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ECT programme Y1 Elective self-study 5: Collaboration and talk in the learning environment 

2
Introduction
Approximate time to complete: 3 minutes
[bookmark: Sessionoverview]This elective self-study is part of your personalised pathway in the Early Career Teacher (ECT) Programme and focuses on continuing to enhance your understanding of using collaboration and talk in the learning environment, an area identified for further focus through your personal professional reflection as well as discussions with your mentor. 
It builds on the core self-study by offering a range of examples and strategies to help your use of grouping, collaboration and talk in the learning environment. Each example highlights the ‘active ingredients’ - the key elements that make a strategy effective – so that, regardless of your subject or phase, you can understand how they work and how to enact them in your own setting. 
The focus is on making sure that pupils are in the right groups, and, when collaborative tasks are set, pupils work well together. This elective self-study also looks at how important talk can be, and how to make the most of it so that pupils make progress. 
The elective self-study will be structured into three distinct sections, as outlined in the graphic below. 
[image: This graphic depicts how the selective self-study will be structured into three distinct sections. Each section focuses on a different aspect of collaboration and talk. From left to right, the first circular image is labelled ‘1. Grouping pupils to provide the right levels of support’, the middle circle is ‘2. Making sure that collaborative work is effective’, and far right is ‘3. Ensuring that learning environment talk is effective.’ ]
Applying your learning
To support you in your continued development, you’ll be prompted to apply the content of this self-study to a scenario that you might encounter in your school relating to collaboration and talk. Take time to read the most appropriate scenario for your own phase or context and consider the question as you work through this self-study. At the end of the self-study, you’ll have an opportunity to reflect on what you have read and consider how you could apply this to the scenario. At the end, you’ll reflect on what you’ve learned. You’ll think about how it fits with your own experiences and what you might do differently in future.  


	EYFS
	Primary
	Secondary
	Specialist - SEND setting
	Specialist - Alternative provision



	Schools should delete any scenarios that are not relevant to their context. 





[bookmark: EYFSScenariostart]EYFS scenario
	Mrs. Jenkin’s reception class is learning about minibeasts. They have been exploring the school garden, looking for insects and observing how they move. Back in the learning environment, the children are using pictures and natural materials to create a shared class display. The aim is to develop their understanding of minibeasts while encouraging them to articulate their observations and describe their findings using new vocabulary.
As the children work, Mrs. Jenkins notices that some are confidently describing what they saw, using words like “wiggly” and “slimy,” while others are hesitant and using very simple words like “bug” or “small.” She wants to support all pupils in developing their descriptive language and confidence in speaking.
As you read the content of the elective self-study, consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs. Jenkins to support her pupils to develop their writing.





[bookmark: primaryscenariostart]Primary scenario 
	Mr. Learmonth’s Year 4 class is working on solving fraction problems. Pupils have been grouped in mixed-ability pairs to discuss and solve real-world fraction challenges, such as dividing a cake into different portions. The goal is to develop their mathematical reasoning and ability to explain their thinking using correct mathematical vocabulary.
As Mr. Learmonth circulates, he notices that some pupils are taking charge of discussions, quickly solving problems and explaining their answers, while others are staying quiet, nodding in agreement but not contributing their own reasoning. He wants to ensure all pupils are actively involved in discussions and can confidently articulate their mathematical thinking.
As you read the content of the elective self-study, consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mr. Learmonth to support his pupils to develop their writing.





[bookmark: secondaryscenariostart]Secondary scenario
	Mrs. Green’s Year 8 history class is debating whether Indian independence in 1947 was an inevitable outcome of British rule or if it could have been delayed or prevented. Pupils have studied key events, including the Amritsar Massacre, Gandhi’s non-violent resistance, the Quit India Movement, and the role of World War II in weakening British control. Working in small groups, they are forming arguments supported by historical evidence, aiming to develop their critical thinking, reasoning, and discussion skills.
As the debate begins, Mrs. Green notices that some pupils are dominating the conversation, while quieter students seem hesitant to contribute. She also observes that some pupils are making general statements about independence without referring to specific historical events or sources. She wants to ensure that all students participate meaningfully and support their arguments with evidence.
As you read the content of the elective self-study, consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs. Green to support the development of reading fluency in her Year 8 class. 





