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Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Why it works

What does it look like in the classroom?

Shape learning opportunities which invite and orient the child for 
informed and authentic action.

Learning is most likely to occur when the child is engaged in the process. 
For this to happen, children need to be able to make meaning through 
their learning. That is to say, children need to be able to make sense of 
information within their internal world to be able to act selectively and 
strategically, and become an active participant, or agent, in their 
learning. A learning context that is personally meaningful to the child 
triggers and sustains interest and curiosity in a topic, task or dialogue, 
thereby inviting contributions and commitment. Interest and internal 
motivation also provide the directionality that is needed for children to 
plan and monitor their own course of action (i.e. apply their self-
regulation) within the learning. 

Teachers can help children make sense of information within their internal 
world by bringing in an element of surprise, by embedding the learning 
in purposeful activities, by using hands-on activities involving 
manipulatives that make information concrete and appealing, as well as 
by supporting children with suggestions and additional information when 
they need further orienting. 



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description
Use questions that vary in specificity and difficulty depending on the amount of 
support students require, to stimulate children to think more deeply about their initial 
response and help them to link ideas and connect prior knowledge to new 
knowledge. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A group of children are attempting to construct a bridge out of junk modelling 
materials. The teacher observes their joint efforts before joining the children, asking 
them, “Can you tell me about what you’ve made?” The children explain to their 
teacher that they are trying to make the bridge strong enough for the toy cars to 
drive onto, but the cardboard boxes are too bendy. The teacher listens with interest 
and follows this up by inviting their suggestions, asking “What else could work for 
that?” and “Can you see anything that could help us to do that?” The teacher knows 
the children have explored different materials in the past and poses further questions 
to the children, asking them “How could we make this structure stronger?” and 
“What else do you want to add to your creation?”

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Follow up children’s responses with questions 



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Purposefully present children with incorrect approaches to a problem or task, so that 
children are given the space to identify mistakes and explain the reasoning process 
behind them

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The children are setting up experiments to see what would help a bean grow into a 
healthy plant. Some children suggest giving the plants coca cola for energy, whilst 
another group thinks that by giving it fruit juice it will make fruit-flavoured jelly beans. 
Instead of telling the children the right answer straight away, the teacher lets them 
experiment with their drinks (as well as water) and helps them observe the results 
over a number of days. When the plants fed sweet drinks die and the soil becomes 
mouldy, the class has a discussion as to what might have happened and does some 
more research. They also attempt the experiment again, this time with different 
amounts of water.

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Use incorrect answers and methods as learning 
opportunities



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Provide opportunities for children to pursue learning with a meaningful end goal in 
mind. An interesting and purposeful context can include drama, debate, or projects 
such as class mural (art), books, that help children enquire further about their home 
lives and their emerging interests. For example a display wall can reflect a journey 
built up together along the way, rather than being pre-designed by staff.

Vignette: Example from the classroom
The children are learning about spring and the teacher notices their excitement 
about bees, and discovering that bees not only produce honey, but also pollinate 
flowers and trees that produce other foods, such as apples and pears. When the 
teacher explains that the bees are not doing so well in the UK, debate erupts among 
the children as to what they can do to help the bees. The teacher asks 'Why don't 
we try to find out what we can do to make the school grounds and our own 
neighbourhood more welcoming to bees?". She divides the class into small groups, 
and the children excitedly start researching and discussing what bees like and need 
to be happy. The teacher encourages them to think how they would keep track of 
what bees need and what they notice about the environment around the school, and 
helps them develop worksheets for this. Some groups go outside to explore how 
they might change the playground; some start measuring the sizes of green spaces 
and the distances between them, while others count how many different flowers 
they see. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Create a purposeful context for learning



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Use intriguing events to stimulate interest and discussion. Creating hooks can include 
using a demonstration, including demonstrations that exploit common 
misconceptions (think aha! moments), using real world problems, using a video or 
audio clip, and making time for children to share their imaginations. Build on the 
ideas they share to feed into the next steps. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A letter is delivered to the classroom; a woman is saying goodbye to her family as 
she has to make a long journey. The teacher reads part of the letter aloud and invites 
children to make predictions. The teacher reveals the date at the top of the letter, 
2050, generating further ideas and suggestions. The teacher uses using hot-seating, 
to become the character, and allows the class to select just 5 questions to find out 
more about the mysterious letter writer.

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Create ‘hooks’



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

The purpose of using dilemmas and controversies is to generate and evaluate ideas. 
Debates often have multiple solutions, multiple ways to achieve the solution, or no 
solution. Trying to resolve the disagreement creates energy and curiosity in the 
classroom. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The teacher begins the maths lesson with an interactive whiteboard story about 
Pirate Pete. Pirate Pete has taken all the treasure, 20 golden coins. The three other 
pirates ask, “Can we have some too?” “No! No! No!” shouts Pirate Pete. The teacher 
asks the children to suggest what Pirate Pete should do. As the children make 
suggestions the teacher models this on the board, inviting the other children to 
share their opinion asking them, ”Is this fair? What else could Pirate Pete do?”

