Supported Experiments
Geoff Petty  March 2003

Summary: Teaching quality has at least three times the effect on student success as any other factor*, but how can we improve teaching?  Research shows that if teachers are to improve, they must spend a little time each week deliberately experimenting with new approaches.  While they experiment research also shows that they will need the support of feedback and coaching.  Without ‘Supported Experiments’, or something very like them, teaching will not change, and nor will student success rates.

Teachers must experiment to improve.

Research Reviews** on the development of excellence in every field of human endeavour show that skill is not dependent on innate talent, but on the total time spent on ‘deliberate practice’ to improve the skill.  Charles Desforges, Professor of Education at Exeter University has stressed the relevance of this finding to the improvement of teaching.

Ericsson found that the most able scientists, engineers, musicians, chess players, athletes, etc, make use of  “deliberate practice” of about four hours a day.   This is not just “doing it again”.  Deliberate practice involves deliberately getting out of your ‘comfort zone’ to do things differently, and better.  It means learning about what works and then trying it, it means improving weaknesses.  It’s personal research and development.  During ‘deliberate practice’ skill levels drop for a short time as that skill is learned, but rise thereafter because of the benefit of the new skill.  E.g. a two finger typist becoming a touch typist  will be slower - at first.

Those who achieve excellence continually experiment like this, pushing themselves to learn and to improve.  Researchers regard deliberate practice as by far the main cause of excellence in every domain.  Incredibly, ‘talent’ or IQ has hardly any measurable effect, even in areas like music or academia – (unless it is a talent for deliberate practice!)  World-class performers in every domain have behind them a total of about 10 years of deliberate practice at about four hours per day.  No exceptions have been found.  

Deliberate practice is hard work, four hours a day is about as much as anyone can manage.  I suggest up to one hour a week for teachers.







Those who only achieve low standards at work use deliberate practice only during initial training, and probation.  Then they settle into a fixed mode of working.  They stop practising, and as a consequence their skills ‘plateau’.  This is because: “If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got”!
To improve, we must change.  And only teachers can change their teaching.  So how can we encourage teachers to carry out at least some ‘deliberate practice’ to improve their teaching?  How can we get them to experiment with new approaches for a short time every week, practice these until they work well, and then embed them in their normal practice? ----  By ‘Supported Experiments’ --- but experimenting is not enough.  

Teachers need support while they are experimenting.

Reviews of research on ‘in service’ staff training*** show that training often does not change teaching.  Some teachers, even though they found the training inspiring, do not try the new approach.  Others will experiment, but get dispirited if it doesn’t work well first time.  People see the disadvantages of a new approach much more clearly than those of their usual practice, and all but the most intrepid minority soon retreat back into their comfort zone.

But teachers can change their practice.  The same research review shows that teachers will change how they teach if they experiment, and get feedback and coaching on this experiment.  That is, feedback on whether they are making good use of the new or improved teaching strategy, and coaching on how to improve their use of it, including any help they might need to overcome the inevitable difficulties.  

Feedback and coaching do not necessarily require lesson observation.  It can be provided by one-to-one or small group discussions - for example at meetings.  Specialist input is not necessarily required for the feedback and coaching sessions, staff can often support each other very effectively.

When students are learning they require practice, feedback, and help.  Teachers are just the same when learning to improve their teaching.  Geoff talking to them in a staff training session is not enough!

Using Supported Experiments to encourage experimentation and provide support

What is a Supported Experiment?  It is a pilot or trial of a teaching strategy new to that teacher.  Ideally it is a strategy that research has shown to work.  It might or might not address a teacher’s weaknesses.  The teacher may have learned of the strategy at a staff training event, read about it, or invented it themselves.  

The experiments are tried, adapted, and then repeated until both the students, and the member of staff are used to the new approach.  

During this process the teacher has supportive discussions with other teachers about what they are doing, and receives feedback and coaching.  This might include discussions with peers, advanced practitioners, mentors, managers, trainers, or some combination of these.  This can be one-to-one or at meetings.  It is very important that the ethos in these discussions is ‘blame-free’ and supportive.  As a rule experiments do not work well first time, and that’s fine if we learn from them!

Eventually the experimenter decides whether their experiment has worked, or not, in their particular context.  They report back to other teachers so these too can learn from the experiment.  Ideas that work are embedded in teaching practice, schemes of work etc.

(So Supported Experiments are in effect mini Action Research projects.)

Why use supported experiments? 

· They model and develop a culture of continuous improvement without resorting to a deficit model.  Teachers are experimenting to further their professional development, not because their teaching has been pronounced weak.  There should be an expectation that every teacher is experimenting, not just those considered weak.

· They include all teachers in continuous improvement, including very able staff. Able staff have a great deal to offer, they can experiment with courageous and innovative approaches, debug them, and so make them available to the whole team, or whole college.  They can be inspiring leaders, but deficit minded colleges leave them alone, saying they are ‘not  a problem’.

· They provide the blame-free culture needed to encourage and support risk-taking and development.

