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Q&A  |  Mark Burns — Teaching Backwards

Give us an example of what you 
mean by this?

Well, one particular lesson sticks in my mind. 
The teacher, Liz, had used all of the available 
data on her Year 7 class to plan her lesson. 
However, it became clear quite quickly that the 
lesson was pitched far too high for the class, 
and there was general confusion among the 
learners. Afterwards, Liz ruefully reflected that 
she’d just assumed, because all the pupils had at 
least level 5 on their SAT scores, that they would 
know how to do the basics. She then went on 
to critique some of her other lessons that had 
been unsuccessful in the past. The common 
cause was an over-reliance on data “to guess”, 
as she put it, the starting points of her learners. 
“I’m never going to guess again,” she said, with 
a determined gleam in her eyes.

For Liz, the transformational learning was 
that, if she was to fully embrace the practice 
of teaching backwards, then she would have to 
give more attention to discovering her learners’ 
real starting points. She realised that data alone 
could never give her sufficient information 
about her learners’ level of proficiency across 
the wide range of mathematical topics that she 
teaches them.

Why do some teachers make such 
assumptions?

There can be many different reasons. One is that 
schools are incredibly busy places. The number 
of interactions for a teacher even before the end 
of morning registration can be overwhelming for 
those not used to day-to-day life in a school. For 
many teachers, lunch is eaten on the go, or even 
at the end of the day sometimes. An unwelcome 
consequence of the speed of life in school is that 
it can infect the speed of a teacher’s thinking. 
When thinking speeds up, there is the danger 
that assumptions will be made. However, other 
teachers have reflected that they have not 
received enough training about the importance 
of pre-assessment.

So it’s just the assumptions about 
learners’ starting points?

No, far from it. The danger of over-assuming 
affects all aspects of teaching. From the 
assumption that learners are clear on what we 
mean by ‘high-quality work’ or ‘working hard’, to 
assumptions that can be made about whether 
learners have really made progress in learning. 

Indeed, in each chapter of the book we suggest 
ways to ensure that teachers do not fall into the 
trap of over-assuming.

How can this be overcome?

One of our book’s chapters is called ‘Looking 
for Proof of Learning’. In it we use a detective 
metaphor to describe a key aspect of what 
makes a great teacher. In our experience, the 
best teachers share similar qualities with the 
finest – real and fictional – detectives. Detectives, 
like our all-time favourite, Inspector Columbo 
of LAPD, develop excellent habits of noticing 
clues and gathering proof. We contrast him with 
another TV detective, Inspector Clouseau, who, 
let’s just say, is not so good. We suggest ways 
that teachers can imitate world-class detectives 
in their classrooms to enable them to more 
quickly address misconceptions and change 
the way they are teaching a topic or concept, 
if necessary.

When teachers become better detectives of 
learning, they are more thorough in seeking proof 
of how well learners are doing as they progress 
through each lesson, each topic, and over the 
whole academic year. Their success is based 
on planning which proof-discovering strategies 
they will use before the lesson starts. These may 
have to be adjusted based on the feedback that 
emerges, but they know that pre-planning and 
flexibility are the essence of teaching backwards.

What other key messages are in 
the book?

Well, Teaching Backwards is all about creating 
greater clarity. Our experience of working with 
black-belt (the best) teachers around the country 
has shown us that they use great strategies to 
support their learners to achieve clarity.

They use a variety of skilful techniques to de-
mystify each learner’s destination, getting them 
to turn that into a personal goal, and then helping 

Mark Burns is co-author of the book 
Teaching Backwards, the follow-

up to the best-selling book ‘Engaging 
Learners’. Here we interview him about 
the book... 

Why did you choose Teaching 
Backwards as the title?

The theme running through the book is thinking 
and planning with the end in mind . At the heart 
of Teaching Backwards is a thinking process that 
enables teachers to plan and teach backwards 
from a clear and well-defined destination.

For instance, this destination could be a model of 
a high-quality piece of work that shows learners 
exactly what standard they are expected to have 
achieved by the end of a learning module. But 
it also applies to the class or classes we are 
teaching.

Teachers who teach backwards are clear about 

the attitudes, skills and habits that they want 
their class to have, when they start teaching 
them. They then plan and develop their class 
to the point that they become the sort of class 
you’d love to inherit next September.