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Use dilemmas and controversies to stimulate discussion



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Tasks can take place across all areas of provision, indoors and outdoors, and allow 
hands-on, creative and imaginative engagement with resources. This helps trigger 
and sustain interest in and dedication to the learning, 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

In a maths lesson, children are investigating patterns and sequences. After the 
teacher has demonstrated repeating patterns, the children are invited to use 
different resources (blocks, beads, pebbles, multilinks) to explore and create their 
own repeating patterns. In a science lesson, the children are visiting a garden area in 
the school to investigate what plants grow there, using simple identification sheets. 
In pairs, they make notes based on their observations and take pictures of flowers 
they are not sure how to identify, whilst the teacher engages children in 
conversations. For example, when a child notices a catkin, the teacher asks him if he 
knows what part of the plant it is. The child looks closely and makes some inferences 
because some of it looks like petals.

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Create engaging tasks and consider the materials on 
offer



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Re-orient the child to the activities that are available. This can help to re-stimulate 
interest and provide opportunities for children to re-engage in learning. Suggested 
activities could relate to the existing interests of the child or take place alongside 
another child who is engaged in an activity.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

During a period of free choice (amongst a number of activities related to minibeasts), 
the teacher notices a child is finished with making a minibeast out of playdough and 
is wandering, not settling on a new activity. She suggests joining another boy 
outside who is pretending to be a spider and catching prey.

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Suggest activities if children are unfocused or aimless



Provide meaningful context which frames learning

Description

Rather than telling children what to do, provide information on the basis of which 
children can make choices about what to do. This simultaneously makes space for 
children's ideas and contributions and provides children with the supporting 
strategies, skills and knowledge to develop their self-regulated learning

Vignette: Example from the classroom

Children are exploring a tray with wood and leaves to see if they can find any 
minibeasts. The teacher tells them, “You can use your fingers, you can use magnifying 
glasses” to observe and explore. She then adds, "It's important to be careful not to 
crush anything because we don't want to kill any minibeast”.

Explore your understanding

• How does this invite children to the learning? Does this involve more stimulation, 
or space, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this orient children in their learning? Does this involve more support, 
or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How could you use this strategy within your own setting? Which aspects do you 
think would work particularly well? What aspects might be more challenging and 
how could you adapt the strategy to work for your setting? 

Use informational rather than directive language



Follow children's interests and preferences 

Description

Why it works

What does it look like in the classroom?

Make space for planned and spontaneous opportunities for open-ended, active 
exploration that reflects children's natural pace of learning.

Learning happens best when children find tasks interesting and personally 
meaningful, as this supports them in staying focused and being actively 
involved in trying to make sense of what they are learning and in thinking 
through their ideas. However, genuine curiosity and interest are difficult to 
predict and predictably trigger. Providing children with the space and support 
to follow their interests, interpretations and preferred ways of working when 
exploring new ideas means that spontaneous interest and curiosity can 
emerge and be drawn on to achieve learning objectives. Also, in order for 
curiosity and interest to flourish, children may require some space to simply 
explore, with no strings attached. This might not translate into learning specific 
content in any given lesson, but it can support longer-term development of 
interest, curiosity and motivation, and can create powerful experiences on 
which future learning will be grafted. With the right kind of support, following 
children's interests and preferences ensures children experience a sense of 
autonomy and competence in their learning, which supports their inner 
motivation and longer-term development of a love for learning. It also engages 
children’s self-regulation as they learn to set themselves a goal and monitor 
their behaviour towards the goal, and to persist when facing challenges. What 
is more, it aids differentiation as it allows children to experience challenges at 
a level appropriate to them. 

Teachers can make space for spontaneous interest and curiosity to emerge 
and be drawn on to achieve learning objectives by planning lessons on the 
basis of questions and interests that emerged in previous lessons, by giving 
children choices in how they approach and present their work, by planning in 
uninterrupted time for exploration, as well as by extending children’s thoughts 
and ideas within inquiring interactions. 



Follow children’s interests and preferences

Description

Elaborating on children’s questions and responses during a discussion can include 
rephrasing their responses, adding new pieces of information or asking questions to 
help children justify their answer or their methods. These elaborations encourage 
children to think more deeply about their initial response and help them to link ideas 
and connect prior knowledge to new knowledge. 

