Understanding John Hattie’s Visible Learning Research in the Context of Carol Dweck’s Growth Mindset
 by Gerry Miller (Educational Trainer & Consultant)

For most of my career as a teacher, educational theory was based on the teacher, rather than the student. In recent years Carol Dweck’s research has shown us the importance of understanding the mindset of the student. If this mindset regards intelligence as fixed, the student is likely to disregard much of the teacher’s efforts. John Hattie’s research, which draws on studies from all over the world, looks at the key contributors to learning from the student, the teacher and also the home, school, curricula and teaching strategies.
John Hattie is Professor of Education at the University of Auckland, New Zealand.

This summary refers to his book Visible Learning (2009).

Carol Dweck is Professor of Psychology at Stanford University, California. This article refers to her book Self-Theories: Their Role in Motivation, Development & Personality (2000). 
I also refer to other studies, including Jo Boaler’s work on setting and social class.
Introduction
Visible Learning is the result of 15 years’ research and syntheses over 800 meta-analyses (over 50,000 studies) relating to the influences on achievement in school-aged students. It presents the largest ever collection of evidence-based research into what actually works in schools to improve learning.

The main contributors that influence achievement are classified as the student, home, school, curricula, teacher and teaching strategies. A model of teaching and learning is developed based on the notion of visible teaching and visible learning.

A major message of the book is that what works best for students is similar to what works best for teachers. This includes an attention to setting challenging learning intentions, being clear about what success means and an attention to learning strategies for developing conceptual understanding about what teachers and students know and understand.

New Zealand ranks in the top half-dozen nations in reading, mathematics and science and has a high proportion of excellent teachers, who are seeking to always improve and constantly monitor their performances to make a difference to what they do; and many inspire the love of learning that is one of the major outcomes of any school. Visible Learning identifies what it is these excellent teachers do to positively influence student achievement.

Although the current evidence-based fad has turned into a debate about test scores, Visible Learning is about using evidence to build and defend a model of teaching and learning.

The Challenge
In the past there have been difficulties in summarizing and comparing the huge amount of research into educational methods and “what works” in schools. The vast majority of innovations or strategies can be said to “work” because they can be shown to have a positive effect. But a student left to work on his own, without a teacher, would be likely to show improvement. 

In 1976 Gene Glass introduced the notion of meta-analysis – whereby the effects in each study, where appropriate, are converted to a common measure (an effect size), such that the overall effects could be quantified, interpreted, and compared, and the overall moderators of this overall effect could be uncovered and followed up in more detail.

John Hattie uses these effect sizes to allow us to make a much more sophisticated judgment on what is really making an impact on student learning and achievement.

The nature of the evidence and effect sizes
Hattie looks at 138 different influences on student achievement and places the major results from thousands of research studies along a continuum of effect sizes, ranging from d = -.34 to d = 1.44.

What do these effect sizes mean?

An effect size of d = 1.0 indicates an increase of one standard deviation on the outcome – in this case the outcome is student achievement. A one standard deviation increase is typically associated with advancing children’s achievement by two to three years or improving the rate of learning by 50%. When implementing a new program, an effect size of 1.0 would mean that, on average, students receiving that treatment would exceed 84% of students not receiving that treatment.

Hattie’s work is based on educational innovations. Research shows that these can be expected to have an average effect size of 0.4 (the “hinge point”). Innovations tend to capture the enthusiasm of the teacher and the excitement of the students attempting something new. So very few innovations have no positive effect at all. It is not unreasonable to claim that at least half of all implementations, at least half of all students, and at least half of all teachers can and do attain an effect size of d = 0.4 as a consequence of their actions. Therefore when analysing effects, we can say that anything with an effect size of over 0.4 is likely to be having a visible, positive effect.

To put it another way, an effect size of 0.2 or less is low, 0.4 is medium and 0.6 or more is high.

The Student

The child brings prior knowledge of learning to their classroom – from pre-school, from their culture, from television, from home and from the previous year. Much of this prior learning leads to expectations by students and teachers about learning. These expectations are powerful enhancers of - or inhibitors to – the opportunities provided in schools. By the age of eight, most students have worked out their place in the rankings of the achievement equation. Indeed, Jo Boaler’s research has shown that 80% of children who are placed in an ability grouping at age 5 will stay in the same grouping throughout their schooling.

