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TOM SHERRINGTON
The buzz and dazzle created from the
responses of a few students – or even
most students – can mask
the slow drifting and falling
back of the students with
the least confidence and
knowledge.
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Some teaching methods can
feel rewarding but allow
some students to lag, not
participate or depend too
heavily on the work of their
peers. It's not that these
techniques are wrong, but
they can be insufficient for
enriching all students.
Tasks that focus on

teaching to the top, such as
high-challenge open-ended
tasks, are most prone to
running this risk. Unless we
do something about it, the
less confident students will
feed confused and opt-out.
Here are five scenarios Tom
frequently sees on his
school and college visits.

The teacher shares her wisdom,
making random notes as she
goes: the modern-day chalk
and talk. The issue here is some
students aren't contributing,
and the board of notes gets

confusing. The solution is to run
through the main ideas with
the least confident in mind:
simplify, summarise, generally
spell things out, consolidate
and practise.

Unstructured group work
results in some students
learning almost nothing. To
solve this, state in advance that
each group will have one
representative at the end of the

task, but don't declare who.
Also, inform the class that each
group only succeeds when all its
members complete the task
and allocate sub-tasks to
specific individuals.

Classes often contain
high-performing students ready
to tackle challenging problems
and students who still haven't
grasped the main ideas. One
solution is to create tiered sets

of problems and tasks that have
incremental levels of challenge.
The idea is that everyone needs
to reach a certain level before
beginning independent practice.

Generative learning shows
using students to teach one
another works. But it's
important both deliverers and
recipients benefit equally. To
achieve this, build in checking

for understanding routines and
tasks that require the listener to
engage with the material. Make
time for all students to present;
this doesn't have to be in the
same lesson.

Open-ended tasks allow
students to use a range of
responses, content and media
for sharing them. They provide
a break from the daily diet of
instructional teaching. To get

the most from these tasks make
them occasional, provide
scaffolds, worked examples and
all the resources your class will
need.
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