· They prevent teaching skills from ‘plateauing’ and becoming stale.

· They provide the blame-free support needed to really change classroom practice

· They encourage the development of teaching strategies that respond to known difficulties

· They are inspiring for staff and can even reinvigorate quite jaded teachers

Who should carry out supported experiments, and when?  Everyone who teaches should have at least one on the go, especially the leaders of teaching teams, so that they model continuous improvement to their team.  See the section below.

How can we introduce Supported Experiments on my course?

The best way to introduce Supported Experiments is for the leader to ‘show the way’ – like a true leader should! (Leader Pilots).   Another is for the whole team to experiment together on the same teaching strategy. (Team Experiments).  These approaches were developed by Leicester College and Geoff.  They worked their very well.

Leader Pilots:  The team leader tries a new teaching strategy and then tells their team about it at a regular team meeting. “I’ve tried getting my students to self-assess their assignments and look what happened”.  The leader explains what worked, and what didn’t, giving evidence where they can.  They ask for advice on how to do it better next time.  

Then they try the strategy again, taking the team’s advice on how to do a better job. Once the leader has done this a few times others usually volunteer to try other new strategies if these are made available to them.  These experiments are done on behalf of the team.  If there are no volunteers, the leader asks for some.

http://geoffpetty.moonfruit.com is a useful source of experiments. The active learning page there lists short and simple new teaching strategies that are known to work much better than conventional teaching.  The Action Research Proposal page describes more ambitious experiments to try.

The leader could reserve the first ten minutes of every meeting to discuss these experiments. This puts learning high on the agenda – literally.  To make time for this, the leader can avoid disseminating information at meetings, and use pigeonholes or e-mail instead. (Alternatively the leader could disseminate the information using ‘Teaching Without Talking’ methods on the moonfruit site, and then discuss the teaching method used!)  Meeting time is precious – it could not be better spent than by talking about learning and teaching!

Team experiments:  Another way to introduce Supported Experiments is for the leader to explain a new teaching method. The team are then asked to try it out before the next meeting when there is a supportive discussion about the inevitable difficulties.  After this feedback and coaching, everyone tries it again, and so on.

Some general advice on supported experiments can be found in Graham Gibbs (1992) Improving the quality of student Learning.  He is very experienced in running Action Research  initiatives in learning and teaching and advises us to.


1. Involve others: Innovation can be a lonely and risky business and you will learn more if others are involved. Whatever you do, don't do it alone.

2. Identify the problem clearly:  Collect evidence to identify where you can make useful change

3. Use research evidence: to convince others and to find promising strategies.

4. Start where you can:  It is always possible to start tomorrow with some level of innovation, even if it is very small.

5. Start small:  The smaller the change the easier it is to implement, monitor, and adapt in progress.

6. Don't reinvent the wheel: It is not necessary or helpful to act as if you were the first person to think of these methods

7. Involve the students:  if students are on your side they can be very useful allies.  It helps students to think about how they learn so they benefit from collaborating with you.

8. Collect good evidence: If colleagues could be persuaded by rhetoric they would already be doing it.  They will need good evidence if they are going to abandon methods they are familiar with to try your approach.

9. Document what you are doing: People will only believe what they can see, so keep records.

10.
Change as you go along:  You won't get it right first time, so evaluate as you go, and make changes where necessary.

Geoff Petty March 2003
*See the Hattie effect size table on Geoff’s website where the effect of teaching strategies are much greater than institutional effects.  Or ask him for his summary of ‘School Effectiveness’ and ‘School Improvement’ research

**Ericsson K. A. (1993) The role of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance.  Psychological Review Vol 100 No 3 pp363 – 406.  This is a highly influential review of research on expert performance.

***Joyce and Showers have researched ‘In Service Teacher Education Programmes’ and reviewed the characteristics of the most effective ones.  Professor Shayer of Kings College London made very similar findings, he successfully ran a very big national INSET course.  See Geoff for more stuff on these.

Making it Happen: five steps to improve teaching….   Explore -> Experiment -> Improve -> Share & celebrate -> Embed
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Embed practice


New and improved strategies are agreed, and then put into schemes of work, assignments, worksheets, lesson plans etc.  The whole team now has access to the improvements.








Share and celebrate success


Teachers report on their experiments and share their strategies. Sharing is both within and between teams.








Improve and ‘coach-in’ strategies


Teachers develop strategies for themselves and for the team, while receiving support and coaching from the team and from others.


In other words teachers carry out ‘Supported Experiments’ for the team.


  








Plan Experimentation and implementation


Decide as a team and as individuals ways to teach better


  








Teaching has more effect on achievement than any other factor


To raise achievement, we must change how we teach


Only teachers can change teaching


Changing teaching is itself a learning process


Learning requires support, practice, and feedback


This is hard, we need to do it together, and learn from each other.





Start here





Explore the pedagogy


What other learning and teaching strategies could we use to teach better? 





Explore present practice


How do we teach at present?  








Explore the context


Given our course and our students etc, what are the key issues and problems in ensuring success for all?