Elaboration can include rephrasing children’s responses, adding new pieces of 
information, and asking questions to help children justify their answer or their 
methods

Vignette: Example from the classroom
A group of children are discussing the different parts of a plant with their teacher. 
Adam tells his teacher that if a plant didn’t have roots it would break. The teacher 
responds by asking the group what might happen to the plant, to which Jake replies 
that the plant would probably die. The teacher follows up this question by asking 
Jake to describe the purpose of the roots. He thinks before explaining that it is a bit 
like the heart, because if the plant didn’t have roots it wouldn’t live in the same way a 
person who didn’t have a heart wouldn’t live. The teacher summarises what Jake has 
said about the heart and roots being important in keeping humans and plants alive 
before posing a further question to the whole group, asking them to explain how the 
root keeps the plant alive. Rose suggests that the roots suck up water, with Blair 
agreeing that one of the jobs of the roots is to pull water into the plant.

Explore your understanding

• How does this promote active exploration? Does this involve more stimulation, or 
space, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support longer-term learning goals? Does this involve more 
support, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine an activity that allows space for exploration? What aspects of this 
activity do you think makes it work well? Can you think of ways in which this 
strategy can be built into in an activity that you have already planned?

Use elaborative utterances to challenge students to 
think more deeply about their response 



Follow children’s interests and preferences

Description

Support children to make choices regarding the presentation of their work and 
regarding their preferred methods when completing the task. Allow children to draw 
upon the range of materials available within the classroom. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The class was learning about the different parts of a plant. The task was to label a 
plant, but the children could choose how they showed their understanding. The 
teacher offered a choice of different materials, e.g. colouring, a collage, using books, 
or using a flip chart. One group of children wanted to use wooden blocks, which 
were in the classroom but had not been part of the resources the teacher had 
planned. The teacher allowed the children to use the blocks, and they spent a long 
time creating a forest with different types of trees, labelling the parts of each. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this promote active exploration? Does this involve more stimulation, or 
space, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support longer-term learning goals? Does this involve more 
support, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine an activity that allows space for exploration? What aspects of this 
activity do you think makes it work well? Can you think of ways in which this 
strategy can be built into in an activity that you have already planned?

Allow children to choose how to engage with the 
learning task



Follow children’s interests and preferences

Description

Use children’s questions, comments and activities in the moment as learning 
opportunities, even if they don’t match the lesson plan. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

One of the children in the class had visited the optician and came to school wearing 
a new pair of glasses. Noticing the children’s interest in this, the teacher shared a 
video with the class to show what happens during a visit to the optician and 
constructed a role play area for the children to freely explore. Later in the week, one 
of the children noticed that some children have different coloured eyes. This led to 
the children conducting a class survey and the creation of a large display to chart 
everyone’s eye colour.

Explore your understanding

• How does this promote active exploration? Does this involve more stimulation, or 
space, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support longer-term learning goals? Does this involve more 
support, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine an activity that allows space for exploration? What aspects of this 
activity do you think makes it work well? Can you think of ways in which this 
strategy can be built into in an activity that you have already planned?

Seize learning moments



Follow children’s interests and preferences

Description

Children's questions and interests may provide meaningful opportunities and space 
for children to consolidate existing knowledge and for stimulating interest in further 
learning.

Vignette: Example from the classroom
The children are measuring objects in the classroom during a unit on measurement. 
They begin to wonder how they could measure something as large as a bus or a 
building. Before the end of the lesson, the teacher gathers the students to discuss 
the students' question of how to measure something very long and the students 
begin to make estimates of how long they believe things around the school are. The 
next day, the teacher brings the suggested materials and the students work together 
to measure the length of the hallway outside the classroom, getting the opportunity 
to sum many measurements for a total measurement and further discussing 
comparisons of observed lengths. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this promote active exploration? Does this involve more stimulation, or 
space, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support longer-term learning goals? Does this involve more 
support, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine an activity that allows space for exploration? What aspects of this 
activity do you think makes it work well? Can you think of ways in which this 
strategy can be built into in an activity that you have already planned?

Plan lessons that respond to questions and interests 
that emerged out of previous lessons



Follow children’s interests and preferences

Description

Plan long, uninterrupted periods of time giving children space to explore materials in 
whatever way they want, set their own goals and control the pace and the amount of 
time they spend on each task. 

This can stimulate and increase interest and relevance of tasks. It can be used in 
discussions later on. It also provides a wonderful opportunity to inquire into what 
children are able to do on their own and what their interests are.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A light box has been set up inside the classroom, along with flash lights and a range 
of opaque and transparent materials. The teacher provides time for the children to 
freely explore and investigate the materials. The children collect further materials 
from around the classroom, setting the flashlight on each item to see what shadow is 
produced. The teacher observes and records children's remarks and responses. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this promote active exploration? Does this involve more stimulation, or 
space, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support longer-term learning goals? Does this involve more 
support, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine an activity that allows space for exploration? What aspects of this 
activity do you think makes it work well? Can you think of ways in which this 
strategy can be built into in an activity that you have already planned?

