CHAPTER

7
Look no further: Inquiring
into learning needs as
professional
development
Eleanore Hargreaves and Tim Scott1

Figure 7.1 ‘Why?’ by Landon, January 2019

Introduction
‘How do we come to know ourselves as learners? And how do we un-hide (i.e.
dis-cover) the lives of learners in classrooms?’ These were Chris Watkins’s (2015,
p. 324) queries about the hidden experiences of children in classrooms. Free from
external pressures (such as those illustrated in Figure 7.1), people tend to be curious
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and creative. Being enabled to act on curiosity and creativity is accompanied by a
sense of fulﬁlment and well-being especially when this is achieved in the good company of others (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Where people have opportunities to use their
agency, to feel that they themselves have achieved something, their curiosity and creativity is likely to ﬂourish and lead to rich learning and further achievements. The
nurturing of curiosity and creativity needs to be given pride of place among purposes
for schooling – if schools wish to enable rich learning among teachers and students –
because rich learning depends on curiosity and creativity. This is tricky because
schools in the UK and many other countries have become constrained by businessmodel accountability, based on instructions and assessments from outside the school
itself, into which neither teachers nor pupils make a real contribution. Without their
personal autonomy being exercised, without a sense of being free to fulﬁl one’s calling
towards children’s well-being and learning, curiosity and creativity become stiﬂed and
learning is stunted. And when teachers feel constrained, pupils’ learning is constrained
too. In such a climate, professional development can end up focusing on perfecting
techniques that someone else has proposed, working towards ends that others have
deﬁned. And yet all the research into continuing professional development (CPD)
suggests that effective CPD is fuelled when teachers use their own curiosity and creativity in order to develop professionally (Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019).
In this chapter, writing as one academic and one primary teacher, we hope to
explore how, despite constraints from outside, teachers can use their curiosity and
creativity to ﬁnd ways of improving the aspects of teaching that they value as learning
enhancing. One easily available means for doing this is by teachers being curious
about their pupils’ true feelings, thoughts and attitudes as a basis for teachers’ professional development, as well as for meeting their pupils’ real needs as expressed directly by pupils. Interaction with pupils in this way will inspire not only the inquiring
teacher her/himself, but the pupils as well. We address this aspect of professional
development in the ﬁrst part of this chapter. Another means, even closer to home,
is by teachers being curious about their own true feelings, thoughts and attitudes as
professional learners themselves who draw on curiosity and creativity. We discuss this
aspect of professional development in the second part of this chapter.

Nell Noddings’s emphasis on expressed versus
inferred needs
American professor, Nell Noddings (2005), has written very persuasively about
the need for teachers to be curious and to be creative in discovering children’s
expressed needs in the classroom. She describes how most of teachers’ work currently focuses on ‘inferred’ needs, those needs that policy makers and other adults
have decided to apply to children in the classroom. Examples of such ‘inferring’
include assuming that children should focus much more on maths than on art and
music, that children will achieve most by sitting in silence and that each child needs
the same school diet as the others. The rare research that has inquired into children’s
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‘expressed’ needs – that is, what children actually say they need – has suggested that
some of these inferences are misguided, according to children. Noddings proposes
that to be a truly competent teacher who directly helps children learn, one must be
curious about children’s expressed needs and creative about exploring and meeting
them. This is easier said than done. Children become accustomed to hiding behind
‘a veil of compliance’ at school (Fisher, 2011) and to assuming that at school, a
‘correct’ answer is required, rather than an honest one. Therefore, teachers need to
be creative about ‘dis-covering’ (or ‘un-hiding’) children’s expressed needs.
One of the issues that makes this a harder task than it might otherwise have
been is that feelings, thoughts and interactions have often been excluded from
the school learning equation. As recently deﬁned by the Office for Standards in
Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted)), learning is too often considered
only through the cognitive lens. Learning is seen as being about using one’s brain to
remember things and work things out. The social context of learning and people’s
diverse responses to stimuli in the environment – including other people – have consistently been excluded. This is where teachers can beneﬁt greatly from considering
their own learning ﬁrst. What really makes the teacher her/himself want to learn
more? Which conditions lead to the richest learning for the teacher? Which factors
block their learning most destructively? By ‘meta-learning’ about their own professional learning, teachers are in a stronger position to inquire into children’s learning.