[bookmark: SENDscenariostart]SEND setting scenario
	In a Key Stage 1 class for pupils with a range of complex communication needs, Mrs Jenkins is leading a topic on minibeasts. After exploring the sensory garden where pupils used magnifiers, symbol cards, and tactile trays to observe bugs they return to class to create a shared display. Using textured materials, photo prompts, and communication aids, pupils are encouraged to describe what they noticed. 
Mrs Jenkins observes that some pupils eagerly sign or use Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices to say things like “slimy worm” or “fuzzy bee,” while others respond only with single signs or vague terms like “thing” or “bug.” She wants to build confidence and help all pupils extend their descriptive language. 
As you read the content of the elective self-study, consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Jenkins to support her pupils’ development further.





[bookmark: APscenariostart]Alternative provision scenario
	Miss Gibsons’ year 9 class are learning about ecosystems. They are designing and building a model of a local ecosystem. Miss Gibson has noticed in previous lessons that some learners in the class are very confident when it comes to providing answers whilst others become disengaged without clear roles or scaffolding provided. Conversations often drift off task due to limited models of academic dialogue. She wants her learners to all actively be able to participate meaningfully and all feel their contributions are equal in class.  
As you read the content of the elective self-study, consider which approaches would be effective in helping Miss Gibson to support the confidence in giving answers and contributions in class.







	[bookmark: Contentpage]Content 
	 

	Section 1: Grouping pupils to provide the right levels of support
	Page 10

	Section 2: Making sure that collaborative work is effective

	Page 13

	Section 3: Ensuring that learning environment talk is effective
	Page 16

	Activity: Case study
	Page 19

	Applying your learning: scenarios
	Page 21

	Summary 
	Page 27

	Next Steps
	Page 28

	Related Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework statements 
	Page 30

	Use of artificial intelligence
	Page 31

	References
	Page 32



	Schools may need to amend the page numbers in this Content table as they may have altered when adding their own examples.




[bookmark: Section1][bookmark: Usingprecisepraise]1. Grouping pupils to provide the right levels of support 
Approximate time to complete: 10 minutes
A reminder of what the evidence says
As considered in the core self-study, how we group pupils significantly influences their engagement, learning outcomes, and learning environment dynamics. You may recall that fixed groups based on past attainment can limit pupil progress and do not necessarily meet their evolving needs. Flexible grouping (where pupils are grouped according to their current needs rather than past performance) can support learning more effectively, including and especially for pupils with SEND (EEF, 2021). This approach ensures that pupils receive the right level of challenge and support in a dynamic and responsive way.
The evidence also outlines that when making decisions about groups teachers should consider the nature of the task and the interactions between pupils. Grouping should be intentional, and productive collaboration and engagement should be the goal. When grouping pupils, it is important to consider the potential behaviour of pupil combinations and the extent to which you think they will meet the learning objective. Grouping pupils well can be motivating and can help them to stay on task.
It isn’t just the groupings that need to be carefully planned. Any tasks that you provide to groups, particularly where the intention is that they work collaboratively, also need to be structured to ensure the best outcomes for each group member.
What this looks like in practice
As we saw when we looked at the evidence in the core self-study, grouping pupils should be a flexible and purposeful process. You’ll know from your experience in learning environments that pupils’ needs change over time and grouping should adapt accordingly. Rather than assigning fixed groups, consider forming groups based on the task at hand. For example, if the aim is to extend understanding, you might temporarily group pupils who have already met the objective so they can engage in higher-order thinking activities. Conversely, if the goal is to provide additional support, a temporary group could focus on revisiting key concepts. The key here is that these groups are temporary and based on your ongoing assessment. In the next lesson the make-up of those groups might look very different.
It is crucial to note at this point that groups should not be created based on a label or status. For example, there does not need to be a SEND group, a Pupil Premium group, or a Greater Depth group. Such groupings are too inflexible and will not always meet the needs of pupils in the groups or those who are excluded from those groups.
Although the next section of this elective focuses on effective collaborative work, there are ways to group pupils to provide a good foundation for this. For example, a teacher might carefully consider how best to pair the pupils in their class. They might pair a pupil who is confident but works too quickly with one who is less confident but is meticulous in their work, or a pupil who is very articulate but has missed some lessons with one who sometimes struggles to explain what they know. In this way, the strengths of each pupil could support the other. Other pairs may be strategically chosen to balance skills and personalities, encouraging collaboration while preventing potential disruptions.
When deciding that a collaborative task is the most effective way of working in a particular lesson, a teacher should spend some time designing a task that will ensure that everyone can contribute equally, that everyone is on task and motivated, that behaviour is not a compromise and that allows all pupils to meet the intended outcome. In such a scenario, as well as creating groups of pupils with diverse skills and personalities, a teacher might also assign clear roles to ensure that the collaborative work is effective. In the next section of this elective, we will think more about how to do this.
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’
These are the ‘active ingredients’ of effective pupil grouping. 
Effective pupil grouping:
· Is flexible and temporary based on current needs, teachers form groups in response to pupils’ immediate learning requirements, rather than past performance. Groups should not be fixed but should be disbanded and reformed as needed to support learning goals. 
· Considers pupil dynamics, with groupings planned with an awareness of how pupils interact to ensure positive collaboration and behaviour. 
· Ensures all pupils benefit, with accompanying tasks designed so that each pupil can participate fully, meet learning goals, and develop confidence in group settings.
As you’ll remember, the ‘active ingredients’ stay the same - it’s the delivery that shifts. Teachers may adapt how these are put into action to respond to different phases or pupil needs, but the core ingredients remain constant.
Examples
	Schools should add exemplification relevant to their context to demonstrate how a effective grouping could look making explicit links to the ‘active ingredients’’ and highlighting how these make it effective. 
Examples could include: 
Video exemplification, modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 2-3 minutes.  