Provide time to explore



Teachers can share power and responsibilities with children by involving 
children in deciding the learning outcomes and success criteria and supporting 
them in developing personal work plans towards those goals. It can also be 
achieved by organising learning resources so children can freely access them 
for exploration and to achieve their learning goals, by actively considering and 
supporting peer teaching, and by recognising and engaging with divergent 
opinions and allowing these to influence the direction the learning may take

Follow children's interests and preferences 

Description

Why it works

What does it look like in the classroom?

Involve children in deciding the direction learning may take for firmer 
endorsement of the purposes and goals of learning and an increased sense of 
belonging. 

Learning is promoted when children experience it as something over which 
they have influence and ownership, rather than it being imposed on them. 
Involving children in deciding and influencing the direction the learning may 
take, and stimulating them in taking individual and shared responsibility for this 
learning, encourages agentic engagement as it gives space to their interests, 
interpretations and preferred ways of working. This boosts inner motivation 
and helps children feel acknowledged, which supports their need for 
relatedness. It also supports their need for competence, as children’s different 
take on a question or approach signals to the class that the teacher does not 
hold all the answers - it models the process of learning and dialogue. These 
dialogues are also opportunities for learning, as they can help children 
articulate misconceptions, and it opens up space for discussing them and for 
children to think about and flexibly move between alternatives. In doing so, 
children practice a set of skills that support their self-regulation. In this way, 
sharing power and responsibility with children supports children in 
contributing proactively, purposefully and constructively within the flow 
teaching of teaching and learning. 



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Encourage children to set tasks and devise personal work plans. Provide children 
with support if they are at risk of not completing their goals. Joint discussion could 
refer to children's interests, challenges and time frames.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

Children have biweekly sessions where they set themselves tasks to complete. From 
this, they make work plans from which they can decide what tasks to do. At the end 
of the two weeks, they review the work done with the teacher and discuss any tasks 
that have not been completed and what further support they need to complete 
them.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Facilitate goal setting



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Involve children in evaluating successful examples, strategies and each other’s work. 
Children explain and justify their methods, and reflect on those used by other 
students. Children are challenged to reflect on their choices. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

During the lesson, the teacher noticed that Emma was very busy in the junk area and 
decided to leave her to carry on, rather then interrupting her self-directed task. Once 
the lesson had come to an end, the teacher drew Emma into the whole class plenary, 
“That is a wonderful vehicle. Could you show us tell us how you made that car so we 
can make one too?” Emma explained how she had designed her car to the class. The 
teacher then invited the rest of the class to ask questions about the model and share 
the aspects they liked. One child asked, “Did it take a long time to make it?” whilst 
another identified the “large wheels” as something they liked.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Evaluate together



Share power and responsibility with children

Description
Plan to provide strategies and resources that create space for children to 
independently solve problems they may encounter. Explicitly teaching children how 
to solve a problem, or drawing children’s attention to the strategies they use. This 
can include avoiding immediately correcting mistakes or providing the right answer. 
Instead, take the time to inquire alongside the children. For example use open 
questions like 'What could you do?’ and encourage children to reflect on their first 
attempt, as well as providing and modeling strategies for solving the problem when 
they need help. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The teacher has set up a building site in the outdoor area, complete with small buckets, 
guttering, and spades at one end of the space and heavy buckets filled with damp sand and 
gravel at the other. The teacher observes as the children explore the space and resources, 
noticing that the ‘building materials’ need to be moved to the ‘building site’. The children start 
by taking one spade full of sand at a time, but this is not a successful strategy as a lot of 
sand is lost as they walk back and forth. The teacher joins the activity alongside the 
children, and asks the children what challenge they are facing, “What are you trying to do 
here?” and “What have you already tried?” The children explain that the buckets of sand are 
too big and heavy to move, to which the teacher responds, “I wonder if we could find a way 
of making the buckets smaller and lighter to carry”. The children notice that there are small 
buckets in the building site and start to use these to transport the sand, whilst another child 
finds a large toy car from elsewhere in the space and uses the wheels to pull a full bucket of 
gravel through the outdoor area.

