. We paid particular attention to the literature
concerned with:

• effective learning (Watkins, 2000; Watkins et al., 2001; 2002)
• the development of metacognitive skills (McGuinness, 1999)
• formative assessment (Assessment Reform Group, 1999; Black and Wiliam, 1998)
• motivation (Dweck, 1986) 
• accelerated learning (Smith and Call, 2000)
• multiple intelligence (Gardner, 1993; 1999)
• emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996; 1998)
• learning and the brain (Greenfield, 1997; McNeil, 1999).

Preparations for the project began in 1999–2000 and then spanned two academic
years, from September 2000 to July 2002. It combined support and pressure, in a
planned way, at different, but complementary levels:

• within the schools
• between the schools
• between the schools and the LEA
• between the HEI, the LEA and the schools.

Chapter 2 describes how the project got started and what the schools, the LEA and
the HEI did to make this happen.

The project was designed to ensure that the five schools that eventually became
involved, took control of their own improvement processes. Although we were
working on a ‘project’ together, the ultimate aim was to ensure that the learning
and teaching practices, developed in the schools, would be sustained, developed
and kept under regular review way beyond the life of the project. In other words,
this was not simply another initiative or a one-off programme. Rather, it was a seri-
ous attempt to improve, change and embed learning and teaching in the schools
now and in the future. There was also a commitment to disseminate good practice
and lessons learned, not just within this ‘networked community’, but to a wider
network of schools in the LEA in the long term. The writing of this book is part of
that commitment.

There were a number of key elements that featured in this action research project.
They included:

• a commitment to learning for all
• accepting oneself as a learner (both staff and children)
• rigorous ‘critical friendships’
• high-quality professional development including dialogue between and across

the schools about the nature of learning
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• involving children in their own learning; in other words, viewing them as learn-
ing citizens involved in their own learning process

• exploring notions of intelligence and learning styles
• the need to be very specific about learning, so as to inform planning, learning

intentions and short- and long-term targets
• quantitative and qualitative assessment to support learners and their learning
• supporting school self-evaluation.

To enable the schools to ‘learn to learn’ a wide range of strategies was used. These
strategies included:

• combined in-service training sessions for teachers, support staff and governors
across all five schools

• in-school staff development opportunities focused on learning and teaching
• inter-school visiting by teachers to observe and share practice
• a visit by teachers from all five schools to a Canadian school district
• feedback from regular developmental joint visits by the LEA Advisory Officer for

special educational needs and the HEI partner
• the development of a ‘critical friendship’ network for the headteachers them-

selves.

The three partners (schools, LEA and HEI) in the project met on a regular basis
throughout the two-year period. The LEA contributed the vital support of a man-
agement officer, Lisa Starr, who co-ordinated and effectively minuted all meetings,
and distributed research papers and documentation. This enabled the process
within the project to be clearly documented.

To monitor and evaluate the impact of the project, a range of qualitative (soft)
and quantitative (hard) data was gathered at the beginning, during, and at the end
of the project. These included:

• pupil, teacher and parent questionnaires
• systematic tracking over two years of the progress and achievement of a targeted

cohort of children in each school (those who were in year 5 at the beginning of
the project) using a wide range of measures including attainment data

• pupil, teacher and headteacher interviews by the LEA and HEI partners
• documentary evidence, for example, children’s work and teachers’ lesson plans
• regular joint LEA/HEI classroom observation in each school across the two years
• headteacher progress reports on changes in children’s and teachers’ behaviours

over the two years.

The chapters that follow tell the story of our journey together and the final chap-
ter draws out the important lessons that we learned. Without doubt we found that
our learning partnership resulted in changes in the ways in which the children
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thought about themselves as learners and approached their learning. These changes
led to improvements in motivation, behaviour, engagement in learning and learn-
ing outcomes. Similarly there were changes in teacher behaviours and attitudes in
respect of their own learning, their understanding of children’s learning and their
teaching strategies. There were also changes in the behaviour and attitudes of the
headteachers as their learning about learning developed over time. 

Before embarking on the journey, however, we now turn to a description of the
LEA context for the project and a pen portrait of the five schools. 

The LEA context at the beginning of the project

At the turn of this century, the outer London Borough of Redbridge served a pre-
dominantly suburban area of northeast London with a population of approximately
235,000 inhabitants and a school population of about 43,000 children. Approxi-
mately 40 per cent of these children had English as an additional language and
there were at least 50 different first languages spoken. Over 2,000 refugee children
attended schools in the borough. Minority ethnic communities comprised just
under half the total population which was much higher than the national average.

The proportion of Redbridge children with statements of special educational needs
(SEN) was below the national figures at both primary and secondary levels. There
were, at the time, just over 1,200 children who held a statement meeting their special
educational needs, just over 600 of whom were attending mainstream schools.

The LEA maintained 51 primary schools (including nurseries), 17 secondary
schools and five special schools. All of the secondary schools had their own sixth
form. Some 56 per cent of pupils stayed on in their schools, which was more than
twice the national average. Schools were popular both with Redbridge residents and
with parents living in neighbouring boroughs.