Carol Dweck’s work on self-theories shows how most students have developed either a Fixed or Growth Mindset of their intelligence by the time they start school. This mindset is often reinforced by the expectations of their teacher or by their allocation to a particular ability group.
Self-reported grades: effect size 1.44 (Rank 1/138)

This, the highest recorded influence in the study, simply means that students predict their performance – usually accurately – on their past achievement. If these predictions are too low – and often both students and teachers’ expectations will, on past performance, predict too low, then limits will be set on what is achievable. 

On a more positive note, if students are genuinely involved in setting goals and short or medium term targets (ie success criteria) that they believe will help them reach these goals, then their predictions and achievement is very likely to be higher.

Carol Dweck’s work on fostering a Growth Mindset (Self-Theories: their role in motivation, achievement and development, 2000) indicates that many students see their intelligence – and consequently their future achievement – as a fixed entity (Fixed Mindset), rather than something that can grow and develop (Growth Mindset). If teachers and students work together to adopt a Growth Mindset, then the self-fulfilling low expectations of students (and teachers) can be raised, sometimes dramatically.

Self-concept; effect size 0.43 (Rank 60/138)

Teachers often make claims about the relationship between self-concept and achievement; the common claim being that high achievers have high self-concept and that it is one of their teaching roles to make students feel good about themselves. Such claims presuppose a strong relationship between perceptions of self and achievement. Hansford & Hattie (1982) found a low, but positive (r = 0.20) relationship.

The relation between self-efficacy and achievement, however, is among the strongest of self-measures (Multon, Brown & Lent 1991). Hattie’s summary here bears a strong similarity to Carol Dweck’s theory of self-efficacy. Hattie says:


“…it is more likely that there are stronger relationships between certain self-strategies and achievement. Achievement is more likely to be increased when students invoke learning rather than performance strategies, accept rather than discount feedback, benchmark to difficult rather than easy goals, compare themselves to subject criteria rather than to other students, possess high rather than low efficacy to learning, and affect self-regulation and personal control rather than learned helplessness in the academic situation.”

Speaking at the Centre for Confidence in Glasgow in September 2008, Carol Dweck referred to the important difference between self-esteem and self-efficacy. She made the following points:

· Private education buys “empty self-belief” of confidence of superiority over others

· Fixed Mindset self-esteem is about feeling good about yourself, often in relation to the perceived lower achievement of others

· Growth Mindset self-esteem is about having the courage & determination to address weaknesses
· Confidence & self-efficacy comes from mastery of problems through resilience, not from false self-esteem

· Growth Mindset Teacher: “I am not interested in judging how good your work is, I am interested in the quality of your learning”
Hattie suggests that teachers would have more success if they addressed students’ low self-efficacy before trying to raise their achievement. Dweck shows how to do this by promoting a Growth Mindset in the classroom.

Motivation; effect size 0.48 (Rank 51/138)

There is much value anticipating when student motivation is at its highest. Dörnyei (2001) noted that motivation is highest when students are competent, have sufficient autonomy, set worthwhile goals, get feedback, and are affirmed by others. He also challenged educators to seriously consider student demotivation, caused by, for example, public humiliation, devastating test results, or conflicts with teachers or peers. I would add to this list ability grouping with very little chance of promotion.

In her paper “The ‘Psychological Prisons’ from which they never escaped: The role of ability grouping in reproducing social class inequalities.” Jo Boaler, of Stanford University 
interviewed young adults about their experience of Maths setting at High school.

The adults from set 1 were happy with their grouping but aware that it had shaped their whole experience, those from set 2 downwards talked not only about the ways their attainment had been constrained by the grouping but also the ways they had been set up for low attainment in life. One of the young men from Amber Hill spoke eloquently about the setting experience:

“You’re putting this psychological prison around them (…), it’s kind of… people don’t know what they can do, or where the boundaries are, unless they’re told at that kind of age.”

“It kind of just breaks all their ambition … particularly schools like Amber Hill where it’s predominantly working-class kids whose parents don’t necessarily have the ambition for them.  And then if it’s being reinforced in the classroom with kind of “yes you’re going to be a labourer for the whole of your life” then it means they can’t break out of that box. It’s quite sad that there’s kids there that could potentially be very, very smart and benefit us in so many ways, but it’s just kind of broken down from a young age. So that’s why I dislike the set system so much—because I think it almost formally labels kids as stupid.” (Nikos, ex-Amber Hill student.

