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Every teacher can be outstanding but it takes a huge amount of belief and hard graft says 
David Didau 

 
If Ofsted Chief Sir Michael Wilshaw was lurking in the corner of your classroom how 
would you feel? Our blogger is convinced every teacher can be an outstanding teacher if 
they believe in themselves and put in the work. Photograph: Andrew Fox 

Is there such a thing as the perfect lesson or the perfect teacher? Well, no, probably not. At 
least, not that I'm aware of. There is no silver bullet that can turn us into amazing teachers 
overnight; being outstanding is not, I think, a matter of charismatic delivery. It's about hard 
work and effort. It's about thorough planning based on sound assessment for learning. And 
it's about consistently being there and having high expectations of and belief in the kids in 
front of you. 

I consider myself to be a good teacher who is capable of delivering an outstanding lesson 
with a fair trailing wind and if I've had a good night's sleep. 

Like me, you've probably taught some shoddy lessons along the way of which you were 
immediately and rightly ashamed. The temptation is to nail these horrors into lead-lined 
coffins and bury them in twisted graveyards of memory. But there's gold in them thar hills. 

I've certainly had my share of failures. I'm a risk taker by nature and am constantly 
experimenting with new and exciting ways of tricking my students into learning. Sometime 
these risks pay off. And sometimes they explode spectacularly, showering me with shredded 
pieces of singed lesson plan. I'd like to think that these failures have all impacted positively 
on the students I teach. Maybe not straightaway, but with determined reflection and a 
relentless pursuit of perfection I have always been determined to be my best. 

After twelve years of teaching these failures are increasingly few and far between. In the 
average week I'll own up to delivering a couple of satisfactory efforts amongst the mainly 



good lessons I preside over. The outstanding lessons are (and I hope for a couple every 
week) either the product of inspiration and as surprising to me as they are to my students, 
or meticulously planned. 

It is this latter instance of the well-planned, competently delivered lesson in which students 
seems to make amazing leaps and bounds that I'm interested in dissecting. If you've not yet 
experienced one of these perfect moments in your teaching career, stick with it. You will. 
And when it happens you'll probably be shaking your head and wondering what it was that 
worked so well. 

I've tried to bottle the lightning of an outstanding lesson on many occasions and guess 
what? It doesn't work. The only thing, in my experience, which offers any kind of cast iron 
guarantee of an outstanding lesson is a thorough knowledge of, and excellent relationship 
with, your class. If you know what they know you almost can't help but help them make 
progress. Sound simple? It is. But it's not easy. 

Easy be damned. I hate the word as I hate hell, all Ofsted inspectors and SEAL! 

You see, it is my firm and unswerving belief that every teacher can be outstanding. All it 
takes is belief and hard graft. One without the other might result in drudgery or delusion, 
but the two together can make the most dithering, diffident practitioner a potential master 
of the universe. I'm not kidding! Anyone can become outstanding. Obviously, some teachers 
won't believe this and others won't put in the required work. But for those that do believe 
and are prepared to sweat blood I would point you in the direction of Samuel Beckett's 
wonderful words of wisdom:  

"Ever tried? Ever failed? No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better."  

I have this quotation emblazoned on my classroom wall to remind my students, as well as 
myself, that it is the effort to excel that matters. Who cares that it didn't work this time? 
Who cares that we got the answer "wrong"? As long as we dust ourselves off and try again 
we can be sure whilst we may not succeed we will certainly fail better. 

Perfection may not be possible. Certainly not everyday. But until they replace us with 
bioengineered robo-pedagogues, we need to remember that it is the striving to be our best 
which marks us out as the outstanding teachers our students deserve. 

• David Didau has been teaching English for 12 years and is Director of Literacy & English at 
Clevedon School in Somerset. He keeps his own counsel on his Learningspy blog and you can 
follow him on Twitter @LearningSpy. 

Original Article: http://www.guardian.co.uk/teacher-network/teacher-
blog/2012/jun/25/ofsted-perfection-teaching?INTCMP=SRCH  
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From this year, Ofsted is placing a greater 
focus on the quality of teaching as part of its 
inspection judgements. According to the 2012 
Ofsted inspectors’ evaluation schedule: “The 
most important role of teaching is to raise 
pupils’ achievement. It is also important in 
promoting their spiritual, moral, social and 
cultural development.” 
  It continues: “Teaching should be 
understood to include teachers’ planning and 
implementing of learning activities across the 
whole curriculum, as well as marking, 
assessment and feedback. It comprises 
activities within and outside the classroom, 
such as support and intervention. The 
judgement on the quality of teaching must 
take account of evidence of pupils’ learning 
and progress.” 
  This will include evidence of setting 
challenging and differentiating tasks, 
delivering lessons at an appropriate pace, and 
the use of feedback and marking to ensure 
pupils understand their levels of progress and 
what the expectations are of them. Inspectors 
will no longer base their assessments on 
“snap-shots” of individual lessons but will look 
at practice and progress in the whole school 
over time.  
  Crucially, as of September, schools will no 
longer be able to gain an “outstanding” 
overall judgement unless the quality of 
teaching is deemed to be outstanding in most 
lessons. 
 
