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ECT Programme Mentor Support Materials – Planning and delivery elective self-study 5
Collaboration and talk in the learning environment
This document is intended for those who design and deliver a school-based ECT Programme. The self-study materials are intended for use with mentors working with early career teachers (ECTs) in year one. They align with the associated ECT elective self-study from this module. 		Opportunities for schools to add exemplification relevant to their context have been identified. It is suggested that further phase- or subject-specific examples be added to reflect the needs of your programme participants.
Approximate reading time: 15 minutes	



Introduction
Welcome to these optional mentor support materials for elective self-study 5: Collaboration and talk in the learning environment. This elective self-study forms part the module on ‘Planning and delivery’. 
Your early career teacher will have completed their elective self-study following a reflective discussion with you in which this was identified as an area for their development. The content will help them to engage more deeply with the evidence and enhance their application of theory to their classroom practice. 
To support your work with your ECT, these materials outline what the theory could look like in practice, highlighting the ‘active ingredients’ that make it effective. The materials also provide suggested action steps that early career teachers could take to implement these into their practice. It also includes a template to help you structure your weekly mentoring session with your ECT. 
Please note, the overview of the ECT self-study material is optional reading. You can go straight to the Next Steps: preparing for your mentoring session if you wish. 
If you choose to read this content, we suggest you first read the mentor support materials for the core self-study on ‘Planning and delivery’. This outlines the theory and related evidence underpinning effective lesson design and delivery. It is suggested that you read both self-studies in advance of observing and meeting with your early career teacher. This will help guide your discussion with your ECT. 
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Collaboration and talk in the learning environment
Approximate time to complete: 6 minutes 
Reminder of what the evidence says
Early career teachers considered how to group pupils and generate collaboration and talk in the learning environment. 
If you wish to review the theory relating to grouping, collaboration and talk, please see the Core self-study for ‘Planning and delivery’. 
[bookmark: Section1]Grouping pupils to provide the right levels of support
What this looks like in practice 
Grouping pupils should be a flexible, purposeful, and adaptable process, reflecting the changing needs of learners. Fixed groupings, such as those based on labels like SEND, Pupil Premium, or Greater Depth, are discouraged as they lack flexibility and fail to meet the diverse needs of all students. Instead, temporary groupings should be formed in response to specific tasks or goals. For instance, groups can focus on extending understanding through higher-order thinking for pupils who have already met the objective, or on revisiting key concepts for those requiring additional support. These groupings should be informed by ongoing assessment and are expected to change as lessons progress.
Effective collaboration benefits from thoughtful pupil pairing. For example, a confident but fast-working pupil might be paired with a less confident but meticulous peer, fostering mutual support through complementary strengths. Similarly, an articulate pupil who missed lessons could pair with one who struggles to express knowledge, enabling balanced skill-sharing. Teachers can also design tasks that ensure equal participation, motivation, and alignment with intended outcomes.
In collaborative tasks, assigning clear roles can enhance group effectiveness while maintaining engagement and focus. This strategic approach creates opportunities for inclusive and dynamic learning, setting a strong foundation for future collaboration.
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’ 
The following ‘active ingredients’ can be used to help when grouping pupils.
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. 
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate how to group pupils effectively. These should explicitly link to the ‘active ingredients’, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 
Click here to return to Content page

