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Raising standards for all through challenge: understanding why and how schools commit 
to the ‘hard case’ of Let’s Think in English 
 
Abstract 
 
Teaching for the development of students’ thinking through a Cognitive Acceleration 
programme like Let’s Think in English has the potential to significantly raise standards, 
particularly for lower and lower-middle attainers, in whole class, mixed attainment settings.  
Predictably it is no easy win. The requirement for teachers to re-engineer aspects of 
classroom pedagogy through a sustained, theoretical and challenging professional 
development programme needs focus and commitment from teachers and school leaders 
over several years.  This multiple case study was conducted to better understand why both 
primary and secondary schools are choosing the ’hard case’ of Let’s Think, what supports 
them through initial implementation and leads them to sustain the challenge.  Findings 
suggest that when the programme takes hold, it is precisely because of the effects of 
teachers and students working through collaborative challenge not in spite of this.   
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Introduction 
 
What is Let’s Think in English? 
 
Let’s Think in English (LTE) is one of the Cognitive Acceleration (CA) programmes developed 
at King’s College London after earlier work on Cognitive Acceleration in Science Education 
(CASE) (Adey, 2005, Adey & Shayer, 2013) and Cognitive Acceleration in Mathematics 
Education (CAME) (Shayer & Adhami, 2003, 2010) 
 
To do well in English, the depth of our understanding and interpretation of a text is 
dependent on the complexity and depth of our existing web of connections in the mind, or 
schema.  Schemata are rendered, and adapted over time, through effortful and memorable 
learning experiences (Adey and Shayer, 1994; Perry et al. 2022; Furst, 2022).  Abstract, fluid 
intelligence cannot be built solely from being told what things mean in each text by more 
knowledgeable others, but by being guided, in disciplined social learning contexts, to 
effortfully build meanings, see patterns across texts and notice what helped us to do so; in 
short to build cognition and be increasingly metacognitive about this meaning-making 
process.   
 
Although some development of thinking occurs naturally, as a result of learning in social 
contexts, the progress of all students to abstract thinking is not a given without 
intervention.  Behind this reality sits the educational and social justice imperative of all Let’s 

http://www.letsthinkinenglish.org/
http://www.letsthink.org/
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Think programmes.  As part of the CA family of interventions, LTE is a programme with the 
potential to accelerate the intelligence of more children towards the adaptive and fluid 
abstract thought which can serve them more widely in life not just in their education in 
English. 
 
All Let’s Think programmes consist of: 
 

i. a combined social constructivist and cognitive constructivist theoretical base,  
ii. a suite of lesson materials with teacher guides and  

iii. a principled professional development programme which supports teachers to 
understand and enact the theory and lesson potential in their own classroom.   

 
The social construction dimension means that students are supported to improve the depth 
and complexity of thought by problem-solving through collaborative, inclusive, deliberative 
and purposeful dialogic exchanges.  Small group talk is self-managed, whereas whole group 
talk is managed and mediated by the teacher to promote progress in thinking.   Teacher 
feedback is marked by uptake questions which probe for elaboration, evidence and 
reasoning, rather than offering overt evaluation through praise.  What might set Let’s Think 
apart from other dialogic programmes is its Piagetian cognitive constructivist assessment 
spine.  The central problem in a lesson is above the measured level of most students’ 
thinking.  Becoming conscious of thinking makes it more likely that students can transfer 
their reasoning from one context to another, so teachers learn to support and enable 
increased self-regulation and metacognitive reflection (Adey, 2005). 
 
Let’s Think in English in the current context 
 
Although Adey and Shayer began their experimental work forty years ago, there is a strong 
match between the pedagogical elements of Let’s Think in English and those with the 
potential for the greatest value-added impact in the revised Education Endowment 
Foundation (EEF) Teaching and Learning Toolkit, (EEF, 2021).  Namely, LTE develops:  

i. metacognition and self-regulation,  
ii. readers who approach unseen and challenging texts strategically,  

iii. oracy, as lessons are almost wholly oral,  
iv. collaborative problem solving and  
v. responsiveness to pupil-pupil and teacher-pupil feedback. 

 
In 2022, twelve years from initial trials in schools, LTE is a thriving nationally and increasingly 
internationally taught programme.  At the time of writing, over 300 schools are known to be 
actively teaching the programme and many more have received training.  It has a 
professional development (PD) progression model: four cohorts of Lead Teachers have been 
trained, deepening the knowledge and skills to sustain and embed the programme in their 
context.  Teachers who have completed this programme are involved in a steering group, 
working alongside tutors to improve and further develop the quality and reach of LTE.   
 
Three small scale mixed-method studies have been conducted to generate quantitative 
impact evidence using a value-added design.  In a London Schools Excellence Fund KS2 trial, 
using pre and post standardised reading test scores, intervention classes’ average gain 
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exceeded comparison classes by +2.45 (equivalent to 10 months) and led to an increase in 
teacher efficacy scales (LTE, 2015).  A Hampshire Local Authority KS3 pilot trial was 
evaluated using pre and post APP reading tests, measuring average sub-level progress 
against national.  Across most measures, students in the LTE schools made more progress 
than students nationally.  One of the most significant outcomes was that the progress of 
students receiving FSM outstripped the progress of all students (LTE, 2014).  The impact of a 
one-year trial at the Inter Community School Zurich was measured by Piagetian Scientific 
Reasoning Tasks and the ACER (Australian Council for Educational Research) reading tests 
used as routine progress measures by the school.  The cognitive tasks showed a 0.8 effect 
size.  The ACER reading test results, which use the same scale and psychometric model as 
the international PISA tests, all showed positive effect sizes: not only in reading but also 
writing and mathematical literacy which suggest the transfer effects of original CASE trials 
(Black, 2019). The indicators from these small trials are encouraging, particularly as 
measures were taken after only one year of the intervention designed for long-term effects 
(Adey, 2005). 
 