Click here to return to Content page


[bookmark: Section2]2. Making sure that collaborative work is effective
Approximate time to complete: 10 minutes
A reminder of what the evidence says
As considered in the core self-study, effective pair and group work can help pupils manage their cognitive load (Kirschner et al., 2018). Under the right conditions, this contributes to significant learning gains but you may recall that simply placing pupils in groups does not inherently lead to progress. Instead, they need explicit instruction in how to collaborate effectively (Mercer & Littleton, 2007).
The core self-study for this module reminded you that successful collaborative learning relies on clear instructions, well-established routines, and structured opportunities for pupils to practise effective engagement (Kirschner et al., 2018). The self-study also looked at the evidence about how all pupils must articulate their thinking and actively participate in planned tasks to ensure maximum learning outcomes. Additionally, the evidence also suggests that group size matters, with research indicating that groups of three to five pupils are most effective (EEF, 2021d).
This section of this elective self-study will help you to think through how these theoretical principles can inspire you and inform how you teach. It will help you to design collaborative learning opportunities that ensure equitable participation, foster deep engagement, and mitigate common challenges such as disguised inactivity, unequal participation, and off-task behaviour (Bennett, 2015).
What this looks like in practice 
One way to implement effective group work is by beginning a lesson with explicit modelling of collaborative behaviours. For example, before setting a group task, you might demonstrate effective discussion techniques, such as taking turns, building on others' ideas, and asking clarifying questions. Pupils could then practise these skills in a brief, structured activity before moving on to the main task.
You may have experience of using success criteria to support individual learning, and the same principle applies to group work. Providing pupils with clear expectations such as ‘Everyone contributes an idea before moving forward’ or ‘Each group member must be prepared to explain the group’s response’ helps ensure equitable participation. 
We already know that monitoring group work is crucial. This can involve circulating around the room, listening to discussions, and prompting pupils to articulate their thinking if they become passive. Some pupils may need more encouragement than others to participate although the way pupils are grouped to begin with can contribute to better participation from such pupils.
Another approach is assigning specific roles within groups to promote accountability. For example, one pupil might be responsible for summarising key points, another for posing questions, and another for ensuring all voices are heard. These roles help balance participation and minimise the risk of some pupils disengaging. Assigned roles can also help teachers discern who has and hasn’t participated: if a pupil has not done their part of the task, it will be immediately obvious.
Finally, embedding routines for collaborative work, such as structured pair discussions before whole-group tasks, could help pupils become more comfortable and proficient in working with others. When such routines are consistently reinforced, pupils are more likely to engage meaningfully and productively in group learning. It might be the case that pupils with SEND are supported by an adult, or other scaffolds which help them to participate in the task. The availability and role of adults should be a factor when grouping pupils.
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’ 
Take a look now at the ‘active ingredients’ of effective collaborative work.
Effective collaborative work:
· requires direct guidance on how to work together productively, for example, demonstrating how to divide roles in an experiment before they begin working in their groups
· is the result of clear instructions and structured routines, for example, providing pupils with a structured debate format, outlining speaking times, response order, and criteria for respectful discussion before they begin debating
· is characterised by active participation and cognitive engagement, with all pupils articulating their thinking and actively engaging in tasks
· happens in groups of three to five students
These ‘active ingredients ‘won’t vary but how they’re used might. As discussed earlier, it’s this blend of consistency and adaptability that makes an approach both robust and impactful.
Examples
	Schools should add exemplification relevant to their context to demonstrate how to plan for collaborative work, making explicit links to the ‘active ingredients’ and highlighting how these make it effective. 
Examples could include: 
Video exemplification, modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 2-3 minutes.  