In another paper, Setting, Social class & Survival of the Quickest, British educational Research Journal, 1997, she found that:

· There was no evidence that setting raised achievement

· But there was evidence that setting diminished achievement for some students

· There was much evidence that the students who were disadvantaged by this system were predominantly working class, female or very able.
She also found that students in the top set could also sometimes be seriously disadvantaged by ability grouping.
“In set 1 for example, the students who experienced the most difficulties in response to setting were originally the highest attainers in the group. At the end of Y8, immediately before the students were setted, Carly & Lorna attained the highest and second highest NFER scores in the school. At the end of Y11 these two students achieved the lowest GCSE grades in set 1 (grade E)”

Carol Dweck does not advocate mixed ability, but, like John Hattie, warns of the dangers of setting on motivation and self-concept. In her research she has found that high achieving girls can suffer badly if they have a Fixed Mindset, due to the blow to their fragile self-esteem caused by suddenly finding themselves struggling in a top set, whereas previously they have seen themselves as achieving well in relation to their peers.

A key problem in many secondary schools is that high sets tend to be large (28-32 students) while low sets tend to be smaller. This is often because the top sets present fewer classroom management problems. The problem with this is that it makes it very difficult to promote students to the top set as it is often full and teachers are reluctant to demote students. If there is not regular movement between sets, students will quickly decide that they have been labelled as “set 3” or “set 5” students and will not be motivated to improve their performance.

Ability Grouping  (d= 0.12 rank 121/138)

The meta-analysis studies have summarised more than 300 studies, covering a wide variety of schooling cultures and experiences across all age ranges. The outcomes can be broadly grouped into achievement effects and equity effects. The latter address the question of whether the gains or losses from ability grouping are uniformly distributed across various sub-groups (eg minority vs majority groups or different socio-economic backgrounds). The results show that ability grouping has minimal effects on learning outcomes and profound negative equity effects. 
In a study of 25 Junior and Senior High Schools, Oakes et al (2005) found that in most cases ability grouping fails to foster the outcomes schools value. She found that ability grouping fosters friendship networks linked to students’ group membership, and these peer groups may contribute to polarized attitudes among high school students, with higher ability students becoming more enthusiastic and lower ability students more alienated. Oakes et al also commented that ability grouping limits “students’ schooling opportunities, achievements and life-chances. Students not in the higher tracks (ability groups) have fewer intellectual challenges, less engaging and supportive classrooms and fewer well-trained teachers”. In the UK league tables and targets for GCSE scores, based on C grades or above, would be likely to disadvantage lower ability groups.

Hattie concludes that if more lower ability classes were more stimulating, challenging and taught by well trained teachers with high expectations, there may be gains for these students; there are not. As usual the quality of teaching and the nature of student interactions are the key issues.

Carol Dweck comes to much the same conclusion, emphasising the importance of building students’ belief in their ability to improve their intelligence and performance at any stage. Being stuck in a low ability group with no prospect of promotion can only have the reverse effect (see Jo Boaler c/f).

Peer Influences (d = 0.53 rank 41/138 P104)

The effect of peers can be considerable, although it is noted how infrequently peers are involved in the teaching and learning process. In our own work we have identified a myriad of ways in which peers can influence learning, such as helping, tutoring, providing friendship, giving feedback, and making class/school a place students want to come to each day (Wilkinson & Fung, 2002).

Levy-Tossman, Kaplan & Assor (2007) demonstrated that for many performance-oriented (or Fixed Mindset*) students (ie those who focus more on the product or outcome of learning and proving their achievement to others), friendship is not often characterised by intimacy, and thus the concerns with social comparison and impression management may lead to them taking on less challenging tasks to ensure demonstrations of competence; whereas many achievement-oriented (or Growth Mindset*) students (ie those who focus more on learning as something valuable and meaningful in itself, aiming to master the learning) had more concern for their personal academic development and growth.

* See Self-Theories: their role in motivation, personality and development – Carol Dweck (1999).