Curiosity and creativity
Unfortunately, the pressure created by accountability often funnels teacher development in the direction of ‘what works’ and, in turn, ‘what works’ becomes deﬁned
as that which delivers better data. It is a game of short-term proﬁts and losses, with
schools frequently changing their ‘what works’ strategies in response to the latest
test results or changes of personnel. Although all of this happens within the context of ‘continual improvement’, the timescales are so short that approaches which
require long-term commitments (but that may deliver deeper learning) are generally avoided. The pressure to deliver each set of results also ensures that, in many
schools (especially those with the most deprived cohorts) there is little chance of
the yearly CPD calendar being given over to non-subject-speciﬁc teaching strategies, especially those that require the development of in-depth understanding.
Here, the ‘off the peg’ and the ‘quick ﬁx’ almost always wins out. This results in
schools adopting superﬁcial versions of important techniques (e.g. tick-box selfassessment slips) in place of the more fully explored evaluations of learning that do
result in better outcomes. Unsurprisingly, such surface changes rarely last. Equally
destructive is the fact that the conveyor belt of superﬁcial fads rarely stops long
enough to allow teachers to put their own curiosity and creativity to work.
As the American psychologist Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1996) pointed out,
successful creativity is an autotelic process, i.e. the joy of doing the work is the
point of the work. It is a process that starts in curiosity about the possible and ends
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in something that suggests further possibilities. Although it can happen within
given constraints, such as the conventions of a writing genre, its point is to go
beyond the familiar. In doing so, it implicitly affirms the individual and places them
at a critical angle to the world around them. Therefore, in asking adults and children to pursue their curiosity, to be creative and to question accepted norms, we
are not only saying that we value them, but that we value them enough to tell us
how things around them might be better. One subsequent effect of this is that the
sense of relatedness that was referred to in our introductory paragraph emerges
naturally through the promotion of creativity and curiosity. Overall, it is hard not
to reach the conclusion that, in educational settings, these experiences should be
classiﬁed as needs rather than luxuries.

Part 1 Inquiring into children’s expressed needs: using
creative means for encouraging ‘expression’
Research into children’s own voices regarding schooling is limited. Some adults
believe that primary-aged children cannot give sensible answers to inform research.
Others ﬁnd it difficult to talk to children, taking a researcher capacity. Some people
rely only on brief interview-style data collection among children, if they engage in
it at all. Our own experience is that it takes teachers’ creativity, as well as genuine
curiosity, to engage children meaningfully in informing research. By research, we
mean any data collection that is carried out systematically and with a researchinformed theory behind it. This might be formal, or externally funded, research
or teachers’ own ‘practitioner’ research. In some ways, the class teacher is in the
prime position to collect data by engaging with children in her/his class. In other
ways, it may be difficult for the class teacher to switch from teacher to researcher,
and this needs creativity and practice. In many cases, the difficulty is also switching
from being a controlling, all-knowing adult to being a receptive, non-judgemental,
listening inquirer.
In this section, we describe some practices we have engaged in through a
formal, externally funded research project, in order to help children express their
own feelings and thoughts about all aspects of learning at school. Through these
means, we hope to understand better what makes them tick and helps them learn
richly so that teaching be adapted appropriately. We also hope to inspire teachers
to adapt some of these processes as part of their own teaching practices so that they
can learn directly about children’s expressed needs.