Explore your understanding
• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 

this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?
• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 

taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Support independent problem solving



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Divergent opinions may influence the direction the learning takes. It means using 
unexpected answers as learning opportunities, making space for children's ideas 
instead of refocusing children to the expected answer. Recognizing divergent 
opinions can include responding positively to a range of answers, exploring incorrect 
answers with questions and supporting children in justifying their answers. Nurture a 
‘no wrong answer’ environment when sharing ideas, as well as encouraging children 
to be accepting of others ideas 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The children are discussing the features of nocturnal animals in class and understand that 
they come out at night. A child asks how bats and owls are able to see in the dark if there is 
no sunlight. Rather than tell the children the answer, the teacher invites children to share 
their thoughts with the rest of the class. One child suggests that night time animals have 
‘shiny eyes’, because he has seen a cat’s eyes at night. Another child disagrees and says 
he think it is something to do with having more powerful eyes so ‘they can see more’ whilst 
one child offers that ‘it is to do with hearing’. The teacher monitors the conversation and 
adds the children’s ideas to the board, all responses are valued equally and recorded. She 
asks the children to justify their responses, for example asking the child how having more 
powerful eyes or better hearing could be helpful at night time.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Recognise divergent opinions 



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Divergent opinions may influence the direction the learning takes. It means using 
unexpected answers as learning opportunities, making space for children's ideas 
instead of refocusing children to the expected answer. Recognizing divergent 
opinions can include responding positively to a range of answers, exploring incorrect 
answers with questions and supporting children in justifying their answers. Nurture a 
‘no wrong answer’ environment when sharing ideas, as well as encouraging children 
to be accepting of others ideas 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The children are discussing the features of nocturnal animals in class and understand that 
they come out at night. A child asks how bats and owls are able to see in the dark if there is 
no sunlight. Rather than tell the children the answer, the teacher invites children to share 
their thoughts with the rest of the class. One child suggests that night time animals have 
‘shiny eyes’, because he has seen a cat’s eyes at night. Another child disagrees and says 
he think it is something to do with having more powerful eyes so ‘they can see more’ whilst 
one child offers that ‘it is to do with hearing’. The teacher monitors the conversation and 
adds the children’s ideas to the board, all responses are valued equally and recorded. She 
asks the children to justify their responses, for example asking the child how having more 
powerful eyes or better hearing could be helpful at night time.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Recognise divergent opinions 



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Deliberately consider how children can learn from each other and support each other 
as active learners. Peer teaching provides space for children's ideas and preferences 
to be heard. Peer teaching could involve providing feedback on the outcomes of 
each others tasks and strategies, modelling successful approaches and joint 
reflection on challenges faced.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The children were completing a group art activity to create a spring painting. Charlie thought 
the sky should be dark blue but Ameena thought that it would make it look like night time. 
The teacher observed from a distance but did not intervene. Robert then suggested that 
light blue might look better as it might look like it was going to rain if the sky was dark. He 
told his group that in Spring the weather starts to get sunnier and hotter again. Charlie 
thought this was a good idea and decided to add some white paint to the blue to make it 
lighter. He showed the other children how to mix the paint to make it all the same colour.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Encourage peer help and peer teaching



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Engage in dialogue with children to devise a meaningful learning outcome for the 
chosen activity. Children can be involved in inquiring about their own learning. They 
can learn to discuss and evaluate progress through the task, and to identify what 
'success' in the task might look like.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

To start a science learning series that explore how different angles influence simple ramps, 
the teacher opens a discussion about what success in the activity looks like. Children are 
introduced to the materials they will get and the types of groups they will work in. The 
children suggest a successful ramp may be one that is tall, or one that uses all the 
materials, one where the marble goes the fastest and suggest how to use their stopwatch to 
measure speed. The teacher also prompts students to consider what successfully working 
within groups will look like. One student suggests that they listen to each other's ideas. 
Another student suggests that they assign jobs, such as two students taping the tubes 
together and one student dropping the marble onto the ramp. Before the discussion breaks 
for the students to start the activity, the class collectively decides to use their science 
notebooks to take notes about the height of their ramps, the speed of the marble, and other 
observations so they can come back at the end of the activity time to revisit the suggestions 
they made about successful ramps.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Involve children in deciding the learning outcomes and 
setting success criteria



Share power and responsibility with children

Description

Organise the classroom so that tasks, games and resources are freely accessible. In 
this way, children are supported to choose whichever task they want to do, or 
materials they want to use, as long as they put it back when they are done.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

Classroom resources are available on open shelves at the child’s height. The teacher uses a 
range of methods to communicate to the children how she has organised the objects. The 
outline of objects is marked on the shelves to show the spot where certain resources 
belong. Labels are placed along the edge of the shelf which include a photograph and 
caption for each type of resource. Children know they can mix resources, spread play out 
over a wide area and ask for something that may not be out at the moment.

Explore your understanding

• How does this increase the scope and quality of children’s participation? Does 
this involve more space, or stimulation, or a good balance of both? In what ways?

• How does this support children’s need for relatedness and competence while 
taking on more responsibility? Does this involve more inquiry, or support, or a 
good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would work very well? Why do you think it would 
work well for that child? 

• Imagine a child for whom this would be a bit more difficult? How would you be 
able to support this child? 