Expectations (d = 0.43 rank 58/138 P121)

It is now widely accepted that teachers do form expectations about student ability and skills and that these expectations affect achievement (Dusek and Joseph, 1985). For Hattie the key questions is not “Do teachers have expectations?” but “Do they have false and misleading expectations that lead to decrements in learning or learning gains – and for which students?”

Rosenthal and Rubin (1978) looked at interpersonal expectancies (when the experimenter tends to obtain the results that he or she expects) and found a mean effect size of d = 0.70 over eight different areas of research. The implication is that teachers are more likely to have their students reach their “expected” outcomes, regardless of the veracity of the expectations. Dusek & Joseph (1983) found that student attractiveness, student prior conduct in class, cumulative folder information and social class were related significantly to teacher expectancies.

Weinstein (2002) has shown that students know they are treated differentially in class due to expectations held by teachers and are quite accurate in informing on how teachers differ in the degree to which they favour some children over others with higher expectations.

Tracking & Mindsets: There are differences in classes where teachers aim to select talent for different pathways (such as schools with tracking) compared with those where achievement cultures aim to develop talent in each child. There are also differences in classes where teachers believe that achievement (and intelligence) is difficult to change because it is fixed and innate compared to teachers who believe achievement (and intelligence) is changeable (Carol Dweck 2006).

“Be prepared to be surprised” seems to be the mantra to avoid negative expectation effects. If teachers and schools are going to have expectations, make them challenging, appropriate & checkable. We should not forget the potentially negative effects of students setting their own low expectations (recall the power of self-reported grades) and not being provided with high levels of confidence that they can exceed these expectations and not only attain but enjoy challenging learning intentions.

Conclusion on Teachers
We need to talk about quality teachers in terms of what they do and the effects they have on students. Too often we emphasize the personal and professional attributes, but maybe we should to the quality of the effects of teachers on learning – so the discussion about teaching is more critical than the discussion about teachers 
Initial Teacher Training Programmes have little impact on how well those teachers influence the achievement of their students. 
Teachers’ subject matter knowledge is a conundrum – it is difficult to find evidence that this is important, yet nobody would suggest that teachers should have less!

Teachers walk into classrooms with conceptions of teaching, learning, curricula, assessment and their students (Brown, 2004). These factors are powerful moderators on the success of these teachers.

How to invoke higher expectations seems critical, and this may require more in-school discussion of appropriate benchmarks across grades, and seeing evidence of performance before starting the year (Nuthall, 2005, shows half of all material taught in any class is already known by the students). So much of the early part of the year with a different teacher involves trial and error as teachers find out about proficiencies of students. As we have already seen, teacher-student relationships are crucial (d = 0.72) but they take time to develop.  
Hattie argues that the greatest single issue facing the further enhancement of students is the need for teachers to have a common perception of progress. When a student moves from one teacher to another, there is no guarantee that he or she will experience increasingly challenging tasks, have a teacher with similar (hopefully high) expectations of progress up the curricula, or work with a teacher who will grow the student from where he or she is, as opposed to where the teacher believes he or she should be at the start of the year.

To have high expectations and to share a common conception of progress requires teachers to be concerned about the nature of their relationships with their students, as the power of these is critical for learning to occur. Russell Bishop moves around classes in New Zealand, asking students “Does your teacher like you?” He found that most white students said yes, but many ethnic minority students said no. The powerful effect of this work is that, after seeing these results, the teachers are quick to change their practices.

Developing a warmer socio-emotional climate in the classroom, fostering effort and thus engagement for all students, requires teachers to enter the classroom with certain conceptions about progress, relationships and students. It requires them to believe that their role is that of a change agent – that all students can learn and progress, that achievement for all is changeable and not fixed, and that demonstrating to all students that they care about their learning is both powerful and effective. Promoting a Growth Mindset with students gives them the confidence to believe that no matter where they are on the educational achievement ladder, with hard work, perseverance and effort they can improve their intelligence.
The contributions from teaching approaches 

This chapter look at goals, success criteria and fostering student involvement. It follows a model of teaching and learning based on Clarke (2001; Clarke, Timperley & Hattie, 2003) where learning intentions and success criteria frame the challenge and purpose of the lesson. If such goal-directed lessons are to be successful, they must also use appropriate feedback, take account of students’ views of the process of learning, and ensure students are actively involved in the monitoring of their own learning and developing meta-cognitive skills.

