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Introduction 
 
The WeST Principles of Teaching and Learning outline the Trust’s expectations around 
learning within its family of schools. WeST has identified five clear principles which apply to 
all aspects of teaching and learning. These are: 

1. Developing long-term memory 
2. Questioning that stretches and challenges 
3. Feedback that moves learning forward 
4. Metacognition strategies 
5. Teaching the most effective independent learning strategies 

 
Although WeST’s expectations around learning are outlined in this document, all WeST 
schools have the autonomy to develop their own policies around learning that meet the 
needs of their children and local context. Schools should therefore use this document as a 
framework for developing their own policies, procedures and systems.  
 

The Importance of Knowledge and Experience 
 
The more children know, the more they learn. Indeed, knowledge is the foundation of a 
good education. Learning occurs when children connect new content to prior learning. The 
more children know the more they want to know, and the more they know the more they 
can discuss and debate what they know. They can reject parts of it, make their own 
decisions, and build an understanding and an appreciation of the world around them. 
Knowledge leads to greater understanding as children develop their interconnected schema 
to make subconscious links between discrete pieces of knowledge, appreciate meaning, 
inference and reference. Our principles draw on the big ideas in cognitive science 
 

 That knowledge is important to all thinking. 

 That we understand things in relation to what we already know. 

 That retrieving knowledge helps us to remember it for longer. 
 
Factual knowledge precedes skill (Willingham). This means that children can’t think about, 
analyse, interpret, evaluate, debate and make proper critical judgements without a secure 
base of knowledge. Children need to read competently, confidently and read a great deal, 
but if, as Willingham argues “comprehension is highly text specific and dependent on 
background knowledge” then it is important that we make sure that children have a plenty 
of knowledge. Through a broad platform of cultural literacy children become better readers, 
fluent communicators and critical thinkers. We also know there is a significant word gap 
between children from different backgrounds by the time they start nursery and or school, 
we can do little to change that, but we can start to give them knowledge and vocabulary the 
minute they arrive. Fundamentally, a secure base of knowledge builds confidence and 
motivation allowing children to enjoy the process of learning.  
 
 
 
E. D. Hirsch outlines the importance of a knowledge curriculum… 
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Our society cannot afford a two-tiered system in which the affluent have access to superior 
education, while everyone else is subjected to a dull and incoherent classroom experience. 
Academic excellence, educational equity, and fairness demand a strong foundation of 
knowledge for all learners. Hirsch (2009). 
 
Knowledge is the foundation of a good education, but experience is also a central ingredient 
for learning. Learning involves observing, doing, or living through things – it is associated 
with skill development, practical knowledge, and action. Unique experiences are an 
important part of going to school. We must work hard to plan and create these 
opportunities and experiences, not simply because they are an exciting part of learning, but 
because experiences build cultural capital, the character we want children to show and 
because they develop an appreciate the world and how it works. 
 

Principles of Effective Teaching and Learning 
 
In the short-term, lesson by lesson, we cannot observe learning taking place within a 
classroom, not truly. It is not possible to peer inside the heads of children to see the 
neurons making connections with new thoughts and ideas forming. Even the long-term 
perspective, learning over the course of a year, is problematic as we revert to performance 
in tests as the ultimate measure. Tests/exams are, at best, a rudimental indicator of true 
learning. 
 
Nevertheless, as educators we can still create the conditions to nurture learning and look 
for the signs that it is taking place. Real learning is most likely to take place where children 
are engaged in their learning, they are challenged and thinking hard and this happens in an 
environment where the teacher structures experiences that support collaborative and 
independent learning.  
 
In summary, learning is most likely to take place where: 

 Learners are required to retrieve and demonstrate knowledge and skills 

 Learners are engaged (not just busy) 

 Learners are dealing with difficulty and working at their ‘challenge threshold’ 

 Questioning is used effectively to make learners think hard 

 The teacher uses structures (activities, processes, models and routines) that support 
learning and embed practice. 
 

1. Memory 
 
Long-term memory is now viewed as the central, dominant structure of human cognition.  
Everything we see, hear and think about is critically dependent on and influenced by our 
long-term memory.  The core aim for all primary teaching across WeST is to change long-
term memory in our children.   
 
“If nothing has changed in long-term memory, nothing has been learned” Kirschner, 
Sweller and Clark (2006). 
 
If we want children to retain knowledge, they must be able to commit what they learn in 
lessons into their long-term memory. Much as our understanding of memory in the field of 
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education has come from the research of education psychologists such as Robert A. Bjork 
and Daniel T. Willingham. A general summary of what we know about memory follows. 
 
What the evidence-based research says 

 In theory, what we learn we never actually forget. The access of our long-term 
memories is subject to storage strength (how familiar we are with a piece of 
information) and retrieval strength (how often we have accessed the information 
recently) 

 Long-term memory is vast, whereas short-term working memory is not. Our capacity 
to ‘juggle’ lots of information at any one time is very limited and working memory 
can easily be overloaded. 