Make resources for learning freely accessible



Teachers can establish the organising principles for learning with children by 
carving out time to explicitly discuss classroom rules and ways of interacting 
with each other, by allowing movement that derives from children’s physical 
and learning preferences and needs, as well as engaging with children’s 
emotional reactions to learning at school in a sensitive manner. 

Establish the organising principles for participative 
learning

Description

Why it works

What does it look like in the classroom?

Involve children in shaping their learning environment to promote positive 
engagement 

Learning is enhanced when it occurs in an environment that provides children 
with a sense of safety and ownership over the learning. These feelings of safety 
and ownership are what enable children to be active, agentic participants in 
their learning. Having a feeling of control over the environment in which 
learning takes place addresses children’s need for both relatedness and 
competence: children not only feel acknowledged when they are given space 
to indicate and follow their preferences, but also feel that their ideas and 
preferences (and not just those of the teacher) have value within the learning 
process. This greatly boosts children’s inner motivation and enthusiasm for 
taking part, whether in individual or collaborative learning tasks. It also signals 
to children that they are capable of directing their own learning, which 
triggers goal-directed thinking and the planning and monitoring of their 
actions towards these goals, a set of skills known as self-regulation. It is 
through these mechanisms that establishing the organising principles for 
learning with children can support the development of a classroom culture that 
is proactive, purposeful and constructive. 



Establish the organising principles for participative learning

Description

Allow children to move around the classroom to respond to their physical and 
learning needs as they wish as long as they don’t disturb the learning of others.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

During a quiet writing session in class a child leaves her seat. She walks to the back of the 
classroom and takes a drink from her water bottle before returning to her table to carry on 
with the task. The teacher does not comment upon this action and the other children carry 
on with their activity.

During afternoon registration, a child is hot and uncomfortable. He removes his jumper, but 
starts flicking the arms and waving it around. The teaching assistant quietly asks the child if 
he would like to put his jumper in his drawer. He walks to put his jumper away before 
returning to the carpet. The teacher carries on taking the register with the rest of the 
children.

Explore your understanding

• How does this protect the space that enables children to be agents in their own 
learning? Does it involve more space, or support, or a good balance of both? In 
what ways? 

• How does this encourage children's positive engagement in the learning? Does it 
involve more stimulation, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a normal school day. How would this day be changed by this strategy? 
What do you think the benefits and challenges of using this strategy might be?

Allow space for movement



Establish the organising principles for participative learning

Description

Allow children to sit where they like during activities, as long as they don’t disturb 
the class’ learning

Vignette: Example from the classroom

During whole class sessions on the carpet, the children are allowed to sit where they like. 
The teacher asks one child to sit lower because she is blocking children at the back.

The children go in groups to visit the school library and choose a book to take home. Their 
teacher tells them that they can read the book in the classroom whilst they wait for the other 
children to return to class. One of the children chooses to sit in the corner on a beanbag to 
read her book, whilst another lies on his stomach on the floor to read.

Explore your understanding

• How does this protect the space that enables children to be agents in their own 
learning? Does it involve more space, or support, or a good balance of both? In 
what ways? 

• How does this encourage children's positive engagement in the learning? Does it 
involve more stimulation, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a normal school day. How would this day be changed by this strategy? 
What do you think the benefits and challenges of using this strategy might be?

Provide opportunities for children to choose where they 
learn



Establish the organising principles for participative learning

Description

Allow children to move to a location free of distractions so they can engage more 
easily. For example, they may choose to move to where there is more space, closer 
to the teacher so they can see or hear more easily or move away from disturbance or 
interruptions.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

During a session on the carpet, a child suddenly gets up. The teacher asks, “Where are you 
off to?”. The child replies, “Away from Billy". The teacher says, “That's a really good idea.”

Explore your understanding

• How does this protect the space that enables children to be agents in their own 
learning? Does it involve more space, or support, or a good balance of both? In 
what ways? 

• How does this encourage children's positive engagement in the learning? Does it 
involve more stimulation, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a normal school day. How would this day be changed by this strategy? 
What do you think the benefits and challenges of using this strategy might be?

Allow children to protect their learning space



Establish the organising principles for participative learning

Description
Open discussion within the classroom to take account of children's preferences for 
classroom organisation and learning opportunities. Discussions may relate to the 
democratic structure of the classroom, including rules and responsibilities for 
learners, the topic and focus of future learning, as well as how they would like to 
interact with each other

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The class starts and ends every day with a forum, where a few children might share 
something and other children can ask questions or give feedback. A different child chairs the 
meetings each week, whilst the teacher has similar participation rights as the children, 
intervening only if necessary. All children can use hand gestures to signal agreement/ 
disagreement, or to indicate they would like to make a contribution. Each meeting has a 
familiar structure so the children know what to expect, in particular when it is their turn to 
chair. The class also has weekly meetings to discuss classroom rules and how they are 
working; this includes resolving issues that have come up such as disruptions and making 
important decisions (e.g. having a classroom pet, inviting visitors, buying new resources). 