Click here to return to Content page
[bookmark: Addressinglowlevelbehaviour][bookmark: Section3][bookmark: Earlyywriting]
3. Ensuring that learning environment talk is effective
Approximate time to complete: 11 minutes
A reminder of what the evidence says
As considered in the core self-study, discussion is a powerful tool for developing understanding. Research suggests that it can enhance literacy skills, improve communication, and increase pupils’ understanding across different areas of the curriculum (EEF, 2021c).
The core self-study reminded you that dialogic teaching involves supporting pupils to think deeply about their learning and encouraging them to extend their responses beyond simple recall. It also promotes a more interactive approach, where pupils build on each other’s ideas and justify their reasoning (Alexander, 2018). 
The self-study also looked at the evidence about the importance of fostering positive relationships between pupils and teachers to create an environment where dialogue thrives. The role of teacher feedback is particularly significant in shaping productive discussions.
The evidence also suggests that the quality of pupil talk is more significant than its quantity (EEF, 2021c). Effective talk requires careful structuring, including modelling talk, sequencing discussion alongside reading and writing, using open-ended questions, assigning group roles, providing wait time, and explicitly teaching subject-specific vocabulary. 
Some pupils with SEND will have specific needs related to talk. Once identified, you should provide support which meets these needs. For example, pupils with a speech and language disorder may benefit from pre-teaching of vocabulary and scaffolded talk opportunities (SEND, 2021). 
What this looks like in practice 
In your own experience as a teacher you may have already begun to ask open-ended questions to foster high-quality talk. Instead of seeking a single correct answer, we can pose questions that require pupils to explain their reasoning, make connections, and challenge different viewpoints. For example, rather than asking, “What is the answer to this problem?” we might ask, “Can you explain how you arrived at your answer?”
Modelling effective discussion techniques could involve demonstrating how to articulate thoughts clearly, using subject-specific vocabulary, and structuring responses logically. Pupils benefit from explicit teaching of discussion norms, such as listening actively, responding respectfully, and providing justification for their answers. Providing pupils with scaffolds such as question and answer stems might help them to remember what you have modelled when they take part in their own group discussions.
You may have experience of using structured talk activities, such as paired discussions, small-group debates, or whole-class dialogues. These can be enhanced by assigning specific roles within groups, such as a summariser, questioner, or challenger, to ensure all pupils participate actively.
Another important strategy is allowing sufficient wait time after posing a question. Rather than expecting immediate responses, you should give pupils a few seconds to process their thoughts and formulate more considered answers. This practice encourages deeper thinking and more thoughtful contributions. If you model this during whole class discussions, it is more likely that pupils will feel able to take time during group-based discussions.
Sustained shared thinking is an approach to discussion used in early years teaching where a teacher and a pupil engage in a collaborative and meaningful exchange of ideas to deepen understanding. It is characterised by active listening, open-ended questioning, and building upon each other's contributions to explore topics or solve problems together. This approach can be beneficial to pupils with SEND regardless of their age as it offers a personalised and inclusive way of learning. It provides opportunities for scaffolding, where the adult supports the pupil’s thinking process without taking over, promoting confidence and independence. It also creates a safe space for pupils to express their ideas, enhancing communication and social interaction skills.
Finally, integrating discussion with other learning activities is essential. For instance, we might sequence talk alongside reading and writing tasks to help pupils develop new vocabulary and consolidate their learning. By embedding structured talk throughout our teaching, we can create a learning environment culture where discussion is not just an add-on but a fundamental part of the learning process. 
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’ 
These are the ‘active ingredients’ of effective talk. Consider each one carefully.
Effective learning environment talk:
· is explicitly taught with teachers modelling how to articulate ideas clearly, use subject-specific vocabulary, and structure responses logically, and providing relevant scaffolds to support pupils in their own discussions; teachers will also give pupils feedback 
· is part of a sequence of tasks which includes reading and writing and subject-specific vocabulary teaching
· encourages deeper thinking, helping pupils think critically, justify their reasoning, and build on the ideas of others
· uses open-ended questions, with questions inviting extended responses rather than one-word answers, prompting explanation and reasoning 
· is supported by positive relationships in a supportive learning environment where pupils feel comfortable sharing and discussing ideas
Though the ‘active ingredients’ don’t change, the way they’re applied can (and should) be adapted depending on the context. This flexibility allows for professional judgement while maintaining fidelity to the approach.
Examples
	Schools should add exemplification relevant to their context to demonstrate how to ensure learning environment talk can be effective. The examples should have explicit links to the ‘active ingredients’ and highlight how these make it effective. 
Examples could include: 
Video exemplification, modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 2-3 minutes.  