[bookmark: Maintaining][bookmark: Section2]Making sure that collaborative work is effective
What this looks like in practice
To foster effective group work, teachers can start lessons by explicitly modelling collaborative behaviours such as taking turns, building on ideas, and asking clarifying questions. Pupils should practise these skills in a structured activity before beginning the main group task. Using success criteria to set clear expectations, like ensuring everyone contributes or each member can explain the group’s response, promotes equitable participation.
Monitoring group discussions is essential and can involve moving around the classroom, listening to interactions, and encouraging quieter pupils to engage. Thoughtful grouping of pupils can further support participation, especially for those needing extra encouragement. Assigning specific roles within groups, such as summarising key points, posing questions, or ensuring all voices are heard, increases accountability and helps maintain balanced involvement. These roles also make it easier for teachers to identify individuals who may not be contributing.
Embedding consistent routines, such as paired discussions before larger group tasks, helps pupils become more comfortable and confident in collaborative settings. Regular reinforcement of these practices improves engagement and productivity in group learning. For pupils with SEND, additional support from adults or other scaffolds may be necessary. Teachers should consider the availability and role of adults when forming groups to ensure inclusive and effective participation.
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’ 
The following ‘active ingredients’ can be used to guide the planning of 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, for example, having pupils work in pairs to solve a complex problem, explaining each step of their reasoning to each other before presenting their solution to the class.
· Happens in groups of three to five students.
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate how to implement effective collaboration. These should explicitly link to the ‘active ingredients’, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 

 Click here to return to Content page

[bookmark: Protectingandrepairing][bookmark: Section3]Ensuring that learning environment talk is effective
What this looks like in practice 
Encouraging high-quality pupil discussions involves using open-ended questions that require reasoning, connections, and debate, rather than seeking single correct answers. Questions like “Can you explain your answer?” foster deeper thinking. Effective discussion techniques can be modelled by teachers, showcasing clear articulation, subject-specific vocabulary, and structured responses. Explicitly teaching discussion norms, such as active listening, respectful responses, and justifying answers, equips pupils to engage meaningfully. Scaffolds, such as question stems, help reinforce these practices.
Structured talk activities, like paired discussions, group debates, or whole-class dialogues, are enhanced by assigning roles (e.g., summariser, questioner, challenger) to ensure active participation. For instance, in exploring historical themes, pupils can summarise, probe reasons, or debate changes. Allowing wait time after asking questions enables pupils to reflect and provide thoughtful contributions, promoting deeper engagement.
Sustained shared thinking, used in Early Years teaching, involves collaborative exchanges to explore ideas or solve problems. This benefits SEND pupils by providing personalised support, promoting independence, and fostering social skills.
Integrating discussions into other learning activities enhances understanding and vocabulary. For example, sequencing talk with reading and writing tasks can solidify knowledge. Embedding structured talk into lessons establishes a culture where meaningful discussion is integral to the learning process.
Identifying the ‘active ingredients’ 
The following ‘active ingredients’ can be used to guide the planning of talk tasks.
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 to 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.
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate how to implement effective talk. These should explicitly link to the ‘active ingredients’, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 

Click here to return to Content page


[bookmark: Nextsteps]Next steps: preparing for your mentoring session 
Approximate time to complete: 5 minutes 
The following next steps are suggestions of how mentors could support early career teachers to implement the learning from this elective self-study. Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to meet the needs of their context and their ECTs and to align with models or processes used in their own settings.  
Observing expert practice  
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe a colleague teaching a lesson that exemplifies effective grouping, collaboration and talk.

As they observe their colleague, they should consider 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 discuss your ECT’s reflections at your next interaction. 

ECT reflection 
In their elective self-study 5, ECTs were asked to reflect on a scenario in relation to collaboration and talk in the learning environment. Select the appropriate scenario for your phase to review this: 
	EYFS
	Primary
	Secondary
	Specialist - SEND setting
	Specialist - Alternative provision


[bookmark: EYFS]
	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.
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: 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.
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.
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: 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.
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 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: 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. 
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: 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.  
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: P16scenariostart]

You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study to help elicit their understanding and support your discussions.  
Suggested action steps
Early career teachers were prompted to identify an upcoming lesson and consider how they might implement one of the following actions, however you may wish to select an alternative step that is based on your lesson observations and discussions with your ECT. In your discussion, the focus should be on identifying the ‘active ingredients’ for the action step and how these will be enacted in the classroom.  
See the following examples and accompanying guidance for developing specific areas of practice. The suggested actions were also shared with ECTs. 
The ‘active ingredients’ have been included to help you plan and practice the action. 
	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.
The ‘active ingredients’ that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
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.