Children’s life histories in primary schools: CLIPS project
In April 2018, a small research team (Eleanore Hargreaves, Laura Quick and
Denise Buchanan) began a ﬁve-year research project funded by the Leverhulme
Trust. We aimed to construct the life histories of 24 children who were in Year
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3 (aged 7–8 years) at the start of the project. We chose children who had been
identiﬁed by their school as attaining relatively poorly in maths and/or writing.
Six pupils were chosen from each of four very different schools: two inner-city
schools, one suburban and one rural. Our research questions were:
1. How do these primary school pupils experience school, in terms of their
personal/social ﬂourishing and their learning, across ﬁve years of their school
life histories?
2. Which factors inﬂuence their experiences?
In order to feel that, as a research team, we were genuinely allowing the children
to express themselves and their experiences of personal and social ﬂourishing, we
had to be creative in how we approached them. We tried to make the research
environment friendly and of course it was always their free choice to come and
talk to us. We gained the ethical clearance from teachers, parents and children
themselves using the British Sociological Association’s ethical guidelines.

Video recording a child in class and asking them to talk
through the video
One method we used to understand the 24 children’s experiences and needs was
discreetly video recording each child in the classroom for a short while and then
playing the video back to them afterwards and asking them to talk us through how
they experienced the class. In the research literature, this is referred to as ‘stimulated
recall’. This was as close as we could get to climbing inside their heads during class.
It led to some fascinating discoveries about what was going on. For example, one
child, Eleanor, found it very difficult to confront the fact that she was struggling in
class. Despite clear video evidence, she seemed to feel the need to defend herself:
Interviewer Laura: Quite a lot of the time you were looking around and I was
wondering how the work was for you … Your face is going like this [copies
the anxious face in the video] … Yeah, I don’t think you look very happy.
Eleanor: I did look happy!
Interviewer Laura: So, there’s all those questions with people putting their
hands up – you chose not to put your hand up then, can you explain to us?
Eleanor: I did put my hand up!
Eleanor was not alone among the 24 children to try to maintain that all was well
when, to us, it was clear that she was struggling. We theorised that perhaps this
indicated the burden that some children were carrying around with them every
day at school: pretending is tiring and takes energy away from other learning.
At the end of the ﬁrst set of interviews with all 24 children, we decided that
the creative and active aspects of our interviews had held the children’s curiosity
best. We decided to increase these in the next round in order to encourage our
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richest understanding of their experiences. And so we became more creative in our
approaches. We talked to a play and drama therapist, Emily Barlow, for inspiration,
and then used our own creativity and many years of experience working with
children to craft active, enticing ways of supporting children to express themselves.

Reading quotes on individual coloured cards and asking
children to sort them as ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’
In our second round of interviews, in autumn 2018, we presented each individual
child with 15 key quotes from the ﬁrst round of interviews and asked them to
place each one beside a label of ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’ (see Figure 7.2). We
explained that real children in this project had said these things and that we were
curious to know what they thought.

Figure 7.2 ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘Don’t know’ quotes, January 2019
For example, we offered them quotes such as ‘I’m not one of the smart people
in my class’ and ‘Everyone can be successful’. We read each of the 15 quotes out
loud to the child. The participants enjoyed this game and it led to some valuable
insights. For example, when presented with the quote, ‘I’m not one of the smart
people in my class’, Jake responded, ‘I’m a little bit smart’.
Interviewer Laura: What stuff are you smart at? Hard question – I know!
Jake: I don’t know, but I’m a little bit smart … because I was just born, um,
for – for being – being a little bit smart.
Interviewer Laura: You were just born being a little bit smart. And how do
you know you’re not a lot smart?
Jake: Because my brain is really big and it doesn’t know anything.
Jake was a popular class character who was good at ﬁxing computers. But he
believed that his brain was empty of the necessary contents. This sense of not
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knowing the right things was a common theme among the children, even when
they acknowledged their strengths in other areas. It was by deﬁnition a deﬁcit
model of learning. For example, several of the participants were very knowledgeable about animals and had studied their habits and habitats. However, such knowledge seemed inferior to what they learnt at school. For example, when asked to
place the card ‘Anyone can be successful’, another child, Ben, placed it in the ‘no’
column. When asked whom he knew who could not be successful, he chose himself. He claimed that there were too many things that he did not know, despite his
rich knowledge about animals in the Australian outback. He also mentioned that
he lived in fear of walking past the head teacher’s office, in case he was pulled in
and told off for not doing well enough.