LTE Professional Development: a particularly ‘hard case’ 
 
The theoretical model, the teaching programme and PD model work in a complex 
relationship to effect change in the classroom (Adey 2004).  Adey (2006), Timperley et al. 
(2007) and Cordingley & Bell (2015) in their large-scale reviews of effective PD conclude that 
effective teaching of thinking, in particular, demands that teachers develop an 
understanding of principles, not just practices, and learn to re-engineer their classroom 
methods and moves to enact those principles.  This often means they work through conflict, 
letting go of and reconstructing beliefs about teaching and learning, particularly the 
plasticity of intelligence (Shayer & Adey, 1994).  Adey (2006) sums up that PD for teachers of 
thinking is a ‘hard case,’ yet offers four factors that are critical to its effectiveness, and 
which he proposes could be useful for all teaching and curriculum interventions: 
 

1. The innovation is of value: it has a theoretical basis and there is evidence of its 
effects. 

2. Its design must combine: 
i. duration (over time),  

ii. intensity (protected development time),  
iii. reflections on classroom pedagogy and  
iv. some support must be based in the classroom. 

3. It is situated in a supportive, collegiate professional community. 
4. Senior leaders believe in the principles of the programme and provide practical 

support for implementation. 
 
The guiding principles of effective PD that emerged from the very recent review by the 
Teacher Development Trust arrived at the very same factors (Weston et al. 2021: 14).  The 
PD, as designed by tutors, includes all of Adey’s key factors: at least those that are within 
the gift of a tutor to control: and there lies the rub.  How far can external PD providers be 
aware of or influence the extent of support at a school’s senior leadership level, or the 
existing PD culture and climate? For how long can the design features in point 2 (above) be 
sustained when there are often so many PD demands on teachers’ time?   
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We may be living in a post Goldacre report (Goldacre, 2013) era of better evidence as to 
‘what works’ as effective educational interventions, but cannot remove the complexity of 
how we make interventions work in the complex, socially situated context of schools.  In the 
words of Coe, if we are better informed as to what to do, 

 ...we do not know how to get large groups of teachers and schools to implement these 
interventions in ways that are faithful, effective and sustainable (2013:xi).  

 
Why do schools choose the challenge of LTE? 
 
The aim of our research was to better understand how a challenging, ‘hard case’ 
intervention like LTE can embed and sustain and why indeed schools would persevere 
beyond initial implementation.  The promise of longitudinal impact on student performance 
measures is not likely to sustain even the most tenacious and committed of teachers to 
continue with a challenging innovation unless they are observing positive indicators of 
impact on outcomes for students and linking these to changes in their practice (Tschannen-
Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001).   
 
For these reasons, this study was devised with an Appreciative Inquiry (AI), interpretivist 
frame.  An AI frame positions participants as constructing their own story and that this story 
is a positive story that is worth sharing (Reed, 2011).  Essentially ‘When X works well, why 
and how does it work?’ By generating the change narratives from multiple case studies, we 
were interested in schools’ accounts of; 
 

i. the PD conditions and mechanisms and  
ii. the diachronic indicators of impact on teachers and students, 

 
that supported teachers to successfully implement, embed and sustain the programme. 
 
Methodology 
 
This study draws on multiple, parallel, diachronic case studies.  The LTE lead teacher in each 
school ‘case’: 
 

1. had invested significantly in implementing LTE over a number of years (range from 2-
9 years); 

2. believed LTE has had a positive impact on teachers and students; 
3. had completed the Leading LTE course and volunteered to be a part of the study. 

 
School characteristics and the names of anonymised LTE lead participants are in Fig. 1.  
Using an Appreciative Inquiry stance, it was important that we captured narratives from 
schools which themselves believed in the impact of LTE and consented to be a part of the 
study.  The implementation period captured in these seven cases ranged from being mid-
way into the second year to mid-way through the ninth year.  All cases included the 
disruptions to education from March 2020 onwards caused by the Covid 19 pandemic up to 
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January 2022.  Any differences related to the duration of sustained LTE teaching will be 
acknowledged in the findings and discussion. 
 
 

Phase Context and 
characteristics 

Years teaching 
LTE 

LTE lead participants 

1 x Primary School 
1 x Junior School 
 

Predominantly white, 
middle class, rural 

3 
5 

Lorraine 
Saiorse and Karen 

1 x Secondary School 
 

Predominantly white, 
rural, comprehensive, 
50% middle, 50% 
working class 

2 in case study 
school 
2 in previous 
school 

Isla 

1 x Primary School 
1 x Secondary school 

Urban, multicultural, 
higher than average 
EAL, SEND and PPM.  
ASD support unit. 

8 
6 

Vera 
Deidre 

1 x secondary Comprehensive in 
military town, 
predominantly white 
middle class with EAL 
and rising refugee 
cohort 

9 Moira 

1 x secondary Urban selective 
grammar 

Initial intro 12 
years ago 
Relaunch 1 

Caitlin 

 
Fig 1 Case schools by phase and characteristic. 
 
Semi-structured narrative interviews were conducted with each of the LTE leads in the 7 
case study schools. 
 