	Plan explicit strategies to guide pupils in collaborative tasks, emphasising clear instructions and productive role division to maximise engagement and learning outcomes.
The ‘active ingredients’ that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
Effective collaborative work:
· Requires direct guidance on how to work together productively.
· Is the result of clear instructions and structured routines.
· 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.

	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.
The ‘active ingredients’ that will help increase the effectiveness may include: 
 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.



You may also wish to select an alternative action step as a result of your observation relating to how to develop early literacy that is appropriate for your own context and the needs of your pupils. 
Stretch and challenge
If you feel that your ECT’s current practice can be stretched or challenged, you may want to select more than one precise action. This will help develop their ability to effectively implement multiple approaches during the same lesson. 
Lesson observation of your early career teacher
Arrange to observe your early career teacher putting the action step into practice in their classroom, focusing on the effective implementation of the ‘active ingredients’. 

The National Institute of Teaching uses the six-step observation and feedback model that is based on the work of Bambrick-Santoyo (2016)​, however, your school or trust may have their own model for observation and feedback.  

Click here to return to Content page

[bookmark: Frameworkstatements]Related ITTECF 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.
Click here to return to Content page

[bookmark: References]
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[bookmark: Appendix]Appendix 
Mentor and ECT meeting template 
This template is based on the six-step observation and feedback model used by the National Institute of Teaching (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2016). Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to align with their own model for observation and feedback.  

	Check-in
Start by asking your ECT how their week has been, both in and out of school—check in on their wellbeing, workload, and energy levels. You could invite them to share any successes, challenges, or areas where they’d like support. 


	












	Praise strengths
Following the observation of your ECT this week, praise a specific area of their practice based on your observations from the lesson. This may be a previous action step that they have successfully implemented. 


	Notes 














	Probe areas for development
Based on your notes from the observation, identify an area for development linked the current focus area. You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study as part of this process to help elicit their understanding and drive the dialogic process.  

 

	Notes (include relevant dates and details from specific observations)













	Set precise actions
Having probed areas for development, elicit a precise action your ECT can implement to develop their practice relating to the focus area. Ensure it is:
· Observable – ensure it is something that can be seen during the lesson observation. 
· Practice-able – is this something that your ECT can successfully achieve? Aspirational targets should be avoided. 
· Bite-sized – the action should be granular so that ECTs can achieve it by the next observation rather than long-term, multi-faceted targets. 
· Include the ‘how’ not just ‘what’ – Success criteria will help determine how the action will be achieved. This could be written jointly with the ECT. 


	Agreed precise action 









	Plan based on actions: Work with your ECT to review and refine their chose action. This could include a script or product to be used live with pupils.  Identify success criteria together focusing on the active ingredients of the approach. Through questioning and dialogue, support your ECT to identify ways to successfully implement their action.  


	Observations of colleagues?


When will the action be implemented within the lesson?




Together, prepare a script/create a product that would be delivered live to pupils. Outline the success criteria below. You may wish to review the active ingredients highlighted in the elective self-study. 







	Practice based on plan: Practice could involve creating a product, such as a resource or it may include planning a scripted performance that would ultimately be delivered live to pupils. 
1. Review what effective delivery would look like.
2. Provide your ECT with a model or exemplar of how to implement the chosen strategy or approach before supporting them with practice. 
3. Having shared the model or exemplar with your ECTs, they should then undertake practice using the success criteria you have written together.
4. Provide feedback based on the success criteria and support your ECT as required. ​ This may involve repeating the practice until all the success criteria are successfully achieved



	Feedback: 













	Follow up: Plan a follow-up observation of your ECT to see them put their plan into action. 

Time and date agreed with ECT: 





	Observing expert practice 
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe how a colleague in your school or within your trust actively demonstrates the related practice or approach.

Notes (who, when, where)







	AOB (any other business)
Is there anything else you need to discuss with your ECT today. This could include upcoming dates in the school diary or any other areas of support they might need. 
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