Inviting the child to draw facial expressions and put words
into thought bubbles
We presented each child with the outline of a face and asked them to draw the facial
expression of the child who got ‘high marks’ at school and the child who got ‘low
marks’. We then asked them to draw those children’s teacher’s expression. Because
the children did not have to identify with the picture, they could express their true
feelings more easily. Eleanor, who had earlier claimed always to be coping well
and to be happy, drew a face of the child who achieves low marks. The loneliness,
sadness and disappointment were tangible in Eleanor’s picture (see Figure 7.3).

Figure 7.3 ‘The loneliness of the low-marks child’, by Eleanor, October 2018
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She explained:
Eleanor: This one’s feeling really lonely.
Interviewer Laura: Lonely?
Eleanor: Lonely and sad and very disappointed. I think that’s it.
The isolation of the ‘low-marks child’ became a theme we followed up with other
children. We know that a sense of relatedness or belonging is essential for rich
learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In a different exercise, we noted that one pupil, Jeff,
described the ‘friendship bench’ in the playground as the place he felt most cared
about because ‘nice people’ would come and ask him if he wanted to play with them.
Bearded Dragon (his own choice of pseudonym, because of his deep interest in
lizards) portrayed the teacher’s view of the low-attaining child (see Figure 7.4). The
teacher he portrayed was saying, ‘Stop it you stupid!’ and she was so angry she had
steam coming out of her ears.

Figure 7.4 ‘Stop it you stupid!’, by Bearded Dragon, October 2018
One striking aspect of this portrayal was the fact that this child had probably
never been spoken to harshly at school. He was given particular care and attention
in fact, due to his difficulties with concentration. However, this seemed to be the
meaning he made for himself about being someone who struggled with some
school subjects.

Inviting children to imagine how others see them
We ﬁrst asked children to represent themselves in plasticine, magnetic sticks, paint
or felt-tip pens. Alternatively, they could choose one of our emojis or toy animals
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to represent them. For example, Anna chose a panda because she said, ‘I’m a little
bit spiteful’. This was the only time she referred to herself as anything other than
funny and talented. Landon was keen to portray in detail his school crest, using
plasticine (see Figure 7.5).

Figure 7.5 Plasticine self-portrait, by Landon, January 2019
Saffa was keen to include her Muslim identity in her painting by drawing herself in hegab. Jeff portrayed himself using magnetic sticks, holding a sword (to
defend himself?) (see Figure 7.6).

Figure 7.6 Self-portrait magnet model with sword, by Jeff, January 2019
91

9780367264505_pi-224.indd 91

25-May-20 22:36:36

Eleanore Hargreaves and Tim Scott

Figure 7.7 Cut-outs to represent children’s teachers and family, January 2019
We prepared a set of coloured cut-out ﬁgures: teachers, family and friends of
the participant (see Figure 7.7). We asked them to identify how each of these
would describe the child. For example, Chrystal explained as follows.
Interviewer Eleanore: If I said ‘Oh, what’s Chrystal like?’ what would
people say?
Chrystal: I think they would say that she’s – like – rude.
Interviewer Eleanore: Rude? Yeah?
Chrystal: Yeah, I’m not really rude, it’s just that I’m standing up for myself.
Interviewer Eleanore: Yes I see, I see yeah.
Chrystal: And I think they would say I am kind of nice, like a nice girl, and
I should be people’s friend because of how nice I am. I think that’s it.
Chrystal’s need to stand up for herself, despite being a ‘nice girl’, indicated to us
a struggle that was hard for her to describe directly. Later she also depicted her
teacher as calling her a very, very hard worker, again suggesting that Chrystal had
some shame around her difficulties with concentration as well as difficulty with
relationships. We know that some children ﬁnd it harder to sit and ‘concentrate’
than others, but this knowledge is not always acted upon by the teacher. And
research has consistently illustrated how damaging a sense of isolation, separateness
and not ﬁtting in can be for rich learning.

