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Diocese of York – Annual Education Conference – Tuesday 20 June 
 
Educating for Wisdom – Dame Reena Keeble 

 

Introduction 

The Church of England Vision for Education embraces the spiritual, physical, intellectual, emotional, 

moral and social development of children and young people. There are four basic elements which 

permeate the vision for education. These are: wisdom, hope, community and dignity. I have been 

invited to speak to you about wisdom and share with you the outcomes of my report on Effective 

Primary Teaching Practice. 

“Good schools foster confidence, delight and discipline in seeking wisdom, knowledge, truth, 

understanding, know-how, and the skills needed to shape life well. They nurture academic habits and 

skills, emotional intelligence and creativity across the whole range of school subjects………. and what 

one needs to understand and practise in order to be a good person, citizen, parent, employee, team 

or group member, or leader.”  (Church of England Vision for Education) 

 

Background 

The TSC asked for a report which would draw on evidence to identify the most effective practices for 

mainstream maintained primary schools in England and how they can be best supported. Nursery 

teaching, primary assessment and governance did not fall within this scope. 

  I had the privilege of leading a group of highly able teachers, heads and academics to guide and 

challenge this work. We wanted our conclusions to be robust, realistic and replicable and, therefore, 

underpinned by strong reliable evidence. Where the evidence was less conclusive or mixed, we 

offered our opinion on effective approaches. We engaged with teachers, leaders and academics. We 

drew heavily on research literature, visited schools and carried out a range of mini surveys. Our 

conclusions came from our research and drew on the expertise of group members to contextualise 

findings. 

In looking at effective primary teaching practice, we considered effective to mean those things 

which best contribute to pupil outcomes across the curriculum.   

Our starting point was that all teachers and heads have the same moral purpose – striving to do the 

best for their pupils -  few, if any set out to do a bad job. We know schools are busy places and 

teachers are very busy people. We do not wish to add to this burden but hope that our report 

supports schools and teachers to focus on what is effective, helping them to make the most use of 

teachers’ time. We would not dream of advising schools what to do. After all, they know their own  
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communities and contexts best. However, we are clear that reflecting on, and actively developing, 

teaching practice, should be a core part of school leaders’ and teachers’ roles and the business of 

school. We hope our report will prove to be a useful resource tool that schools can refer to as and 

when they need to. 

Key findings 

1. Effective schools have strong leadership – in effective schools, leaders lead teaching and 

learning – (“and what one needs to understand and practice in order to be a good person…or 

leader”) 

 Effective leaders have a clear vision for their school which is shared, understood, owned and 

consistently implemented by all staff 

 These leaders make sure that their vision is driving all decisions in the school including how 

to teach and develop teaching, how to use resources and how to organise their school/s so 

that their teachers and pupils flourish 

 The most senior leader in the school takes responsibility for leading teaching and learning 

and, they were visible 

 The leaders do not allow themselves to be distracted from their core business as leaders of 

teaching and learning 

 Where teaching was most effective in our visits to schools.  The leadership had ensured a 

consistent understanding about what they were trying to achieve in terms of the outcomes 

and experiences 

  There was consistent but not identical teaching practice across the school that drives pupil 

progress-  Alignment here through staff appointment, staff development and aligning staff 

to the organisation’s goals 

 A considered balance between flexibility and autonomy – having the frameworks such as 

guidelines, schemes of work regular discussions can help ensure consistency of delivery and 

monitoring 

 A focus on outcomes and not processes, actively driven by leaders 

 Leaders focused on teaching and learning by effectively delegating the other business of 

managing a school 
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2. Effective schools prioritise the ongoing development of teachers and teaching - (“and what one 

needs to understand and practice in order to be a good person…or leader”) 

 

 Strong staff development is structured around clear objectives to improve pupil outcomes 

and is informed and led by the evidence of effective teaching practices. It is sustained over 

time and prioritised by school leadership 

 Teachers and others involved in supporting teaching have a good understanding of how 

children learn: 

How children learn – (this is at the heart of the Church of England Vision for 

Education namely, that it embraces the spiritual, physical, intellectual, emotional, 

moral and social development of children and young people) 

Rely on LTM  to help and speed up thinking, this is memory of how to do things as 

well as specific facts, contexts and the relationship between things 

Curiosity= satisfaction from successful thinking i.e. solving a problem or 

understanding a new concept (but we do get put off if we think, or it is too difficult 

Thinking and memory are interlinked. One way of describing thinking is that it is 

about combining information in new ways in working memory (the bit you are 

aware of). This information comes from your environment and from what you 

already know (the LTM) 

Thinking is also the basis for memory and recall. You have to think of something to 

remember it. When you think about something new, you use your existing 

knowledge (connections, techniques, facts) to help you understand and make sense 

of it. Your existing knowledge also informs how you remember it. So we learn new 

things in relation to things we already know and new understanding is built on prior 

knowledge and understanding. Finally, we remember things better when we give 

things meaning. 