What is an outstanding lesson? 
The Ofsted framework does not say explicitly 
what an outstanding lesson should be, but it 
does provide an indication of what inspectors 
will look for in outstanding teaching. The key 
points that will set apart an outstanding 
lesson from one that is good or satisfactory 
are as follows:  

 Work should be pitched at a level that is 
achievable if individual pupils work hard 
and try their very best. 

 Assessment data should be used to set 
tasks that are perfectly matched to the 
pupils’ prior attainment.  

 The use of resources, including the use of 
teaching assistants where applicable, 
should promote rapid learning for pupils 
regardless of their aptitudes and needs. 

 Pupils with specific learning needs should 
be supported at the appropriate time and 
level to optimise their learning.  

 The tasks set in the lesson should enthuse 
pupils so that they persevere when faced 
with difficult problems and are keen to 
succeed and to learn more. 

 Work must include opportunities for the 
development of pupils’ skills in reading, 
writing, mathematics and ICT, as well as 
extending broader skills such as research 
and teamwork. 

 The teacher demonstrates a high degree of 
subject knowledge throughout the lesson 
and can tease out pupils’ understanding 
through appropriate questioning. 

 Homework needs to be set and marking 
carried out frequently to provide pupils 
with clear guidance on where they are in 
their learning and how they can improve. 

  Jan Webber, the Association of School and 
College Leaders’ inspections specialist, said 
that achieving an outstanding rating would 
now prove more difficult for schools. 

 
She explained: “So far, among secondary 
schools, there have been only 15 outstanding 
judgements since the framework changed in 
January, and one of the reasons is because it 
has become so much harder to show 
outstanding teaching. 
  “The observation of lessons will be just one 
aspect of how teaching is judged. Inspectors 
will want to assess how progress is achieved 



over time by talking to pupils to find out how 
they found the lesson and what they got out 
of it. 
  “The idea is to build up a picture of what 
happens in classrooms across the whole 
school when the inspectors are not there.” 
  When Ofsted inspectors feed back to the 
school on what they have observed, they will 
not be able to say that a particular lesson 
itself was outstanding, but that there were 
features within it that were, Ms Webber said. 
  “The advantage is that this will benefit those 
teachers who do an excellent job, but who go 
to pieces during an inspection. However, this 
process is a lot more complicated than the 
one used previously and is arguably open to 
interpretation by inspectors. It is a recipe for 
inconsistency.” 
  Tony Thornley, an independent education 
consultant, has extrapolated from a number 
of documents and lesson observations that he 
has witnessed the qualities an outstanding 
lesson should contain. He has formulated 
these into a checklist to support teachers (see 
below). 
  He told SecEd: “The first thing about an 
outstanding lesson is that learning needs to 
be exceptionally good and progress needs to 
be good and sustained for all of the children. 
Planning needs to be very thorough and, in 
particular, teachers need to help pupils to 
have achieved by the end of the lesson. So it 
needs to be well-defined in their minds what 
the objective of the lesson is.” 
  He said a lesson was like a journey from one 
point to another, and it needed preparation 
and the realisation that some steps taken may 
be small ones. He continued: “A classroom is 
not a homogenous environment and there 
will need to be some differentiation according 
to the needs of the pupils. 
  “Primary schools tend to be better at this 
and group children by ability, but it is rarely 
seen in secondary classrooms. Teachers need 
to be able to ask open-ended questions which 
make demands of the learner and then to 
follow up with further questioning to establish 
whether or not they have understood. 
  “Much of this should be second nature to an 
experienced teacher. If the planning, 
preparation, differentiation and engaging 

tasks are all present in a lesson then 
classroom management should not be an 
issue as this naturally falls into place when the 
pupils are engaged.” 