Inviting children to assess their relatedness to others
Because of the key place of good relationships for rich learning, we explored
relatedness further. Using the same googly-eyed ﬁgures, we invited each child to
place their self-portrait or self-representation in the middle of a set of concentric
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circles on an A1 piece of cardboard, each circle getting further away from the
child at the centre. We asked them to place each cut-out person on to the board,
according to how close they felt to them (see Figure 7.8).

Figure 7.8 Arrangement of relatedness, January 2018
While some placed family and friends close, teachers tended to be further away.
One child, however, did not place anyone close to himself, indicating the isolation
or loneliness already highlighted (see Figure 7.9).

Figure 7.9 Arrangement of distant relatedness, January 2018
93

9780367264505_pi-224.indd 93

25-May-20 22:36:36

Eleanore Hargreaves and Tim Scott

Asking children to take photos around the school to illustrate
particular emotions
Most recently, drawing on Laura’s interest in Boal’s ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’, we
asked some children to take a photo, using a mini iPad, of somewhere in school
where they felt excited, bored, unhappy, anxious or cared for. Previous research
has indicated that it is hard to learn richly when feeling bored, unhappy, uncared
for or anxious. People learn best when they feel interested or excited about a topic
(Moore, 2013). The range of responses was staggering, suggesting that school is
a very different place for different children and recognising their social and emotional needs was a complex challenge. For example, Chrystal took her photo of
the playground and explained it was where she felt unhappy because no one played
with her. In contrast, Anna chose the playground as the place she felt most cared
for – while her seat in the classroom made her feel stressed because the seat was
too hard.
The place of excitement could be the child’s place in class or in a particular
subject such as hockey, clay modelling or computers; and some children showed
us the most remote area of the playground, where wild bushes and grasses grew, as
the most exciting place in school.
For boredom, the assembly hall was singled out a couple of times and Bella
surprised us by saying that she was never bored at school. By giving the children
the camera and letting them loose in school, we gained some illuminating insights
to guide our future actions. We came to understand better how diversely people
respond to similar environments. What may help one child’s learning, may block
another’s.