The three researchers were all LTE Tutors and two were the co-creators of the programme.  
Although the programme created through King’s College London had no commercial 
funding and was not for profit, this position has changed over time and needs to be 
acknowledged and open to scrutiny.  As mentioned above, CA programmes are unlikely to 
work unless teachers have undergone a significant period of professional development to 
support their understanding of CA theory and to re-engineer classroom practice to translate 
theory into classroom practice.  Whilst not charged for, materials are only made available 
through a sold programme of tutoring.  It is important therefore, that this study is 
positioned to amplify and make sense of the experience of schools in their own words.  We 
committed to be overt where this sense making did not align with our own view of the 
programme and committed to understand why this might be the case.   
 
As tutors who have led the programme in these schools, we were also conscious of the 
potential for a perceived imbalance in power relation that might limit teachers’ ability to 
openly and honestly reflect.  Steps were taken to mitigate this by sending the question 
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frame in advance, by using narratively based rather than evaluative questions (Appendix 1) 
and remaining interested yet neutral in our interviewing stance.  Additionally, we matched 
interviewers with teachers in schools we had not directly trained to achieve a degree of 
remove from the implementation of the programme.  Ethical consent was sought from the 
LTE leads and school leaders as gatekeepers. 
 
All interviews were conducted online using conferencing software and audio recordings 
were transcribed.  The principal researcher constructed temporary codes using Charmaz’s 
constructivist approach to coding analysis (Charmaz 2000), which were tested for credibility 
by the team across the data set.  This approach acknowledged sensitivity to the existing 
concepts of Let’s Think teaching and implementation theory, remaining open to finding 
difference and dissonance in the stories schools were telling:  we were ‘open-minded, not 
empty minded’ in our stance. Themes were then sought from coding at each stage of the 
narrative, so that we could interpret whether there were common indicators of and support 
for impact at each stage of implementation.  The final questions raised a description of LTE 
and English now and moving into the future.   
 
To capture impact from a more evaluative frame, an open comment questionnaire was used 
to gather teacher views on areas LTE is designed to improve: 
 

• the quality of students’ verbal reasoning 

• their self-regulation as readers 

• the quality of written outcomes 

• their performance in exams/tests 

• any other forms of impact 
 
Finally, the findings and discussion were taken to the participating lead teachers for 
member checking. 
 
 
Findings:  
 
Why did these schools choose the challenge of LTE and stick with it? 
 
Appendix 2 summarises the themes abstracted from the coding analysis, by diachronic stage 
of implementation.  We have summarised these stages as: 
 

1) English before LTE and reasons for introducing 
2) Early stage impact on students and teachers 
3) Confidence building and embedding 
4) Sustaining and future thinking 

 
At each stage we coded for qualitative evidence of impact, as well as the conditions and 
mechanisms that were supporting implementation.  What follows is a more nuanced 
description of these themes and an exploration of similarities and differences across the 
case studies. 
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How did the schools know of LTE? 
 
In 4 of the 7 cases, the programme was introduced to middle leaders by local advisers who 
provided knowledge of its roots and principles and were already critical friends to the 
schools.  One of these schools had already introduced Let’s Think in Primary Mathematics.  
Two of the secondary schools heard about LTE directly from King’s College, where they 
attended full day taster sessions before committing to the programme.  One secondary 
teacher had taught the programme in her previous school and felt that its introduction in 
her new school would create the culture of rigour and oracy that was needed.  
 
Raising standards via student voice and agency 
 

“The first cohort to experience 4 years of LTE have achieved the highest Reading SAT 
results ever: 91% ARE, 47% GDS.  Internal teacher assessments in other years show the 
highest number working at ARE, higher than other core subjects.” Lorraine (Primary) 
 
“It aligned with our ethos of high pitch with access and our focus on oracy.” Moira 
(Secondary) 

 
All schools were engaged in an agenda to raise standards, particularly for lower and lower-
middle attainers, centred on reading and writing test scores in primary and GCSE 
examination outcomes.  The narrative that lessons were ‘too’ teacher led was presented by 
all participants and was nuanced: they described not just the amount of talk but the 
dominance of a teachers’ ideas and the agenda of a lesson being ‘overprepared’ before the 
lesson was taught.  In all 5 cases, teachers made a causal link: the more that ‘quiet focused 
work’ was valued by teachers, the more passive students became and the more teachers 
tended to ‘overprepare’ an agenda for the lesson.  Stories of a lack of student talk came 
from three participants: including it being insufficiently manifest, not a focus for teaching 
(talk about talk in the classroom) and not a focus of professional development.  Two of the 
secondary participants told a different story.  One arrived in a department where the head 
of faculty valued ‘oracy and student voice’ and one arrived as a head of department where 
there was some existing experimentation with and belief in group work but neither its use 
nor belief in its value was consistent.  Two participants emphasised student agency, 
‘thinking for themselves’ and student affect; ‘we wanted more engagement in reading’ 
through oral response; ‘it was something our children needed and our staff were ready for.’   
 
Linking challenge and adaptive teaching to well-being for teachers and students 
 
“What we’re seeing with year 7s, and all the teachers have said it, is that we are having 
better class discussions outside of Let’s Think lessons than we are with GCSE classes.” Caitlin 
(Secondary) 
 
In terms of the existing PD culture, all four secondary phase leaders spoke of a pre-existing 
investment in and valuing of PD to increase challenge and rigour for students and contribute 
to staff well-being.  There was agreement that previous approaches had lacked ‘nuance’ 
about how this could be achieved.  One primary case was similar in stating ‘we had planned 
the end point but lacked the steps to get there.’ Of the remaining two primary cases, one 
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school had achieved an Outstanding Ofsted rating and had end of Key Stage 1 and 2 reading 
outcomes well above national and Local Authority average and one had just emerged from a 
Requires Improvement Ofsted rating and needed to continue to raise end of Key Stage 
outcomes.  Interestingly, both wanted to move away from ‘compliance’ in planning and 
teaching approaches.  One believed in ‘more flexibility, more playful, creative’ English and in 
the other case ‘teachers responding to the unpredictable, adapting to students’ needs’, 
would impact on the quality of education beyond the standards agenda. 
 