Feedback  ( d = 0.73 rank 10/138)

Since Hattie’s first meta-analyses of influences on student achievement in 1992, it has been clear that feedback is among the most powerful of these influences. He did not initially realise that the most powerful feedback is that provided to the teacher, especially by the student, but also by other teachers. When teachers seek, or are at least open to, feedback from students as to what students know, what they understand, where they have misconceptions, when they are not engaged – then teaching and learning can be synchronised and powerful. Feedback to teachers helps to make learning powerful.

Quality feedback to students is also effective, but while many teachers think they are providing regular, quality feedback, students often disagree!

Carol Dweck has shown us that the 40% of students who have a Fixed Mindset do not welcome feedback and are unlikely to act on it as they do not see it as likely to change their intelligence or improve their progress.

Carless (2006) asked students and teachers whether teachers provided detailed feedback that helped them with their assignments. About 70% of teachers said they did this often or always, but only 45% of students agreed with these claims. Further, Nuthall (2005) found that most feedback that students obtained in any day in classrooms was from other students, and most of this feedback was incorrect.

Extrinsic Rewards

Programmed instruction, praise, punishment and extrinsic rewards were the least effective forms of feedback. 
Carol Dweck has written extensively on the dangers of praise, especially praising intelligence. She does, however, point out that the right kind of praise, ie praising effort, learning strategies, resilience, collaborative learning, etc, can produce very positive results (Caution- Praise can be Dangerous , Carol Dweck, 1999). 

Deci, Koestner and Ryan (1999) found a negative correlation between extrinsic rewards and motivation and task performance. Tangible rewards significantly undermined intrinsic motivation, particularly for interesting tasks (d = - 0.68), compared to uninteresting tasks (d = 0.18). In addition, when feedback was administered in a controlling manner (eg saying that the student performed as they “should” have performed), the effects were even worse (d = -0.78). Thus Deci et al concluded that extrinsic rewards are typically negative because they “undermine people’s taking responsibility for motivating or regulating themselves”. Rather, extrinsic rewards are a controlling strategy that often leads to greater surveillance, evaluation and competition, all of which have been found to undermine enhanced engagement & regulation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

In an interview with Ruth Sutton in 2007, Carol Dweck said that she felt that extrinsic rewards may be useful with low achieving students as an initial way of getting them interested and involved but they would counter productive in the longer term.

A model of feedback
Hattie’s model of feedback concludes with feedback at four levels:

1. Task level – How well tasks are understood / performed.

This feedback may indicate whether the work is correct or incorrect and may include directions to more, different or correct information, such as “You need to include more about the Treaty of Versailles”.

2. Process level – The process needed to understand / perform tasks.

This feedback is more directly aimed at the processing of information, or learning processes needed for understanding or completing the task. A teacher or peer may say to the learner “ You need to edit this piece of writing by attending to the descriptors you have used, so the reader is able to understand the nuances of your meaning” – or for a younger age group “You need to use more powerful adjectives to help the reader understand how the person is feeling – use one of these or your own: devastating; appalling (Shirley Clarke’s Example Comment – “Unlocking Formative Assessment” by Shirley Clarke, 2001).

3. Self-regulation level – Self-monitoring, directing and regulating of actions.

This feedback helps the student to self-regulate, encouraging greater skill at self-evaluation, or confidence to engage further with the task without relying on the teacher for help. For example “You already know the key features of the opening of an argument. Check to see whether you have incorporated them in your first paragraph”.

Levels 2 & 3 can have major influences on self-efficacy, self-regulatory proficiencies and self-beliefs about the student as a learner, such that the student is encouraged or informed how to better and more effortlessly continue on task.

4. Self Level – Personal evaluations and effect (usually positive) on the learner.

This feedback is personal in that it is directed at the “self”, which is too often unrelated to performance on the task, eg “You are a great student”, “Well done!”

Level 4 feedback is rarely effective and does not raise achievement. It draws attention to the self, which encourages students to avoid the risks involved in tackling a challenging assignment, so they minimize effort, having a high fear of failure (Carol Dweck, 2000, Black & Wiliam, 1998).