Click here to return to Content page
[bookmark: activitycasestudy]
Activity: case study
[bookmark: SecondaryCase][bookmark: SENDCase][bookmark: APCase][bookmark: ScenariosEND]Approximate time to complete: 8 minutes
The final section of this self-study uses a case study will help you consolidate your understanding of how to establish a culture of high expectations by communicating a belief in pupils’ academic potential. 
[image: Document with solid fill]
Case study 
Read the case study first and then afterwards, listen to the podcast, where two presenters draw on the evidence in this self-study to explore how the teacher implements these approaches in practice. . You may wish to make notes as you listen to share with your mentor. 
	Mrs. Bennett has recently started teaching at a diverse and inclusive setting with a strong focus on developing oracy skills in all subjects. 
Mrs. Bennett wants to develop her pupils’ ability to articulate their understanding and ideas. She plans to ensure that all pupils, regardless of their prior attainment, can engage in discussions so that they can both explain what they know to others and deepen their understanding through talk.
To achieve these goals, Mrs. Bennett uses flexible and dynamic grouping. She temporarily groups pupils based on interests, rather than assessment. When grouping pupils, she also uses what she knows about friendships to capitalise on existing relationships which she hopes will provide a foundation for good talk. She is also mindful of group size so uses groups of 4 to optimise the effectiveness of talk and discussion and to ensure pupils feel supported to talk rather than overwhelmed. She is also considerate of the pupils who struggle to articulate themselves and makes sure they are grouped with children who are confident but kind. 
To enhance talk in lessons, Mrs. Bennett explicitly teaches and models how to articulate ideas clearly, using subject-specific vocabulary and structured sentence stems to help pupils express their thoughts logically and confidently. She provides direct guidance on how to work together productively, demonstrating how to divide roles within groups of three to five pupils and setting clear instructions and routines, such as outlining speaking times, the order of responses, and criteria for respectful discussion. This structured approach ensures active participation and cognitive engagement, with all pupils encouraged to articulate their thinking and build on one another’s ideas. 
Mrs. Bennett encourages deeper thinking through open-ended questions that prompt explanation and reasoning, fostering critical thinking and justification of ideas. To support these discussions, she offers an organisational proforma for pupils to record their thoughts and ideas and models how to use it effectively. Pupils can choose to use sentence stems to scaffold their talk, and within each group, every child has a turn to share, with Mrs. Bennett using a bell to signal when it’s time to switch speakers. The child who has just spoken then records the next group recommendations on the proforma. 
This approach, combined with the positive, supportive relationships Mrs. Bennett nurtures, creates a safe environment where pupils feel comfortable sharing and engaging in meaningful dialogue. She also provides feedback to pupils on their contributions and explains beforehand that she will select some children to share their group’s ideas, reinforcing the value of attentive listening and thoughtful participation.