All participants believed that the programme held the potential to increase teachers’ 
confidence and competence to manage focused class discussion, to respond to ‘the 
unpredictable’ and not ‘play safe’.  Isla, who had experience of LTE in a previous school, 
cited the ‘rich texts and the routes through them’ as a key driver to support teacher 
development and be a motivating enticement.  In Caitlin’s case, she had attended LTE 
training in a cluster through King’s College and introduced it to her department immediately 
afterwards and admitted she ‘didn’t do it very well’, explaining that she had given out 
lessons to teach without related PD support.  When she observed lessons ‘they weren’t 
teaching them properly’.  Hers is an interesting outlier of a case where LTE initially did not 
embed, but was being reintroduced during the year of this study. 
 
In all 7 cases, a degree of alignment between whole school beliefs and ethos and the 
principles of LTE were made.  All mentioned a senior leadership commitment to the 
programme in funding, in enabling the time and space for PD and, to some degree, at a level 
of understanding: ‘it aligned with our ethos of high pitch with access’; ‘we knew this could 
work as it had in maths.’   
 
 
From early-stage enthusiasm to collaborative challenge 
 

“There’s a real openness now to continue...a willingness...we’ve got a way to go but 
the expectations of what we’re working towards are clear.” Caitlin (Secondary) 

 
The dominant response was that teachers noticed increased pupil enjoyment and 
engagement in LTE compared to other English lessons; ‘we didn’t have to work to get them 
engaged,’ ‘they would ask when they would have another lesson.’  Related to this, teachers 
noted more equitable levels of pupil contributions from across the group, the biggest 
difference being noted with middle and lower attainers, those who struggled to write and 
those students who would not usually speak or raise their hand to respond.  At secondary, 
teachers of Year 7 and of mixed prior attainment groups tended to report a swifter student 
adjustment to the learning culture ‘Year 7 took to it’, ‘seamlessly adjusted.’  This swift 
impact on students who are more usually disenfranchised in challenging whole class 
teaching appeared to be crucial.  Caitlin, Deirdre and Isla noted that when introducing LTE to 
Year 9 and upwards, there could be an initial discomfort in the change of expectations to 
listen and maintain a focus on each other’s responses and to offer ‘unfiltered’ first 
responses.  This, they felt, was less about age than about a need to renegotiate established 
cultural and dialogic norms over time.   
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Beyond initial enthusiasm, participants all reported a period of noticing that more strategy 
and effort would then be needed to build a sustained, equitable talk culture: students 
‘needed training’, ‘talk rules needed teaching,’ ‘engagement with one another could be 
patchy’, in some cases, able students were ‘overthinking’ and seeking validation for 
‘intelligent answers,’ rather than share authentic first thoughts. 
 
Teacher response in the early stages of implementation followed a similar trajectory from 
initial enthusiasm to a realisation of the need for further effort and strategy.  Initially, 
teachers enjoyed being a learner in the simulated lessons used in training and were positive 
and curious about the effect lessons would have in their classes.  Three secondary 
participants noted their teachers finding the lessons a ‘refreshing return’ to a style of 
teaching they had developed in initial teacher training.  This developed in all cases into a 
stage of more effortful development, considering when to move ‘off script’ from questions 
in the lesson plan, reining in praise, and trusting that the impact for both students and 
teachers would happen over the longer term.  Isla reflected that a change to a teacher’s 
practice is an effortful investment and a minority of teachers at this stage showed some 
reluctance in their feedback, wondering if they would ‘get a return on their investment.’ 
 
There was a strong degree of resonance across the case studies as to the conditions and 
mechanisms that supported this early stage of introduction.  Most LTE courses begin with a 
full PD day launch and participants felt that there were several reasons why this was 
important:  

• the duration which signalled investment in the programme and in teachers,  

• the simulation and/or demonstration of lessons which modelled effective teaching 
and prepared teachers to teach those same lessons and  

• the blend of theory with practical teaching strategy by tutors who were ‘reassuring’ 
in sharing their practical teaching experience.   

 
Beyond this stage, all agreed that sharing experiences of teaching the same lessons and 
reflecting together were important.  All participants were clear that being provided with 
lesson sequences that build in stages towards challenge, centred on engaging literary texts 
is crucial for early teacher and student impact.  Teaching these lessons in the same order 
and teaching lessons more than once were cited as important mechanisms to work through 
initial challenges towards greater confidence.    A teaching team that feels safe to share less 
successful as well as successful lessons was in some cases an existing culture and in some 
emerged more strongly as a result of these cycles, akin to lesson study.  Caitlin’s reflections 
on her initial, less successful introduction provided an interesting comparison ‘I would just 
give out the lessons then go and observe.’  She saw ‘just another English lesson but with no 
pens and no hands up.’  This, she shared, put her in a stronger position when relaunching: 
what emerged from Caitlin and from 3 other participants is that it was beneficial to have 
school-based staff who are empathetic to the challenges teachers face, whilst 
acknowledging that it is not beneficial to resolve all of those challenges easily or quickly.  
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Confidence building: the reciprocity of student efficacy and teacher efficacy 
 

“Our pupils,...they work together, they work hard, they navigate the ideas around the 
room.’ Saiorse (Primary) 
 
“There is now a real willingness to try with our students – getting the answer wrong isn’t 
a problem.” Moira (Secondary) 

 
Teachers were supported through the challenge of adapting live practice and began to build 
confidence by working through cycles of mediated feedback.  Participants spoke of different 
mechanisms to keep collaborative teacher feedback loops alive: team teaching, coaching, 
drop-ins, requested observations, collaborative troubleshooting sessions as well as informal 
exchanges.  Whilst it was shared that it was important for subject leaders to acknowledge 
and share their own struggles, all participants spoke of a confidence-building phase where 
some teachers were needed as more confident LTE leads, supporting within school in 
parallel to the initial tutor programme.  
 