Conclusion to Part 1
The thoughts in Part 1 are not based on any systematic analysis of our research
data. They are presented only to illustrate some activities we created in order to
better understand how children experience school – so that teachers could attune
their teaching more ﬁnely to such children’s needs. We are in the early stages of
our ﬁve-year research project and we plan to keep devising more creative ways of
illuminating children’s experiences at school. Part 1 is intended to illustrate some
of the issues that can present when researching with primary children and some
ways around these. So far we have learned that children competently provide
sophisticated insights into their school experiences. We look forward to learning
still more richly from them. To refer back to the quote by Chris Watkins (2015)
at the start of this chapter, ‘How do we come to know ourselves as learners? And
how do we un-hide (i.e. dis-cover) the lives of learners in classrooms?’ our answer
so far is inquiry, based on being curious and creative, to improve our own and our
students’ learning.
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Part 2 Turning it inwards: teachers as learners
Earlier, it was suggested that in order for teachers to understand the needs of their
pupils it was important for them to show equal levels of curiosity about their own
experiences of learning. We gathered together the reﬂective writing of some MA
students at the UCL Institute of Education. These were experienced teachers
from a range of countries of the world. The essays and meta-learning journals
of these postgraduate students on the Guiding Effective Learning and Teaching
module highlight the impact that such a commitment to exploring one’s own
learning can have. In fact, one of the characteristics that deﬁnes these texts is the
degree of affect they express (i.e. feelings, emotions). Often emerging as a sense of
regret about previous practice as a teacher, these emotions are indicative of three
things: (1) the high degree of relatedness felt by the students during this module
(without which this degree of personal exposure would not be possible), (2) the
connection between changes in understanding and changes in feeling and (3) the
absolute centrality of emotions to the embedding of long-term change. There is
little evidence here of changes in technique imposed from above or of superﬁcial
commitments to superﬁcial ideas; the professional development experienced by
these studying teachers is rooted in heartfelt values, curiosity and the will to be
creative. As Shota, one student (and teacher from Japan), put it: ‘I was able to feel
the moment when my autonomy was facilitated by a variety of activities in the
classroom. I strongly believe that such experience as a learner will tremendously
inﬂuence my teaching in the future.’
The teaching that led to these developments embodied the principles mentioned
in Part 1 of this chapter, as well as some new factors and approaches singled out
by teachers as making an important contribution. These included the use of collaborative learning strategies to promote agency within a supportive climate, the
provision of choice to balance inferred and expressed needs and the use of metacognitive strategies to develop self-regulation. It is also worth noting here that, in
many instances, an increased sense of agency evolved into the critical creativity
mentioned in our introduction.
In contrast to Eleanor, the pupil (described in Part 1) who felt it shameful to
admit that all was not well, the teachers on the MA module openly expressed
feelings of anxiety. However, this was not automatic. Drawing on Alex Moore’s
work, Tanvee (a teacher from India) wrote:
As I did not want to lose her [the teacher’s] approval of me as a bright student,
I just kept nodding to pretend that I understood. I struggled with the desire to
be popular with my teacher, and peers, and I believed [that] to gain the love,
affection, the acknowledgement of my teacher, I must conform to their image,
which in turn must be my image, of the good (enthusiastic, academically able)
student, by whatever means I can.
(Moore, 2013BIB-005, p. 277)
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For all its hard-won honesty, this description of uncovered emotions illustrates
how difficult it is for teachers to gain access to the inner worlds of their students
or for trainers to know how trainees are experiencing their learning. It is also a
description that many of us know all too well as it is symptomatic of the cultures
we have lived in during our schooling and professional lives. Plenty has been
written about how cultures of high-stakes accountability create falsiﬁcation and,
in this instance, it is possible to recognise how these cultures create inauthenticity – it is through the fear of being compared with others and found wanting.
This, in turn, is felt on a personal level as a loss of love, relatedness and even
identity, which raises the stakes even further. In this way, these cultures set individual against individual, restrict autonomy and erode the possibility of creative
risk-taking. This strong sense of normativity is also a barrier to critical creativity as the individual is caught up in a wholly one-sided power relationship.
As Tanvee’s words show, these responses can become so deeply embedded that
they can become habitual and be carried forward into situations in which they
are counterproductive.
Carol Dweck (2006) might also argue that this face saving is a characteristic of
the ﬁxed-mindset thinking that can be so destructive to learners. In her research,
she argues that, where intelligence is seen as a series of skills that can be developed
through effort, resilience in the face of challenge follows but, where intelligence
is seen as a ﬁxed given, resilience is weak and challenge is avoided (i.e. to admit
to ﬁnding something difficult is to admit to being less than a genius, which
must be avoided at all costs, even if it means avoiding the task entirely). In this
way, all challenges to social standing and identity are also avoided. Fixed-mindset
thinking also tends to express itself in competitiveness and face-saving behaviour as it draws its strength from a sense of innate superiority. For example, in
the instance above, to admit to the need to learn is to admit to the possibility of
being temporarily inferior and, therefore, becoming unworthy of social recognition. From this, it is tempting to speculate that one of the reasons that corporate
accountability cultures stiﬂe creativity is that ﬁxed-mindset thinking is deeply
embedded within them.
In the light of all this, it is remarkable that the teachers on the course managed
to move beyond the constraints they brought into the classroom. A key factor
identiﬁed in many of the texts was the use of collaborative learning strategies such
as ‘diamond nine’ sorting activities and jigsawing – a range of similar strategies
can be found in the Northern Ireland Curriculum’s ‘Active Learning’ resource
books. As several students pointed out, these approaches were seen to contribute
to a sense of connectedness, especially when groupings were sensitively thought
out. As Shota observed, choosing to sit beside a familiar face allowed him to feel
relaxed and to seek help when needed, but it was also felt to limit the range of
perspectives that he was exposed to. Groupings arranged around choices of review
articles or pedagogic themes allowed increased relatedness within the group and
exposure to more varied points of view. Shota also noted the importance of group
sizes, commenting that:
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If the number of people in one group was less than [or equal to] three, including
me, I would tend to actively engage with the discussion … because I was feeling
a responsibility for making the discussion valuable in cooperation with others.
In contrast, within larger groups, he noted that he tended to rely more on others’
input and that, in this situation, ‘my listening was also less effective … because
I was not expected to respond to someone’s idea’. However, if working in a pair,
to avoid conﬂict he would tend to agree with his partner’s opinions, making
the discussion ‘superﬁcial’. This self-analysis is useful in that it is as applicable to
adult learning as it is to children and it provides one of many instances where
insight from learning may be carried over into practice. It could be said that these
experiences may help with the future identiﬁcation of pupils’ unexpressed needs.
It is also worth adding that these small, ﬂuid groupings can alleviate the peer
pressure that causes face-saving behaviour while also strengthening relationships
that are supportive of learning. As several students stated, ﬂuid groupings also allow
tentative, risky ideas to be tested in a safe context. In this way, they encourage
independence and allow for the rehearsal and ﬁltering of contributions to more
public discussions.
The pieces of MA writing illustrated that student choice played a large part in
the development of agency within the group. Although the course had conﬁnes
(as all courses must) there was a wide range of focus areas on offer, all of which
were modelled through the teaching itself. This last point must be stressed as it is
a point that many in tertiary education and CPD provision do not seem to grasp.
Within the accountability culture, teachers work to extremely tight requirements.
For instance, Fumiko (another teacher originally from Japan) describes how, prior
to undertaking her studies, her entire understanding of quality of teaching was
drawn from extrapolations of the Ofsted descriptors of effective teaching. Again,
this is a very common experience within the profession and one of its effects is
that the criticality that teachers work within tends to be used to evaluate others.
Therefore, if they participate in professional development that is transmissive in
nature, they inevitably question the credibility of those delivering the training.
To put it bluntly, teachers are required to perform at very high levels and they
expect those who advise them to do likewise – for many teachers, a lecture on
effective education is oxymoronic. As the teaching on the MA module, however,
was conveyed through a range of promoted techniques, it had credibility enough
to convince and also demonstrated how the lived experience of participating in
learning is always superior to being a passive recipient of it. Reading the texts
produced by the students, it is very clear that the high levels of interactivity during
the module produced a wider range of emotions than any passive experience
might have. It could also be argued that it is this engagement at an emotional level
that secures these students’ commitment to long-term change. While the provision
of choice from within the module curriculum (with specialised reading lists for
independent study) encouraged students to follow their curiosity, it appears likely
that engagement with the ideas at an emotional level added the passion required to
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transfer theory into future practice. It is also worth bearing in mind that it is easier
to recognise unexpressed needs in others if they have been felt ﬁrst-hand.
For many of the teachers, their ﬁrst real encounter with meta-learning (or
metacognition) was when they were asked to create a metaphor that expressed
what they are like when they are learning effectively, an idea drawn from Sarah
Nixon (2013).