Where have this thinking and your 
ideas for the book come from?

As part of the Outstanding Teaching Intervention 
(OTI) programme, we have worked intensively 
with hundreds of teachers, in both primary 
and secondary schools, nationwide over the 
past ten years. Through this work we’ve had the 
opportunity to reflect on the key ingredients 
of the best 5–10% of these teachers. We’ve 
identified the common ingredients that make 
them so effective, day in, day out, as reflected 
by the progress their classes make and the high 
esteem in which they are held in their school 
communities.

Could you give us some of the key 
messages in the book?

Well, the first is that “assuming is guessing”.

Mark Burns

Mark Burns is co-author 
of the best selling book 
‘Engaging Learners’. He 
has a proven track record 
of improving teaching in 
both primary and secondary 
schools nationwide. Mark’s 
training combines his 
insatiable enthusiasm, 
humour and thought-
provoking style with 
innovative, practical tools 
for teachers and school 
leaders.

Discover Mark’s range of 
courses at:

bit.ly/MarkBurns
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“In our experience, the best teachers
share similar qualities with the finest,

real and fictional, detectives.”
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them to feel competent. The learners achieve this 
sense of competence because they see the value 
of the destination and feel confident that they 
can successfully manage the steps needed to 
get them there. Indeed, where learners have high 
levels of clarity, they are able to give themselves 
and their peers more accurate feedback.

So how might Teaching Backwards 
improve my teaching?

We’ve written this book for the busy teacher. Each 
of the stages in Teaching Backwards provides 
theory in a nutshell, practical tools and strategies, 
and the opportunity to consider which aspect of 
this stage could improve teaching and learning 
in their classroom. Every strategy has been road 
tested by teachers in primary and secondary 
schools. Many teachers who have taken part 
in our OTI programme have seen the quality 
of their teaching transformed when they have 
embraced the principles of teaching backwards.

Some have recognised the importance of building 
high expectations with their classes. Others 
have stopped guessing at the starting points 
of their learners. Still more have ceased to be 
vague about the destinations they want their 
pupils to reach and lax about how they will get 
proof of their learning. Instead, they’ve started 
to become more challenging, more disciplined 
in their planning, and more precise and skilful 
at getting feedback from their learners. They do 
less guessing and more investigating. They’ve got 
more empathy, but they accept fewer excuses.

Will Teaching Backwards just be a 
book?

No, we have also created a continuing professional 
development (CPD) course and INSET course 
based upon the book. SR

Get more great insight from Mark Burns 
and Andy Griffith on their new one-day 
course: Outstanding Teaching — Teaching 
Backwards across 3 locations this spring.

Outstanding Teaching:
Teaching Backwards
by Andy Griffith & Mark Burns

This book is the follow-up to the best-selling 
‘Outstanding Teaching: Engaging Learners’. It is 
based on thousands of hours of primary and secondary 
lesson analysis, and forms part of Osiris Educational’s 
Outstanding Teaching Intervention programme.

In an increasingly fast-paced school environment, 
Teaching Backwards offers a more reflective and 
measured approach. Those who teach backwards 
start with the end in mind: they know in advance what 
they expect their learners to achieve, they define and 
demystify ambitious goals, and they establish their 
students’ starting points before they start to plan and 
teach. Teaching Backwards offers a practical, hands-
on manual for teachers to further develop excellence 
in both themselves and their learners.

Get your copy at bit.ly/TLTbook

Q&A  |  Mark Burns — Teaching Backwards

back01
COURSE

CODE

Across 3 locations 
this spring term

Book or reserve a place
0808 160 5 160

View course details and book at
bit.ly/teachingbackwards

Book this in your school
01790 755 783

Join Mark Burns and Andy Griffiths on the new course in the Outstanding Teaching range..

teaching backwards
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A quick look at the

big CPD talking points
this spring

Ofsted recently launched a consultation on 
radical changes to inspections, setting out 

“the most far-reaching reforms to education 
inspection in the last quarter of a century”.  So 
Osiris have confirmed a senior Ofsted speaker 
(to be announced shortly) for a new course on 
the “Future of Ofsted” for spring 2015, to help 
schools to be fully prepared for a totally new 
inspection process from September 2015. 