At this stage, and often linked to a growing collegiality, three impact themes were present in 
the data.  Firstly, improvement in teachers’ mediation skills: their live development and 
productive steering of student oral responses.  Secondly, there was a growing efficacy about 
the impact of their practice: fed by observing increased student efficacy to share extended 
and exploratory ideas: ‘their ideas take off,’  ‘they think on their toes,’ ‘they would go into 
automatic Let’s Think mode.’  The third theme was teachers realising how grappling with 
difficulty was leading to teacher development.  As an example, Caitlin and Isla highlighted 
the importance of tutors introducing an LTE lesson planning task towards the end of the first 
year of training as an important mechanism and moment of recognition for themselves and 
the teachers they work with.  They saw that it introduced a new level of challenge, ‘putting 
you through that cognitive conflict yourself’ and realising how ‘every question in a lesson is 
working really hard.’ Essentially, teachers were becoming more metacognitive about the 
complexity of lesson design and how lessons work. 
 
 
Embedding beyond the first year: building meaningful connection to the curriculum and 
each other 
 

“Students now work confidently, coherently and collaboratively in the wider curriculum.  
They enjoy the lesson and enjoy experiencing struggle.” Saiorse (Primary) 
 
“The lessons put you through that cognitive conflict yourself...you realise how every 
question in a lesson is working really hard” Caitlin (Secondary) 

 
The two most dominant themes at the embedding stage (Stage 3, Appendix 2), centre on 
linking LTE to the curriculum and maintaining focused, collaborative cycles of reflection for 
teachers.   
 
There were two sub-strands to curriculum embedding: firstly using an ‘LTE style’ of planning 
and teaching which ranged from ‘valuing learning through discussion, listening, building’, to 
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lesson structures that build to a central challenge. The other strand is in sequencing and 
positioning the LTE lessons themselves in the English curriculum and by year group, to 
support the transfer of reasoning, ‘enabling students to make links.’   
 
All participants spoke of the need to use mechanisms that maintained and deepened 
collaborative teacher development after the end of the tutor programme. Examples were: 
  

• simulating a new lesson as a department;   

• all teaching a lesson and returning to reflect on outcomes;  

• transcribing a section of a lesson and comparing transcripts at a PD meeting.   
 
Vera highlighted that the most powerful assessment of teacher and students happens when 
reflecting after the lesson: ‘having that reflection out loud is more powerful.’  Isla, who was 
introducing LTE to a second school, noted that ‘LTE has given us a model for when we 
introduce other new ideas’ and how crucial this embedding phase was in forming team 
efficacy: ‘as a team we can make things work...we are not completely dependent on an 
external training provider.’ 
 
Sustaining through nested communities of development 
 
“The most powerful assessment of teacher and pupils happens when you reflect after a 
lesson...having that reflection together, aloud, is more powerful.” Vera (Primary) 
 
“We now share openly how our approach is working towards the same aims as a new 
initiative, but it might look a bit different...LTE has given us a kind of model for when we 
introduce new ideas.” Isla (Secondary) 
 
In 5 of the 7 cases, participants spoke of either having existing, sustained support for and 
understanding of the LTE pedagogy at a senior leadership level, or in one case managing 
upwards by observing lessons with a line manager to grow understanding and support 
because ‘teachers need to be protected from misplaced judgement or scrutiny.’  An equally 
strong theme, linked to senior leadership support, was managing distractions, 
acknowledging that new initiatives can often be side-lined if they are not centralised: ‘it is 
part of how we achieve our aims not a separate lesson’.  Examples of this were linking LTE 
to the staff appraisal process, making it part of each year’s development plan, and 
monitoring the teaching of an agreed pathway of lessons.  Four participants shared that it 
was important to find synergy between the aims of LTE and other initiatives: ‘share openly 
how something is working towards the same aims but it might look a bit different’.  One 
example given was that equity of involvement and student accountability to contribute had 
been achieved through LTE without the need to revert to a cold-calling strategy (asking a 
question and cueing in a student without giving discussion time) that had been introduced 
at a whole school level. 
 
Four participants raised the issue of staff turnover as a significant difficulty in sustaining the 
programme.  Vera spoke of strategic placement of new staff in a year group alongside an 
experienced LTE practitioner.  Moira spoke of an internal induction programme supported 
by the LTE tutors and Lorraine a programme run by her and other effective teachers.  It 
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seems significant that all seven schools were to different degrees renewing LTE PD for 
teachers, as a response to the Covid pandemic. 
 
All participants linked their capacity to maintain momentum to maintaining links with the 
wider LTE community.  Examples given were attending LTE network meetings, experiencing 
and trialling new lessons, reading about ideas in LTE blogs, (particularly in the period of 
teaching after Covid lockdowns) and hearing strategic ideas from other schools.  Two 
participants mentioned the importance of LTE tutors being aware of trends and currents in 
the educational landscape: ‘you have your fingers on the pulse of the directions people 
could be pulled in.’ 
 
