Doing less better - changing the departmental approach
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Prior to a recent Ofsted visit this department largely adopted a recipe driven approach to practical work. The pupils followed prescriptive tasks without truly understanding the purpose of the activity. There was a feeling from some teachers that there wasn't enough time to do practical work and instead they should concentrate on teaching content. Following Ofsted's visit, the department refocused its aims, with an emphasis on independent learning and investigation. The 'Getting Practical' audit tools provided a timely intervention to aid this change. 
An experienced teacher, Sarah found the audit tools helpful in her own teaching. She now regularly sets a learning objective focussed on practical work and has observed positive responses, particularly in developing practical skills, since pupils working at all levels can achieve success in this area. Sarah also used the audits to ensure coverage of a spread of learning outcomes over a half term, using activities such as modelling the small intestine (concentrating on developing scientific knowledge and understanding), making a specimen of an onion cell (focussing on developing practical skills) and how does caffeine affect reaction times (to develop enquiry skills).
Sarah also found that the audit sheets revealed a number of key issues. For example, she found that one practical lacked open-endedness; it required a more investigative approach to ensure effectiveness. The audit revealed that most of her practical learning outcomes started with 'state' rather than 'plan', evaluate' or 'process'. Tasks were therefore limited in demand on her pupils by her own expectations. She is now extending her range of strategies for gathering evidence of effectiveness, including questioning pupils carefully, listening to their dialogue as they work and examining follow-up written work.

Working with colleagues to explore the effectiveness of the department's practical work uncovered a number of issues, including ensuring that the three groups of intended learning outcomes were understood and that there can, and should, different reasons to do practical work. She is encouraging staff to see practical work as an integral part of learning, not just an 'add on'. Less experienced members of the team now talking about practical work more with her (as curriculum leader for Key Stage 3) and each other, indicating that, as a result of the Getting Practical project, the profile and status of practical work have been successfully raised in the department.

The majority of teachers in the department carried out a modelling practical and shared the outcomes at a staff meeting, leading to a review of departmental schemes of work using the audit tools. It became clear that some of their existing practicals had too many expected learning outcomes and as a consequence were often ineffective. It also became apparent that their practical activities did not allow development of a full range of learning opportunities. The department is now aiming to embed a new set of practical investigations that cover all the practical and enquiry skills needed at Key Stage 3, and teachers are now doing much more investigative work.





























































The school is an 11-16 community school. With 1000 pupils on roll, it became a specialist mathematics and computing school in 2006. It is a challenging school and in the 2009 Ofsted inspection it was given notice to improve. Sarah is Key Stage 3 science coordinator.





By reflecting on the key purpose of the activity Sarah is able to plan for progression more effectively. 





'The main difference this project has made is in learning to evaluate what we do already do and improve it rather than reinvent the wheel. Many of us had got stuck in a rut and had seen practical work as something extra to do rather than integral and beneficial to learning.' 
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