 Secure and embedded knowledge of a subject helps free up working memory for 
reasoning and problem-solving. 

 It typically takes three encounters with new concepts for children to learn them: 
once to become aware of it; a second to make an association with prior knowledge; 
and a third from a different perspective, to embed the link and commit the 
knowledge to long term memory (Nuthall). It’s less precise than that but it makes 
sense as a rough guide.  

 Children forget most of a lesson within a day. However, having forgotten something 
we have learnt, we re-learn it quicker each time. 

 Learning is contextual and tied to environmental and emotional cues. 

 The process of learning and moving information into long-term memory is 
strengthened by retrieval. 

 The harder children find the retrieval of information the stronger the storage 
strength becomes – subsequent retrieval of this information then becomes easier. 

 
Suggested approaches for the teaching to support memory 

 Secure foundation knowledge should be acquired before children attempt to move 
on to using higher order skills such as reasoning and evaluation. 

 Knowledge organisers help children to remember what they are learning and can 
form the basis for quizzes and retrieval practice. Teachers and children can revisit 
these throughout the year and ensure that everything that children need to know for 
the year is planned and learned. 

 Plan the curriculum to ensure that each concept is deliberately encountered within a 
different context across the year and between years to ensure it is remembered and 
becomes more nuanced.  

 Regularly test children using quick and simple low stakes recall tests to retrieve prior 
learning. Retrieval practice is required to become proficient in retrieving knowledge, 
the more practice the easier it becomes.  

 Revisit content regularly through ‘spaced practice’ and apply it to different contexts. 

 Use images and diagrams to support verbal explanations and processes. This is a 
form of dual coding which frees up working memory 

 Sequence learning and break processes down into manageable chunks. Make 
expectations and criteria for success clear to children. 

 When introducing new and abstract concepts it is better to explicitly teach (tell) 
children rather than introducing them through exploratory learning or problem-
solving. 

 Vary the conditions of retrieval, such as the environment and context so that 
learning does not become associated with only one cue. 
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2. Questioning 
 
The most effective questions are high order ‘why?’ ‘how?’ and ‘which is best?’ questions 
that really make children think. They need to be given time to think too and can do better if 
they work in pairs than work alone. Hattie (2009). 
 
Questioning is effective when it allows children to engage with the learning process by 
actively composing responses. Research by Borich (1996), Muijs and Reynolds (2001), 
Morgan and Saxton (1994), and Wragg and Brown (2001) suggests that lessons where 
questioning is effective are likely to have the following characteristics: 

 Questions are planned and closely linked to the objectives of the lesson. 

 Closed questions are used to check factual understanding and recall. 

 Open questions predominate. 

 Sequences of questions are planned so that the cognitive level increases as the 
questions go on. This ensures that children are led to answer questions which 
demand increasingly higher-order thinking skills but are supported on the way by 
questions which require less sophisticated thinking skills. 

 Children have opportunities to ask their own questions and seek their own answers. 
They are encouraged to provide feedback to each other. 

 The classroom climate is one where children feel secure enough to take risks, be 
tentative and make mistakes. 

 
Furthermore, pupil response is enhanced where: 

 There is a classroom climate in which children feel safe and know they will not be 
criticised or ridiculed if they give a wrong answer; 

 Prompts are provided to give children confidence to try an answer; 

 Tere is a ‘no-hands’ approach to answering, where you choose the respondent 
rather than have them volunteer; 

 ‘Wait time’ is provided before an answer is required. The research suggests that 3 
seconds is about right for most questions, with the proviso that more complex 
questions may need a longer wait time. Research shows that the average wait time 
in classrooms is about 1 second. Rowe (1986) and Borich (1996). 

 
Suggested approaches to questioning  

 Strategies for questioning should be part of the planning process. In particular, 
questions should be planned to encourage higher order thinking  

 Teachers should use a variety of question types within lessons. 

 A ‘hands up’ approach to questioning should  be adopted where children are seeking 
to add to class discussions and not as a strategy to identify volunteers to answer 
questions. 

 Appropriate ‘wait time’ of at least 3 seconds should be allowed before receiving a 
response to a question. Children should be given an appropriate amount of time to 
process more challenging questions. 

 Collaborative structures to questioning should be adopted that encourage learners 
to discuss and share their ideas and opinions with peers. 

 Questioning should be used effectively to uncover misconceptions, support and 
challenge children in their thinking. 
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3. Feedback 
 
Feedback is among the most common features of successful teaching and learning. But 
much of the feedback that children get has little or no effect on their learning, and some 
kinds of feedback are counterproductive. William (2011). Research identifies feedback as 
one of the most powerful influences on learning and achievement, Hattie (2007), but this 
impact is only positive when it is given effectively. 
 
Feedback is effective where: 

 Teachers have a good understanding of where their children ‘are’ and where they 
are ‘meant to be’. The more visible teachers make this for their children, the more 
children can help themselves in moving their learning forward. 