 
  Feedback and marking were important, he 
said, because up-to-date feedback “shows 
that the teacher cares about what the 
students are doing and gives them a clear idea 
of what they need to do to get to the next 
level”. 
  “Inspectors will look at how typical the 
pupils’ learning experience is with a particular 
teacher over time. This will be hardest to 
prove with new, inexperienced teachers and 
those who have recently arrived at a school 
and who have had to start again in a new 
environment and with different pupils, whom 
they must get to know.” 
  Mr Thornley said one of the key aspects of a 
successful lesson rested in the relationship 
between the teacher and the class – an aspect 
of outstanding teaching that did not appear in 
any framework, but which needed to be 
borne in mind. “Where the relationship is one 
where the teacher dominates then you rarely 
get the right response from pupils,” he added. 
  Meanwhile, chief inspector, Sir Michael 
Wilshaw, has said recently that teachers will 
be judged on their ability to help pupils learn 
and not on their entertainment value. He 
added that every teacher needs to develop a 
style of teaching with which they feel 
comfortable, and which was flexible enough 
to cope with the demands of the lesson. 
  He said: “A good lesson is about what works. 
A formulaic approach pushed out by a school 
or rigidly prescribed as part of the inspection 
process traps too many in a stultifying and 
stifling mould which does not demand their 



use of imaginative, initiative or common 
sense.” 
  He said teachers needed to be aware of 
when the mood of the lesson changes so they 
can alter their approach: “The worst lessons 
are those where a teacher ploughs through 
the plan irrespective of how well, or how 
badly, the lesson is going. Ofsted won’t 
require lesson plans when observing, but they 
will want to see a planned lesson.” 
  It was important for teachers to adapt as the 
lesson went on, and to acknowledge that they 

did not have to know all the answers. The best 
teachers were happy to seek advice from 
others and to be observed themselves, he 
said. They also understood the dynamics of 
the class and could dictate the pace of a 
lesson. 
  “A good teacher understands the maxim that 
nothing is taught unless it is learned and they 
are great at picking out the inattentive child 
to make sure they are keeping up,” he added. 
 

 
 

 

Pupils 

 Rapid and sustained progress for almost 
all. 

 An environment where students learn 
exceptionally well. 

 High levels of engagement, interest, 
resilience, confidence, independence, 
courtesy, collaboration and co-operation. 

Teaching 

 Teachers have excellent knowledge and 
understanding of their subject. 

 Teacher lesson-planning is astute. 

 Time is used very well; tasks are 
challenging and match pupils’ needs 
accurately. 

 Activities are imaginative and well-judged 
to meet the content of the lesson. 

 Expectations are consistently high of all 
pupils. 

 Interventions are sharply focused and 
timely, and match individual needs 
accurately. 

 Every opportunity is taken to develop 
reading, writing, communication and 
mathematics skills. 

Assessment 

 Assessment of prior learning is systematic 
and accurate. 

 During lessons, understanding is checked 
systematically and effectively, anticipating 
interventions. 

 Appropriate homework is set regularly to 
contribute to pupils’ learning. 

 Marking and feedback are high-quality 
and frequent so pupils know how to 
progress. 

Behaviour and safety 

 Lessons proceed without interruption. 

 Pupils make every effort to ensure that 
their classmates thrive and learn. 

 There is an atmosphere of respect and 
dignity in the classroom. 

 Behaviour management is systematic and 
consistently applied. 

 Pupils understand unsafe situations and 
are highly aware of how to keep 
themselves and others safe. 

 
From SecEd/ASCL publication, “Guide to…what makes an outstanding lesson?” 

  



The Chew Valley Approach 
All teaching staff to plan and teach an outstanding lesson 

Twilight Session: Monday 8th October 

 Introduction to new Teachers’ Standards (KS) 

 Introduction to Outstanding Lessons (CHH) 

 Time in faculty/subject groups to discuss and agree a definition for an outstanding 

lesson in that faculty 

 Definition to be saved to the faculty folder in the “Outstanding Lessons” area on the 

staff drive 2012-13 

Planning and teaching time: October-November 

 All staff to plan a lesson specifically designed to match the agreed faculty/subject 

definition of an outstanding lesson 

 Can be to any year, any class 

 There is no requirement to be observed to encourage innovation and risk-taking 

 If you would like to be observed by somebody from the staff, we would like to 

accommodate this. If cover is required, please liaise with your Faculty’s link SMT. The 

observation can be used for Instep 2012-13 if you wish, but this is not a requirement. 

 Staff may save lesson plans, evaluations and/or resources to the faculty folder in the 

“Outstanding Lessons” area on the staff drive 2012-13, to form a bank of best 

practice. This is not a requirement.  

Evaluation: Faculty Meeting, 3rd December 

 All staff to evaluate their lesson verbally in the Faculty Meeting – was it outstanding? 

What did you learn from the experience?  

 Heads of Faculty/Subject to summarise evaluation points into a single document 

which should be saved into the “Outstanding Lessons” area on the staff drive 2012-

13 before the end of term 2.  

Next Steps 

 CMT to discuss evaluation documents at meeting on January 30th to compile a “best 

practice” document and a Chew Valley “how to be outstanding” checklist for all staff 

 Staff to continue dialogue about outstanding teaching and learning through faculty 

meeting structure and observation pairs 

 Staff continue to deliver outstanding lessons 

Chris Hildrew/Karen Straw, October 2012 