Professor John Hattie is possibly the world’s 
most important and influential educationalist, 

whose research has helped millions of teachers 
focus on what really works. Therefore, Osiris 
are thrilled to welcome him back to the UK 
for exclusive dates in May 2015, when he will 
attend the Impact Conference and the Visible 
Learningplus Conference and share his insights.

With the recent furore surrounding the 
potential introduction of compulsory sets, 

now is the perfect time to discuss whether sets 
or mixed ability is right for pupils. Labelling in 
school is a divisive issue, they are essential for 
getting pupils support but they can cause a fixed 
mindset.  Osiris have brought together leading 
experts who will examine the research to help 
you make a decision. 

Accountability is right at the top of the 
agenda for schools for 2015, and it’s at the 

top of Osiris’ agenda too. The new reforms for 
primary and secondary schools set out tough 
targets, so we’ve put together a range of 
courses to help schools thrive under the new 
requirements. These courses are: Baseline 
Assessments in Reception, The Future of KS1 
and KS2 Testing, and Prepare for Progress 8.

Scan this code to read 
more about these topics

Get a first look at our spring 
courses at bit.ly/2015CPD

Use our free CPD advice service 
by calling 0333 321 1104
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Pendle Vale College recently 
completed their f irst OTI 

cohort. Deputy Head, Julia Seggie, 
has booked two more cohorts for 
her staff. Here two of her staff 
share their experiences of the 
programme and it’s impact so far.

To begin with, the thought of participating in a programme 
where I would be filmed while teaching filled me with 
apprehension. However, after attending the first training 
session and meeting the trainer, all my fears were allayed. 
The programme was purely developmental rather than 
judgmental – I was given time to think about how I could 
take my teaching to the next level. 

A group of teachers attended a variety of sessions where 
we could try new strategies based around engagement, 
challenge and feedback. These sessions helped us to refresh 
our knowledge and left us wanting more, as well as giving us 
things we could share with the rest of the school.

The programme is the perfect environment for teachers 
to trial strategies and reflect on their practice, in order 
to give our students the best possible learning experience. I 
would highly recommend the programme as a good form of 
professional development that actually does develop staff, 
and has an impact on students virtually from day one.

Amy Jenkinson

Staffroom Magazine

c/o Osiris Educational

Staffroom Magazine

c/o Osiris Educational

I initially wanted to take part in the OTI because 
I was 

excited about having someone from outside the school 

leading the training, giving us new ideas for our teaching. 

I certainly wasn’t disappointed: our trainer introdu
ced us 

to a variety of new and engaging activities that could easily 

be used in any subject. Her enthusiasm was infectious, and 

I left each training session having a really strong id
ea of 

which tasks I was going to try the next day.

I certainly felt uncomfortable about being filmed, but after 

the first filming session, I realised that the focus of the video 

was not solely the teacher, but the learning going o
n in the 

classroom. Watching the videos, I was able to see things 

that I missed while “in the moment”. It was not intrusive or 

frightening, and our trainer had a lot to do with that. 

Since the training began, certain strategies have b
ecome 

part of my everyday teaching. They help to promote 

challenge and independent learning and I know that, if 

Ofsted give the call, I will not hesitate to refer back to my 

OTI training to prepare my lessons.
Vicky Duperouzel

Level up 

Questioning
for proof What is it?

Invitational 
questions

Hinge point 
questions

Pre-Mortems

Questioning 
follow ups

Application of this activity
Teacher reflections from
this activity

How does it help learners
to make progress?

One effective technique for finding proof 
that learners are understanding the concept/
topic being studied is by creating a series of 
requests:

“Tell me what you’re trying to achieve with this 
piece of work.”

“Tell me what you’ve learned so far in this topic.”

“Tell me what you can about… (magnesium/the 
causes of WW1).”

Combined with improving ‘wait time’ i.e. 
the amount of time a teacher waits before 
speaking after posing a question or receiving 
an answer, this technique helps learners to 
develop their answers.

Hinge point questions are posed by teachers 
at or near the start of a lesson in order to gather 
proof about which learners are at the stage to 
confidently tackle the challenges of the lesson 
and which are not.