[image: Headphones outline][image: Headphones outline]
Activity: Case study podcast 
Now, listen to the podcast in which two presenters explore the case study in further detail, drawing on the evidence in this self-study and the active ingredients outlined earlier. 
As you listen, reflect on how Mrs. Bennett applied the following ‘active ingredients’ of grouping pupils and planning for effective collaboration and talk:
· Teacher modelling
· Use of open ended questions
· Groups of three to five pupils
· Flexible groups
· Consideration of pupil dynamics
Reflect on how you can adapt these strategies to your own context. What challenges might you case and how would you overcome them?
[image: ECTP Planning and Delivery Elective self-study 5 Case study analysis]
Click here to listen: Collaboration and talk in the learning environment
Please note that this podcast has been created using generative AI. Significant attention was given to ensuring that the generated content was appropriately linked to the original materials and aligned with the framework statements. In developing this AI generated resources, we adhered to strict ethical and legal considerations. Please see the ‘use of artificial intelligence’ section for further details.
Click here to return to Content page
[bookmark: applyyourlearning][bookmark: Scenarios]
Applying your learning: scenarios
Approximate time to complete: 8 minutes
Now that you’ve completed the elective self-study, revisit the scenarios you examined before engaging with this content. Reflect on the relevant scenario again, considering the strategies and ‘active ingredients’ from the examples provided. 
Consider how these elements can also support you in grouping pupils and developing effective collaboration and talk and discuss your thoughts with your mentor to explore how to apply these approaches effectively in your own context.
	EYFS
	Primary
	Secondary
	Specialist - SEND setting
	Specialist- Alternative provision



	[bookmark: EYFSscenarioend]Schools should delete any scenarios that are not relevant to their context.



EYFS scenario
	Mrs. Jenkin’s reception class is learning about minibeasts. They have been exploring the school garden, looking for insects and observing how they move. Back in the learning environment, the children are using pictures and natural materials to create a shared class display. The aim is to develop their understanding of minibeasts while encouraging them to articulate their observations and describe their findings using new vocabulary.
As the children work, Mrs Jenkins notices that some are confidently describing what they saw, using words like “wiggly” and “slimy,” while others are hesitant and using very simple words like “bug” or “small.” She wants to support all pupils in developing their descriptive language and confidence in speaking.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs. Jenkins to support her pupils to develop their writing.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A) She asks open-ended questions such as “How does the snail move?” and models responses, expanding children’s answers by saying, “Yes, it glides slowly across the leaf.”
B) She introduces new vocabulary in context by describing what she sees, e.g., “Look at this wiggly worm! Can you see how it wriggles?” while pointing to the movement.
C) She pairs confident speakers with quieter children to encourage peer modelling, asking the confident pupils to describe a minibeast first before prompting the quieter ones to add their own observations.


[bookmark: Primarycenarioend][bookmark: Primaryscenarioend]
Primary scenario
	Mr. Learmonth’s Year 4 class is working on solving fraction problems. Pupils have been grouped in mixed-ability pairs to discuss and solve real-world fraction challenges, such as dividing a cake into different portions. The goal is to develop their mathematical reasoning and ability to explain their thinking using correct mathematical vocabulary.
As Mr. Learmonth circulates, he notices that some pupils are taking charge of discussions, quickly solving problems and explaining their answers, while others are staying quiet, nodding in agreement but not contributing their own reasoning. He wants to ensure all pupils are actively involved in discussions and can confidently articulate their mathematical thinking.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mr. Learmonth to support his pupils to develop their writing.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A) He assigns roles within each pair, ensuring that one pupil explains the reasoning while the other rephrases or asks clarifying questions before they swap roles in the next problem.
B) He provides sentence starters such as “I think this works because…” or “We could also solve this by…” to scaffold responses for pupils struggling to articulate their reasoning.
C) He uses a structured routine ‘Think-Pair-Share’ that he has used before, ensuring every pupil first thinks independently, then discusses their answer with a partner before sharing with the class.