 There appear to be some sensible principles that make for effective teaching: 

review previous learning; 

explain and introduce new content in small chunks; 

model skills; 

provide opportunities to practise; and 

review 
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 There is strong evidence that whole class teaching, small group work, interventions, 

corrective teaching and mastery approaches are effective  

 Subject leaders who oversee planning and teaching across all year groups are an effective 

resource to improve teaching 

 There is no evidence at present that subject specialists are more effective at teaching core 

subjects than generalists. However, a teacher’s understanding of a subject and how children 

learn that subject is very important 

 The importance of spacing (revisiting the same topic a day/week/ month later or interleave 

(when more than one topic is spaced in this way) 

 

A word about Mastery teaching approaches -  

In recent years, this approach has become more common for teaching maths, where it has been 

shown to improve pupil outcomes. We believe there is no reason why mastery principles could not 

apply in other subjects too. The term “mastery” had no consistent definition in the schools we visited 

which influenced its implementation in teaching practice. When we use it, we mean it to be: 

 

 

 

Mastery Teaching is: 
 

 an expectation that all pupils reach a minimum (but high) level of knowledge of the same 
content – i.e. that all pupils have mastery of content. Extension for the highest attainers 
comes through greater depth rather than breadth or acceleration 

 carefully sequenced teaching that progresses a subject 

 teaching that plans for and challenges any misconceptions that pupils may have   

 corrective teaching and interventions to help all achieve the minimum level 

 ongoing deliberate practice of core skills to embed knowledge, resulting in pupils being 
able to recall and demonstrate their knowledge in different contexts (including reasoning 
and problem solving) over time 

 regular informal assessment to ensure accurate teacher understanding of pupils’ 
knowledge, understanding and skill 
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3. Effective schools make the most of all their resources 

 In effective schools, teachers use their time on those things that make the most significant 

difference to improving outcomes for all their pupils 

 Teaching Assistants (TAs) are used most successfully where careful consideration is given to 

whether to us them at all and what to use them for -  in particular, the types of intervention 

they support 

 Effective schools vary the layout of the classroom to support the teaching so that the 

teaching dictates the classroom layout 

 Classroom clutter and distractions are avoided; the classroom promotes a calm and 

purposeful approach to learning helping pupils to focus and supporting pupils’ self-

regulation (that is being able to avoid impulsive behaviour and stay focused) 

 In effective schools, teachers ensure everyone has access in the classrooms   to prompts and 

learning cues to strengthen independence and help pupils when they get stuck 

 Technology is used to improve teaching where it has a clear pedagogical purpose. Before 

purchase, effective schools are clear about how technology will be used, what training will 

be required and it will be embedded and its impact monitored 

 

4. Effective schools make clear choices about how they organise, structure and prioritise, based on 

evidence  

 They invest in developing a strong reception year with a structured approach to teaching 

and planning for focused learning rather than aimless activities. (By a structured approach, 

we do not mean a purely top-down, formal approach to teaching but rather that teachers 

structure and scaffold learning through their decisions about what their pupils need to 

know, understand and can do next and how best this should be taught, to achieve success) 

 Setting and/or streaming may not help all pupils to achieve. This does not mean that schools 

should never use ability grouping but, given the evidence, they should have a clear rationale, 

have considered how to avoid potential negative consequences and be actively measuring 

impact 

 Homework has the greatest impact on pupil outcomes when its effect is consistently 

evaluated against pupil progress, and adjusted when judged necessary through this process.  

They are clear about what they are trying to achieve and whether homework is the best way 

to do that. They engage with parents and find ways to minimise the impact of homework on 

pupil and teacher workloads 
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In conclusion, it is my belief that educating for wisdom means: 

1. As leaders, we need to learn too and we need to help our staff grow 

2. We should never forget our core values regardless of the turbulence out there 

3. We continue to take delight in making sure every child goes to a great school 

For more details please refer to: 

 http://tscouncil.org.uk/resources/effective-primary-teaching-practice-2016/ 

 

Dame Reena Keeble EdD 

June 2017 
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