Graham Nuthall on classroom observation and learning

Graham Nuthall explores the different factors that come into play when working out if students have really learnt something or if they are just superficially performing in that particular moment. Nuthall worked out what teachers could do to increase the likelihood of students remembering what they have been taught. One key idea is to design learning activities with students’ memories in mind because students need to revisit concepts at least on three different occasions if the learning is to go into a student’s long-term memory. 

Secondly, Nuthall states that teachers often have no idea how much their students have learnt because of the input of the teacher or whether they knew it already; many teachers do not take the time to find out what their students know already and then plan accordingly to accelerate their learning. Students with good prior knowledge who have been exposed to stimulating learning opportunities will tend to do well in tests but actually they may have learnt very little as the teacher taught knowledge and skills they already had. 

Thirdly, the peer culture is absolutely critical as it has considerable influence – positive or negative – on how students learn. In fact, Nuthall says that most of what students learn comes from their peers so it is essential that we spend time setting up a positive learning environment for peers to support each other rather than hinder the learning process. 

Finally, teachers should encourage students to manage their own learning activities and support them in developing their metacognitive skills as those students who were able to reflect accurately on what they could and couldn’t do during a topic had greater success with their learning.
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