[bookmark: Secondaryscenarioend]Secondary scenario
	Mrs. Green’s Year 8 history class is debating whether Indian independence in 1947 was an inevitable outcome of British rule or if it could have been delayed or prevented. Pupils have studied key events, including the Amritsar Massacre, Gandhi’s non-violent resistance, the Quit India Movement, and the role of World War II in weakening British control. Working in small groups, they are forming arguments supported by historical evidence, aiming to develop their critical thinking, reasoning, and discussion skills.
As the debate begins, Mrs. Green notices that some pupils are dominating the conversation, while quieter students seem hesitant to contribute. She also observes that some pupils are making general statements about independence without referring to specific historical events or sources. She wants to ensure that all students participate meaningfully and support their arguments with evidence.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs. Green to support the development of reading fluency in her Year 8 class. 
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A) She explicitly models how to build a strong argument using historical evidence, demonstrating how to say, “The Quit India Movement weakened British authority because…” and encourages pupils to use similar phrasing.
B) She assigns specific roles, such as ‘questioner’ (to challenge arguments), ‘evidence-finder’ (to support claims with sources), and ‘summariser’ (to wrap up key points), ensuring all pupils actively participate.
C) She reduces group sizes to three or four pupils to maximise engagement, making sure quieter students have more opportunities to contribute and preventing a few voices from dominating the discussion.





[bookmark: SENDscenarioend]SEND setting scenario
	In a Key Stage 1 class for pupils with a range of complex communication needs, Mrs Jenkins is leading a topic on minibeasts. After exploring the sensory garden where pupils used magnifiers, symbol cards, and tactile trays to observe bugs they return to class to create a shared display. Using textured materials, photo prompts, and communication aids, pupils are encouraged to describe what they noticed. 
Mrs Jenkins observes that some pupils eagerly sign or use Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices to say things like “slimy worm” or “fuzzy bee,” while others respond only with single signs or vague terms like “thing” or “bug.” She wants to build confidence and help all pupils extend their descriptive language. 
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Jenkins to support her pupils’ development further.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A) Mrs Jenkins forms small, flexible groups where pupils who confidently describe bugs model vocabulary for peers who use simpler terms. She reshuffles groups as needed, ensuring all pupils benefit.
B) She introduces paired activities where pupils take turns describing a bug using tactile materials and prompts. Structured routines, like a “describe and match” game, encourage active engagement and vocabulary expansion.
C) Mrs Jenkins models descriptive sentences using Makaton and AAC devices: “The snail’s shell is hard and bumpy.” She encourages pupils to build on each other’s ideas, supporting deeper thinking with guided prompts.






[bookmark: APscenarioend]Alternative provision scenario
	Miss Gibsons’ year 9 class are learning about ecosystems. They are designing and building a model of a local ecosystem. Miss Gibson has noticed in previous lessons that some learners in the class are very confident when it comes to providing answers whilst others become disengaged without clear roles or scaffolding provided. Conversations often drift off task due to limited models of academic dialogue. She wants her learners to all actively be able to participate meaningfully and all feel their contributions are equal in class.  
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Miss Gibson to support the confidence in giving answers and contributions in class. 
Here are some options that can support your reflection: 
A) She explicitly models how to ask clarifying questions and reframe disagreements constructively. She also has sentence stems on the board to guide purposeful classroom talk. 
B) She reduces group sizes to three or four pupils to maximise engagement, making sure quieter students have more opportunities to contribute and preventing a few voices from dominating the discussion. 
C) She assigns specific roles, such as ‘researcher’, ‘model builder’ and ‘presenter’ to help balance contributions and reduce anxiety as each learner now has a clear role in their groups.




[bookmark: P16scenarioend]


	Reflections:
Now think about your own learning environment and pupils and how you group pupils and develop effective collaboration and talk.
Consider how you’ve developed in your practice since your initial teacher training and how you can continue to develop in this area.
Share your reflections with your mentor at your next meeting. 







[bookmark: Summary]Summary
Approximate time to complete: 1 minute
[bookmark: personalprofessionalreflection]Grouping pupils effectively enhances learning by ensuring the right levels of support and challenge. Research (EEF, 2021) highlights that fixed attainment-based grouping can hinder progress, whereas flexible grouping, based on current needs, fosters better learning outcomes. Effective grouping should consider both task nature and pupil interactions to maintain engagement and motivation. Teachers should strategically pair pupils to balance skills and personalities while structuring tasks for productive collaboration.
Collaborative learning requires explicit instruction (Mercer & Littleton, 2007) and well-established routines (Kirschner et al., 2018). Group size matters, with research suggesting three to five pupils as optimal (EEF, 2021e). Teachers can improve collaboration by modelling discussion techniques, setting clear success criteria, and assigning roles within groups to ensure equitable participation. Monitoring discussions and reinforcing structured collaboration routines further enhance effectiveness.
Alexander’s dialogic teaching (2018) encourages deep thinking and interactive discussions. Research emphasises that the quality of pupil talk is more important than quantity (EEF, 2021c). Teachers should model discussion techniques, pose open-ended questions, and use structured talk activities such as debates and paired discussions. Assigning roles within groups and allowing wait time before responses fosters deeper engagement. Integrating discussion with reading and writing strengthens understanding, as seen in persuasive writing lessons where pupils analyse, discuss, and then apply techniques in their own work. 
Click here to return to Content page