Figure 7.10 ‘A blood-hound, scenting, hunting and capturing ideas. It takes time!
I don’t give up. I close in on my ideas and pin them down!’ by MA student, Nic,
November 2017
For example, MA student Nic described herself when learning at her best, as
like ‘a blood-hound, scenting, hunting and capturing ideas. It takes time! I don’t
give up. I close in on my ideas and pin them down!’ (see Figure 7.10). In line with
Chris Watkins’s ideas, these metaphors allowed the students to start developing
a narrative awareness of their own learning by encouraging them to think about
the conditions in which it thrives. It is also signiﬁcant that these descriptions
were expressed in the students’ own terms, allowing for accurate, individualised
expressions. The discussion of the metaphors uncovered expressed needs and also
allowed students to recognise elements of their own learning that they had not
been aware of. Again, the honesty called for assisted in the creation of a warm,
supportive, growth-mindset climate; it is difficult to persist with a façade if the rest
of the group are being open about their own shortcomings.
Subsequent sessions saw the introduction of private meta-learning journals (in
which students recorded their experiences of feeling, learning and interacting).
Fumiko’s reported that ‘initially I thought it would feel like self-assessment, but
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it did not have the feature of judgement, and therefore it motivated me to keep
recording my learning’. This sense of ownership extended into the assessment process itself, with students providing peer feedback on essay drafts and co-constructing
success criteria for their essay submissions. Several students noted that this refocused
attention away from ﬁnal grades and on to the process of learning itself, neatly
inverting the accountability system’s means–ends hierarchy and focusing on the
autotelic value of learning. This sits equally well within Carol Dweck’s research as
grade-centred thinking is another characteristic of ﬁxed mindsets: to refocus on
the process of developing understanding is to emphasise that ‘intelligence’ is an
acquired set of skills rather than a birthright.