In conclusion, it is important to remember that feedback is only really effective when it follows up effective instruction: it needs initial learning or surface information to build on. If a student has not listened to or understood the basic elements of initial instruction, any amount of feedback is likely to be of little use. Feedback is what happens second, is one of the most powerful influences on learning, occurs too rarely (especially quality or focused feedback) and is most powerful when provided to the teacher.

Cooperative Learning (various effect sizes)

There are four groups of meta-analyses that involve cooperative learning.

1. Those that compare cooperative learning vs heterogeneous classes (d = 0.41 rank 63/138)

2. Those that compare cooperative vs individualistic learning (d = 0.59 rank 24/138)

3. Those that compare cooperative vs competitive learning (d = 0.54 rank 37/138)

4. Those that compare competitive vs individualistic learning (d = 0.24 rank 96/138)

Both cooperative and competitive learning are more effective than individualistic methods – pointing again to the power of peers in the learning equation.

There seems a universal agreement that cooperative learning is effective, especially when contrasted with competitive and individualistic learning. The New Zealand education system comes out top on cooperativeness in international comparisons – but it also comes top in competitiveness. The notion that both could be beneficial seems too often forgotten, as most of the research contrasts one with the other. Further, cooperative learning has a prime effect on enhancing interest and problem solving provided it is set p with high levels of peer involvement.

Roseth, Fang, Johnson & Johnson (2006) concluded that under cooperative conditions, interpersonal relations have the strongest influence on achievement, and this clearly points to the value of friendship in the achievement equation. As they concluded “if you want to increase student academic achievement, give each student a friend”. Friendship in schools is not only powerful for the student’s sense of well-being but it also facilitates a student’s sense of school-belonging (Hamm & Fairclough, 2007) – although for too many adolescents friendships can have the opposite effect if they convey the message that “learning is not cool”. Carol Dweck has shown that students with a Growth Mindset are more likely to resist or ingnore the low aspirations of their peers.
Peer learning can be powerful – whether cooperatively or competitively. As Nuthall (2007) has shown, most feedback that students receive is from other students (although most of it is incorrect). When there is some structure to this peer learning (as in most instances of cooperative and competitive learning) then the power of peers can be unleashed. Students are more able to collectively make and learn from errors, and their conversations can assist in having the goals, learning intentions and success criteria spelt out for all.

The personal nature of learning
Olson (2003) states it simply – it is students themselves, in the end, who decide what students will learn. Thus we must attend to what students are thinking, what their goals are, and why they would want to engage in learning what is offered in schools. Learning is very personal to the teacher and to each student. 
The personal nature of learning reinforces the importance of understanding a child’s mindset and of promoting a Growth Mindset, which will give the student motivation to welcome difficult work, to set personal goals, to persevere when failure threatens to destroy any recent success and to see the value of effort.
While we assemble students in groups (classes, within-class groups), the meaning of the implications of education is personal for each of us. This does not mean we need to attend to individualized instruction but that we need to be aware of the progression of knowledge and understanding for each student – and how they learn by themselves, learn with others, and learn with adults, along with awareness of what they bring from their home and their culture. 
There are at least three worlds in the classroom (Nuthall, 2005): the public world, which includes teacher-led discussion and work tasks; the private-social world of informal peer interactions, whispers, and note-passing; and the private-individual world of self-talk and thinking. Each world has its own characteristic patterns of behaviour, interaction structures, customs, rules, roles, expectations, and discourse.

Nuthall’s major conclusion related to “how little teachers knew about what was going on in their classrooms”. He found that students lived in a personal and social world of their own in the classroom, they already knew 40% of what the teachers intended them to learn, a third of what each student learned was not learned by any other student in the class, students learned how and when the teacher would notice them and how to give appearance of active involvement, and a quarter of the specific concepts and principles that students learned were critically dependent on private peer-talk or on self-designed activities or use of resources. The world of learning and classrooms from the student’s personal viewpoint is so often unknown to the teacher – hence reinforcing Hattie’s major claim that teachers need to spend more time and energy understanding learning through the eyes of students.

Nuthall found that teachers, rather than seeing learning through the eyea of students, knew their teaching was going well from signs that their students were actively engaged with learning activities. “They monitor the look in students’ eyes, their enthusiasm, their puzzlement, and the questions they ask. In most teachers minds, the criteria for successful learning are the same as the criteria for successful classroom management” (Nuthall, 2005). Usually neither the teachers nor the students talked about learning. Instead, teachers talked about resources, about how long an activity should take, and what would happen if it was not finished on time. Students’ on-task talk was about the same things. When students were asked about what they were thinking, “their most common response was that they were thinking about how to get finished quickly or how to find the answer with the least possible effort”.