Explore your understanding

• How does this protect the space that enables children to be agents in their own 
learning? Does it involve more space, or support, or a good balance of both? In 
what ways? 

• How does this encourage children's positive engagement in the learning? Does it 
involve more stimulation, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a normal school day. How would this day be changed by this strategy? 
What do you think the benefits and challenges of using this strategy might be?

Involve children in discussing classroom rules and life



Establish the organising principles for participative learning

Description

Recognizing children's emotive responses to learning. When it is not possible to give 
children choices or options, support them by demonstrating empathy rather than 
shutting down their negative feelings. This could include verbalising their frustration. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A child is engaged in a sewing activity, threading a string back and forth through holes to join 
together two pieces of fabric to form a hand puppet. He finds the fine motor aspect 
challenging as the string gets tangled. His teacher notices his frustration and sits alongside 
him, saying "I can see you are finding the threading part tricky and this might make you feel 
frustrated". The child agrees and tells his teacher that it is not working how it should and he 
wants his puppet to look like the other ones in the classroom. He starts to get angry when 
the string unthreads from the needle. The teacher tells the child "I can see that you are 
finding this challenging and it is making you feel cross. Do you think you could take a break 
and come back to your sewing after you have had a drink". 

Explore your understanding

• How does this protect the space that enables children to be agents in their own 
learning? Does it involve more space, or support, or a good balance of both? In 
what ways? 

• How does this encourage children's positive engagement in the learning? Does it 
involve more stimulation, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• Imagine a normal school day. How would this day be changed by this strategy? 
What do you think the benefits and challenges of using this strategy might be?

Actively respond to children's cues of distress



Teachers can model being an agentic learner by engaging with children's task-
related thoughts and feelings, including those relating to themselves as 
learners; by being sensitive to and develop empathic behaviours in the 
classroom; by recognising and modelling the learning process as one of 
discovery and uncertainty; as well as by supporting children in reflecting on 
their learning strategies and on their learning opportunities and challenges.

Model being an agentic learner

Description

Why it works

What does it look like in the classroom?

Embody a positive learning ethos to foster children's curiosity alongside their 
willing and able commitment to learning

Learning is deepened when children have a clear understanding of what it 
means to be an active agent in the learning process. Understanding that 
learning is an open-ended and often challenging process that can nevertheless 
be directed, managed and enjoyed, provides children with the sense of safety 
and competence needed to trigger both their inner motivation and self-
regulation skills, thereby enabling them to act as curious, proactive and 
strategic learners. This understanding emerges as children engage with 
learning tasks, in which they become aware and learn to identify what learning 
is all about, both generally (i.e. as an experience shared by others) and as 
relating to them specifically (i.e. personal preferences, pace of learning, as 
well as strengths and weaknesses). Modelling being an agentic learner guides 
children in identifying the dimensions and challenges of learning, this enhances 
both children’s capacity to act to overcome challenges alongside their 
curiosity and love for learning, whether working individually or with others.



Model being an agentic learner

Description
Create learning moments by asking questions with no single or ‘right’ answer. Open-
ended questions can be about the process of learning (e.g. ‘How could we do this 
differently?’) or about subject-specific knowledge (e.g. ‘Where do we come from?’). 
They open up space for children's understandings to be expressed and deepened, 
making children's thoughts and feelings visible for others to be inquisitive about. 

Vignette: Example from the classroom

The children have been learning about plants and are considering ways to look after the 
seeds they are growing. The teacher moves around the classroom observing, listening and 
occasionally joining in conversations. She frequently ponders tentatively aloud, asking the 
children, ”I was wondering what would happen if we kept the plants inside, close to the 
window?” and “It might be a challenge to water the plants during the holidays when the 
school is shut, I wonder what we could do then?” The teacher invites the children’s opinions, 
shows interest in their responses and encourages them to suggest different options for 
consideration by their peers.

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Ask open-ended questions 



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Help children understand and work with their emotive responses to learning. Model 
and provide children with the language with which to refer to their feelings and 
emotive responses to the task. For example, they may feel proud with the outcomes 
of a task or find an aspect of a challenging task frustrating or tricky.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

Emily has spent a long time working on her sewing activity to create a hand puppet. She 
shows the finished puppet to her teacher who remarks “You have a really big smile on your 
face, you look really pleased. How do you feel about your puppet?”. Emily tells her she is 
happy. The teacher replies, “Tell me why you feel happy”. Emily explains that “I had loads of 
ideas. Sometimes when you know what to do you get a bit happy and it just works.” The 
teacher responds, “How do you feel when things don’t work?” Emily pauses to think before 
replying, “Sometimes a bit nervous… if things are tricky… using the needle on the puppet 
was a bit tricky”.