Related to this nested link between a school and LTE community, LTE leads saw 
reinvestment in their own PD as a strong theme in the years after initial training.  Responses 
here were partly about deepening understanding of the principles of the programme and 
stages in reasoning so that they felt confident to return to these in internal PD sessions:  
 

‘...every year we need to go back and remind them [teachers] of those pillars: what’s 
the significance of this moment in the lesson?’ Lorraine (Primary) 

 
Comments also revealed a shift in participants’ perspective as to what it means to lead 
other Let’s Think teachers: knowing when to offer specific advice and when to stimulate 
more open-ended development.  Maire, for example, spoke of not leaving colleagues to 
flounder who were struggling to manage pupil behaviour in LTE lessons, but offering 
supportive observations and a toolkit of strategies.  Others spoke of an excitement with the 
open-ended nature of LTE development: ‘…you don’t have to be the finished product but 
you’re always trying to improve in your own eyes, which some may find exciting and 
exhilarating, ...or infuriating’; ‘Teachers need to figure out some of those teacher moves for 
themselves’, and finally, ‘I’m on the edge of the map with this...there’s a lot more to 
discover and contribute...yes, I’d like to contribute.’   
 
 
Tangible impact: why continue to challenge and be challenged? 
 

“Students now work confidently, coherently and collaboratively in the wider 
curriculum.  They enjoy the lesson and enjoy experiencing struggle.” Saiorse (Junior 
School) 
 
“Our GCSE pupils are letting go of Spark Notes and believing in their own ideas.  They 
say LTE ‘makes their brains ache’ and this is different to many other subjects that ask 
more for memory recall.  They tell us how much they enjoy English.” Deirdre 
(Secondary school) 

 
 
Six participants mentioned students not just managing but enjoying increased challenge as 
an impact of LTE.  They were asked to explain what was meant by challenge, particularly as 
increasing challenge had been cited as a key route to raising standards for more students.  
Challenge was codified as being able to tackle unseen and unusual texts, challenging their 
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thinking not just using harder texts, using questions that make them ‘work hard together’. 
The most common definition of challenge was asking students to seek connections and 
patterns across texts, which indicates that the core LTE purpose of building more complex 
schemata was being pursued.  In the context of making connections, Moira mentioned how 
the historical, cultural context of literature texts is now taught in a way that supports 
students to make connections and deepen their understanding.  Lorraine, a leader in a 
primary judged Outstanding by Ofsted (English schools’ inspectorate), shared that questions 
that probe concepts like symbolism presented more challenge than she thought most 
primary practitioners usually think about when planning. 
 
Their description of English and LTE teaching now seems to show that this greater comfort 
with discomfort was indeed achieved, as schools had speculated in their reasons for 
choosing the programme, by effortfully changing the discourse culture in classrooms. 
 
Students were described as: 

• more interested in texts, developing and sharing their opinions on them and having 
confidence in the face of unseen texts; 

• all feeling accountable to make contributions and feeling safe to do so: ‘there is a 
willingness to try – getting a wrong answer isn’t a problem’; 

• offering extended responses which incorporate textual evidence; 

• listening, responding to and challenging each other: ‘they work together, they work 
hard, they navigate the ideas around the room’; 

• being more willing to reassess views as more evidence emerges; 

• being more prepared to question and challenge each other; 

• being more conscious of ideas across the group, conscious of their own ideas 
changing and able to cite factors that have influenced their thinking; 

• more able to make links between texts, noticing dimensions like their symbolism and 
narrative structure. 

 
There are clear indicators of strong verbal reasoning, self-regulatory and metacognitive 
behaviours in these descriptions.  Two of the longer-term primary cases and two of the 
secondaries reported how well these behaviours were sustained and re-established when 
students were back in class after lockdowns.  Interestingly, the two cases in non-selective 
urban schools, one primary and one secondary, teaching students in more challenging 
circumstances, felt these norms were harder to re-establish, but with determined effort 
from teachers, they did return. 
 
These themes were represented in the data from all 7 interviews – the only difference in 
Isla’s case (2nd year) and Catrin’s case (first year of relaunch) was their admission that the 
culture of student and teacher behaviours and therefore the impact on outcomes was not 
yet consistent across all teachers and all classes but ‘there’s a real openness now to 
continue...a willingness,’; ‘...we’ve got a way to go but the expectations of what we’re 
working towards are clear.’ 
 
The five participants who had led LTE for more than 2 years were asked if there were impact 
indicators in written outcomes or external assessment. Their feedback fell under the 
following themes: 
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1. Impact on written outcomes in school 

 
Teachers reported that: 
 

• bridging from an LTE lesson direct to writing often leads to strong outcomes; 

• writing about reading is now extended, specific and reasoned; 

• GCSE Language comparison and evaluation responses have improved: students are 
unafraid to include personal response and move fluently between texts; 

• creative pieces have improved as a result of the interaction with wider text variety; 

• in analytical writing, students are more confident to include layers of meaning.  
Highest attainers are now understanding how context can shape understanding of a 
text.  

 
 

2. Impact on externally assessed outcomes 
 
Teachers were rightfully wary of attributing improved exam/test results solely to LTE.  All 
participants reported that LTE was a factor influencing their outcomes.  Below are responses 
from single schools. 
 

• We see evidence of improved abstract thinking on GCSE Spoken Language 
assessments, which now include developed, evidence-based answers. 