Those students, regardless of prior ability, who used the classroom and its activities to further their own interests and purposes, learned more than those who dutifully did what they were told, but did not want or know how to create their own activities.

It takes “three or four experiences involving interaction with relevant information for a new knowledge construct to be created in working memory and then transferred to long-term memory” (Nuthall, 2000). This is not simple repetition, but opportunities to come at the material in different ways over a period of time.

Classroom contexts are diverse
John Hattie is eager to remind us that, while research statistics are important in giving us an overview of what factors impact on student achievement, classroom cultures are also critical.

Any recommendations about “what works best” invoke claims about cultural matters that influence and drive classroom interaction and discourse patterns. Consider, for example, the place of “talk” in classrooms. In Alexander’s (2003) study of classrooms in many countries, he found that teachers in France, Russia, Britain & America enacted three versions of values:

· Individualism (a view that knowledge and expression is personal & unique)

· Community (a view that learning and doing is collaborative in a climate of sharing and caring

· Collectivism (learning together rather than in small groups, with common ideals and knowledge)

New Zealand classrooms tend to align with British & American classrooms, where one-to-one monitoring, with private and often whispered exchanges, are prominent; in his terms these classrooms share individualistic and community values. In British classrooms, “mistakes” were “embarrassing” and teachers strove to minimize public “mistakes” to avoid children “losing face”. The emphasis tended to be on needing to express “correct” answers and on teacher approval. In contrast, in Russian classrooms problems and “mistakes” were in the public domain to be engaged with alongside “correct” or preferred responses.

Carol Dweck encourages teachers to value and even celebrate mistakes, as important learning strategies, in order to improve students’ resilience. Steve Williams, in his Intelligent Learning Programme, advocates overt promotion of Quality Talk in the classroom, to allow children to think together and challenge each-other to make meaning out of the chaos of information that they receive. These strategies would tend to provide more collectivism in the classroom climate.

Barriers to change

The hinge-point (d = 0.40) is a key part of Visible Learning research. This level of achievement is the average impact of any innovation, yet most teachers only raise achievement by an average of .15 - .35 when they are not using an innovation strategy. So as teachers we need to demonstrate that any innovation that we use or ask others to use has an impact of above .40.

A fascinating question to ask teachers is “What percentage of the students in your class go backwards in one year with you?” i.e what percentage do not make expected progress. Expert teachers (see above P.12) are already asking themselves this question and seeking to find answers in discussion with their colleagues.

Most teachers are willing to change (although many are probably sick of change), but most changes they experience are to structural and working conditions. To impact on student achievement, changes need to be to their own conceptions of teaching and learning. Adopting any innovation means discontinuing the use of familiar practice, which many of us find difficult.

The key is for instructional leadership (see above P.8) to create a safe and trusting environment where teachers’ accounts of classroom experience and outcomes are used to make sense patterns of student behaviour and achievement. The teachers need to see learning through the eyes of students looking for errors in their thinking and knowledge.

The likelihood of the claims in this book having a major effect on standards will depend on whether schools can turn, as medicine has done, to evidence-based claims.

Implications for policy

We discussed above the barriers to teachers adopting evidence-based innovations. But so many government agencies and departments, teacher educators and other influences are not evidence-based. There is a preference for structures (e.g ability grouping or whole class teaching) and the teaching method that fits the latest ideology – and rarely are these methods assessed by evidence.

In medicine, evidence-based practice was eventually used to drive out dogma. The evidence-based revolution came through repugnance and pressure from groups that were adversely affected by the poor quality of the service in the medical profession. Perhaps we need similar pressure groups to bring about evidence-based practice in the teaching profession?

Most of the words in this article, when not otherwise indicated, are John Hattie’s. In 2010 I wrote a summary of Visible Learning for a group of busy teachers I was working with in North Tyneside Education Action Zone. Hattie’s research, along with Carol Dweck’s Growth Mindset, gave us a learning framework which helped teachers to develop a collaborative classroom climate, where good learning is understood by students and valued by teachers.
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