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Recognise and verbalise children’s task-related feelings 
and self-narrative 



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Support children to see and value the needs and perspectives of others. For example 
in showing sensitivity to the challenges and successes others encounter in learning 
and their feelings about these, or by demonstrating to the children that you 
understand how they are feeling and putting it into words for them. It can also 
include stimulating children to communicate with each other about their emotions, or 
using books, songs and art to spark discussion about emotions. These empathic 
behaviours for and among children are supportive of collaborative learning

Vignette: Example from the classroom

One child is disrupting other children's work. The teacher calls him over to ask if he is feeling 
okay today, because he doesn’t seem quite like himself. The boy says that he is really tired, 
and the teacher says, "That's okay if you're feeling tired. I need to you tell me, because that 
way I can help you, and today you're going between different things and it doesn't seem like 
you can focus. It's getting a bit disruptive to other children." Another child is watching this 
conversation and she comes and puts her arm around the boy and says, "It's okay, it's going 
to be okay, I feel tired sometimes too but we’ll help you."

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Model and foster empathic behaviour 



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Encourage children to identify and describe their thoughts and responses to 
learning. This opens up space to discuss the challenges and opportunities presented 
by the learning task, and to jointly inquire into how the task can be directed, 
managed and enjoyed.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A toy car is placed on top of a ramp that runs out onto a wooden plank. The teachers invites 
the children to observe what happens when he releases the car down the ramp. He then 
places a piece of sandpaper over the wooden plank, and asks one of the children 'What do 
you think will happen now?". When the child provides his answer, the teacher probes a little 
further and asks 'Why do you think that?". When another child jumps in to provide her 
answer, the teacher says "Oh, that's an interesting idea too! What makes you think that?". 
When both children have explained their ideas, the teachers asks the class "Have we got 
any more ideas to share?". The teacher then invites the class to discuss the different 
answers in smaller groups, and explain to each other which answer they think is best. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Elicit and articulate children’s task related thoughts and 
narratives 



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Demonstrate to children that not knowing the answer to questions and tasks is part 
of the learning process. This support can include identification that as teacher you 
may experience similar challenges. Seeking answers to questions and solutions to 
problems presents further meaningful learning opportunities.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

Children are investigating food chains and one child is making one with a snake. He wants 
to add a further level to his food chain and asks the teacher which animals eat snakes. The 
teacher says, “Do you know, I'm not sure. Could you get an iPad and we could look it up?” 
They look on the internet together for the answer to the child's question.

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Model ‘not knowing is ok’



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Recognise and reflect upon the outcomes of children's strategies and tasks, 
supporting children to assess and identify their own strengths and weaknesses. This 
can inform the child's future plans and activities.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

At the end of a topic, the teacher shares photographs with the class to review the activities 
they have taken part in. The children take it in turns to describe what they are doing in the 
photograph and why. Next they share their personal assessment of the activity. The children 
identify the aspects of the activity they found challenging, enjoyable or where they had the 
opportunity to try something new. 

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Support personal assessment



Model being an agentic learner

Description

Frame problems and personal challenges as being an opportunity for developing 
resources and skills and for inquiring into what it means to be a learner. The teacher 
may support children to discover what strategies work well, find answers out by 
themselves or look for answers together with children.

Vignette: Example from the classroom

A child comes to the teacher for help, he is trying to spell the names of different dinosaurs. 
He knows the names but cannot remember what ‘the names look like’. The teacher listens 
with interest and suggests that this is something that they can work out together. The 
teacher asks the child, “Have you faced a tricky problem like this before?” before asking the 
child to think about what they did last time that was helpful. The child remembers that for 
tricky spellings he can use a sounds mat to help find the letter sounds he needs to use. He 
fetches this from the table and places it so both he and the teacher can see. The teacher 
asks the child to tell her the name of the first dinosaur and repeats this back to the child. The 
child listens and identifies the initial sound in the word and write this down. Next they say the 
name of the dinosaur out loud themselves and decide which other sounds they can hear in 
the word, writing these down. The teacher observes and then tells the child, “I think you can 
practice saying the word and writing down the sounds you can hear in the next word”.

Explore your understanding

• How does this model curiosity and commitment to learning? Does it involve more 
space, or inquiry, or a good balance of both? In what ways? 

• How does this support children’s ability to be an agent, rather than a recipient of 
the learning? Does it involve more support, or stimulation, or a good balance of 
both? In what ways? 

• What behaviours are displayed by teachers when implementing this strategy? 
How could you adopt similar behaviours in your practice?

Develop solution-focused thinking



Provide meaningful context which frames learning
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