 Children receive information or descriptive feedback about a task or process and 
how to do it more effectively. The most effective forms of feedback provide cues or 
reinforcement to learners. 

 Feedback is integrated into lessons and takes place while the learning is in progress 
rather than retrospectively. Clarke (2008). 

 Where only retrospective feedback is possible, it is essential that time is provided for 
the child to see it and respond to it. 

 Programmed instruction, praise, punishment and extrinsic rewards are the least 
effective feedback for enhancing achievement. 

 
Suggested approaches for feedback 

 All feedback should be focused on the process or task and identify how learners can 
improve or ‘close the gap’ 

 All learners should be expected to respond to feedback by making improvements to 
their work whether that be corrections, redrafting or applying the feedback to a 
subsequent piece of work. 

 Opportunities for improvement should be built into lesson time 

 Feedback should happen in the presence of the learner when possible i.e. when a 
teacher works one-to-one, with a group or reviews learning for an individual or 
group in front of the whole class. 

 School feedback policies should be explicit, shared and applied consistently, using 
structures such as symbols, abbreviations and colours. 

 Promote a cognitive rather than emotional reaction – in other words, feedback 
should cause thinking 

 Be integrated into the teaching and learning cycle through quality questioning, peer-
assessment and self-assessment opportunities where children are not afraid to 
respond incorrectly, and error is welcomed by the teacher and the members of the 
class 

 Written feedback should be focused and efficient if it is to add value and be a 
balanced aspect of a teacher’s workload. In its broadest sense, feedback should be 
frequent, timely and acted upon. 

 
4. Metacognition  
 
“The ability to learn is very learnable” – Professor Guy Claxton 



 
Principles of Teaching and Learning 2019 

7 

 
Metacognition refers to awareness of one’s own knowledge—what one does and doesn’t 
know—and one’s ability to understand, control, and manipulate one’s cognitive processes. 
Meichenbaum (1985). 
 

 It is through this “thinking about thinking,” this use of metacognitive strategies, that 
real learning occurs. As children become more skilled at using metacognitive 
strategies, they gain confidence and become more independent as learners. 

 At the very least, metacognition can be seen as a supporting condition for critical 
thinking, to the extent that monitoring the quality of one’s thoughts makes it more 
likely that one will engage in high-quality (critical) thinking. Lai (2011). 

 Children high in EC (effortful control) are more likely to behave in productive, pro-
social ways; they are more socially competent and are generally rated as having 
higher quality interactions with others. Such pro – social children are more likely to 
engage in school to the extent that they feel socially comfortable. EC may lead to 
better peer interactions, higher engagement with schoolwork, and improved 
learning outcomes. Eisenberg (2010). 

 Meta-cognition and self-regulation approaches have consistently high levels of 
impact, with children making an average of eight months’ additional progress. The 
evidence indicates that teaching these strategies can be particularly effective for low 
achieving and older children. EEF (2016). 

 
Suggested approaches to metacognition: 

 Teaching and learning structures should include metacognitive processes where 
children reflect on their own thinking and learning. In particular, strategies on how 
to plan, monitor and evaluate their learning 

 Promote metacognitive talk in every classroom, using consistent terminology and 
approaches, incorporating appropriate structures, where appropriate. 

 Teachers will consistently model what success looks like and ensure that worked 
examples are used to support the rapid transition from guided practice to 
independent practice. 

 
5. Independent Learning  

 
The achievement gap among children in England has remained broadly consistent.  One of 
the primary barriers to children’s achievement is the lack of expertise in successful 
independent learning techniques. If children are trained to use more effective strategies 
than improved outcomes are likely to be seen.  Dunlosky et al. (2013) found that many 
teachers help children to use ineffective learning techniques because they do not know 
about effective techniques, due to their ubiquity. 
 
A comprehensive review of the research in this area by Dunlosky et al. (2013) 
offered recommendations for the use of independent learning techniques to improve 
educational outcomes. The review yielded a variety of independent learning techniques that 
classified strategies as having low, medium or high effectiveness. 
 
Suggested approaches to independent learning/revision – the five most effective 
strategies: 
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1. Practice testing 

 
Self-testing or taking practice tests on material to be 
learned. (Knowledge Organisers). 
 
 

2. Distributed (‘spaced’) 
practice 

Implementing a schedule of practice that spreads out 
activities over time and ensures concepts are taught and 
revisited through vertical, horizontal and diagonal links. 

3. Elaborative 
interrogation 

Generating an explanation for why an explicitly stated 
fact or concept is true. 

4. Self-explanation 
Explaining how new information is related to known 
information, or explaining steps taken during problem 
solving. 

5. Interleaved practice 

Implementing a schedule of practice that mixes different 
kinds of problems, or a schedule of study that mixes 
different kinds of material, within a single revision 
session. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction are mirrored in our Principles of Teaching and 
Learning. 
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