[bookmark: Nextsteps]Next steps
Approximate time to complete: 2 minutes
	The following next steps are suggestions of how early career teachers could implement the learning from this elective self-study and align with the associated Mentor Support materials. Schools may wish to adapt this to meet the needs of their context and their ECTs.  


Observing expert practice 
If possible, work with your mentor to arrange an opportunity for you to observe a colleague in your school or trust teaching a lesson that exemplifies effective grouping, collaboration and talk. You may need to meet with the colleague in advance to identify a suitable part of the lesson to observe for no more than 10 minutes. 
As you observe your colleague, consider where you notice the following:
· How does the teacher organise and manage flexible and temporary pupil groupings? Look for approaches that demonstrate responsiveness to pupils’ immediate learning needs, ensuring groups are adjusted to address current goals.
· How does the teacher plan groupings with consideration of pupil dynamics and interactions? Observe strategies to foster positive collaboration and behaviour, ensuring group dynamics are conducive to effective learning.
· How does the teacher ensure all pupils benefit from group activities? Consider how tasks are designed to support active participation, enabling each pupil to achieve learning goals and build confidence.
· How does the teacher model and scaffold language for effective learning environment talk? Look for techniques used to teach articulation, integrate subject-specific vocabulary, and encourage critical thinking through meaningful discussion.
You may wish to share your observation notes with your mentor at your next meeting. 
Actions
Identify an upcoming lesson you are going to teach and consider one or more of the following actions that you could implement:
· plan to form flexible and temporary pupil groupings that adapt to immediate learning needs, using varied group compositions to support understanding and ensure inclusive participation
· plan explicit strategies to guide pupils in collaborative tasks, emphasising clear instructions and productive role division to maximise engagement and learning outcomes
· plan to structure classroom talk by modelling effective communication, reinforcing the use of subject-specific vocabulary, and integrating speaking, reading, and writing within the curriculum
· plan sequences of activities that cultivate critical thinking, encouraging pupils to articulate reasoning, build on peers’ ideas, and respond thoughtfully to open-ended questions
Discuss how you will implement this with your mentor in your next weekly meeting. You may wish to choose a different action that meets the need and priorities in your own setting. 
Use the contents of this elective self-study to support your planning including identifying the ‘active ingredients’ for the action and how these will be enacted in the learning environment.  
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Related Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework statements 
Classroom practice 
Learn that…
4.7. High-quality classroom talk can support pupils to articulate key ideas, consolidate understanding and extend their vocabulary.
4.9. Paired and group activities can increase pupil success, but to work together effectively pupils need guidance, support and practice.
4.10. How pupils are grouped is also important; care should be taken to monitor the impact of groupings on pupil attainment, behaviour and motivation.
Learn how to…
Stimulate pupil thinking and check for understanding, by:
4.l. Planning activities around what you want pupils to think hard about.
4.o. Considering the factors that will support effective collaborative or paired work (e.g. familiarity with routines, whether pupils have the necessary prior knowledge and how pupils are grouped).
4.p. Providing scaffolds for pupil talk to increase the focus and rigour of dialogue.
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[bookmark: AI]Use of artificial intelligence
This document includes content created using generative artificial intelligence (gen AI). The original materials were developed by the NIoT team, drawing on comprehensive evidence base and decades of teaching and leadership experience. Some scenarios, case studies, and example programme materials were generated with the assistance of AI, guided by thoughtfully crafted human prompts informed by extensive expertise and a deep understanding of the framework content. Additionally, AI-generated content was used to create podcast formats. Every output was rigorously quality assured and edited by an expert in early career teaching to ensure accuracy, relevance, and alignment with the framework. 
For further information regarding safe and ethical use of gen AI in education, see https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/using-ai-in-education-settings-support-materials 
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