Conclusion to Part 2
While this combination of effective unearthing and addressing of needs, promotion of agency and meta-learning laid the foundations for expressions of
curiosity and creativity, it also opened doors into wider social issues. As stated
earlier, creativity in itself can be read as having an essentially critical core and
it is interesting to note that this MA module encouraged many of us to look
closely at the reasons why so many children experience education as a series
of acts of stiﬂing denial. In a sequence of moving interviews with pupils in
India, teacher and MA student Vignesh described the unforeseen outcomes of
a well-intended governmental policy that left disadvantaged pupils alienated
and, at times, open to violence, symbolic or otherwise. As one child, Gaurav,
observed: ‘I think the problem exists everywhere. You get shouted at in the
house, sometimes by your friends outside the school and every day by your
teachers.’ In tracking outwards from the expressed needs of these children,
Vignesh identiﬁed the role schools play in modelling violent interactions for
children and the tendency for idealistic trainee teachers to become inducted
into this culture against their better instincts. It is in this increased ability to see
social forces played out within the classroom that many of us have discovered
a convergence of curiosity, need and creativity, and this is a great gift to take
back into educational institutions. The alternative, as Tanvee describes it, is
‘an endless loop … in which students are no longer interested in what is being
taught, and educators need to superﬁcially control students to ensure learning
occurs’. Whose needs can that serve?

Summary
We hope that this chapter has illustrated some potential areas through which
teachers and researchers (as well as teachers as researchers) can draw on their own
curiosity and creativity in order to become more supportive – and more fulﬁlled – in their role as educators of children. We have suggested that the nurturing
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of curiosity and creativity, in collaboration with others, needs to be given pride
of place among purposes for children’s school learning. We have also illustrated
some strategies for exercising curiosity and creativity in inquiring into children’s
learning needs – including all the social and emotional aspects that underpin these
and deeply inﬂuence cognitive functioning.
We have also explored what happens to teachers when they feel
constrained: their learning can be stiﬂed, deprived of the curiosity and creativity it needs to ﬂourish. In turn, this hinders the development of supportive
and transformative teaching. We have illustrated that teachers’ effective CPD is
fuelled when teachers use their curiosity and creativity in order to develop professionally by examining and monitoring – in a creative way – the social, emotional and cognitive aspects of their own learning, as well as their pupils’. They
can examine learning within the professional context or from outside, but the
ultimate aim is to use this curiosity and creativity to ‘dis-cover’ or ‘un-hide’ what
makes each individual learn richly in order to ﬂourish. Look no further: professional development starts here.

Note
1 We are hugely grateful to all the pupils who are taking part in the CLIPS project and
their teachers and parents who are facilitating this. Thank you so much to Laura Quick
and Denise Buchanan for their input into the CLIPS research and this chapter. Thanks
also to teachers Fumiko, Nic, Shota, Tanvee and Vignesh who allowed us to use their
MA writing as part of this chapter.
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