These questions can be answered on mini 
whiteboards, for example, and give the 
teacher vital information as to whether he or 
she can move on or whether they need to do a 
bit of re-teaching or pre-teaching first. Multiple 
choice formats can be an effective way of 
asking hinge questions without taking up too 
much time.

Whereas a post-mortem is conducted on 
a person after they die, a pre-mortem is 
conducted before a death takes place. In 
fact, pre-mortems are very useful in helping 
us avoid a death. In this case we’re trying to 
avoid the death of learning, or the death of 
a teacher’s enthusiasm. Pre-mortems help 
us anticipate the things that might go wrong. 
One way is by doing a piece of work yourself 
so that you might start to anticipate how some 
learners will fail!

For example, try doing the mid-topic test 
yourself before giving it to learners. This 
knowledge will help you recognise where 
more clarity is needed, anticipate questions 
that might come from learners and help to 
think of your own proof-seeking questions.

Just being able to give the correct answer 
doesn’t prove that deep learning has taken 
place.

A memorable mantra we often hear from 
English and Literacy teachers is ‘PEE on your 
work’. They train learners to follow a Point with 
Evidence and Explanations.

Similarly, the structure ‘Point, Because, 
Therefore, However ...’ helps train learners to 
follow up any statement or answer they give 
with evidence, example, consequence, and 
counter-example.

The responses to these open, invitational 
requests can give you a strong sense of 
how well learners are progressing towards 
their destination.

By simply posing a friendly yet challenging 
request for information, and demanding 
that any answer be accompanied by proof, 
you begin to establish a culture of greater 
academic rigour in your classroom.

In his book, Embedded Formative 
Assessment, Professor Dylan Wiliam 
suggests that asking a hinge point question 
“should take no longer than two minutes, 
and ideally less than one minute, for all 
students to respond”.

They should also work individually to 
ensure that a stronger partner or group 
leader does not mask another’s true level of 
understanding. Devising and asking hinge 
point questions helps teachers to ensure 
that all learners are ready to move on. Those 
that aren’t can be given extra support.

When pre-mortems are done well, we 
guarantee that you will have fewer 
frustrating experiences, less confused work 
to mark, and fewer repeated lessons or 
revision sessions to run.

A good pre-mortem involves speculating 
on what could possibly go wrong before 
it does! Pre-mortems help teachers teach 
backwards from a deeper understanding 
of the concepts that underpin the content of 
the upcoming topics or modules of learning.

Taking the time to carry out pre-mortems, 
either on your own or even better with 
colleagues, can get you to stop and think 
about what questions you need to pose to 
ensure understanding.

As well as mantras, other teachers have 
established strong proof-seeking routines 
where they pose a question such as 
accepting no answer unless it has at least 
two pieces of evidence supporting it. It will 
be up to you to train learners so they’ll know 
precisely what constitutes good evidence.

By doing so, you are helping to instil some 
great habits in your classroom. When 
learners can articulate their understanding 
they are better able to develop written 
answers too.

Invitational requests are a type of open 
question. How much of your questioning is 
open as opposed to closed?

How well do you use ‘wait time’? Can 
you expand your wait time whilst using 
invitational requests?

How might invitational requests help 
learners to get into the habit of expanding 
and justifying their responses?

What questions could you pose early in 
a lesson to gauge the understanding of 
learners?

How might you use mini-whiteboards or 
distribute cards A, B, C and D to help get 
feedback from hinge point questions?

Which colleagues can you collaborate 
with to devise hinge point questions for 
different topics?

What will learners find the most difficult 
aspects of this topic? What might some 
learners find impossible?

What do you think will be the main areas 
of confusion for learners in an up-coming 
topic?

What questions has the pre-mortem 
thrown up in your mind? What questions 
do you anticipate will arise from learners?

What ways can you follow-up learners’ 
answers to ensure that they haven’t just 
fluked an answer?

Do you use a memorable mantra with 
learners when questioning them?

How well do learners push themselves to 
expand, develop or justify their questions 
and answers?

Many teachers like to have a variety of proof-seeking 
questions in their questioning arsenal. Used regularly, 

they can help teachers to avoid assuming that learning is 
taking place.

To find out more about OTI or to download regular 4by4s, visit bit.ly/4by4s
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