The project evolved from discussions between the Chief Education Officer, the LEA
Advisory Officer whose prime responsibility at the time was special educational needs,
a serving primary headteacher and one of the Associate Directors of the International
School Effectiveness and Improvement Centre (ISEIC) based at the Institute of Edu-
cation. The LEA Advisory Officer, Melanie Foster, was committed to developing a net-
work of schools in the borough to share learning and promote inclusion. She was
committed to inclusion and she firmly believed that schools working in collaboration
to pool expertise would be better placed to generate professional knowledge and skills
in order to problem-solve, improve learning and teaching and raise achievement for
all. The headteacher, Gareth Brooke-Williams, was committed to school improve-
ment. He wanted to share the exciting practice that was developing in his school and
to learn with and from others. The HEI partner, Barbara MacGilchrist, had a long track
record in school improvement research and practice, and had already worked in part-
nership with the borough on a number of occasions.

The proposed project had the support of the senior management team within
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the LEA and of the Corporate Director of the Council. The LEA used Standards
funding to help fund the project and during the project the LEA was also able to
obtain sponsorship through the British Teachers’ International Professional Devel-
opment programme to fund an exchange visit to a Canadian School District. At the
end of the project, funds were also made available by the National College for
School Leadership (NCSL) through the Networked Learning Communities Pro-
gramme (www.ncsl.org.uk/nlc) to enable some release time for one of the head-
teachers, Margaret Buttress, to begin to write up the research project for
dissemination purposes.

A brief description of the schools

The five schools that volunteered to become involved in the project varied in
terms of geographical location, ethnicity and size. They had the following charac-
teristics when they joined the project:

• Churchfields Junior School was a large four-form entry school catering for 480 chil-
dren. It served a community that was in the second highest socio-economic
group in the borough. There were only a few children from minority ethnic back-
grounds but between them they spoke approximately 25 different languages. The
percentage of children on free school meals was below the national average.
However, the percentage of children with special educational needs statements
was above the national average. Baseline attainment on entry for the cohort
group in the project was above the national average, but lower than pupils in the
previous year. The cohort group was unusual as a high proportion of the pupils
were summer born with over 50 per cent having had only seven terms in the
infant school on the same site.

• Highlands Primary School was a large primary and nursery school with nearly 700
pupils. Over 34 languages were spoken by 84 per cent of the children, many of
whom joined the school speaking little or no English. Refugees totalled 6 per cent
of the school population. The school experienced high levels of pupil turnover
and some characteristics of significant social deprivation. Induction of new chil-
dren was a constant theme as was the challenge to maintain rigorous target set-
ting processes in order to maximize progress and raise achievement. Baseline
attainment upon entry was well below the national average. Low levels of pupil
attendance and high levels of unauthorized absence were also a cause for con-
cern. The number of children eligible for free school meals and with special edu-
cational needs (30 per cent) was above the national average. Management of the
recruitment and turnover of staff was a priority.

• Ilford Jewish Primary School was a large voluntary aided two-form entry primary
school. There were 528 children on roll, including a 26-place nursery. Five chil-
dren spoke English as an additional language. The proportion of children on the
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special educational needs register (26 per cent) was above the national average.
Attainment on entry was average. The percentage of children on free school
meals was well below the national average. During the period 1999–2002, the
school experienced an 80 percent turnover of staff.

• Oakdale Junior School had 350 children aged between 7 and 11. Government statis-
tics showed it to be a school very close to the national average in size, attainment
on entry and percentages of SEN and children with English as an additional lan-
guage. Sixty per cent of the children were from white UK heritage backgrounds and
18 per cent of the children were eligible for free school meals. It was the head-
teacher of this school who initiated discussions between the LEA and HEI partner
about the project. Very sadly, early in the second year of the project he died and
this book is dedicated to him. However, the school continued to flourish because
the ethos and culture he had been so instrumental in developing, enabled the grief
and loss felt by the whole-school community, to be sensitively managed.

• Parkhill Junior School was a large community school catering for 432 children. A
quarter of the children were from white UK backgrounds and a quarter from
white European backgrounds including a small number of refugee children.
Another quarter were from Indian families. Other children represented a wide
range of minority ethnic groups. Nearly half of the children spoke English as an
additional language. The percentage of children entitled to free school meals was
below average. Twenty per cent of the children in the school were identified as
having special educational needs which was about the national average as was
the percentage of children with statements. Children’s levels of attainment were
broadly average when starting at the school. In the two years prior to the project
almost half the staff had left the school, mainly for promotions. Although they
had been replaced, the school was finding it increasingly difficult to recruit qual-
ified and experienced teachers.

Our guiding mantra – ‘we can if … ’

A guiding mantra for the project was a view held by all those involved that ‘we can
if … ’. This positive view about learners, learning, teaching and achievement
stemmed from the values and beliefs underpinning the project described at the
beginning of this chapter. We all believed that it is possible for everyone – be they
a child or an adult – to learn. As a result, ‘yes, but … ’ was eliminated from our dis-
cussions. Instead, we embarked on our optimistic journey together determined to
make a difference; determined to transform learning and teaching. The chapters
that follow describe how we turned our ‘we can if … ’ into a practical reality for chil-
dren and teachers alike.
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