• The first cohort to experience 4 years of LTE have achieved the highest Reading SAT 
results ever: 91% ARE, 47% GDS.  Internal teacher assessments in other years show 
the highest number working at ARE, higher than other core subjects. 

• We achieved 80% expected and above in reading even after pandemic, which is 
above national. 

• KS2 reading results have been maintained through the pandemic we think as a result 
of a well-structured reading curriculum with LTE running through it. 

• Average English Language marks for comparison and evaluation questions are higher 
than for all schools nationally. 

• Outcomes for EAL students in reading comprehension tests are showing gains of a 
full year. 

• The link between students’ drafted oral, responses and those completed in exam 
conditions is tangible. 

 
 

3. Impact on teachers and leadership 
 
Teachers were described as: 

• using pupil responses to construct the direction of the lesson 

• asking fewer, pre-planned questions and more probing uptake questions ‘they know 
when to probe, when to pause and open thoughts up for the group.’ 

• understanding that planning the space for pupil responses is a necessity; ‘it’s like A 
level teaching for everyone.’ 
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• being more conscious of their own practice: the moves they make and the impact 
these have: ‘know when to...’ ‘now more conscious of...’ ‘the impact of moves is no 
longer a mystery...’ 

 
The impact on leadership fell into two sub-themes: leading curriculum design and 
leadership strategy.  In 2 primary and 2 secondary cases, leaders shared that their teams 
now used the term ‘Let’s Think style’ lesson as a kind of shorthand when planning lessons 
within the curriculum and not just within English.  For Karen and Saiorse in particular, this 
had led to a shift away from single lesson objectives towards units that explored ‘big 
conceptual questions.’ They shared that ‘no other training has had such an influence.’  The 
second strategic theme relates to an ability to manage new directives and avoid ‘reactionary 
responses’ and to use the same method to support future development: ‘LT English has 
given us a kind of model for when we introduce other new ideas.’ 
 
 
Discussion 
 
What might the combined experiences of these schools help us to understand about how a 
challenging intervention like LTE can embed and sustain and why indeed they would 
persevere beyond initial implementation? 
 
LTE is more likely to take hold when there is a desire to increase challenge and raise 
standards through a dialogic method and an understanding that it is challenging for teachers 
to become more flexible and to respond authentically to student responses. These schools 
have come to understand that implementation is as challenging and rewarding for teachers 
in their development as LTE is for students. 
 
In the early stages, there needs to be just enough common currency with collaborative and 
dialogic learning and observation of well taught LTE lessons for positive experiences of 
lessons to emerge and for indicators of pupil contributions and interest to generate early-
stage pupil and teacher efficacy.  Although the lesson plans can only ever provide a kind of 
musical notation for a live lesson, findings suggest that the plans are a vital factor in 
successful implementation: ‘it’s not just the texts but the way the lessons are 
planned...makes those texts feel more magical’.  Students’ improved enjoyment was 
mentioned by all participating teachers, alongside, not instead of, increased challenge. 
 
Findings suggest that an implementation dip is unavoidable and emerges at the point at 
which teachers acknowledge the challenges: the extent to which they and their students will 
need to adapt and that this cannot happen swiftly or by being told what to do.  This semi-
destabilised state was managed by cycles of collegiate reflection on shared experiences.  A 
balance of some support through advice and mediated problem-solving (coaching) was 
important, as was a leader’s, not just the tutor’s, belief that working through challenge will 
be productive.  
 
How does challenge become the new norm? 
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The early stages of implementation are ones we are often close to as tutors and findings 
have emerged largely as we would have predicted.  From this stage and beyond, schools are 
leading LTE with less guidance and more autonomy.  This is often the stage at which 
interventions can fall by the wayside without effective internal leadership.  The shift 
described by the schools in this phase is from tutors and LTE leads supporting teachers 
through difficulty, to a collective teacher efficacy to embrace difficulty.  This transition is not 
easy to achieve as the PD conditions (duration, intensity, reflection on classroom practice) 
need to be sustained in creative ways.  Leaders, including senior leaders, need to actively 
manage distractions and disruptions like staff turbulence or, as in all of these cases, the 
pandemic, need to be actively navigated. 
 
This response from Isla sums up how the collective struggle of LTE PD enabled the 
construction of a climate and culture of improvement, which she and others feel can sustain 
them with other initiatives: 
 
“it's kind of leaving you in a good position to carry on growing and implementing it further. 
Because the kind of end point is...you now have the tools, I suppose, you have a lot of the 
tools in place, as a team to be able to make this work. And setting us up to be able to do 
that, as a group of people together rather than, you know, we are completely sort of 
dependent on the external training provider.” 
 
LTE leads in these schools seem to have developed a metacognitive awareness of the link 
between supportive PD conditions and raising student attainment as described in A Culture 
of Improvement (Weston et al. 2021). 
 
The most common mechanism in these successful schools was to find creative ways to keep 
teachers moving through collegiate, reflective cycles of challenge to, as Isla said ‘recreate 
the buzz’ of the initial collaborative PD.  Teachers planning their own LTE-style lessons and 
meeting to reflect on impact is just one example of this.  These cycles of trial and reflection 
in turn helped to reaffirm the culture and climate of collectively working through challenge. 
Teachers who articulated the value of this process particularly well worked in schools in 
which staff had a less homogenous experience of LTE.  The emerging, more expert 
practitioners could mediate teachers’ collaborative reflection through challenge and 
towards greater understanding, just as teachers do in lessons with students.  There is a 
resonance in the indicators of impact on students at this same stage who themselves are 
gaining the efficacy to work through difficulty: they ‘go into Let’s Think mode, ‘their ideas 
take off’.  Essentially, pupil efficacy fuels teacher efficacy. 
 
As tutors we strive to mirror classroom pedagogy in our PD method.  We strive to be the 
mediating, more knowledgeable Vygotskian ‘other’ who can steer collective struggle in 
productive directions offering support without executive control. Equally, we remain open 
to knowing and understanding more by thinking with others.  From these cases, it seems 
that LTE leaders understand that this is the route to building increasingly self-directed, 
metacognitive learners whether they be teachers or students. Leaders, who at this stage 
spoke animatedly of ‘being on the edge of the map’, wanting to ‘contribute’ and not striving 
‘to be the finished product,’ seem to have reached a point at which development becomes a 
state of being: where learning is defined as working through challenge.   
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Finally, seeking further leadership development and maintaining collaborative links with the 
wider LTE teaching community emerged as an important sustaining factor.  As tutors we 
would conjecture that it is only exciting to be ‘on the edge of the map’ if you can make 
timely connections with those who have navigated that bit further.  Belonging to a nested 
framework of schools, leaders and tutors also seems to be a key factor in sustaining the 
development of a complex intervention like LTE. 
 
We would hope that the stories of implementation and impact provide a useful point of 
reflection and comparison, for existing LTE schools and those considering its introduction.  
We would be interested to hear from school-based professionals and those providing PD to 
schools as to whether the theory of change that is emerging from these diachronic stages is 
useful and credible in relation to the implementation of other complex interventions.  It is 
also hoped that the findings will support future bids for larger scale mixed-methods 
research. 
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Appendix 1: interview questions  
 
Restate research questions: 
What has been the impact of LTE on (case)? 
What has supported this to happen? 
 

Topic Question Follow up? 

 
School context 

1. What characterises your 
school?  What are its defining 
features? (size, context, PP, 
SEND) 

Any changes over time? 

 
Pre LTE English 
development 
context 

2. Tell me about English teaching 
and learning before the 
introduction of LTE: 

 

• What were your measures of 
quality? 
 

 

• Were there aspects you were 
working to improve? 
 

 

Reasons for LTE 
introduction 

3. Why did you/the school decide 
to introduce LTE? 
 

 

Early stage LTE 
impact 

4. Tell me about the early stages 
of teaching LTE.  Who was 
involved in teaching and to 
which groups? 

Tell me about pupil 
responses? 
Tell me about teacher 
responses? 
Were there any 
difficulties? 

Efficacy building 5. What helped students and 
teachers to build confidence in 
the approach? 

 

• In your school context? People? Events? 
Approaches? Leadership 
changes? 

• Features of the LTE 
training? 

Approaches to 
embed/sustain? 

Current signs of 
impact 

6. What would you say 
characterises LT English 
teaching and learning at this 
point in time? 
 

 

Bridging  7. How does this relate to wider 
English teaching and learning? 

 

Futures  8. How do see the next chapter 
for LTE? 
 

Challenges? 
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Appendix 2: Table of themes by diachronic phase of implementation 
 
 
 

 
Stages of 
implementation 

1 
a) English before 

LTE 
 

 
b) Reasons for 

introducing 

2 Early stage impact 3 
Confidence building and 
embedding 

4 
LTE now and sustaining 

Students Teachers 

Impact themes • Teacher led talk and 
ideas 

• Lack of pupil talk and 
ideas 

• Raising standards 
agenda 

 

• Raise more than 
attainment 

• Improve quality and 
frequency of pupil oral 
contributions 

• Improve teacher 
capacity to manage 
discussion through PD, 
text choice and lesson 
design 

• Contingent on prior 
experience 

• Increased engagement 
and confidence 

• Discomfort with 
changed classroom 
culture 

 

• Initial enthusiasm 

• Realisation of effort 
needed for 
development 

 

• Collegiality 

• Mediation skills 
emerging in cycles 

• Dynamic between 
teacher and pupil 
efficacy building 

• Acknowledge working 
with difficulty 

 

• Increased challenge 

• Impact on pupil 
outcomes 

• Pupil interest 
accountability and talk 
patterns 

• Teachers plan for and 
more comfortable with 
constructivist behaviours 

• Improved metacognition 

• Impact on leadership  
 

Supporting conditions Moving away from: 

• Compliance 

• Change fatigue 
 
Moving towards 

• Challenge with access 

• Evidence based 
approaches 

 
Investment in staff well-
being linked to PD 
 
Collegiate, critical culture 

• Existing knowledge of 
the programme at 
middle and senior 
leadership levels 
 

• Use LTE to create the 
culture 

• Duration signals investment and need for change over 
time 

• Shared experiences and collaborative reflection 

• Being comfortable with discomfort – leaders 
acknowledging their struggle and being empathetic 

• Using emergent in-
house LTE leads 

• Reinvesting in LTE lead 
development 
 

• Embed in curriculum 

• Re-engage SLT 

• Manage staff turnover 

Supporting 
mechanisms 

 

• Planned end point but 
‘lacked the steps to get 
there’ 

 

• Planned lessons 
 
 

• Teachers experiencing effective LTE teaching 

• Shared pathway through the lessons 

• Cyclic, mediated feedback: tutor and collaborative 

• Blend of theory and practical pedagogy 

• Own lesson planning  

• Designing lesson 
pathways 

• Maintaining cyclic PD 
model adapting 
mechanisms 

• Adaptive support in 
changing contexts 

• Reinvest in own 
development as a 
leader 

• Link other PD to LTE 

• Maintain links with wider 
LTE community 

 

Initial implementation year... Beyond year 1 (2-9 years)... 
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